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Thomas Lang used to be an officer of the
Scots Guard, now he is unemployed and
drifting. The only commodity he has to sell
is himself. But when he is offered a
contract to murder a wealthy businessman
he politely declines. He goes to warn the
target, is attacked by a tough already on
the premises and defends himself. When‘
the most beautiful girl he’s ever seen
appears, he tells her a series of lies. And
in no time, Lang, who would rather be
riding his Kawasaki ZZR 1100, finds
himself caught up in international intrigue,

spying, violence, murder...and love.

Lang seems helpless, but confronted by
the minions of the British Secret Service,
the CIA and assorted local and
international villians, he manages single-
handedly to orchestrate a high adrenaline
caper involving a prototype military
helicopter capable of going five hundred
miles per hour, a sinister arms dealer,
international terrorists, beautiful girls and

just enough sex.

The Gun Seller is a witty departure from
the classical spy novel blending thrills and

laughs in perfect proportions.



















































One

I saw a man this morning
Who did not wish to die;

P. S. STEWART

Imagine that you have to break someone’s arm.

Right or left, doesn’t matter. The point is that you have to
break it, because if you don’t . . . well, that doesn’t matter
either. Let’s just say bad things will happen if you don’t.

Now, my question goes like this: do you break the arm
quickly — snap, whoops, sorry, here let me help you with that
improvised splint — or do you drag the whole business out for
a good eight minutes, every now and then increasing the
pressure in the tiniest of increments, until the pain becomes
pink and green and hot and cold and altogether howlingly
unbearable?

Well exactly. Of course. The right thing to do, the only
thing to do, is to get it over with as quickly as possible. Break
the arm, ply the brandy, be a good citizen. There can be no
other answer.

Unless.

Unless unless unless.

What if you were to hate the person on the other end of the

3



arm? I mean really, really hate them.

This was a thing I now had to consider.

I say now, meaning then, meaning the moment I am
describing; the moment fractionally, oh so bloody fraction-
ally, before my wrist reached the back of my neck and my left
humerus broke into at least two, very possibly more, floppily
joined-together pieces.

The arm we’ve been discussing, you see, is mine. It’s not an
abstract, philosopher’s arm. The bone, the skin, the hairs, the
small white scar on the point of the elbow, won from the
corner of a storage heater at Gateshill Primary School - they
all belong to me. And now is the moment when [ must
consider the possibility that the man standing behind me,
gripping my wrist and driving it up my spine with an almost
sexual degree of care, hates me. I mean, really, really hates
me.
He is taking for ever.

His name was Rayner. First name unknown. By me, at any
rate, and therefore, presumably, by you too.

I suppose someone, somewhere, must have known his first
name — must have baptised him with it, called him down to
breakfast with it, taught him how to spell it — and someone
else must have shouted it across a bar with an offer of a drink,
or murmured it during sex, or written it in a box on a life
insurance application form. I know they must have done all
these things. Just hard to picture, that’s all.

Rayner, I estimated, was ten years older than me. Which
was fine. Nothing wrong with that. I have good, warm, non-
arm-breaking relationships with plenty of people who are ten
years older than me. People who are ten years older than me
are, by and large, admirable. But Rayner was also three
inches taller than me, four stones heavier, and at least eight
however-you-measure-violence units more violent. He was
uglier than a car park, with a big, hairless skull that dipped
and bulged like a balloon full of spanners, and his flattened,
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fighter’s nose, apparently drawn on his face by someone using
their left hand, or perhaps even their left foot, spread out in a
meandering, lopsided delta under the rough slab of his
forehead.

And God Almighty, what a forehead. Bricks, knives,
bottles and reasoned arguments had, in their time, bounced
harmlessly off this massive frontal plane, leaving only the
feeblest indentations between its deep, widely-spaced pores.
They were, I think, the deepest and most widely-spaced pores
I have ever seen in human skin, so that I found myself
thinking back to the council putting-green in Dalbeattie, at
the end of the long, dry summer of *76.

Moving now to the side elevation, we find that Rayner’s
ears had, long ago, been bitten off and spat back on to the
side of his head, because the left one was definitely upside
down, or inside out, or something that made you stare at it
for a long time before thinking ‘oh, it’s an ear’.

And on top of all this, in case you hadn’t got the message,
Rayner wore a black leather jacket over a black polo-neck.

But of course you would have got the message. Rayner
could have swathed himself in shimmering silk and put an
orchid behind each ear, and nervous passers-by would still
have paid him money first and wondered afterwards whether
they had owed him any.

As it happened, I didn’t owe him money. Rayner belonged
to that select group of people to whom I didn’t owe anything
at all, and if things had been going a little better between us,
I might have suggested that he and his fellows have a special
tie struck, to signify membership. A motif of crossed paths,
perhaps.

But, as I said, things weren’t going well between us.

A one-armed combat instructor called Cliff (yes, [ know — he
taught unarmed combat, and he only had one arm - very
occasionally life is like that) once told me that pain was a
thing you did to yourself. Other people did things to you -
they hit you, or stabbed you, or tried to break your arm — but
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pain was of your own making. Therefore, said Cliff, who had
spent a fortnight in Japan and so felt entitled to unload dog-
shit of this sort on his eager charges, it was always within
your power to stop your own pain. Cliff was killed in a pub
brawl three months later by a fifty-five-year-old widow, so I
don’t suppose I'll ever have a chance to set him straight.

Pain is an event. It happens to you, and you deal with it in
whatever way you can.

The only thing in my favour was that, so far, I hadn’t made
any noise.

Nothing to do with bravery, you understand, I simply
hadn’t got round to it. Up until this moment, Rayner and I
had been pinging off the walls and furniture in a sweatily
male silence, with only the occasional grunt to show that we
were both still concentrating. But now, with not much more
than five seconds to go before I passed out or the bone finally
gave way — now was the ideal moment to introduce a new
element. And sound was all I could think of.

So I inhaled deeply through my nose, straightened up to get
as close as I could to his face, held the breath for a moment,
and then let out what Japanese martial artists refer to as a kiai
— you’d probably call it a very loud noise, and that wouldn’t
be so far off — a scream of such blinding, shocking, what-the-
fuck-was-that intensity, that I frightened myself quite badly.

On Rayner, the effect was pretty much as advertised,
because he shifted involuntarily to one side, easing the grip on
my arm for about a twelfth of a second. I threw my head back
into his face as hard as I could, feeling the gristle in his nose
adjust itself around the shape of my skull and a silky wetness
spreading across my scalp, then brought my heel up towards
his groin, scraping the inside of his thigh before connecting
with an impressive bundle of genitalia. By the time the twelfth
of a second had elapsed, Rayner was no longer breaking my
arm, and I was aware, suddenly, of being drenched in sweat.

I backed away from him, dancing on my toes like a very
old St Bernard, and looked around for a weapon.
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The venue for this pro-am contest of one fifteen-minute
round was a small, inelegantly furnished sitting-room in
Belgravia. The interior designer had done a perfectly horrible
job, .as all interior designers do, every single time, without
fail, no exceptions — but at that moment his or her liking for
heavy, portable objets happened to coincide with mine. I
selected an eighteen-inch Buddha from the mantelpiece with
my good arm, and found that the little fellow’s ears afforded
a satisfyingly snug grip for the one-handed player.

Rayner was kneeling now, vomiting on a Chinese carpet
and improving its colour no end. I chose my spot, braced
myself, and swung at him back-handed, plugging the corner
of the Buddha’s plinth into the soft space behind his left ear.
There was a dull, flat noise, of the kind that only human
tissue under attack can make, and he rolled over on to his
side.

I didn’t bother to see whether he was still alive. Callous,
perhaps, but there you go.

I wiped some of the sweat from my face and walked
through into the hall. I tried to listen, but if there was any
sound from the house or from the street outside I would never
have heard it, because my heart was going like a road drill. Or
perhaps there really was a road drill outside. I was too busy
sucking in great suitcase-sized chunks of air to notice.

I opened the front door and immediately felt cool drizzle
on my face. It mingled with the sweat, diluting it, diluting the
pain in my arm, diluting everything, and I closed my eyes and
let it fall. It was one of the nicest things I’ve ever experienced.
You may say that it’s a pretty poor life I’'ve been leading. But
then, you see, context is everything.

I left the door on the latch, stepped down on to the
pavement and lit a cigarette. Gradually, grumpily, my heart
sorted itself out, and my breathing followed at a distance. The
pain in my arm was terrible, and I knew it would be with me
for days, if not weeks, but at least it wasn’t my smoking arm.

I went back into the house and saw that Rayner was where
I’d left him, lying in a pool of vomit. He was dead, or he was
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grievously-bodily-harmed, either of which meant at least five
years. Ten, with time added on for bad behaviour. And this,
from my point of view, was bad.

I’ve been in prison, you see. Only three weeks, and only on
remand, but when you’ve had to play chess twice a day with
a monosyllabic West Ham supporter, who has ‘HATFE’
tattooed on one hand, and ‘HATE’ on the other — using a set
missing six pawns, all the rooks and two of the bishops — you
find yourself cherishing the little things in life. Like not being
in prison.

I was contemplating these and related matters, and starting
to think of all the hot countries I'd never got around to
visiting, when I realised that that noise — that soft, creaking,
shuffling, scraping noise — was definitely not coming from my
heart. Nor from my lungs, nor from any other part of my
yelping body. That noise was definitely external.

Someone, or something, was making an utterly hopeless
job of coming down the stairs quietly.

I left the Buddha where it was, picked up a hideous
alabaster table lighter and moved towards the door, which
was also hideous. How can one make a hideous door? you
may ask. Well, it takes some doing, certainly, but believe me,
the top interior designers can knock off this kind of thing
before breakfast.

I tried to hold my breath and couldn’t, so I waited noisily.
A light switch flicked on somewhere, waited, then flicked off.
A door opened, pause, nothing there either, closed. Stand still.
Think. Try the sitting-room.

There was a rustle of clothing, a soft footfall, and then
suddenly I found I was relaxing my grip on the alabaster
lighter, and leaning back against the wall in something close
to relief. Because even in my frightened, wounded state, I was
ready to stake my life on the fact that Nina Ricci’s Fleur de
Fleurs is just not a fighting scent.

She stopped in the doorway and looked around the room.
The lights were out, but the curtains were wide open and
there was plenty of light coming in from the street.
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I waited until her gaze fell on Rayner’s body before I put
my hand over her mouth.

We went through all the usual exchanges dictated by
Hollywood and polite society. She tried to scream and bite the
palm of my hand, and I told her to be quiet because I wasn’t
going to hurt her unless she shouted. She shouted and I hurt
her. Pretty standard stuff, really.

By and by she was sitting on the hideous sofa with half a
pint of what I thought was brandy but turned out to be
Calvados, and I was standing by the door wearing my
smartest and best ‘I am psychiatrically A1’ expression.

I’d rolled Rayner on to his side, into a kind of recovery
position, to stop him from choking on his own vomit. Or
anyone else’s, if it came to that. She’d wanted to get up and
fiddle with him, to see if he was all right — pillows, damp
cloths, bandages, all the things that help to make the
bystander feel better — but I told her to stay where she was
because I'd already called an ambulance, and all in all it
would be better to leave him alone.

She had started to tremble slightly. It started in the hands,
as they clutched the glass, then moved to her elbows and up
to her shoulders, and it got worse every time she looked at
Rayner. Of course, trembling is probably not an uncommon
reaction to discovering a mixture of dead person and vomit
on your carpet in the middle of the night, but I didn’t want
her getting any worse. As I lit a cigarette with the alabaster
lighter — and yes, even the flame was hideous - I tried to take
in as much information as I could before the Calvados booted
her up and she started asking questions.

I could see her face three times in that room: once in a
silver-framed photograph on the mantelpiece, with her in Ray
Bans, dangling from a ski-lift; once in a huge and terrible oil
portrait, done by someone who can’t have liked her all that
much, hanging by the window; and finally, and definitely the
best of all, in a sofa ten feet away.

She couldn’t have been more than nineteen, with square
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shoulders and long brown hair that waved and cheered as it
disappeared behind her neck. The high, round cheek-bones
implied Orientalness, but that disappeared as soon as you
reached her eyes, which were also round, and large, and
bright grey. If that makes any sense. She was wearing a red
silk dressing-gown, and one elegant slipper with fancy gold
thread across the toes. I glanced around the room, but its
mate was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she could only afford _
one.

She cleared some husk from her throat.

‘“Who is he?’ she said.

I think I’d known she was going to be American before she
opened her mouth. Too healthy to be anything else. And
where do they get those teeth?

‘His name was Rayner,’ I said, and then realised that this
sounded a little thin as an answer, so I thought I’d add
something. ‘He was a very dangerous man.’

‘Dangerous?’

She looked worried by that, and quite right too. It was
probably crossing her mind, as it was crossing mine, that if
Rayner was dangerous, and I’d killed him, then that,
hierarchically-speaking, made me very dangerous.

‘Dangerous,’ I said again, and watched her closely as she
looked away. She seemed to be trembling less, which was
good. Or maybe her trembling had just fallen into sync with
mine, so I noticed it less.

‘Well . . . what is he doing here?’ she said at last. “What did
he want?’

‘It’s difficult to say.” Difficult for me, at any rate. ‘Maybe
he was after money, maybe the silver . . .’

“You mean . . . he didn’t tell you?’ Her voice was suddenly
loud. “You hit this guy, without knowing who he was? What
he was doing here?’

Despite the shock, her brain seemed to be coming along
pretty nicely.

‘I hit him because he was trying to kill me,’ I said. ‘I’'m like
that.’
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I tried a roguish smile, then caught sight of it in the mirror
over the mantelpiece and realised it hadn’t worked.

“‘You’re like that,” she repeated, unlovingly. ‘And who are
you?*

Well now. I was going to have to wear some very soft shoes
at this juncture. This was where things could suddenly get a
lot worse than they already were.

I tried looking surprised, and perhaps just a little bit hurt.

“You mean you don’t recognise me?’

‘No.’

‘Huh. Odd. Fincham. James Fincham.’ I held out my hand.
She didn’t take it, so I converted the movement into a
nonchalant brush of the hair.

‘That’s a name,’ she said. “That’s not who you are.’

‘I'm a friend of your father’s.’

She considered this for a moment.

‘Business friend?’

‘Sort of.’ ‘

‘Sort of.” She nodded. ‘You’re James Fincham, you’re a sort
of business friend of my father’s, and you’ve just killed a man
in our house.’

I put my head on one side, and tried to show that yes,
sometimes it’s-an absolute bugger of a world.

She showed her teeth again.

‘And that’s it, is it? That’s your CV?’

I reprised the roguish smile, to no better effect.

“Wait a second,’ she said.

She looked at Rayner, then suddenly sat up a little
straighter, as if a thought had just struck her.

“You didn’t call anybody, did you?’

Come to think of it, all things considered, she must have
been nearer twenty-four.

‘You mean . . .’ [ was floundering now.

‘l mean,” she said, ‘there’s no ambulance coming here.
Jesus.’

She put the glass down on the carpet by her feet, got up
and walked towards the phone.
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‘Look,’ I said, ‘before you do anythingsilly . . .’

I started to move towards her, but the way she spun round
made me realise that staying still was probably the better
plan. I didn’t want to be pulling bits of telephone receiver out
of my face for the next few weeks.

“You stay right there, Mr James Fincham,’ she hissed at me.
‘There’s nothing silly about this. ’'m calling an ambulance,
and I’'m calling the police. This is an internationally approved
procedure. Men come round with big sticks and take you
away. Nothing silly about it at all.’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘T haven’t been entirely straight with you.’

She turned towards me and narrowed her eyes. If you
know what I mean by that. Narrowed them horizontally, not
vertically. I suppose one should say she shortened her eyes,
but nobody ever does.

She narrowed her eyes.

‘What the hell do you mean “not entirely straight”? You
only told me two things. You mean one of them was a lie?’

She had me on the ropes, there’s no question about that. I
was in trouble. But then again, she’d only dialled the first
nine.

‘My name is Fincham,’ I said, ‘and I do know your father.’

“Yeah, what brand of cigarette does he smoke?’

‘Dunbhill.’

‘Never smoked a cigarette in his life.

She was late-twenties, possibly. Thirty at a pinch. I took a
deep breath while she dialled the second nine.

‘All right, I don’t know him. But I am trying to help.’

‘Right. You’ve come to fix the shower.’

Third nine. Play the big card.

‘Someone is trying to kill him,’ I said.

There was a faint click and I could hear somebody,
somewhere, asking which service we wanted. Very slowly she
turned towards me, holding the receiver away from her face.

‘What did you say?’

‘Someone is trying to kill your father,’ I repeated. ‘I don’t
know who, and I don’t know why. But ’m trying to stop
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them. That’s who I am, and that’s what I’'m doing here.’

She looked at me long and hard. A clock ticked
somewhere, hideously.

“This man,’ I pointed at Rayner, ‘had something to do with
it.’ |

I could see that she thought this unfair, as Rayner was
hardly in a position to contradict me; so I softened my tone a
little, looking around anxiously as if 1 was every bit as
mystified and fretted-up as she was.

‘I can’t say he came here to kill,” I said, ‘because we didn’t
get a chance to talk much. But it’s not impossible.” She carried
on staring at me. The operator was squeaking hellos down
the line and probably trying to trace the call.

She waited. For what, I’m not sure.

‘Ambulance,” she said at last, still looking at me, and then
turned away slightly and gave the address. She nodded, and
then slowly, very slowly, put the receiver back on its cradle
and turned to me. There was one of those pauses that you
know is going to be long as soon as it starts, so I shook out
another cigarette and offered her the packet.

She came towards me and stopped. She was shorter than
she’d looked on the other side of the room. I smiled again,
and she took a cigarette from the packet, but didn’t light it.
She just played with it slowly, and then pointed a pair of grey
eyes at me.

[ say a pair. I mean her pair. She didn’t get a pair of
someone else’s out from a drawer and point them at me. She
pointed her own pair of huge, pale, grey, pale, huge eyes at
me. The sort of eyes that can make a grown man talk
gibberish to himself. Get a grip, for Christ’s sake.

“You’re a liar,” she said.

Not angry. Not scared. Just matter-of-fact. You’re a liar.

“Well, yes,” I said, ‘generally speaking, I am. But at this
particular moment, I happen to be telling the truth.’

She kept on staring at my face, the way I sometimes do
when D've finished shaving, but she didn’t seem to get any
more answers than I ever have. Then she blinked once, and
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the blink seemed to change things somehow. Something had
been released, or switched off, or at least turned down a bit. [
started to relax.

“Why would anyone want to kill my father?’ Her voice was
softer now.

‘I honestly don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’ve only just found out he
doesn’t smoke.’

She pressed straight on, as if she hadn’t heard me.

‘And tell me Mr Fincham,’ she said, ‘how you came by all’
this?’

This was the tricky bit. The really tricky bit. Trickiness
cubed.

‘Because I was offered the job,’ I said.

She stopped breathing. I mean, she actually stopped
breathing. And didn’t look as if she had any plans to start
again in the near future.

I carried on, as calmly as I could.

‘Someone offered me a lot of money to kill your father,” I
said, and she frowned in disbelief. ‘I turned it down.’

I shouldn’t have added that. I really shouldn’t.

Newton’s Third Law of Conversation, if it existed, would
hold that every statement implies an equal and opposite
statement. To say that I’d turned the offer down raised the
possibility that I might not have done. Which was not a thing
I wanted floating round the room at this moment. But she
started breathing again, so maybe she hadn’t noticed.

“Why?’

‘“Why what?’

Her left eye had a tiny streak of green that went off from
the pupil in a north-easterly direction. I stood there, looking
into her eyes and trying not to, because I was in terrible
trouble at this moment. In lots of ways.

“Why’d you turn it down?’

‘Because . . . > I began, then stopped, because I had to get
this absolutely right.

“Yes?’

‘Because I don’t kill people.’
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There was a pause while she took this in and swilled it
round her mouth a few times. Then she glanced over at
Rayner’s body.

‘I told you,’ I said. ‘He started it.’

She stared into me for another three hundred years and
then, still turning the cigarette slowly between her fingers,
moved away towards the sofa, apparently deep in thought.

‘Honestly,” 1 said, trying to get a hold of myself and the
situation. ‘I’'m nice. I give to Oxfam, I recycle newspapers,
everything.’

She reached Rayner’s body and stopped.

‘So when did all this happen?’

‘Well . . . just now,’ I stammered, like an idiot.

She closed her eyes for a moment. ‘I mean you getting
asked.’

‘Right,’ I said. “Ten days ago.’

“Where?’

‘Amsterdam.’

‘Holland, right?’

That was a relief. That made me feel a lot better. It’s nice to
be looked up to by the young every now and then. You don’t
want it all the time, just every now and then.

‘Right,’ Isaid.

‘And who was it offered you the job?’

‘Never seen him before or since.’

She stooped for the glass, took a sip of Calvados and
grimaced at the taste of it.

‘And I’'m supposed to believe this?’

‘Well . . .°

‘l mean, help me out here,’ she said, starting to get louder
again. She nodded towards Rayner. “We have a guy here, who
isn’t going to back up your story, I wouldn’t say, and I'm
supposed to believe you because of what? Because you have a
nice face?’

I couldn’t help myself. I should have helped myself, I know,
but I just couldn’t.

‘Why not?’ I said, and tried to look charming. ‘I’d believe
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anything you said.’

Terrible mistake. Really terrible. One of the crassest, most
ridiculous remarks I’'ve ever made, in a long, ridiculous-
remark-packed life.

She turned to me, suddenly very angry.

“You can drop that shit right now.’

‘All I meant . . .’ I said, but I was glad when she cut me off,
because I honestly didn’t know what I’d meant.

‘I said drop it. There’s a guy dying in here.’

I nodded, guiltily, and we both bowed our heads at Rayner,
as if paying our respects. And then she seemed to snap the
hymn book shut and move on. Her shoulders relaxed, and she
held out the glass to me.

‘I'm Sarah,’ she said. ‘See if you can get me a Coke.’

She did ring the police eventually, and they turned up just as
the ambulance crew were scooping Rayner, apparently still
breathing, on to a collapsible stretcher. They hummed and
harred, and picked things up off the mantelpiece and looked
at the underneath, and generally had that air of wanting to be
somewhere else.

Policemen, as a rule, don’t like to hear of new cases. Not
because they’re lazy, but because they want, like everyone
else, to find a meaning, a connectedness, in the great mess of
random unhappiness in which they work. If, in the middle of
trying to catch some teenager who’s been nicking hub-caps,
they’re called to the scene of a mass murder, they just can’t
stop themselves from checking under the sofa to see if there
are any hub-caps there. They want to find something that
connects to what they’ve already seen, that will make sense
out of the chaos. So they can say to themselves, this happened
because that happened. When they don’t find it — when all
they see is another lot of stuff that has to be written about,
and filed, and lost, and found in someone’s bottom drawer,
and lost again, and eventually chalked up against no one’s
name — they get, well, disappointed.

They were particularly disappointed by our story. Sarah
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and I had rehearsed what we thought was a reasonable
scenario, and we played three performances of it to officers of
ascending rank, finishing up with an appallingly young
inspector who said his name was Brock.

Brock sat on the sofa, occasionally glancing at his
fingernails, and nodded his youthful way through the story of
the intrepid James Fincham, friend of the family, staying in
the spare-room on the first floor. Heard noises, crept
downstairs to investigate, nasty man in leather jacket and
black polo-neck, no never seen him before, fight, fall over, oh
my god, hit head. Sarah Woolf, d.o.b. 29th August, 1964,
heard sounds of struggle, came down, saw the whole thing.
Drink, Inspector? Tea? Ribena?

Yes, of course, the setting helped. If we’d tried the same
story in a council flat in Deptford, we’d have been on the
floor of the van in seconds, asking fit young men with short
hair if they wouldn’t mind getting off our heads for a moment
while we got comfortable. But in leafy, stuccoed Belgravia,
the police are more inclined to believe you than not. I think
it’s included in the rates.

As we signed our statements, they asked us not to do
anything silly like leave the country without informing the
local station, and generally encouraged us to abide at every
opportunity.

Two hours after he’d tried to break my arm, all that was
left of Rayner, first name unknown, was a smell.

I let myself out of the house, and felt the pain creep back to
centre stage as I walked. I lit a cigarette and smoked my way
down to the corner, where I turned left into a cobbled mews
that had once housed horses. It’d have to be an extremely rich
horse who could afford to live here now, obviously, but the
stabling character of the mews had hung about the place, and
that’s why it had felt right to tether the bike there. With a
bucket of oats and some straw under the back wheel.

The bike was where I’d left it, which sounds like a dull
remark, but isn’t these days. Among bikers, leaving your
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machine in a dark place for more than an hour, even with
padlock and alarm, and finding it still there when you come
back, is something of a talking point. Particularly when the
bike is a Kawasaki ZZR 1100.

Now I won’t deny that the Japanese were well off-side at
Pearl Harbor, and that their ideas on preparing fish for the
table are undoubtedly poor — but by golly, they do know
some things about making motorcycles. Twist the throttle
wide open in any gear on this machine, and it’d push your”
eyeballs through the back of your head. All right, so maybe
that’s not a sensation most people are looking for in their
choice of personal transport, but since I'd won the bike in a
game of backgammon, getting home with an outrageously
flukey only-throw 4-1 and three consecutive double sixes, I
enjoyed it a lot. It was black, and big, and it allowed even the
average rider to visit other galaxies.

I started the motor, revved it loud enough to wake a few fat
Belgravian financiers, and set off for Notting Hill. I had to
take it easy in the rain, so there was plenty of time for
reflection on the night’s business.

The one thing that stayed in my mind, as I jinked the bike
along the slick, yellow-lit streets, was Sarah telling me to drop
‘that shit’. And the reason I had to drop it was because there
was a dying man in the room.

Newtonian Conversation, I thought to myself. The
implication was that I could have kept on holding that shit, if
the room hadn’t had a dying man in it.

That cheered me up. I started to think that if I couldn’t
work things so that one day she and I would be together in a
room with no dying men in it at all, then my name isn’t James
Fincham.

Which, of course, it isn’t.
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Two

For a long time I used to go to bed early.
MARCEL PROUST

I arrived back at the flat and went through the usual
answerphone routine. Two meaningless bleeps, one wrong
number, one call from a friend interrupted in the first
sentence, folowed by three people I didn’t want to hear from
who I now had to ring back.

God, I hated that machine.

I sat down at my desk and went through the day’s mail. I
threw some bills into the bin, and then remembered that I’d
moved the bin into the kitchen — so I got annoyed, stuffed the
rest of the post into a drawer, and gave up on the idea that
doing chores would help me to get things straight in my mind.

It was too late to start playing loud music, and the only
other entertainment I could find in the flat was whisky, so I
picked up a glass and a bottle of The Famous Grouse, poured
myself a couple of fingers, and went into the kitchen. I added
enough water to turn it into just a Vaguely Familiar Grouse,
and then sat down at the table with a pocket dictaphone,
because someone had once told me that talking out loud helps
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clarify things. I’d said would it work with butter? and they’d
said no, but it would work with whatever is troubling your
Spirit.

I put a tape in the machine and flicked the record switch.

‘Dramatis personae,” 1 said. ‘Alexander Woolf, father of
Sarah Woolf, owner of dinky Georgian house in Lyall Street,
Belgravia, employer of blind and vindictive interior designers,
and Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Gaine Parker.
Unknown male Caucasian, American or Canadian, fiftyish.
Rayner. Large, violent, hospitalised. Thomas Lang, thirty-six,
Flat D, 42 Westbourne Close, late of the Scots Guards,
honourable discharge with rank of Captain. The facts, insofar
as they are known, are these.’

[ don’t know why tape recorders make me talk like this,
but they do.

‘Unknown male attempts to secure employment of T. Lang
for the purpose of committing unlawful killing of A. Woolf.
Lang declines position on grounds of being nice. Principled.
Decent. A gentleman.’

I took a mouthful of whisky and looked at the dictaphone,
wondering if [ was ever going to play this soliloquy back to
anyone. An accountant had told me it was a sensible thing to
buy because I could get the tax back on it. But as I didn’t pay
any tax, have any need for a dictaphone, or trust the
accountant as far as I could spit him, I looked upon this
machine as one of my less sensible purchases.

Heigh ho.

‘Lang goes to Woolf’s house, with the intention of warning
him against possible assassination attempt. Woolf absent.
Lang decides to instigate enquiries.’

I paused for a while, and the while turned into a long
while, so I sipped some more whisky and laid aside the
dictaphone while I did some thinking.

The only enquiry I had instigated had been the word ‘what’
— and I’d barely managed to get that out of my mouth before
Rayner had hit me with a chair. Beyond that, all I’'d done was
half-kill a man and leave, wishing, pretty fervently, that I'd
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other-half-killed him too. And you don’t really want that sort
of thing lying around on magnetic tape unless you know what
you’re doing. Which, amazingly enough, I didn’t.

However, I'd just about known enough to recognise
Rayner, even before I knew his name. I couldn’t say he’d been
following me-exactly, but I've a good memory for faces -
which makes up for being utterly pathetic with names — and
Rayner’s was not a difficult face. Heathrow airport, the
public bar of some Devonshire Arms on the King’s Road, and
the entrance to Leicester Square tube had been enough of an
advertisement, even for an idiot like me.

I’d had the feeling that we were going to meet eventually,
so I'd prepared myself for the rainy day by visiting Blitz
Electronics on the Tottenham Court Road, where I’d shelled
out two pounds eighty for a foot of large-diameter electrical
cable. Flexible, heavy, and, when it comes to beating off
brigands and footpads, better than any purpose-built cosh.
The only time it doesn’t work as a weapon is when you leave
it in the kitchen drawer, still in its wrapping. Then it’s really
not very effective at all.

As for the unknown male Caucasian who’d offered me a
killing job, well, I didn’t hold out much hope of ever tracing
him. Two weeks ago I’d been in Amsterdam, escorting a
Manchester bookmaker who desperately wanted to believe
that he had violent enemies. He’d hired me to bolster the
fantasy. So I’d held car doors open for him, and checked
buildings for snipers that [ knew weren’t there, and then spent
a gruelling forty-eight hours sitting with him in night-clubs,
watching him throw money in every direction but mine.
When he’d finally wilted, I'd ended up loafing about my hotel
room watching blue movies on television. The phone had
rung — during a particularly good bit, as I remember — and a
male voice had asked me to the bar for a drink.

I’d checked to make sure that the bookmaker was safely
tucked up in bed with a nice warm prostitute, then sidled
downstairs in the hope of saving myself forty quid by
wringing a couple of drinks out of some old army friend.
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But, as it turned out, the voice on the phone belonged to a
short fat body in an expensive suit who I definitely didn’t
know. And didn’t particularly want to know either, until he
reached into his jacket and pulled out a roll of bank notes
about as thick as I am.

American bank notes. Exchangeable for goods and services
at literally thousands of retail outlets worldwide. He pushed
a one hundred dollar bill across the table to me, so I spent
five seconds quite liking the little chap, and then, almost
immediately, love died.

He gave me some ‘background’ on a man named Woolf -
where he lived, what he did, why he did it, how much he did
it for — and then he told me that the bank note on the table
had a thousand little friends, who would find their way into
my possession if Woolf’s life could be discreetly brought to an
end.

[ had to wait until our part of the bar was empty, which I
knew wouldn’t take long. At the prices they were charging for
liquor, there were probably only a couple of dozen people in
the world who could afford to stick around for a second
drink.

When the bar had cleared, I leant across to the fat man and
gave him a speech. It was a dull speech, but even so, he
listened very carefully, because I'd reached under the table
and taken hold of his scrotum. I told him what kind of a man
I was, what kind of a mistake he’d made, and what he could
wipe with his money. And then we’d parted company.

That was it. That was all I knew, and my arm was hurting.

I went to bed.

I dreamt a lot of things that I won’t embarrass you with, and
ended up imagining that I was having to hoover my carpet. I
kept hoovering and hoovering, but whatever was making the
mark on the carpet just wouldn’t go away.

Then I realised that I was awake, and that the stain on the
carpet was sunlight because someone had just yanked open
the curtains. In the twinkling of an eye I whipped my body
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into a coiled, taut, come-and-get-it crouch, the electrical cable
in my fist and bloody murder in my heart.

But then I realised that I'd dreamt that too, and what I was
actually doing was lying in bed watching a large, hairy hand
very close to my face. The hand disappeared, leaving a mug
with steam coming out of it, and the smell of a popular
infusion, sold commercially as PG Tips. Perhaps in that
twinkling of an eye I’d worked out that intruders who want
to slit your throat don’t boil the kettle and open the curtains.

‘Time is it?’

“Thirty-five minutes past the hour of eight. Time for your
Shreddies, Mr Bond.’

I pulled myself up from the bed and looked over at
Solomon. He was as short and cheerful as ever, with the same
ghastly brown raincoat that he’d bought from the back pages
of the Sunday Express.

‘I take it you’ve come to investigate a theft?’ I said, rubbing
my eyes until white dots of light started appearing.

‘What theft would that be, sir?’

Solomon called everyone ‘sir’ except his superiors.

“The theft of my doorbell,’ I said.

‘If you are, in your sarcastic fashion, referring to my silent
entrance to these premises, then may I remind you thatam a
practitioner of the black arts. And practitioners, in order to
qualify for the term, have to practise. Now be a good lad and
jump into some kit will you? We’re running late.’

He disappeared into the kitchen and I could hear the
clicking and buzzing of my fourteenth-century toaster.

I hauled myself out of bed, wincing as my left arm took
some weight, slung on a shirt and a pair of trousers and took
the electric razor into the kitchen.

Solomon had laid a place for me at the kitchen table, and
set out some toast in a rack that I didn’t even know I had.
Unless he’d brought it with him, which seemed unlikely.

‘More tea, vicar?’

‘Late for what?’ I said.

‘A meeting, master, a meeting. Now, have you got a tie?’
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His large, brown eyes twinkled hopefully at me.

‘Tve got two,” I said. ‘One of them’s the Garrick Club,
which I don’t belong to, and the other one’s holding the
lavatory cistern to the wall.’

I sat down at the table and saw that he’d even found a pot
of Keiller’s Dundee marmalade from somewhere. I never
really knew how he did these things, but Solomon could
rootle around in a dustbin and pull out a car if he had to. A
good man to go into the desert with.

Maybe that was where we were going.

‘So, master, what’s paying your bills these days?’ He
parked half his bottom on the table and watched me eat.

‘I hoped you were.’

The marmalade was delicious, and I wanted to make it
last, but I could tell Solomon was anxious to be off. He
glanced at his watch and disappeared back into the bedroom,
where 1 could hear him rattling his way through the
wardrobe, trying to find a jacket.

‘Under the bed,’ I called. I picked up the dictaphone from
the table. The tape was still inside.

As 1 gulped down the tea, Solomon came in carrying a
double-breasted blazer with two buttons missing. He held it
out like a valet. I stayed where I was.

‘Oh master,” he said. ‘Please don’t be difficult. Not before
the harvest is in, and the mules are rested.’

‘Just tell me where we’re going.’

‘Down the road, in a big shiny car. You’ll love it. And on
the way home you can have an ice-cream.’

Slowly, I got to my feet and shrugged on the blazer.

‘David,’ I said.

‘Still here, master.’

“What’s happening?’

He pursed his lips and frowned slightly. Bad form to ask
questions like that. I stood my ground.

‘Am I in trouble?’ I said.

He frowned a little more, and then looked up at me with
his calm, steady eyes.
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‘Seems like it.’

‘Seems like it?’

‘There’s a foot of heavy cable in that drawer. The young
master’s weapon of choice.’

‘So?’

He gave me a small, polite smile.

“Trouble for somebody.’

‘Oh come off it, David,’ I said. ‘I’ve had that for months.
Been meaning to wire up two things that are very close to
each other.’

“Yes. Receipt’s from two days ago. Still in the bag.’

We looked at each other for a while.

‘Sorry, master,” he said. ‘Black arts. Let’s go.’

The car was a Rover, which meant it was official. Nobody
drives these idiotically snobbish cars, with their absurd
bundles of wood and leather, badly glued into every seam and
crevice of the interior, unless they absolutely have to. And
only the government and the board of Rover have to.

I didn’t want to interrupt Solomon as he drove, because he
had a nervous relationship with cars, and didn’t even like it if
you switched on the radio. He wore driving gloves, a driving
hat, driving glasses and a driving expression, and he fed the
wheel through his hands in the way everyone does until four
seconds after they’ve passed their test. But as we trickled past
Horseguards Parade, more or less flirting with twenty-five
miles an hour, I thought I’d risk it.

‘Don’t suppose there’s any chance of me knowing what it is
I’m supposed to have done?’

Solomon sucked his teeth and gripped the wheel even
harder, concentrating furiously as we negotiated a
particularly awkward stretch of wide, empty road. When he’d
checked the speed, the revs, the fuel, the oil pressure, the
temperature, the time, and his seatbelt, twice, he decided he
could afford an answer.

“What you were supposed to have done,” he said, through
clenched teeth, ‘is stay good and noble, master. As you
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always were.’
We pulled into a courtyard behind the Ministry of Defence.
‘Haven’t I done that?’ I said.
‘Bingo. Parking space. We’ve died and gone to heaven.’

In spite of a large security notice proclaiming that all Ministry
of Defence installations were in a state of Bikini Amber alert,
the guards at the door let us through with no more than a
glance. i

British security guards, I’ve noticed, always do this; unless
you happen actually to work in the building they’re guarding,
in which case they’ll check everything from the fillings in your
teeth to your trouser turn-ups to see if you’re the same person
who went out to get a sandwich fifteen minutes ago. But if
you’re a strange face, they’ll let you straight through, because
frankly, it would just be too embarrassing to put you to any
trouble.

If you want a place guarded properly, hire Germans.

Solomon and I travelled up three sets of stairs, down half a
dozen corridors and in two lifts, with him signing me in at
various points along the way, until we reached a dark green
door labelled C188. Solomon knocked, and we heard a
woman’s voice shout ‘wait’, and then ‘okay’.

Inside there was a wall three feet away. And between the
wall and the door, in this unbelievably tiny space, a girl in a
lemon-coloured shirt sat at a desk, with word processor,
potted plant, mug of pencils, furry gonk, and wadges of
orange paper. It was incredible that anyone or anything could
function in such a space. It was like suddenly discovering a
family of otters in one of your shoes.

If you’ve ever done that.

‘He’s expecting you,’ she said, nervously holding both her
arms out across the desk in case we dislodged anything.

‘Thank you, madam,” said Solomon, squeezing past the
desk.

‘Agoraphobic?’ I asked, following him, and if there’d been
enough room I would have kicked myself, because she must
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have heard that fifty times a day.
Solomon knocked on the inner door and we walked
straight through.

Every square foot the secretary had lost, this office had
gained.

Here, we had a high ceiling, windows on two sides hung
with government-issue net curtains and, between the
windows, a desk about the size of a squash court. Behind the
desk, a balding head was bowed in concentration.

Solomon headed for the central rose of the Persian carpet,
and I took up a position just off his left shoulder.

‘Mr O’Neal?’ said Solomon. ‘Lang for you.’

We waited.

O’Neal, if that really was his name, which I doubted,
looked like all men who sit behind large desks. People say
that dog-owners resemble their dogs, but I’ve always thought
the same is true, if not truer, of desk-owners and their desks.
It was a large, flat face, with large, flat ears, and plenty of
useful places for keeping paper-clips. Even his lack of any
beard growth corresponded with the dazzling French polish.
He was in expensive shirt sleeves, and I couldn’t see a jacket
anywhere.

‘ thought we said nine-thirty,” said O’Neal without
looking up or at his watch.

This voice was not believable at all. It strained for a
patrician languor, and missed it by a mile. It was tight and
reedy, and in other circumstances I might have felt sorry for
Mr O’Neal. If that really was his name. Which I doubted.

“Traffic, ’'m afraid,’ said Solomon. ‘Got here as fast as we
could.’

Solomon looked out of the window, as if to say he’d done
his bit. O’Neal stared at him, glanced at me, and then went
back to his performance of Reading Something Important.

Now that Solomon had delivered me safely, and there was
no chance of getting him into any trouble, I decided it was
time to assert myself a little.
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‘Good morning, Mr O’Neal,” I said, in a stupidly loud
voice. The sound bounced back from the distant walls. ‘Sorry
to see this isn’t a convenient time. It’s not that good for me
either. Why don’t I have my secretary make another
appointment with your secretary? In fact, why don’t our
secretaries have lunch together? Really put the world to
rights.’

O’Neal ground his teeth together for a moment, and then_
looked up at me with what he obviously thought was a
penetrating stare.

When he’d overdone that, he put down the papers and
rested his hands on the edge of the desk. Then he took them
off the desk and put them on his lap. Then he got annoyed
with me for having seen him carry out this awkward
procedure.

‘Mr Lang,” he said. “You realise where you are?’ He pursed
his lips in a practised fashion.

‘Indeed I do, Mr O’Neal. I am in room C188.’

“You are in the Ministry of Defence.’

‘Mmm. Jolly nice too. Any chairs about?’

He glared at me again, and then flicked his head at
Solomon, who went over to the door and dragged a
reproduction Regency thing to the middle of the carpet. I
stayed where I was.

‘Do sit down, Mr Lang.’

“Thanks, I’d rather stand,’ I said.

Now he was genuinely thrown. We used to do this kind of
thing to a geography teacher at school. He’d left after two
terms to become a priest in the Western Isles.

‘What do you know, please, about Alexander Woolf?’
O’Neal leant forward with his forearms on the desk, and I
caught a glimpse of a very gold watch. Much too gold to be
gold.

“Which one?’

He frowned.

‘What do you mean, “which one?” How many Alexander
Woolfs do you know?’
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I moved my lips slightly, counting to myself.

‘Five.’

He sighed irritably. Come along, 4B, settle down.

‘The Alexander Woolf to whom I am referring,” he said,
with that particular tone of sarcastic pedantry that every
Englishman behind a desk slides into sooner or later, ‘has a
house in Lyall Street, Belgravia.’

‘Lyall Street. Of course.’ I tutted to myself. ‘Six, then.’

O’Neal shot a look at Solomon, but didn’t get any help
there. He turned back to me, with a creepy smile.

‘I'm asking you, Mr Lang, what do you know about him?’

‘He has a house in Lyall Street, Belgravia,’ I said. ‘Is that
any help?’

This time, O’Neal tried another tack. He took a deep
breath and exhaled slowly, which was meant to make me
think that beneath that chubby frame there lurked an oiled
killing machine, and for two pins he’d be over that desk and
beating the life out of me. It was a pathetic performance. He
reached into a drawer and pulled out a buff folder, then
started angrily flicking through its contents.

‘Where were you at ten-thirty last night?’

‘Windsurfing off the Ivory Coast,” I said, almost before
he’d finished speaking.

‘I'm asking you a serious question, Mr Lang,” said O’Neal.
‘I advise you, most strongly, to give me a serious answer.’

‘And I’'m telling you it’s none of your business.’

‘My business . . . ” he began.

“Your business is defence.” I was suddenly shouting,
genuinely shouting, and out of the corner of my eye I could
see that Solomon had turned to watch. ‘And the thing you’re
being paid to defend is my right to do whatever I want
without having to answer a lot of fucking questions.’ I
dropped back into a normal gear. ‘Anything else?’

He didn’t answer, so I turned and walked towards the door.

‘Cheerio, David,’ I said.

Solomon didn’t answer either. I had my hand on the door-
knob when O’Neal spoke.
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‘Lang, I want you to know that I could have you arrested
the second you leave this building.’

I turned and looked at him.

‘For what?’

I suddenly didn’t like this. I didn’t like this because, for the
first time since I came in, O’Neal looked relaxed.

‘Conspiracy to murder.’

The room was very quiet.

‘Conspiracy?’ I said.

You know how it is when you’re caught up in the flow of
things. Normally, words are sent from the brain towards the
mouth, and somewhere along the line you take a moment to
check them, see that they are actually the ones you ordered
and that they’re nicely wrapped, before you bundle them on
their way towards your palate and out into the fresh air.

But when you’re caught up in the flow of things, the
checking part of your mind can fall down on the job.

O’Neal had uttered three words: ‘Conspiracy to murder’.

The correct word for me to repeat in an incredulous tone
of voice would have been ‘murder’; a very small, and
psychiatrically disturbed, section of the population might
have opted for the ‘to’; but the one word out of the three I
most definitely should not have chosen to repeat was
‘conspiracy’.

Of course, if we’d had the conversation again, I'd have
done things very differently. But we didn’t.

Solomon was looking at me, and O’Neal was looking at
Solomon. I busied myself with a verbal dustpan and brush.

“What the hell are you talking about? Have you really got
nothing better to do? If you’re talking about that business last
night, then you should know, if you’ve read my statement,
that I’d never seen that man before in my life, that I was
defending myself against an illegal assault, and that in the
course of the struggle he . . . hit his head.’

I was suddenly conscious of how limp a phrase that is.
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‘The police,” 1 continued, ‘declared themselves fully
satisfied, and . ..’

I stopped.

O’Neal had leaned back in his chair and put both hands
behind his head. A patch of sweat the size of a ten pence piece
showed at each armpit.

‘Well, of course, they would declare themselves satisfied,
wouldn’t they?’ he said, looking horribly confident. He
waited for me to say something, but nothing came to mind so
I let him go on. ‘Because they didn’t know then what we
know now.’

I sighed.

‘Oh God, I am just so fascinated by this conversation I
think I might have a nosebleed. What do you know now that
is so fucking important that I have to be dragged here at this
frankly ridiculous time of day?’

‘Dragged?’ he said, eyebrows shooting towards his hair-
line. He turned to Solomon. ‘Did you drag Mr Lang here?’

O’Neal had suddenly gone camp and playful, and it was a
nauseating sight. Solomon must have been as appalled by it as
I was, because he didn’t answer.

‘My life is ebbing away in this room,” I said, irritably.
‘Please get tothe point.’

‘Very well,” said O’Neal. “We know now, but the police
didn’t know then, that a week ago you had an assignation
with a Canadian arms dealer by the name of McCluskey.
McCluskey offered you a hundred thousand dollars if you
would . . . terminate Woolf. We know now that you turned up
at Woolf’s London house and that you were confronted by a
man named Rayner — aka Wyatt, aka Miller — legitimately
employed by Woolf in the capacity of bodyguard. We know
that Rayner was severely injured as a result of this
confrontation.’

My stomach seemed to have contracted to the size and
density of a cricket ball. A drop of sweat abseiled
amateurishly down my back.

O’Neal went on. ‘We know that in spite of your story to
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the police, not one but two 999 calls were made to the
operator last night; the first one being for an ambulance only,
the second for the police. The calls were made fifteen minutes
apart. We know that you gave a false name to the police, for
reasons we have not yet established. And finally,” he looked
up at me like a bad magician with a rabbit-filled hat, ‘we
know that the sum of twenty-nine thousand, four hundred
pounds, equivalent to fifty thousand US dollars, was
transferred to your bank account at Swiss Cottage four days
ago.” He snapped the file shut and smiled. ‘How’s that for
starters?’

I was sitting on the chair in the middle of O’Neal’s office.
Solomon had gone to make some coffee for me and camomile
tea for himself, and the world was slowing down slightly.

‘Look,’ I said, ‘it’s perfectly obvious that for some reason
I’m being set up.’

‘Explain to me please, Mr Lang,” said O’Neal, ‘why that
conclusion is obvious.’

He’d gone camp again. I took a deep breath.

‘Well, ’'m telling you first of all that I don’t know anything
about that money. Anyone could have done that, from any
bank in the world. That’s easy.’

O’Neal made a big show of removing the top of his Parker
Duofold and jotting something down on a pad of paper.

‘And then there’s the daughter,’ I said. ‘She saw the fight.
She vouched for me to the police last night. Why haven’t you
got her in here?’

The door opened and Solomon backed in, balancing three
cups. He’d got rid of his brown raincoat somewhere, and was
now sporting a zip-up cardigan of the same colour. O’Neal
was obviously annoyed by it, and even I could see that it
didn’t live up to the rest of the room.

“We do, I assure you, intend to interview Miss Woolf at
some convenient juncture,” said O’Neal, as he sipped gingerly
at his coffee. ‘However, the immediate concern of this
department’s operation is you. You, Mr Lang, were asked to
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perform an assassination. With or without your consent,
money was transferred to your bank account. You present
yourself at the target’s house and very nearly kill his
bodyguard. You then...’

‘Wait a minute,” I said. ‘Just wait one cotton-fucking
minute here. What’s all this bodyguard stuff? Weolf wasn’t
even there.’

O’Neal gazed back at me in a nastily unruffled way.

‘l mean how,” I went on, ‘does a bodyguard guard a body
who isn’t in the same building? By phone? This is digital
bodyguarding, is it?’

“You searched the house, did you, Lang?’ said O’Neal.
“You went to the house, and searched it for Alexander
Woolf?> A smile played clumsily about his lips.

‘She told me he wasn’t there,” I said, annoyed at his
pleasure. ‘And anyway, fuck off.’

He flinched slightly.

‘Nevertheless,” he -~ said eventually, ‘under the
circumstances, your presence in the house makes you worthy
of our valuable time and effort.’

I still couldn’t work this out. _

‘Why?’ 1 said. ‘Why you and not the police? What’s so
special about"Woolf?’ I looked from O’Neal to Solomon. ‘If it
comes to that, what’s so special about me?’

The phone on O’Neal’s desk chirped, and he snatched it up
with a practised flourish, flicking the wire behind his elbow as
he brought the receiver to his ear. He looked at me as he
talked.

“Yes? Yes . . . Indeed. Thank you.’

The receiver was back in its cradle and fast asleep in an
instant. Watching him handle it, I could tell that the telephone
was O’Neal’s one great skill.

He scribbled something on his pad and beckoned Solomon
over to the desk. Solomon peered at it, and then they both
looked at me.

‘Do you own a firearm, Mr Lang?’

O’Neal asked this with a cheerful, efficient smile. Would
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you prefer an aisle or a window seat?

I started to feel sick.

‘No, I do not.’

‘Had access to firearms of any sort?’

‘Not since the army.’

‘I see,” said O’Neal, nodding to himself. He left a long
pause, checking the pad to see that he’d got the details
absolutely right. ‘So the news that a nine millimetre Browning_
pistol, with fifteen rounds of ammunition, has been found in
your flat would come as a surprise to you?’

I thought about this.

‘It’s more of a surprise that my flat is being searched.’

‘Never mind that.’

I sighed.

‘All right then,’ I said. ‘No, I’'m not particularly surprised.’

“What do you mean?’

‘l mean that I’m starting to get the hang of how today is
going.” O’Neal and Solomon looked blank. ‘Oh do come on,’
I said. ‘Anyone who’s prepared to spend thirty thousand
pounds to make me look like a hired gun presumably
wouldn’t stop at another three hundred to make me look like
a hired gun who has a gun he can hire.’

O’Neal played with his bottom lip for a moment,
squeezing it on either side between thumb and forefinger.

‘I have a problem here, don’t I, Mr Lang?’

‘Do you?’

“Yes, I rather think I do,” he said. He let go of the lip, and
it hung there in a bulbous pout, as if it didn’t want to go back
to its original shape. ‘Either you are an assassin, or someone
is trying to make you look like one. The problem is that every
piece of evidence I have applies equally well to both
possibilities. It really is very difficult.’

I shrugged.

‘“That must be why they gave you such a big desk,’ I said.

Eventually they had to let me go. For whatever reason, they
didn’t want to involve the police with an illegal firearm
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charge, and the Ministry of Defence is not, so far as I know,
equipped with its own detention cells.

O’Neal asked me for my passport, and before I could spin
a yarn about having lost it in the tumble-dryer, Solomon
produced it from his hip-pocket. I was told to remain
contactable, and to let them know if I received any further
approaches from strange men. There wasn’t much I could do
but agree.

As I left the building and strolled through St James’s Park
in some rare April sunshine, I tried to work out whether I felt
any different, knowing that Rayner had only been trying to
do his job. I also wondered why I hadn’t known that he was
Woolf’s bodyguard. Or even that he had one.

But much, much more to the point, why hadn’t Woolf’s
daughter?
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Three

God and the doctor we like adore
But only when in danger, not before;

JoHN OWEN

The truth is [ was feeling sorry for myself.

I’m used to being broke, and unemployment is more thana
nodding acquaintance. I’ve been left by women I loved, and
had some pretty fierce toothaches in my time. But somehow,
none of these things quite compares with the feeling that the
world is against you.

I started to think of friends I could lean on for some help,
but, as always happened when I attempted this kind of social
audit, I realised that far too many of them were abroad, dead,
married to people who disapproved of me, or weren’t really
my friends, now that I came to think of it.

Which is why I found myself in a phone box on Piccadilly,
asking for Paulie.

‘I'm afraid he’s in court at the moment,” said a voice. ‘May
[ take a message?’

‘“Tell him it’s Thomas Lang, and if he’s not there to buy me
lunch at Simpson’s on the Strand at one o’clock sharp, his
legal career is over.’
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‘Legal career . . . over,’ recited the clerk. I shall give him
that message when he rings in, Mr Lang. Good morning.’

Paulie,-full name Paul Lee, and I had an unusual relationship.

It was unusual in that we saw each other every couple of
months, in a purely social way — pubs, dinner, theatre, opera,
which Paulie loved — and yet we both freely admitted that we
had not the slightest liking for each other. Not a shred. If our
feelings had run as strong as hatred, then you might interpret
that as some twisted expression of affection. But we didn’t
hate each other. We just didn’t like each other, that’s all.

I found Paulie an ambitious, greedy prig, and he found me
lazy, unreliable, and a slob. The only positive thing you could
say about our ‘friendship’ was that it was mutual. We would
meet, pass an hour or so in each other’s company, and then
part with that all-important ‘there but for the grace of God’
sensation in precisely equal measures. And in exchange for
giving me fifty quids-worth of roast beef and claret, Paulie
admitted that he got exactly fifty quids-worth of superior
feeling, paying for my lunch.

I had to ask to borrow a tie from the maitre d’hétel, and he
punished me for it by giving me the choice between a purple
one and a purple one, but at twelve forty-five I was sitting at
a table in Simpson’s, melting some of the unpleasantness of
the morning in a large vodka and tonic. A lot of the other
diners were American, which explained why the joints of beef
were selling faster than the joints of lamb. Americans have
never really caught on to the idea of eating sheep. I think they
think it’s cissy.

Paulie arrived bang on one, but I knew he’d apologise for
being late.

‘Sorry I’'m late,” he said. “What’s that you’ve got there?
Vodka? Gimme one of those.’

The waiter coasted away, and Paulie looked round the
room, stroking his tie down the front of his shirt and shooting
his chin out from time to time to ease the pressure of his collar
on the folds of his neck. As always, his hair was fluffy and
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squeaky clean. He claimed this went down well with juries,
but for as long as I’d known him, love of hair had always
been a weakness with Paulie. In truth he was not physically
blessed, but as a consolation for his short, round, runty body,
God had given him a fine head of hair which he would
probably keep, in varying shades, until he was eighty.

‘Cheers Paulie,’ I said, and threw back some vodka.

‘Hiya. How’s things?’ Paulie never looked at you when he
spoke. You could be standing with your back to a brick wall,
he would still look over your shoulder.

‘Fine, fine,” I said. ‘You?’

‘Got the bugger off, after all that.” He shook his head,
wonderingly. A man constantly amazed by his own abilities.

‘I didn’t know you did buggery cases, Paulie.’

He didn’t smile. Paulie only really smiled at weekends.

‘Nah,” he said. ‘“The bloke I told you about. Beat his
nephew to death with a garden spade. Got him off.’

‘But you said he’d done it.’

‘He had.’

‘So how did you manage that?’

‘I lied like fuck,” he said. “What are you having?’

We swapped career progress as we waited for the soup, with
every one of Paulie’s triumphs boring me, and every one of
my failures delighting him. He asked me if I was all right for
money, although we both knew he hadn’t the slightest
intention of doing anything about it if I wasn’t. And I asked
him about his holidays, past and future. Paulie set a lot of
store by holidays.

‘Group of us are hiring this boat in the Med. Scuba diving,
windsurfing, you name it. Cordon bleu cook, everything.’

‘Sail or motor?’

‘Sail.” He frowned for a moment, and suddenly looked
twenty years older. ‘Although, come to think of it, it’s
probably got a motor. But there’s a crew who do all that stuff.
You getting a holiday?’

‘Hadn’t thought about it,’ I said.
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‘Well, you’re always on holiday, aren’t you? Got nothing to
take a holiday from.’

“Nicely put, Paulie.’

“Well, have you? Since the army, what have you done?’

‘Consultancy work.’

‘Consult my arse.’

‘Don’t think I could afford it, Paulie.’

‘Yeah, well. Let’s ask our catering consultant what the
fuck’s happened to the soup.’

As we looked round for the waiter, I saw my followers.

Two men, sitting at a table by the door, drinking mineral
water and turning away as soon as I looked towards them.
The older one looked as if he’d been designed by the same
architect that had done Solomon, and the younger one was
trying to head in that direction. They both seemed solid, and
for the time being I was happy enough to have them around.

After the soup arrived, and Paulie had tasted it, and judged
it to be just about acceptable, I shifted my chair round the
table and leaned towards him. I hadn’t actually planned on
picking his brains, because, to be honest, they weren’t
properly ripe yet. But I couldn’t see that I had anything to lose
by it.

‘Does the'name Woolf mean anything to you, Paulie?’

‘Person or company?’

‘Person,’ I said. ‘American, I think. Businessman.’

“What’s he done? Drunk-driving? I don’t do that kind
of thing now. And if I do, it’s for a sack of money.’

‘As far as I know, he hasn’t done anything,” I said. ‘Just
wondered if you’d heard of him. Gaine Parker is the
company.’

Paulie shrugged and ripped a bread roll to pieces.

‘I could find out for you. What’s it for?’

‘About a job,” I said. ‘I turned it down, but I'm just
curious.’

He nodded, and pushed some bread into his face.

‘I put you up for a job a couple of months ago.’

I stopped my soup spoon half-way from bowl to mouth. It
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was unlike Paulie to take any sort of hand in my life, never
mind a helping one.

‘“What sort of job?’

‘Canadian bloke. Looking for someone to do some strong
arm stuff. Bodyguard, that kind of thing.’

“What was his name?’

‘Can’t remember. Began with ], I think.’

‘McCluskey?’ R

‘McCluskey doesn’t begin with a | now, does it? No, it was
Joseph, Jacob, something like that.” He quickly gave up trying
to remember. ‘Did he get in touch?’

‘No.’

‘Pity. Thought I’d sold him on the idea.’

‘And you gave him my name?’

‘No, I gave him your fucking shoe size. Course I gave him
your name. Well, not straight away. I put him on to some
private dicks we use a bit. They’ve got some big blokes who
do bodyguard stuff, but he didn’t take to them. Wanted
someone upmarket. Ex-army, he said. You were the only
person I could think of. Apart from Andy Hick, but he’s
earning two hundred grand a year in a merchant bank.’

‘I’'m touched, Paulie.’

“You’re welcome.’

‘How did you meet him?’

‘He’d come to see Toffee, and I got roped in.’

“Toffee being a person?’

‘Spencer. The guv’nor. Calls himself Toffee. Don’t know
why. Something to do with golf. Teeing-off, maybe.’

I thought for a while.

“You don’t know what he was seeing Spencer about?’

“Who says I don’t?’

‘Do you?’

‘No.

Paulie had fixed his gaze somewhere behind my head and I
turned to see what he was doing with it. The two men at the
door were standing now. The older one said something to the
maitre d’, who aimed a waiter in the direction of our table. A
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few of the other lunchers watched.

‘Mr Lang?’

‘’'m Lang.’

‘Phone call for you, sir.’

I shrugged at Paulie, who was now licking his finger and
picking crumbs off the tablecloth.

By the time I reached the door, the younger of the two
followers had disappeared. I tried to catch the eye of the older
one, but he was studying a nameless print on the wall. I
picked up the phone.

‘Master,” said Solomon, ‘all is not well in the state of
Denmark.’

‘Oh, what a shame,” I said. ‘And things were going so
nicely before.’

Solomon started to answer but there was a click and a
bang, and O’Neal’s reedy tones came on the line.

‘Lang, is that you?’

“Yup,’ I said.

“The girl, Lang. Young woman, I should say. Have you any
idea where she might be at this moment?’

I laughed. .

“You’re asking me where she is?’

‘Indeed I atn: We are having problems locating her.’

I glanced at the follower, still staring at the print.

‘Sadly, Mr O’Neal, I can’t help you,” I said. “You see, I
don’t have a staff of nine thousand and a budget of twenty
million pounds with which to find people and keep track of
them. Tell you what though, you might try the security people
at the Ministry of Defence. They’re supposed to be very good
at this kind of thing.’

But he’d hung up half-way through the word ‘Defence’.

I left Paulie to pay the bill, and hopped on a bus to Holland
Park. I wanted to see what kind of a mess O’Neal’s lot had
made of my flat, and also to see if I’'d had any more
approaches from Canadian arms dealers with Old Testament
names.
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Solomon’s followers got on to the bus with me, and peered
out of the windows as if it was their first visit to London.

When we got to Notting Hill, I leaned over to them.

‘“You may as well get off with me,’ I said. ‘Save yourselves
having to run back from the next stop.” The older one looked
away, but the younger one grinned. In the event, we all got off
together, and they hung around on the other side of the street
while I let myself back into the flat. §

I’d have known that the place had been searched without
being told. I hadn’t exactly expected them to change the
sheets and run a hoover over the place, but I thought they
might have left it in better shape than this. None of the
furniture was in the right place, the few paintings I had were
skewed, and the books on the shelves were in a pathetically
different order. They’d even put a different CD in the stereo.
Or maybe they just felt that Professor Longhair was better
flat-searching music.

I didn’t bother moving things back to how they were.
Instead, I walked through into the kitchen, flicked on the
kettle and said in a loud voice, ‘Tea or coffee?’ |

There was a faint rustle from the bedroom.

‘Or do you fancy a Coke?’

I kept my back to the door while the kettle wheezed its way
towards boiling, but I still heard her as she moved into the
kitchen doorway. I dumped some coffee granules into a mug
and turned round.

Instead of the silk dressing-gown, Sarah Woolf was
currently filling a faded pair of jeans and a dark-grey cotton
polo-neck shirt. Her hair was up, tied loosely back in a way
that takes some women five seconds, and others five days.
And as a colour-matching accessory to the shirt, she wore a
Walther TPH .22 automatic in her right hand.

The TPH is a pretty little thing. It has a straight blowback
action, a six-round box magazine and two-and-a-quarter-
inch barrel. It’s also utterly useless as a firearm, because
unless you can guarantee hitting either the heart or the brain
first time, you’re only going to annoy the person you’re
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shooting at. For most people, a wet mackerel is the better
choice of weapon.

‘Well, Mr Fincham,’ she said, ‘how did you know I was
here?’ She sounded the way she looked.

‘Fleur de Fleurs,’ I said. ‘I gave some to my cleaning lady
last Christmas but I know she doesn’t use it. Had to be you.’

She threw a sceptically-raised eyebrow over the flat.

“You have a cleaning lady?’

‘Yeah, I know,’ I said. ‘Bless her. She’s knocking on a bit.
Arthritis. She doesn’t clean anything below the knee or above
the shoulder. I try to get all my dirty stuff at waist height, but
sometimes . . .’ I smiled. She didn’t smile back. ‘If it comes to
that, how did you get in here?’

“Wasn’t locked,’ she said.

I shook my head in disgust.

“Well that is frankly shoddy. ’'m going to have to write to
my MP.’

‘“What?’

“This place,’ I said, ‘was searched this morning by members
of the British Security Services. Professionals, trained at the
taxpayers’ expense, and they can’t even be bothered to lock
the door when they’re done. What sort of service do you call
that? I’ve only got Diet Coke. That okay?’

The gun was still pointing in my general direction, but it
hadn’t followed me to the fridge.

‘What were they looking for?” She was staring out of the
window now. She really did look like she’d had a hell of a
morning.

‘Beats me,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a cheesecloth shirt in the bottom
of my cupboard. Maybe that’s an offence against the realm
now.’

‘Did they find a gun?’ She still wasn’t looking at me. The
kettle clicked and I poured some hot water into the mug.

“Yes, they did.’

‘The gun you were going to use to kill my father.’

I didn’t turn round. Just kept on with my coffee-making.

“There is no such gun,’ I said. “The gun they found was put
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here by someone else so it would look as if I was going to use
it to kill your father.’

‘Well, it worked.” Now she was looking straight at me. And
so was the .22. But I’ve always prided myself on the froidness
of my sang, so I just poured milk into the coffee and lit a
cigarette. That made her angry.

‘Cocky son-of-a-bitch, aren’t you?’

‘Not for me to say. My mother loves me.’

‘Yeah? Is that a reason for me not to shoot you?’

I’d hoped she wouldn’t mention guns, or shooting, as even
the British Ministry of Defence could afford to bug a room
properly, but since she’d raised the subject I could hardly
ignore It.

‘Can I just say something before you fire that thing?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘If I meant to use a gun to kill your father, why didn’t I have
it with me last night, when I came to your house?’

‘Maybe you did.’

I paused and took a sip of coffee.

‘Good answer,” I said. ‘All right, if I had it with me last
night, why didn’t I use it on Rayner when he was breaking my
arm?’

‘Maybe you tried to. Maybe that’s why he was breaking
your arm.’

For heaven’s sake, this woman was tiring me out.

‘Another good answer. All right, tell me this. Who told you
that they’d found a gun here?’

“The police.’

‘Nope,’ I said. “They may have said they were the police,
but they weren’t.’

I’d been thinking of jumping her, maybe throwing the
coffee first, but there wasn’t much point now. Over her
shoulder, I could see Solomon’s two followers moving slowly
through the sitting-room, the older one holding a large
revolver out in front of him in a two-handed grip, the younger
one just smiling. I decided to let the wheels of justice do some
grinding.

S
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‘It doesn’t matter who told me,’ said Sarah.

‘On the contrary, I think it matters a lot. If a salesman tells
you that a washing machine’s great, that’s one thing. But if
the Archbishop of Canterbury tells you it’s great, and that it
removes dirt even at low temperatures, that’s quite different.’

‘What are you ...’

She heard them when they were only a couple of feet away,
and as she turned, the younger one grabbed her wrist and
turned it down and outwards in a highly competent manner.
She gave out a short yelp, and the gun slid from her hand.

I picked it up and passed it, butt first, to the older follower.
Keen to show what a good boy I was really, if only the world
would understand.

By the time O’Neal and Solomon arrived, Sarah and I were
comfortably plugged into the sofa, with the two followers
arranged round the door, and none of us making much in the
way of conversation. With O’Neal bustling about the place,
there suddenly seemed to be an awful lot of people in the flat.
I offered to nip out and get a cake, but O’Neal showed me his
fiercest ‘the defence of the Western world is on my shoulders’
expression, so we all went quiet and stared at our hands.

After somé whispering with the followers, who then
quietly withdrew, O’Neal paced this way and that, picking
things up and curling his lip at them. He was obviously
waiting for something, and it wasn’t in the room or about to
come through the door, so I got up and walked across to the
phone. It rang as I reached it. Very occasionally, life’s like
that.

I picked up the receiver.

‘Graduate Studies,’ said a harsh, American voice.

“Who is this?’

‘That O’Neal?’ There was a spot of anger in the voice now.
Not a man you’d ask for a cup of sugar.

‘No, but Mr O’Neal is here,’ I said. ‘Who’s speaking?’

‘Put O’Neal on the goddamn phone, will you?’ said the
voice. I turned and saw O’Neal striding towards me,
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hand outstretched.

‘Go and get some manners somewhere,” I said, and hung
up.

There was a brief silence, and then lots of things seemed to
happen at once. Solomon was leading me back to the sofa,
not very roughly but not very gently either, O’Neal was
shouting to the followers, the followers were shouting at each
other, and the phone was ringing again.

O’Neal grabbed it and immediately started fiddling with
the flex, which didn’t sit well with his previous attempts to
convey masterly composure. It was obvious that, in O’Neal’s
world, there were many smaller cheeses than the harsh
American on the other end of the line.

Solomon shoved me back down next to Sarah, who shrank
away in disgust. It really is quite something to be hated by so
many people in your own home.

O’Neal nodded and yessed for a minute or so, then
delicately replaced the receiver. He looked at Sarah.

‘Miss Woolf,” he said, as politely as he could manage, ‘you
are to present yourself to a Mr Russell Barnes at the American
Embassy as soon as you can. One of these gentlemen will
drive you.” O’Neal looked away, as if expecting her
immediately to jump to her feet and be gone. Sarah stayed
where she was.

‘Screw you in the ass with an anglepoise lamp,’ she said.

I laughed.

As it happens, I was the only one who did, and O’Neal
fired off one of his increasingly famous looks in my direction.
But Sarah was still glaring at him.

‘I want to know what’s being done about this guy,” she
said. She jerked her head at me, so I thought it best to stop
laughing.

‘Mr Lang is our concern, Miss Woolf,” said O’Neal. ‘You
yourself have a responsibility to your State Department, by ...’

“‘You’re not the police, are you?’ she said. O’Neal looked
uneasy.

‘No, we are not the police,” he said, carefully.
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‘Well I want the police here, and I want this guy arrested
for attempted homicide. He tried to kill my father, and for all
I know he’s going to try again.’

O’Neal looked at her, then at me, then at Solomon. He
seemed to want help from one of us, but I don’t believe he got
any.

‘Miss Woolf, I have been authorised to inform you . . .

He stopped, as if unable to remember whether he really
had been authorised, and if he had, whether the author had
really meant it. He wrinkled his nose for a moment, and
decided to press on after all.

‘I have been authorised to inform you that your father is, at
this moment, the subject of an investigation by agencies of the
United States government, assisted by my own department of
the Ministry of Defence.’ This clanged to the floor, and we all
just sat there. O’Neal flicked a glance at me. ‘It is in our joint
discretion as to whether we charge Mr Lang, or indeed take
any other action affecting your father or his activities.’

I’m no great reader of the human face, but even I could see
that all of this was coming as something of a shock to Sarah.
Her face had gone from grey to white.

‘What activities?’ she said. ‘Investigated for what?’ Her
voice was sttamned. O’Neal looked uncomfortable, and I
knew he was terrified that she was going to cry.

“We suspect your father,” he said eventually, ‘of importing
Class A prohibited substances into Europe and North
America.’

The room went very quiet, and everybody was watching
Sarah. O’Neal cleared his throat.

“Your father is trafficking in drugs, Miss Woolf.’

It was her turn to laugh.

b4
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Four

There’s a snake hidden in the grass.

VIRGIL

Like all good things, and like all bad things too, it came to an
end. The replica Solomons swept Sarah off towards
Grosvenor Square in one of their Rovers, and O’Neal ordered
a taxi, which took far too long to arrive and gave him more
time to sneer at my belongings. The real Solomon stayed
behind to wash up the mugs, and then suggested that the two
of us put ourselves outside a quantity of warm, nourishing
beer.

It was only five-thirty, but the pubs were already groaning
with young men in suits and misjudged moustaches, sounding
off on the state of the world. We managed to find a table in
the lounge bar of The Swan With Two Necks, where Solomon
made a lavish production out of rootling for change in his
pockets. I told him to put it on expenses, and he told me to
take it out of my thirty thousand pounds. We tossed a coin
and I lost.

‘Obliged to you for your kindness, master.’

‘Cheers, David.” We both took a long suck, and 1 lit a cigarette.
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[ was expecting Solomon to kick off with some observation
about the events of the last twenty-four hours, but he seemed
happy to just sit and listen while a nearby gang of estate
agents discussed car alarm systems. He’d managed to make
me feel as if our sitting there was my idea, and I wasn’t having
that. ‘

‘David.’

‘Sir.’

‘Is this social?’

‘Social?’

“You were asked to take me out, weren’t you? Slap me on
the back, get me drunk, find out whether I’'m sleeping with
Princess Margaret?’

It annoyed Solomon to hear the Royal family being taken
in vain, which was why I’d done it.

‘I'm supposed to stay close, sir,” he said eventually. ‘I
thought it might be more fun if we sat at the same table, that’s
all.” He seemed to think that answered my question.

‘So what’s going on?’ I said.

‘Going on?’

‘David, if you’re going to just sit there, wide-eyed,
repeating everything I say as if you’ve lived your whole life in
a Wendy houseg, it’s going to be a pretty dull evening.’

There was a pause.

‘Pretty dull evening?’

‘Oh shut up. You know me, David.’

‘Indeed I have that privilege.’

‘I may be many things, but one of the things I am definitely
not 1s an assassin.’

‘Long experience in these matters,” he took another deep
swallow of beer and smacked his lips, ‘has led me to the view,
master, that everybody is definitely not an assassin, until they
become one.’

I looked at him for a moment.

‘I’'m going to swear now, David.’

‘As you wish, sir.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?’
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The estate agents had moved on to the subject of women’s
breasts, from which they were extracting much humour.
Listening to them made me feel about a hundred and forty
years old.

‘It’s like dog-owners,” said Solomon. ‘““My dog wouldn’t
hurt anyone”, they say. Until one day, they find themselves
saying “well he’s never done that before”.” He looked at me
and saw that I was frowning. “What I mean is, nobody can
ever really know anybody. Anybody or any dog. Not really
know them.’

I banged my glass down hard on the table.

‘Nobody can ever know anybody? That’s inspired. You
mean in spite of us spending two years practically in each
other’s pockets, you don’t know whether I'm capable of
killing a man for money?’ I admit I was getting a little upset
by this. And I don’t normally get upset.

‘Do you think I am?’ said Solomon. The jolly smile still
hung round his mouth.

‘Do I think you could kill a man for money? No, I don’t.’

‘Sure of that?’

“Yes.’

‘Then you’re a clot, sir. I’ve killed one man and two
women.’

I already knew that. I also knew how much it weighed on
him.

‘But not for money,’ I said. ‘Not assassination.’

‘l am a servant of the Crown, master. The government pays
my mortgage. Whichever way you look at it, and believe me
I’ve looked at it lots of ways, the deaths of those three people
put bread on my table. Another pint?’

Before I could say anything, he’d taken my glass and
headed for the bar.

As I watched him carve a path through the estate agents, I
found myself thinking back to the games of cowboys and
Indians Solomon and I had played together in Belfast.

Happy days, dotted around some miserable months.

It was 1986, and Solomon had been drafted in, along with
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a dozen others from the Metropolitan Police Special Branch,
to supplement a temporarily buggered RUC. He’d quickly
proved to be the only one of his group worth the air-ticket, so,
at the end of his stint, some extremely hard-to-please
Ulstermen had asked him to stay on and try his hand at the
loyalist paramilitary target, which he did.

Half-a-mile away, in a couple of rooms above the Freedom
Travel Agency, I was serving out the last of my eight years in
the army on attachment to the snappily-titled GR24, one of
the many military intelligence units that used to compete for
business in Northern Ireland, and probably still do. My
brother officers being almost exclusively Old Etonians, who
wore ties in the office and tlew to Scottish grouse moors at the
weekend, I’d found myself spending more and more time with
Solomon, most of it waiting in cars with heaters that didn’t
work.

But every now and then we got out and did something
useful, and in the nine months we were together, I saw
Solomon do a lot of brave and extraordinary things. He’d
taken three lives, but he’d saved dozens more, mine included.

The estate agents were sniggering at his brown raincoat.

“Woolf’s a bad lot, you know,’ he said.

We were into our third pint, and Solomon had undone his
top button. I’d have done the same if I’d had one. The pub
was emptier now, as people headed home to wives, or out to
cinemas. I lit my too-manyeth cigarette of the day.

‘Because of drugs?’

‘Because of drugs.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Does there need to be anything else?’

‘Well yes.’ I looked across at Solomon. ‘“There needs to be
something else if all this isn’t going to be taken care of by the
Drug Squad. What’s he got to do with your lot? Or is it just
that business is slow at the moment, and you’re having to
slum it?’

‘I never said a word of this.’
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‘Course you didn’t.

Solomon paused, weighing his words and apparently
finding some of them a bit heavy.

‘A very rich man, an industrialist, comes to this country
and says he wants to invest here. The Department of Trade
and Industry give him a glass of sherry and some glossy
brochures, and he sets to work. Tells them he’s going to
manufacture a range of metal and plastic components and
would it be all right if he built half a dozen factories in
Scotland and the north-east of England? One or two people at
the Board of Trade fall over with the excitement, and offer
him two hundred million quid in grants and a residents’
parking permit in Chelsea. I’'m not sure which is worth more.’

Solomon sipped some beer and dried his mouth with the
back of his hand. He was very angry.

“Time passes. The cheque is cashed, factories are built, and
a phone rings in Whitehall. It’s an international call, from
Washington, DC. Did we know that a rich industrialist who
makes plastic things also deals in large quantities of opium
from Asia? Good heavens, no, we didn’t know that, thanks
ever so much for letting us know, love to the wife and kids.
Panic. Rich industrialist is now sitting on a large lump of our
money and employing three thousand of our citizens.’

At this point, Solomon seemed to run out of energy, as if
the effort of controlling his fury was too much for him. But I
couldn’t wait.

‘So?’

‘So a committee of not particularly wise men and women
put their fat heads together and decide on possible courses of
action. The list includes doing nothing, deing nothing, doing
nothing, or dialling 999 and asking for PC Plod. The only
thing they are sure about is they do not like that last course.’

‘And O’Neal ... ?

‘O’Neal gets the job. Surveillance. Containment. Damage
Control. Give it any flipping name you like.” For Solomon,
‘tlipping’ constituted strong language. ‘None of this, of
course, has anything whatsoever to do with Alexander Woolf.’
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‘Of course not,’ I said. “Where is Woolf now?’

Solomon glanced at his watch.

‘At this moment, he is in seat number 6C on a British
Airways 747 from Washington to London. If he’s got any
sense, he’ll have chosen the Beef Wellington. He may be a fish
man, but I doubt it.’

‘And the film?’

“While You Were Sleeping.’

‘’'m impressed,’ I said.

‘God is in the detail, master. Just because it’s a bad job
doesn’t mean I have to do it badly.’

We supped some beer in a relaxed silence. But I had to ask
him.

‘Now, David.’

“Yours to command, master.’

‘Do you mind explaining where I come into all this?” He
looked at me with the beginnings of a ‘you tell me’
expression, so I hurried on. ‘I mean, who wants him dead,
and why make it look as if I’'m the killer?’

Solomon drained his glass.

‘Don’t know the why,” he said. ‘As for the who, we rather
think it might be the CIA.’

During the night I tossed a little, and turned a little more, and
twice got up to record some idiotic monologues about the
state of play on my tax-efficient dictaphone. There were
things about the whole business that bothered me, and things
that scared me, but it was Sarah Woolf who kept coming into
my head and refusing to leave.

I was not in love with her, you understand. How could I
be? After all, I’d only spent a couple of hours in her company,
and none of those had been under very relaxing
circumstances. No, I was definitely not in love with her. It
takes more than a pair of bright grey eyes and pillows of

dark-brown, wavy hair to get me going.
For God’s sake.

*
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At nine o’clock the next morning I was pulling on the Garrick
tie and the under-buttoned blazer, and at half past nine I was
ringing the enquiries bell at the National Westminster Bank in
Swiss Cottage. I had no clear plan of action in mind, but I
thought it might be good for morale to look my bank
manager in the eye for the first time in ten years, even if the
money in my account wasn’t mine.

I was shown into a waiting-room outside the manager’s
office, and given a plastic cup of plastic coffee which was far
too hot to drink until, in the space of a hundredth of a second,
it suddenly became far too cold. I was trying to get rid of it
behind a rubber plant when a nine-year-old boy with ginger
hair stuck his head out of the door, beckoned me in, and
announced himself as Graham Halkerston, Branch Manager.

‘So, what can I do for you, Mr Lang?’ he said, settling
himself behind a young, ginger-haired desk.

I struck what I thought was a big business pose in the chair
opposite him, and straightened my tie.

“Well, Mr Halkerston,’ I said, ‘I am concerned about a sum
of money, recently transferred to my account.’

He glanced down at a computer print-out on the desk.

“Would that be a remittance on the seventh of April?’

‘Seventh of April,’ I repeated carefully, trying hard not to
muddle it up with other payments of thirty thousand pounds
I’d received that month. ‘Yes,” I said. “That sounds like the
one.’

He nodded.

“Twenty-nine thousand, four hundred and eleven pounds
and seventy-six pence. Were you thinking of transferring the
money, Mr Lang? Because we have a variety of high-yielding
accounts that would suit your needs.’

‘My needs?’

“Yes. Ease of access, high interest, sixty day bonus, it’s up
to you.’

It seemed strange somehow, hearing a human being use
phrases like that. Until that point in my life, I’d only ever seen
them on advertising billboards.
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‘Great,’ I said. ‘Great. For the time being, Mr Halkerston,
my needs are simply for you to keep the money in a room
with a decent lock on the door.” He stared back at me blankly.
‘'m more interested to know the origins of this transfer.” His
face went from blank to highly blank. ‘Who gave me this
money, Mr Halkerston?’

1 could tell that unsolicited donations were not a regular
feature of banking life, and it took a few more moments
of blankness, followed by some paper-rustling, before
Halkerston was back at the net.

‘The payment was made in cash,’ he said, ‘so I have no
actual record of the origin. If you’ll hold on a second, I can
get a copy of the credit slip.” He pressed an intercom button
and asked for Ginny, who duly trundled in bearing a folder.
While Halkerston browsed through it, I had to wonder how
Ginny could hold her head up under the weight of cosmetics
smeared all over her face. Underneath it all, she may have
been quite pretty. Or she may have been Dirk Bogarde. I will
never know.

‘Here we are,’ said Halkerston. ‘The name of the payer has

been left out, but there is a signature. Offer. Or possibly
Offee. T Offee, that’s it.’ |

Paulie’s chambers were in the Middle Temple, which I
remembered him telling me was somewhere near Fleet Street,
and I got there eventually with the help of a black cab. It’s not
the way I usually travel, but while I was at the bank I decided
there was no harm in withdrawing a couple of hundred
pounds worth of my blood money for expenses.

Paulie himself was in court on a hit-and-run case, playing
his part as a human brake-pad on the wheels of justice, so I
had no special entrée to the chambers of Milton Crowley
Spencer. Instead, I had to submit to the clerk’s interrogation
on the nature of my ‘problem’ and by the time he’d finished,
I felt worse than I’ve ever done in any venereal clinic.

Not that I’ve been to a lot of venereal clinics.

Having passed the preliminary means test, I was then left
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to cool my heels in a waiting-room filled with back numbers
of Expressions, the journal for American Express card-
holders. So I sat there and read about bespoke trouser-makers
in Jermyn Street, and sock-weavers in Northampton, and hat-
growers in Panama, and how likely it was that Kerry Packer
would win the Veuve Cliquot Polo Championship at Smith’s
Lawn this year, and generally caught up on all the big stories
happening behind the news, until the clerk came back and
raised a pert couple of eyebrows at me.

I was ushered into a large, oak-panelled room, with shelves
of Regina versus The Rest Of The World on three walls, and
a row of wooden filing cabinets along the fourth. There was
a photograph on the desk of three teenage children, who
looked as if they’d been bought from a catalogue, and next to
it, a signed picture of Denis Thatcher. I was chewing on the
peculiar fact that both these photographs were pointing
outwards from the desk, when a connecting door opened, and
I was suddenly in the presence of Spencer.

And quite a presence it was. He was a taller version of Rex
Harrison, with greying hair, half-moon spectacles and a shirt
so white it must have been running off the mains. I didn’t
actually see him start the clock as he sat down.

‘Mr Fincham, sorry to keep you, do have a seat.’

He gestured around the room, as if inviting me to take my
pick, but there was only one chair. I sat down, and
immediately jumped to my feet again as the chair let out a
scream of creaking, tearing wood. It was so loud, and so
agonised, that I could picture people in the street outside
stopping, and looking up at the window, and wondering
about calling a policeman. Spencer didn’t seem to notice it.

‘Don’t think I’'ve seen you at the club,” he said, smiling
expensively.

I sat down again, to another roar from the chair, and tried
to find a position which might allow our conversation to be
more or less audible above the howling woodwork.

‘Club?’ I said, and then looked down as he gestured at my
tie. ‘Ah, you mean the Garrick?’
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He nodded, still smiling.

‘No, well,” I said, ‘I don’t get up to town as often as I’d
like.” I waved my hand in a way that implied a couple of
thousarrd acres in Wiltshire and plenty of Labradors. He
nodded, as if he could picture the place exactly, and might
pop over for a spot of lunch the next time he was in the
neighbourhood.

‘Now then,’ he said, ‘how can I help?’

“Well, this is rather delicate . . . > I began.

‘Mr Fincham,” he interrupted smoothly, ‘if the day ever
comes when a client comes to me and says that the matter
upon which he or she requires my advice is not delicate, I
shall hang up my wig for good.” From the look on his face, I
could see that I was meant to take this as a witticism. All 1
could think was that it had probably cost me thirty quid.

‘Well, that’s very comforting,” I said, acknowledging the
joke. We smiled comfortably at each other. “The fact is,” 1
went on, ‘that a friend of mine told me recently that you had
been extremely helpful in introducing him to some people
with unusual skills.’

There was a pause, as I’d rather suspected there might be.

‘I see,” said Spencer. His smile faded slightly, the glasses
came off, and the chin lifted five degrees. ‘Might I be favoured
with the name of this friend of yours?’

‘I’d rather not say just at the moment. He told me that he
needed . . . a sort of bodyguard, someone who would be
prepared to carry out some fairly unorthodox duties, and that
you furnished him with some names.’

Spencer leaned back in his chair and surveyed me. Head to
toe. I could tell that the interview was already over, and that
now he was just deciding on the most elegant way of telling
me. After a while, he took in a slow breath through his finely
wrought nose.

‘It is possible,” he said, ‘that you have misunderstood the
services we offer here, Mr Fincham. We are a firm of
barristers. Advocates. We argue cases before the bench. That
is our function. We are not, and this I think is where the

57



confusion may have arisen, an employment agency. If your
friend obtained satisfaction here, then I am glad. But I hope
and believe that it had more to do with the legal advice we
were able to offer than with any recommendations on the
engagement of staff.’ In his mouth, ‘staff’ had a rather nasty
sound to it. ‘Might it not be preferable for you to contact
your friend in order to secure whatever information it is you
require?’

“Well that’s the problem,’ I said. ‘My friend has gone away.’

There was a pause, and Spencer blinked slowly. There is
something strangely insulting about a slow blink. I know,
because I use it myself.

“You are welcome to use the telephone in the clerk’s office.’

‘He didn’t leave a number.’

“Then, alas, Mr Fincham, you are in difficulty. Now, if you
will excuse me.. . .’ He slid the glasses back on to his nose and
busied himself with some papers on his desk.

‘My friend wanted someone,” I said, ‘who would be
prepared to kill someone.’

Off came the glasses, up went the chin.

‘Indeed.’

A long pause.

‘Indeed,” he said again. ‘That in itself being an unlawful
act, it is highly improbable that he would have received any
assistance from an employee of this firm, Mr Fincham ...’

‘He assured me that you were most helpful . . .’

‘Mr Fincham, I shall be candid.” The voice had stiffened
considerably, and I realised that Spencer would be good fun
to watch in court. “The suspicion has formed in my mind that
you may be acting here in the capacity of agent provocateur.’
The French accent was confident and immaculate. He had a
villa in Provence, natch. ‘From what motive, I cannot tell,” he
continued. ‘Nor am I particularly interested. I do, however,
decline to say anything further to you.’

‘Unless you’re in the presence of a lawyer.’

‘Good day to you, Mr Fincham.” Glasses on.

‘My friend also told me that you handled the payment of
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his new employee.’

No answer. I knew there weren’t going to be any more
answers from Mr Spencer, but I thought I’d press on anyway.

‘My friend told me that you signed the credit slip yourself,’
I said. ‘In your own hand.’

‘l am rapidly tiring of news of your friend, Mr Fincham. I
repeat, good day to you.’

I got to my feet and moved towards the door. The chair
screamed its relief.

‘Does the offer of the telephone still stand?’

He didn’t even look up.

‘The cost of the call will be added to your bill.’

‘Bill for what?’ I said. “You haven’t given me anything.’

‘I have given you my time, Mr Fincham. If you have no
desire to make use of it, that is entirely your concern.’

I opened the door.

“Well, thanks anyway, Mr Spencer. By the way . . .’ [ waited
until he had looked up. ‘There’s some ugly talk at the Garrick
that you cheat at bridge. I told the chaps that it was all
rubbish and tommy-rot, but you know what these things are
like. Chaps get an idea in their head. Thought you ought to
know.’ |

Pathetic. But all I could think of at the time.

The clerk sensed that I was not a terribly grata persona,
and warned me, peevishly, to expect a bill for services in the
next few days.

I thanked him for his kindness and turned towards the
staircase. As I did so, I noticed that someone else was now
treading my path through back numbers of Expressions, the
journal for American Express card-holders.

Short fat men in grey suits: this is a large category.

Short fat men in grey suits whose scrotums I have held in a
hotel bar in Amsterdam: this is a very small category.

Tiny, in fact.
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Five

Take a straw and throw it up into the air,
you shall see by that which way the wind is.

JOHN SELDEN

To follow somebody, without them knowing that you’re
doing it, is not the doddle they make it seem in films. I’ve had
some experience of professional following, and a lot more
experience of professional going back to the office and saying
‘we lost him’. Unless your quarry is deaf, tunnel-sighted and
lame, you need at least a dozen people and fifteen thousand
quids-worth of short-wave radio to make a decent go of it.

The problem with McCluskey was that he was, in the
jargon phrase, ‘a player’ — somebody who knows that they
are a possible target, and has some idea of what to do about
it. I couldn’t risk getting too close, and the only way to avoid
that was by running; hanging back on the straights, sprinting
flat-out as he rounded corners, pulling up in time to avoid
him if he doubled back. None of this would have been
countenanced by a professional outfit, of course, because it
ignored the possibility that he had someone else watching his
back, who might begin to wonder at this sprinting, shuffling,
window-shopping lunatic.
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The first stretch was easy enough. McCluskey waddled his
way from Fleet Street along towards the Strand, but when he
reached the Savoy, he skipped across the road and headed
north into Covent Garden. There he dawdled amongst the
myriad pointless shops, and stood for five minutes watching
a juggler outside the Actors Church. Refreshed, he set off at a
brisk pace towards St Martin’s Lane, crossed over on his way
to Leicester Square, and then sold me a dummy by suddenly
turning south into Trafalgar Square.

By the time we reached the bottom of the Haymarket, the
sweat was pouring off me and I was praying for him to hail a
taxi. He didn’t do it until he got to Lower Regent Street, and
I caught another one an agonising twenty seconds later.

Well, obviously it was another one. Even the amateur
follower knows that you don’t get into the same taxi as the
person you’re following.

I threw myself into the seat and shouted at the driver to
‘follow that cab’, and then realised what a strange thing that
is to say in real life. The cabbie didn’t seem to find it so.

“Tell me,” he said, ‘is he sleeping with your wife, or are you
sleeping with his?’ .

I laughed as though this was the grandest thing Id heard in
years, which is ‘What you have to do with cabbies if you want
them to take you to the right place by the right route.

McCluskey got out at the Ritz, but he must have told his
driver to stay and keep the meter running. I left him for three
minutes before doing the same with my cab, but, as I opened
the door, McCluskey came scooting back out and we were off
again.

We crawled along Piccadilly for a while, and then turned
right into some narrow empty streets that I didn’t know at all.
This was the sort of territory where skilled craftspeople hand-
build underpants for American Express card-holders.

I leaned forward to tell the driver not to get too close, but
he’d done this sort of thing before, or seen it done on
television, and he hung back a good distance.

McCluskey’s cab came to rest in Cork Street. I saw him pay
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his driver, and I told my man to trickle past and drop me two
hundred yards further down the street.

The meter said six pounds, so I passed a ten pound note
through the window and watched a fifteen-second
production of ‘I’'m Not Sure I’ve Got Change For That’,
starring licensed cab driver 99102, before getting out and
heading back down the street.

In those fifteen seconds, McCluskey had vanished. I’d just
followed him for twenty minutes and five miles, and lost him
in the last two hundred yards. Which, I suppose, served me
right for being mean with the tip.

Cork Street is nothing but art galleries, mostly with large
front windows, and one of the things I’ve noticed about
windows is that they’re just as good for seeing out of as they
are for seeing in through. I couldn’t go pressing my nose
against every art gallery until I found him, so I decided to take
a chance. I judged the spot where McCluskey had
dismounted, and turned for the nearest door.

It was locked.

I was standing there looking at my watch, trying to work
out what an art gallery’s opening hours might be if twelve
wasn’t one of them, when a blonde girl wearing a neat black
shift appeared out of the gloom and slipped the latch. She
opened the door with a welcoming smile, and suddenly I
seemed to have no choice but to step inside, my hopes of
finding McCluskey ebbing away with every second.

Keeping one eye on the front window, I sank back into the
relative darkness of the shop. Apart from the blonde, there
didn’t seem to be anyone else in the place, which wasn’t all
that surprising when I looked at the paintings.

‘Do you know Terence Glass?’ she asked, handing me a
card and price list. She was a frightfully pukka young thing.

‘Yes, I do,’ I said. ‘I’ve got three of his, as a matter of fact.’

Well, I mean. Sometimes you’ve just got to have a go,
haven’t you?

‘Three of his what?’ she said.

Doesn’t always work, of course.
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‘Paintings.’

‘Good heavens,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know he painted. Sarah,’
she called out, ‘did you know that Terence painted?’

From the back half of the gallery, a cool American voice
came back. ‘“Terry has never painted in his life. Hardly write
his own name.’

I looked up just as Sarah Woolf came through the archway,
immaculate in a dog-tooth skirt and jacket, and pushing that
gentle bow wave of Fleur de Fleurs. But she wasn’t looking at
me. She was looking towards the front of the gallery.

I turned, followed her gaze, and saw McCluskey standing
in the open doorway.

‘But this gentleman claims he’s got three . . . ’ said the
blonde, laughing.

McCluskey was moving quickly towards Sarah, his right
hand sliding across his chest towards the inside of his coat. I
pushed the blonde away with my right arm, heard her gasp
something polite, and at the same moment McCluskey turned
his head towards me.

As he swung his body round, I aimed a round-house kick
to his stomach, and to block it, he had to pull his right hand
down from his coat. The kick connected, and for a moment,
McCluskey’s feet left the floor. His head came forward as he
gasped for breath, and I moved behind him and slipped my
left arm around his neck. The blonde was screaming ‘oh my
God’ in a very posh accent, and scrabbling for the phone on
the table, but Sarah stayed where she was, arms rigid at her
sides. I shouted at her to run, but she either didn’t hear me, or
didn’t want to hear me. As I tightened my grip round
McCluskey’s neck, he fought to get his fingers between the
crook of my elbow and his throat. No chance of that.

I put my right elbow on McCluskey’s shoulder, and my
right hand at the back of his head. My left hand slipped into
the crook of my right elbow, and there I was, the model in
diagram (c) in the chapter headed ‘Neck-Breaking: The
Basics’.

As McCluskey kicked and struggled, I eased my left
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forearm back and my right hand forward — and he stopped
kicking very quickly. He stopped kicking because he suddenly
knew what I knew, and wanted him to know — that with a few
extra pounds of pressure, I could end his life.

I’m not absolutely sure, but I think that was when the gun
went off. ,\

I don’t remember the actual feeling of being hit. Just the
flatness of the sound in the gallery, and the smell of burnt
whatever it is they use nowadays.

At first I thought it was McCluskey she’d shot, and I
started to swear at her because I had everything under
control, and anyway, I’d told her to get out of here. And then
I thought Christ, I must be sweating a lot, because I could feel
it running down my side, trickling wetly into my waistband. I
looked up, and realised that Sarah was going to fire again. Or
maybe she already had. McCluskey had wriggled free and I
seemed to be falling back against one of the paintings.

“You stupid bitch,’ I think I said, ‘I’'m . . . on your side. This
is him . . . the one . . . he’s the one . . . to kill your father.
Fuck.’ |

The fuck was because everything was starting to go strange
now. Light, sound, action.

Sarah was standing right over me, and I suppose, maybe, if
circumstances had been different, I'd have been enjoying her
legs. But they weren’t different. They were the same. And all
I could look at now was the gun.

“That would be very strange, Mr Lang,’ she said. ‘He could
do that at home.’ I suddenly couldn’t make anything of this.
Lots of things were wrong, very wrong, the numbness down
my left side being not the least of them. Sarah knelt down
next to me and put the muzzle of the gun under my chin.

“This,” she jerked a thumb towards McCluskey, ‘is my
father.’

As I can’t remember any more, I assume I must have

blacked out.

‘How are you feeling?’
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It’s a question you’re bound to get asked when you’re lying
on your back in a hospital bed, but I wish she hadn’t asked it
all the same. My brain was scrambled to the point where you
usually have to summon the waiter and ask for a refund, and
it would have made more sense for me to be asking her how I
felt. But she was a nurse, and therefore unlikely to be trying
to kill me, so I decided to like her for the time being.

With a mighty effort, I ungummed my lips and croaked
back at her, ‘Fine.’

“That’s good,’ she said. ‘Doctor will be along to see you
shortly.” She patted the back of my hand and disappeared.

I closed my eyes for a few moments, and when I opened
them it was dark outside. A white coat was standing over me,
and despite the fact that its wearer looked young enough to
be my bank manager, I could only assume he was a doctor. He
gave me my wrist back, although I wasn’t aware that he’d
been holding it, and jotted something down on a clipboard.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Fine.’

He kept on writing.

“Well you shouldn’t be. You’ve been shot. Lost quite a bit
of blood, but that’s not a problem. You were lucky. Passed
through your atmpit.” He made it sound as if the whole thing
was my own silly fault. Which, in a way, it was.

“Where am I?° I said.

‘Hospital.’

He went away.

Later, a very fat woman came in with a trolley and put a
plate of something brown and foul-smelling on a table beside
me. I couldn’t imagine what I’d ever done to her, but whatever
it was, it must have been bad.

She obviously realised that she’d over-reacted, because half
an hour later she came and took the plate away again. Before
she left, she told me where I was. The Middlesex Hospital,
William Hoyle Ward.

My first proper visitor was Solomon. He came in, looking
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steady and eternal, sat down on the bed and chucked a paper
bag of grapes on to the table.

‘How are you feeling?’

A definite pattern was emerging here.

‘I feel,” I said, ‘almost exactly as if I’ve been shot, ’'m now
lying in a hospital trying to recover, and a Jewish policeman is
sitting on my foot.” He shifted his weight slightly along the
bed.

“They tell me you were lucky, master.’

I popped a grape.

‘Lucky asin...?

‘As in it being only a couple of inches away from your
heart.’

‘Or a couple of inches away from missing me altogether.
Depends on your point of view.’

He nodded, considering this.

“What’s yours?’ he said, after a while.

‘“What’s my what?’

‘Point of view.’

We looked at each other.

‘That England should play a flat back four against
Holland,’ I said.

Solomon lifted himself off the bed and started to unpeel his
raincoat, and I could hardly blame him. The temperature
must have been in the nineties, and there seemed to be far, far
too much air in the room. It was bunched and crowded, and
in your face and eyes, and it made you think the room was a
rush-hour tube train, and a lot of extra air had managed to
sneak in just as the doors were closing.

I’d asked a nurse if she could turn the temperature down a
little, but she’d told me that the heating was controlled by a
computer in Reading. If I was the sort of person who writes
letters to The Daily Telegraph, I'd have written a letter to The
Daily Telegraph.

Solomon hung his coat on the back of the door.

‘Well now, sir,” he said, ‘believe it or not the ladies and
gentlemen who pay my wages have asked me to extract from

-
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you an explanation as to how you came to be lying on the
floor of a prestigious West End art gallery, with a bullet hole
in your chest.’

‘Armpit.’

‘Arm, if you prefer, pit. Now will you tell me, master, or
am I going to have to hold a pillow over your face until you
co-operate?’

‘“Well,” T said, thinking that we may as well get down to
business, ‘I presume you know that McCluskey is Woolf.” 1
hadn’t presumed any such thing, of course. I just wanted to
sound efficient. It was obvious from Solomon’s expression
that he hadn’t known, so I pressed on. ‘I follow McCluskey to
the gallery, thinking he might be there to do something
unpleasant to Sarah. I bop him, get shot by Sarah, who then
tells me that the boppee was, in fact, her father, Alexander
Woolf.’

Solomon nodded calmly, the way he always did when he
heard weird stuff.

“Whereas you,’ he said eventually, ‘had him down as a man
who had offered you money to kill Alexander Woolf?’

‘Right.’

‘And you assumed, master, as I’'m sure many would in your
position, that*when a man asks you to kill someone, the
someone is not going to turn out to be the man himself.’

‘It’s not the way we do it on planet Earth, certainly.’

‘Hmm.’ Solomon had drifted over to the window where he
seemed captivated by the Post Office Tower.

‘That’s it, is it?’ I said. ““Hmm”? The Ministry of Defence
report on this is going to consist of “Hmm”, bound in leather
with a gold seal and signed by the Cabinet?’

Solomon didn’t answer, but just kept staring at the Post
Office Tower.

‘Well then,’ I said, ‘tell me this. What’s happened to Woolfs
major and minor? How did I get here? Who rang the
ambulance? Did they stay with me until it came?’

‘Have you ever eaten at that restaurant, the one that goes
round and round at thetop ... ?’
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‘David, for Christ’s sake ...’

“The person who actually rang for the ambulance was a Mr
Terence Glass, owner of the gallery in which you were shot,
and putter-in of a claim to have your blood removed from his
floor at the Ministry’s expense.’

‘How touching.’

‘Although the ones who saved your life were Green and
Baker.’

‘Green and Baker?’

‘Been following you about a lot. Baker held a handkerchief
over the wound.’

This was a shock. I’d assumed, after my beer session with
Solomon, that the two followers had been called off. I'd been
sloppy. Thank God.

‘Hurrah for Baker,’ I said.

Solomon appeared to be about to tell me something else
when he was interrupted by the door opening. O’Neal was
very quickly among us. He came straight over to the side of
my bed, and I could tell from his expression that he thought
my getting shot was a thoroughly splendid development.

‘How are you feeling?’ he said, almost managing not to
smile.

‘Very well, thank you Mr O’Neal.’

There was a pause, and his face fell slightly.

‘Lucky to be alive is what I heard,” he said. ‘Except that
from now on, you might think that you’re unlucky to be
alive.” O’Neal was very pleased with that. I had a vision of
him rehearsing it in the lift. “Well this is it, Mr Lang. I don’t
see how we can keep this one away from the police. In the
presence of witnesses, you made a clear attempt on Woolf’s
lifeee, %

O’Neal stopped, and he and I both looked round the room,
at floor level, because the sound we’d heard was definitely
that of a dog being sick. Then we heard it again, and both
realised that it was Solomon, clearing his throat.

‘With respect, Mr O’Neal,’ said Solomon, no'v that he had
our attention, ‘Lang was under the impression that the man

-
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he was assaulting was, in fact, McCluskey.’

O’Neal closed his eyes.

‘McCluskey? Woolf was identified by . . .’

‘Yes, -absolutely,” said Solomon, gently. ‘But Lang
maintains that Woolf and McCluskey are one and the same
man.’ "

A long silence.

‘I beg your pardon?’ said O’Neal.

The superior smile had disappeared from his face, and I
suddenly felt like bounding out of bed.

O’Neal gave a fat little snort. ‘McCluskey and Woolf are
one and the same man?’ he said, his voice cracking into a
falsetto. ‘Are you entirely sane?’

Solomon looked to me for confirmation.

‘That’s about the size of it,” I said. “Woolf is the man who
approached me in Amsterdam, and asked me to kill a man
called Woolf.’

The colour had now completely dribbled out of O’Neal’s
face. He looked like a man who’s just realised that he’s posted
a love letter in the wrong envelope.

‘But that’s not possible,” he stammered. ‘I mean, it makes
no sense.’

“Which doesti’t mean it’s not possible,’ I said.

But O’Neal wasn’t really hearing anything now. He was in
an awful state. So I pushed on for Solomon’s benefit.

‘I know I’'m only the parlour maid,’ I said, ‘and it’s not my
place to speak, but this is how my theory goes. Woolf knows
that there are some parties around the globe who would like
him to cease living. He does the usual sort of thing, buys a
dog, hires a bodyguard, doesn’t tell anyone where he’s going
until he’s already got there, but,” and I could see O’Neal shake
himself into concentrating, ‘he knows that that isn’t enough.
The people who want him dead are very keen, very
professional, and sooner or later they’ll poison the dog and
bribe the bodyguard. So he has a choice.’

O’Neal was staring at me. He suddenly realised that his
mouth was open, and shut it with a snap.
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“Yes?’

‘He can either take the war to them,’ I said, ‘which for all
we know, may not be feasible. Or he can ride the punch.’
Solomon was chewing his lip. And he was right to, because
this was all sounding terrible. But it was better than anything
they could come up with just now. ‘He finds someone who he
knows isn’t going to accept the job, and he gives them the job.
He lets it be known that a contract is out on his own life, and
hopes that his real enemies will slow up for a while because
they think that the job will get done anyway without them
having to take any risks or spend any money.’

Solomon was back on Post Office Tower duty, and O’Neal
was frowning.

‘Do you really believe that?’ he said. ‘I mean, do you think
that’s possible?” T could see that he was desperate for a
handle, any handle, even if it came off with the first flush.

‘Yes, I think it’s possible. No, I don’t believe it. But ’'m
recovering from a gunshot wound, and it’s the best I can do.’

O’Neal started to pace the floor, running his hands
through his hair. The heat in the room was getting to him too,
but he didn’t have time to get rid of his coat.

‘All right,” he said, ‘somebody may want Woolf dead. I
can’t pretend that Her Majesty’s government would be
heartbroken if he walked under a bus tomorrow. Granted, his
enemies may be considerable, and normal precautions
useless. So far, so good. Yes, he can’t take the war to them,’
O’Neal rather liked that phrase, I could tell, ‘so he puts out a
fake contract on himself. But that doesn’t work.” O’Neal
stopped pacing and looked at me. ‘I mean, how could he be
sure it would be fake? How could he know that you wouldn’t
go through with it?’

[ looked at Solomon, and he knew I was looking at him,
but he didn’t look back.

‘I’ve been asked before,’ I said. ‘Offered a lot more money.
I said no. Maybe he knew that.’

O’Neal suddenly remembered how much he disliked me.

‘Have you always said no?’ I stared back at O’Neal, as
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coolly as I could. ‘I mean, maybe you’ve changed,” he said.
‘Maybe you suddenly need the money. It’s a ridiculous risk.’

I shrugged, and my armpit hurt.

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘He had the bodyguard, and at least
with me he knew where the threat would come from. Rayner
was hanging around me for days before I got into the house.’

‘But you went to the house, Lang. You actually ...’

‘I went there to warn him. I thought it was a neighbourly
thing to do.’

‘All right. All right.” O’Neal got stuck into some more
pacing. ‘Now how does he “let it be known” that this
contract is out? I mean, does he write it on lavatory walls, put
an advertisement in the Standard, what?’

‘“Well, you knew about it.” I was starting to get tired now. I
wanted sleep and maybe even a plate of something brown and
foul-smelling.

‘We are not his enemies, Mr Lang,” said O’Neal. ‘Not in
that sense, at any rate.’

‘So how did you find out that I was supposedly after him?’

O’Neal stopped, and I could see him thinking that he’d
already said whole volumes too much to me. He looked over
at Solomon crossly, blaming him for not being a good enough
chaperon. Solomon was a picture of calm.

‘I don’t see why we shouldn’t tell him that, Mr O’Neal,” he
said. ‘He’s had a bullet through his chest through no fault of
his own. Might make it heal quicker if he knows why it
happened.’

O’Neal took a moment to digest this, and then turned to
me.

‘Very well,” he said. “We received the information about
your meeting with McCluskey, or Woolf . . . > He was hating
this. “We received this information from the Americans.’

The door opened and a nurse came in. She might have been
the one who patted my hand when I first woke up, but I
couldn’t swear to it. She looked straight through Solomon
and O’Neal, and came over to fiddle with my pillows,
plumping them up, pushing them about, making them
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Six

The bour is come, but not the man.

WALTER SCOTT

I was in hospital for seven meals, however long that is. I
watched television, took painkillers, tried to do all the half-
finished crosswords in the back numbers of Woman’s Own.
And asked myself a lot of questions.

For a start, what was I doing? Why was I getting in the way
of bullets, fired by people I didn’t know, for reasons I didn’t
understand? What was in it for me? What was in it for
Woolf? What was in it for O’Neal and Solomon? Why were
the crosswords half-finished? Had the patients got better, or
died, before completing them? Had they come into hospital to
have half their brain removed, and was this the proof of the
surgeon’s skill> Who had ripped the covers off these
magazines and why? Can the answer to ‘Not a woman (3)’
really be ‘man’?

And why, above all, was there a picture of Sarah Woolf
pasted on the inside of the door of my mind, so that whenever
I yanked it open, to think of anything — afternoon television,
smoking a cigarette in the lavatory at the end of the ward,
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scratching an itchy toe — there she was, smiling and scowling
at me simultaneously? I mean, for the hundredth time, this
was a woman I was quite definitely #ot in love with.

I thought Rayner might be able to answer at least some of
these questions, so when I judged myself well enough to get
up and shuffle around, I borrowed a dressing-gown and
headed upstairs to the Barrington Ward.

When Solomon had told me that Rayner was also in the
Middlesex Hospital, I'd been, for a moment at least,
surprised. It seemed ironic that the two of us should end up
getting repaired in the same shop, after all we’d been through
together. But then, as Solomon pointed out, there aren’t many
hospitals left in London these days, and if you hurt yourself
anywhere south of the Watford Gap, you’re liable to end up
in the Middlesex sooner or later.

Rayner had a room to himself, directly opposite the nurses’
desk, and he was wired up to a lot of bleeping boxes. His eyes
were closed, either from sleep or coma, and his head was
wrapped in a huge, cartoon bandage, as if Road Runner had
dropped that safe just once too often. And he wore blue
flannelette pyjamas, which, perhaps for the first time in a lot
of years, made him look child-like. I stood by his bed for a
while, feeling sorry for him, until a nurse appeared and asked
me what I wanted. I said I wanted a lot of things, but would
settle for knowing Rayner’s first name.

Bob, she said. She stood at my elbow, with her hand on the
door-knob, wanting me to leave, but deferring to my
dressing-gown.

I’m sorry, Bob, I thought.

There you were, just doing what you were told, what you
were paid to do, and some arse comes along and hits you with
a marble Buddha. That’s rough.

Of course, I knew that Bob wasn’t exactly a choirboy. He
wasn’t even the boy who bullies the choirboy. At the very
best, he was the older brother of the boy who hullies the boy
who bullies the choirboy. Solomon had looked Rayner up in
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the MoD files, and found that he’d been chucked from the
Royal Welch Fusiliers for black-marketeering — anything
from army boot laces to Saracen armoured cars had gone
through the barrack gates under Bob Rayner’s jersey — but
even so, I was the one who’d hit him, so I was the one who
felt sorry for him.

I put what was left of Solomon’s grapes on the table by his
bed, and left.

Men and women in white coats tried to get me to stay in
hospital for a few more days, but I shook my head and told
them I was fine. They tutted, and made me sign a few things,
and then they showed me how to change the dressing under
my arm and told me to come straight back if the wound
started to feel hot or itchy.

I thanked them for their kindness, and refused their offer
of a wheelchair. Which was just as well, because the lift had
stopped working. '

And then I limped on to a bus and went home.

My flat was where I'd left it, but seemed smaller than I
remembered. There were no messages on the answering
machine and ‘nothing in the fridge besides the half-pint of
natural yoghurt and stick of celery that I’d inherited from the
previous tenant.

My chest was hurting, as they’d said it would, so I took
myself off to the sofa and watched a race meeting at
Doncaster, with a large tumbler of I’'m Sure I’ve Seen That
Grouse Somewhere Before at my elbow.

I must have dozed off for a while, and it was the phone that
woke me. I sat up quickly, gasping at the pain from my
armpit, and reached for the whisky bottle. Empty. I felt really
terrible. I looked at my watch as I lifted the receiver. Ten past
eight, or twenty to two. I couldn’t tell which.

‘Mr Lang?’

Male. American. Click, whirr. Come on, I know this one.

“Yes.’
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‘Mr Thomas Lang?’ Got it. Yes, Mike, I’ll name that voice
in five. I shook my head to try and wake myself up, and felt
something rattling.

‘How do you do, Mr Woolf?’ I said.

Silence at the other end. And then: ‘A lot better’n you,
from what I hear.’

‘Not so,’ I said.

“Yeah?’ |

‘My biggest worry in life has always been having no stories
to tell my grandchildren. My time with the Woolf family
should last them until they’re about fifteen, I’d say.’

I thought I heard him laugh, but it could have been a
crackle on the line. Or it could have been O’Neal’s lot,
tripping over their bugging equipment.

‘Listen, Lang,” said Woolf, ‘I'd like us to meet up some
place.’

‘Of course you would, Mr Woolf. Let me see. This time
you’d like to offer me money to perform a vasectomy on you
without you noticing. Am I close?’

‘I’d like to explain, if that’s okay by you. You like to eat
Italian?’

I thought of the celery and the yoghurt and realised that I
like to eat Italian very much indeed. But there was a problem
here.

‘Mr Woolf,” I said, ‘before you name a place, make sure
you can book it for at least ten people. I’'ve a feeling this may
be a party line.’

“That’s okay,” he said, cheerfully. “You got a tourist guide
right by your phone.” I looked down at the table and saw a
red paperback. Ewan’s Guide to London. It looked new, and
I certainly hadn’t bought it. ‘Listen carefully,” said Woolf, ‘I
want you to turn to page twenty-six, fifth entry. See you there
in thirty minutes.’

There was a kerfuffle on the line, and 1 thought for a
moment he’d hung up, but then his voice came back.

‘Lang?’

“Yes?’
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‘Don’t leave the guide-book in your apartment.’

I took a deep and weary breath.

‘Mr Woolt,’ I said, ‘I may be stupid, but I’m not stupid.’
‘That’s what I’'m hoping.’

The line went dead.

The fifth entry on page twenty-six of Ewan’s comprehensive
guide to losing dollars in the Greater London Area was
‘Giare, 216 Roseland, WC2, Ital, 60 pp air con, Visa, Mast,
Amex’ followed by three sets of crossed spoons. One glance
through the book told me that Ewan was pretty sparing with
his three spoon motif, so at least I had a reasonable supper to
look forward to.

The next problem was how to get there without towing
along a dozen brown-raincoated civil servants behind me. I
couldn’t be sure that Woolf would be able to do the same, but
if he’d gone to the trouble of the guide-book trick, which I
have to admit I liked, he must have been fairly sure that he
could move around without being bothered by strange men.

I let myself out of the flat and went down to the street door.
My helmet was there, resting on top of the gas meter, along
with a pair of battered leather gloves. I opened the front door
and stuck my head out into the street. No felt-hatted figure
straightened up from a lamppost and tossed away an
unfiltered cigarette. But then again, I hadn’t really expected
that.

Fifty yards to the left I could see a dark green Leyland van
with a rubber aerial sticking out of the roof, and to the right,
on the far side of the street, a red and white striped
roadmenders tent. Both of them could have been innocent.

I slipped back inside, put on the helmet and gloves and dug
out my key-ring. I eased open the letter-box on the front door,
brought the remote control switch for the bike alarm level
with the slot, and pressed the button. The Kawasaki blipped
back at me once to tell me that its alarm was now off, so I
threw open the door and ran down to the street as fast as my
armpit would let me.
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The bike started first time, as Japanese bikes tend to do, so
I slid it to half-choke, popped it into first gear, and eased out
the clutch. I also got on it, in case you were worried. By the
time I passed the dark-green van I must have been doing forty
miles an hour, and I amused myself for a moment with the
thought of a lot of men in anoraks banging their elbows on
things and saying shit. When I reached the end of the street, I
could see, in the mirror, the lights of a car pulling out after
me. It was a Rover. i

I turned left on to the Bayswater Road within shouting
distance of the speed limit, and stopped at a traffic light that’s
never once been green in all the years I’ve been coming up to
it. But I wasn’t bothered. I fiddled with my gloves and visor
for a while, until I sensed the Rover crawling up on the inside,
and then I glanced across at the moustachioed face behind the
wheel. I wanted to tell him to go home, because this was
about to become embarrassing.

As the light switched to amber, I closed the choke fully and
eased the throttle to around five thousand revs, then shifted
my weight forward over the petrol tank to keep the front
wheel down. I dropped the clutch as the light turned green
and felt the Kawasaki’s gigantic rear wheel thrash madly from
side to side like a dinosaur’s tail, until it found the grip it
needed to sling me forwards down the road.

Two-and-a-half seconds later I was doing sixty, and two-
and-a-half seconds after that the street lamps were melting
into one, and I’d forgotten what the Rover driver looked like.

Giare was a surprisingly cheerful place, with white walls and
an echoing tile floor that turned every whisper into a shout
and every smile into a howling belly-laugh.

A Ralph Lauren blonde with huge eyes took my helmet
and showed me to a table by the window, where I ordered a
tonic water for myself and a large vodka for the pain in my
armpit. To pass the time before Woolf arrived, I had a choice
between Ewan’s guide-book or the menu. The menu looked
slightly longer, so I started on that.
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The first item was fighting under the name ‘Crostini of
Mealed Tarroce, with Benatore Potatoes’ and weighed in at
an impressive twelve pounds sixty-five. The Ralph Lauren
blonde came over and asked me if I needed any help with the
menu, and I asked her to explain what potatoes were. She
didn’t laugh.

I’d just started to unravel the description of the second
dish, which could have been poached Marx Brother for all I
know, when I caught sight of the Woolf at the door, clinging
determinedly to a briefcase while a waiter peeled off his coat.

And then, at exactly the same moment that I noticed our
table was laid for three, I saw Sarah Woolf step out from
behind him.

She looked — and I hate to say this — sensational.
Absolutely sensational. I know it’s a cliché, but there are
times when you realise why clichés become clichés. She wore
a plain-cut dress in green silk, and it hung on her in a way that
all dresses would like to hang if they got the chance — staying
still at the bits where it ought to have stayed still, and moving
at the bits where movement was exactly what you wanted.
Just about everybody watched her travel to the table, and
there was a hush in the room while Woolf pushed the chair in
behind her as she sat down.

‘Mr Lang,” said Woolf major, ‘good of you to come.’ 1
nodded at him. “You know my daughter?’

I glanced across at Sarah, and she was looking down at her
napkin, frowning. Even her napkin looked better than anyone
else’s.

“‘Yes of course,” I said. ‘Now let me see. Wimbledon?
Henley? Dick Cavendish’s wedding? No, I’ve got it. Down the
barrel of a gun, that’s where we last met. How nice to see you
again.’

It was supposed to be friendly, a joke even, but when she
still didn’t look at me, the line seemed to curdle into
something aggressive, and I wished I'd shut up and just
smiled. Sarah adjusted the cutlery into what she obviously
thought was a more pleasing formation.
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‘Mr Lang, she said, ‘I’ve come here at my father’s
suggestion to say that I’'m sorry. Not because I think I did
anything wrong, but because you got hurt and you shouldn’t
have. And I’'m sorry for that.”

Woolf and I waited for her to go on, but it seemed as if that
was all we were going to get for now. She just sat there,
rummaging in her bag for a reason not to look at me.
Apparently she found several, which was odd, because it was
quite a small bag.

Woolf gestured for a waiter, and turned to me.

‘Had a chance to look at the menu yet?’

‘Glanced at it,” I said. ‘I hear that whatever you’re having
is excellent.’

The waiter arrived and Woolf loosened his tie a little.

“Two martinis,” he said, ‘very dry, and ...’

He looked at me and I nodded.

‘Vodka martini,’ I said. ‘Incredibly dry. Powdered, if you’ve
got it.

The waiter pushed off, and Sarah started looking round
the place, as if she was bored already. The tendons in her neck
were beautiful.

‘So, Thomas,’ said Woolf. ‘Mind if I call you Thomas?’

‘Okay with me,’ I said. ‘It’s my first name, after all.’

‘Good. Thomas. First of all, how’s your shoulder?’

‘Fine,’ I said, and he looked relieved. ‘A lot better than my
armpit, which is where I got shot.’

At last, at long last, she turned her head and looked at me.
Her eyes were much softer than the rest of her pretended to
be. She bowed her head slightly, and her voice was low and
cracked.

‘I told you, I’'m sorry,’ she said.

I wanted desperately to say something back, something
nice, and gentle, but I came up empty-headed. There was a
pause, which might somehow have turned nasty if she hadn’t
smiled. But she did smile, and a lot of blood suddenly seemed
to be crashing about in my ears, dropping things and falling
over. I smiled back, and we kept on looking at each other.
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‘I suppose we have to say it could have been worse,” she
said.

‘Of course it could,’ I said. ‘If I was an international armpit
model, I’d be off work for months.’

This time she laughed, actually laughed, and I felt like I’d
won every Olympic medal that had ever been struck.

We started with some soup, which came in a bowl about the
size of my flat and tasted delicious. The talk was small. It
turned out that Woolf was also a fan of the turf, and that I’d
been watching one of his horses race at Doncaster that
afternoon, so we chatted a little about racing. By the time the
second course arrived, we were putting the finishing touches
to a nicely-rounded three-minuter on the unpredictability of
the English climate. Woolf took a mouthful of something
meaty and sauce-covered, and then dabbed his mouth.

‘So, Thomas,’ he said, ‘I guess there are one or two things
you’d like to ask me?’

‘Well, yes.” I dabbed my mouth in return. ‘I hate to be
predictable, but what the fuck do you think you’re doing?’

There was an intake of breath from a nearby table, but
Woolf didn’t flinch and neither did Sarah.

‘Right,” he siid, nodding. ‘Fair question. First of all, in
spite of whatever you may have been told by your Defence
people, I have nothing whatsoever to do with drugs. Nothing.
I’ve taken some penicillin in my time, but that’s it. Period.’

Well, that obviously wasn’t good enough. Not by a long
shot. Saying period at the end of something doesn’t make it
incontrovertible.

‘Yes, well,’ I said, ‘forgive my tired old English cynicism,
but isn’t this a case of “you would say that wouldn’t you”?’
Sarah looked at me crossly, and I suddenly thought I might
have overdone it. But then I thought heck, beautiful tendons
or not, there were some things that needed to be straightened
out here.

‘Sorry to bring it up before you’ve even got started,’ I said,
‘but I assume we’re here for plain talking, so ’'m talking plainly.’
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Woolf had another bite at his food and kept his eyes on his
plate, and it took me a moment to realise that he was leaving
it to Sarah to answer.

‘Thomas,” she said, and I turned to look at her. Her eyes
were big and round, and went from one side of the universe
to the other. ‘I had a brother. Michael. Four years older than
me.’

Oh cripes. Had. -

‘Michael died half-way through his first year at Bates
University. Amphetamines, qualudes, heroin. He was twenty
years old.’

She paused, and I had to speak. Something. Anything.

‘’'m sorry.’

Well, what else do you say? Tough? Pass the salt? I realised
I was hunching down towards the table, trying to blend with
their grief, but it was no good. On a subject like this, you’re
an outsider.

‘I tell you that,’ she said eventually, ‘for one reason only. To
show you that my father,” and she turned to look at him while
he kept his head bowed, ‘could no more get involved in the
traffick of drugs than he could fly to the moon. It’s that
simple. I’d bet my life on that.’

Period.

For a while, neither of them would look at each other, or at
me.

‘Well, ’'m sorry,” I said again. ‘I’'m very, very sorry.’

We sat like that for a moment, a little kiosk of silence in the
middle of the restaurant din, and then suddenly Woolf
switched on a smile, and seemed to get all brisk.

‘“Thanks, Thomas,’ he said. ‘But what’s done is done. For
Sarah and me, this is old stuff, and we dealt with it a long
time ago. Right now, you want to know why I asked you to
kill me?’

A woman at the next table turned and looked at Woolf,
frowning. He can’t have said that. Can he? She shook her
head and went back to her lobster.

‘In a nutshell,’ I said.
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‘“Well it’s very simple,” he said. ‘I wanted to know what
kind of person you were.’

He looked at me, his mouth closed in a nice, straight line.

‘I see,” I said, not seeing anything at all. This is what
happens, I suppose, when you ask for things in a nutshell. I
biinked a few times, then sat back in my chair and tried to
look cross.

‘Anything wrong with ringing my headmaster?’ I said. ‘Or
an ex-girlfriend? I mean, that all seemed too dull, I suppose?’

Woolf shook his head.

‘Not at all,” he said. ‘I did all of that.’

That was a shock. A real shock. I still get hot flushes about
having cheated in Chemistry O-Level and scoring an A when
experienced teachers had anticipated an E I know one day it’s
going to come out. I just know it.

‘Really,’ I said. ‘How did I do?’

Woolf smiled.

“‘You did okay,” he said. ‘A couple of your girlfriends
reckon you’re a pain in the ass, but otherwise you did okay.’

“Nice to know,’ I said.

Woolf continued, as though reading from a list. ‘You’re
smart. Youlre tough. You’re honest. Good career in the
Scotch Guards.’

‘Scots,’ I said, but he ignored me, and went on.

‘And best of all, from my point of view, you’re broke.’

He smiled again, which irritated me.

“You missed out my watercolour work,’ I said.

‘That too? Hell of a guy. The one thing I needed to know
was whether you could be bought.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Hence the fifty thousand.’

Woolf nodded.

This was starting to get out of hand. I knew that at some
point I ought to have been making some kind of hard man
speech about who I was, and who the hell did they think they
were, prodding around in who I was, and just as soon as I’d
had the pudding I was going right back to who I was — but
somehow the right moment never seemed to come along. In
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spite of the way he’d treated me, and for all his nosing around
in my school reports, I still couldn’t bring myself to dislike
Woolf. He just had something I hked And as for Sarah, well,
yes. Nice tendons.

Even so, a glint of the old steel wouldn’t do any harm.

‘Let me guess,” I said, giving Woolf a hard look. ‘Once
you’ve found out that I can’t be bought, you’re going to try
and buy me.’

He didn’t even falter.

‘Exactly,” he said.

There. That was it, and this was the right moment. A
gentleman has his limits, and so do I. I tossed my napkin on
to the table.

“Well this is fascinating,’ I said, ‘and I suppose if I was a
different sort of person I might even think it was flattering,.
But right now I really have to know what this is all about.
Because if you don’t tell me, now, ’'m leaving the table, your
lives, and possibly even this country.’

[ could see that Sarah was watching me, but I kept my eyes
fixed on Woolf. He chased the last potato round his plate and
ran it down in a pool of gravy. But then he put down his fork
and started to speak very quickly.

“You know about the Gulf War, Mr Lang?’ he said. [ don’t
know what happened to Thomas, but the mood certainly
seemed to have changed somewhat.

“Yes, Mr Woolf,’ I said, ‘I know about the Gulf War.’

‘No, you don’t. I'll bet everything I have that you don’t
know the first damn thing about the Gulf War. Familiar with
the term military-industrial complex?’

He was talking like a salesman, trying to bulldoze me
somehow, and I wanted to slow things down. I took a long sip
of wine.

‘Dwight Eisenhower,’ I said eventually. ‘Yes, I’'m familiar. I
was part of it, if you remember.’

‘With respect, Mr Lang, you were a very small part of it.
Too small - forgive me for saying it — too small to know what
you were a part of.’
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‘As you like,’ I said.

‘Now take a guess at the single most important commodity
in the world. So important, that the manufacture and sale of
every other commodity depends on it. Oil, gold, food, what
would you say?’

‘T've a feeling,” I said, ‘that you’re going to tell me it’s
arms.’

Woolf leaned across the table, too quickly and too far for
my liking.

‘Correct, Mr Lang,’ he said. ‘It is the biggest industry in the
world, and every government in the world knows it. If you’re
a politician, and you take on the arms industry, in whatever
form, then you wake up the next day and you’re no longer a
politician. Some cases, you might not even wake up the next
day. Doesn’t matter whether you’re trying for a law on a gun
ownership registration in the state of Idaho, or trying to stop
the sale of F-16s to the Iraqi Air Force. You step on their toes,
they step on your head. Period.’

Woolf sat back in his chair and wiped some sweat from his
forehead.

‘Mr Woolf,” I said, I realise it must be strange for you,
being here in England. I realise that we must strike you as a
nation of hicks, who only got hot and cold running water the
day before you flew in, but even so, I have to tell you that I’ve
heard a lot of this before.’

‘Just listen, will you?’ said Sarah, and I jumped slightly at
the anger in her voice. When I looked at her, she just stared
back at me, her lips pressed tightly together.

‘Did you ever hear of the Stoltoi Bluff?’ said Woolf.

I turned back to him.

“The Stoltoi . . . no, I don’t believe so.’

‘Doesn’t matter,” he said. ‘Anatoly Stoltoi was a Red Army
General. Chief-of-Staff under Khrushchev. Spent his whole
career convincing the US that the Russians had thirty times as
many rockets as they had. That was his job. His life’s work.’

“Well it worked, didn’t it?’

‘For us, yeah.’
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‘Us being . . . 2’

‘Pentagon knew it was bullshit from start to finish. Knew
it. But that didn’t stop them using it to justify the biggest arms
build-up the world has ever seen.’

Maybe it was the wine, but I felt I was being awfully slow
to get the point of all this.

‘Right,’ I said. “Well let’s do somethmg about it, shall we?
Now, where did I leave my time-machine? Oh I know, next
Wednesday.’

Sarah made a slight hissing noise and looked away from
the table, and maybe she was right — maybe 1 was being
flippant — but for God’s sake, where were we going with all
this?

Woolf closed his eyes for a moment, gathering some
patience from somewhere.

“What would you say,” he said slowly, ‘the arms industry
needs more than anything else2’

I scratched my head dutifully.

‘Customers?’

“War,’ said Woolf. ‘Conflict. Trouble.’

Well, here we go, I thought. Here comes the theory.

‘T've got 1t,” I said. “You’re trying to tell me that the Gulf
War was started by arms manufacturers?’ Honestly, I was
being as polite as I could.

Woolf didn’t answer. He just sat there, with his head
slightly tilted to one side, watching me and wondering if he’d
got the wrong man_after all. I didn’t even have to wonder.

‘No, seriously,” I said. ‘Is that what you’re telling me? I
mean, I really want to know what you think. I want to know
what this is all about.’

“You saw the footage they showed on TV?’ said Sarah,
while Woolf just kept on watching. ‘Smart bombs, Patriot
missile systems, all that stuff?’

‘I saw it,” I said.

‘The makers of those weapons, Thomas, are using that
footage in promotional videos at arms fairs around the world.
People dying, and they’re using the stuff for commercials.
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It’s obscene.’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Agreed. The world is a pretty terrible place,
and we’d all much rather live on Saturn. How does this affect
me, specifically?’

As the Woolfs traded some meaningful looks, I tried
desperately to conceal the enormous pity I now felt for the
pair of them. Obviously, they had embarked on some ghastly
conspiracy theory which would, in all probability, consume
the best years of their lives with the cutting-out of articles
from newspapers, and the attending of seminars on the
subject of grassy knolls, and nothing I could say would divert
them from their chosen course. The best thing would be to
slip them a couple of quid towards their sellotape costs and be
on my way.

I was thinking hard, trying to phrase a decent excuse for
leaving, when I realised that Woolf had been tugging at his
briefcase — and now he had it open and was pulling out a
handful of ten-by-eight glossy photographs.

He passed the top one to me, so I took it.

It was a picture of a helicopter in flight. I couldn’t judge its
size, but it was nothing like any type I had seen or heard of. It
had two main rotors, running a couple of feet apart off a
single mast, and there was no tail rotor. The fuselage looked
short compared to the main body, and there were no
identifying letters anywhere. It was painted black.

I looked at Woolf for an explanation, but he simply handed
me the next photograph. This one had been taken from
above, so it showed a background, and what surprised me
was that it was urban. The same aircraft, or one like it, was
hovering between a pair of faceless tower blocks, and I could
see that the machine was definitely small, possibly a single-
seater.

The third photograph was a much closer shot, and showed
the helicopter on the ground. Whatever else it was, it was
definitely military, because there was a mess of very nasty-
looking kit hanging from the armaments rack that ran

87



through the fuselage behind the cabin. Hydra 70mm rockets,
Hellfire air-to-ground missiles, .50 calibre machine guns, and
heaps more besides. This was a big toy, for big boys.

“Where did you get these?’ I said.

Woolf shook his head.

‘That’s not 1mportant

‘“Well, I think it is important,’ I said. ‘I have the very strong
feeling, Mr Woolf, that you ought not to have these
photographs.’

Woolf tilted his head back, as if he was finally starting to
lose patience with me.

‘It doesn’t matter where they came from,’ he said. “What
matters is the subject. This is a very important aircraft, Mr
Lang. Believe me. Very, very important.’

I believed him. Why wouldn’t I?

‘The Pentagon’s LH programme,’ said Woolf, ‘has been
running for twelve years now, trying to find a replacement for
the Cobras and Super-Cobras the USAAF and the Marine
Corps have been using since the Vietnam War.’

‘LH?’ I said, tentatively.

‘Light helicopter,” Sarah answered, with an ‘imagine not
knowing that’ expression. Woolf senior pressed on.

‘This aircraft is a response to that programme. It’s a
product of the Mackie Corporation of America, and is
designed for use in counter-insurgency operations. Terrorism.
The market for it, outside of the Pentagon’s procurement, is
among police and militia forces around the world. But at two-
and-a-half million dollars each, they’re going to be hard to
shift.’

“Yes,’ I said. ‘I can see that.” I glanced at the pictures again
and scrabbled for something intelligent to say. ‘Why the two
rotors? Looks a bit complicated.” I caught them looking at
each other, but couldn’t tell you what the look meant.

“You don’t know anything about helicopters, do you?’ said
Woolf, eventually.

I shrugged.

‘They’re noisy,’ I said. ‘They crash a lot. That’s about it.’
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‘They’re slow,’ said Sarah. ‘Slow, and therefore vulnerable
on a battlefield. The modern attack helicopter can travel at
around two-hundred-and-fifty miles an hour.’

I was about to say that that sounded pretty slippy to me,
when she continued: ‘A modern fighter airplane will cover a
mile in four seconds.’

Without summoning a waiter and asking for a pencil and
paper, there was not the remotest chance of my working out
whether this was faster or slower than two hundred and fifty
miles an hour, so I just nodded and let her carry on.

“What limits the speed of a conventional helicopter,” she
said slowly, sensing my discomfort, ‘is the single rotor.’

‘Naturally,’ I said, and settled back in my seat for Sarah’s
impressively expert lecture. A lot of what she had to say
passed comfortably over my head, but the gist of it, if I’'ve got
it right, seemed to be as follows:

The cross-section of a helicopter blade, according to Sarah,
is more or less the same as the wing of an aeroplane. Its shape
creates a pressure differential in the air passing over its upper
and lower surfaces, producing a consequent lift. It differs
from an aeroplane wing, however, in that when a helicopter
moves forward, air starts passing over the blade that’s coming
forward faster than it passes over the blade that’s going
backwards. This produces unequal lift on the two sides of the
helicopter, and the faster it goes, the more unequal the lift
becomes. Eventually the ‘retreating’ blade stops producing
any lift at all, and the helicopter flips on to its back and drops
out of the sky. This, according to Sarah, was a negative
aspect.

“What the Mackie people did was put two rotors on a
coaxial shaft, spinning in opposite directions. Equal lift on
both sides, possibility of nearly twice the speed. Also, no
torque reaction, so no need for a tail rotor. Smaller, faster,
more manoeuvrable. It’s likely this machine will be capable of
over four hundred miles an hour.’

I nodded slowly, trying to show that I was impressed, but
not that impressed.
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‘Well, fine,” I said. ‘But the Javelin surface-to-air missile
will do damn near a thousand miles an hour.” Sarah stared
back at me. How dare I challenge her on this technical stuff?
“What I mean is,” I said, ‘things haven’t changed that much.
It’s still a helicopter, and it can still be shot down. It’s not
invincible.’

Sarah closed her eyes for a second, wondering how to
phrase this so that an idiot could understand.

‘If the SAM operator is good,’ she said, ‘and he’s tramed
and he’s ready, then he has a chance. One chance only. But the
point of this machine is that the target will have no time to
prepare. It’ll be down his throat while he’s still rubbing the
sleep out of his eyes.” She stared at me hard. Now have you
got it? ‘Believe me, Mr Lang,” she continued, punishing me
for my insolence, ‘this is the next generation of military
helicopter.” She nodded towards the photographs.

‘Right,” T said. ‘Okay. Well then, they must be jolly
pleased.’

‘They are, Thomas,” said Woolf. ‘They are very, very
pleased with this machine. Right now, the guys at Mackie
have only one problem.’

Somebody obviously had to say ‘which is?’

“Which 1s?’ I said.

‘Nobody at the Pentagon believes it will work.’

I pondered for a while.

‘Well can’t they ask for a test ride? Take it round the block
a few times?’

Woolf took a deep breath, and I sensed that, at long last,
we were approaching the main business of the evening.

‘What will sell this machine,” he said slowly, ‘to the
Pentagon, and to fifty other air forces around the world, is the
sight of it in action against a major terrorist operation.’

‘Right,’ I said. “You mean they’ve got to wait for a Munich
Olympics to come along?’

Woolf took his time, drawing out the punchline for all it
was worth.

‘No, I don’t mean that, Mr Lang,’ he said. ‘I mean they’re
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going to make a Munich Olympics come along.’

“Why are you telling me all this?’

We were on to the coffee now, and the photographs were
back in their folder.

‘I mean, if you’re right,’ I said, ‘and personally I’'m stuck in
the middle of that “if” with a flat tyre and no spare — but if
you’re right, what do you plan to do about it? Write to the
Washington Post? Esther Rantzen? What?’

Both the Woolfs had gone very quiet, and 1 wasn’t
absolutely sure why. Perhaps they’d thought that just laying
out the theory was going to be enough — that as soon as I
heard it, I’d be up on my feet, sharpening the butter dish and
shouting death to arms manufacturers — but for me it wasn’t
anything like enough. How could it be?

‘Do you think of yourself as a good man, Thomas?’

This was from Woolf, but he still wasn’t looking at me.

‘No, I don’t,’ I said.

Sarah looked up.

‘Then what?’

‘I think of myself as a tall man,’ I said. ‘As a poor man. A
man with a full stomach. A man with a motorcycle.’ I paused,
and felt her eyes on me. ‘I don’t know what you mean by
“good”.’

‘I guess we mean on the side of the angels,’ said Woolf.

“There are no angels,’ I said quickly. ‘I’'m sorry, but there
aren’t.’

There was a lull, while Woolf nodded his head slowly as if
conceding that, yes, that was a point of view, it just happened
to be a massively disappointing one, and then Sarah sighed
and got to her feet.

‘Excuse me,’ she said.

Woolf and I scrabbled at our chairs, but Sarah was half-
way across the restaurant floor before we’d managed to get
any meaningful standing-up done. She drifted over to a
waiter, whispered something to him, then nodded at his reply
and headed towards an archway at the back of the room.
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“Thomas,” said Woolf. ‘Let me put it this way. Some bad
people are getting ready to do some bad things. We have a
chance of stopping them. Are you going to help us?’ He
paused. And kept on pausing.

‘Look, the question still stands,” I said. “What are you
planning to do? Just tell me. What’s wrong with the press? Or
the police? Or the CIA? I mean come on, we’ll get a phone
book and some coins and sort this out.’ .

Woolf shook his head in irritation, and rapped his knuckles
on the table.

“You haven’t been listening to me, Thomas,” he said. ‘I’'m
talking about interests here. The biggest interests in the
world. Capital. You don’t take on capital with a telephone
and a couple of polite letters to your Congressman.’

I stood up, swaying slightly from the effect of the wine. Or
the talk.

“You leaving?’ said Woolf, without lifting his head.

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Maybe.’ I didn’t really know what I was
going to do. ‘But I’'m going to the lavatory first.” And that’s
certainly what I meant to do at that moment, because I was
confused, and because I find porcelain helps me think.

I walked slowly across the restaurant towards the archway,
my brain rattling with all kinds of badly-stowed personal
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