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Praise for Watchman


‘As a blast from the past, it is an insightful display of Rankin’s nascent style and pacing … Flint himself is a revelation. At a time when heroes were the protagonists of choice, here was one of the first wave of anti-heroes, now par for the course among spy thrillers … Rankin’s novel more than holds its own among recent spy thriller fare, despite its age. The writing moves at a pace that is quick enough to deliver its twists and turns and not draw attention to the dearth of useful technology’



Irish Examiner (Cork)


‘The book can now be regarded as a kind of historical artefact, taking us back to the London of the 1980s … Watchman is one for Rankin aficionados, interesting in itself, but also revealing as to a direction he might have taken with his fiction’


TLS


‘The Rebus books, with their atmospheric urban Scottish locales, have an iron-clad following, but Rebus fans will find something very different here … a very impressive piece of work … If you’re worried you’ll miss the comfortable presence of John Rebus, don’t – this is totally involving stuff, delivered with the kind of panache that hallmarks the Edinburgh-set thrillers. Miles is a strongly drawn character … Even if the espionage genre was a blind alley for Rankin, he unquestionably had its measure’


Daily Express


‘It is intriguing to compare it with his Rebus books … a must. Layers of intrigue are peeled away’


Glasgow Evening Times


‘There are shades here of two of Rankin’s illustrious predecessors in the thriller genre – Gerald Seymour and Len Deighton – but Rankin (even at this early stage of his career) was very much his own man. Miles is a distinctive and conflicted protagonist – very different from Rebus, though sharing a messy private life – and the action is handled with pulse-racing panache … essential for Rankin fans’


Crime Time


‘This splendid piece of espionage fiction … Brilliantly subdued, it has the air of a le Carré … Atmospheric and subtle’


Good Book Guide
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When I started researching this book, one person whose brain I’d just been picking begged me ‘for God’s sake make it realistic’. He was fed up with stories which exaggerated the ‘glamour’ of the spy and the ingenuity of his tools of trade. However, the following six months’ worth of conversation and reading left me more than a little confused. It seemed to me that the problem in writing a novel about the security service was that reality was sometimes so much more unbelievable than fiction. I showed part of the first draft of the book to my acquaintance, and he telephoned the same night. ‘How the devil did you know that?’ he demanded, citing one particular passage (extant). ‘I made it up,’ I replied, quite truthfully. ‘Oh no, you didn’t …’ he began, and then fell silent, having said too much already …


Some of Watchman was written while enjoying the hospitality of Hawthornden Castle International Retreat for Writers, and my grateful thanks go to the staff there.


I should also add that, really, MI5’s surveillance section is known as the Watcher Service. But I find the terms ‘watchman’ and ‘watchmen’ more resonant, as fans of Alan Moore will doubtless agree.


I.R.




Introduction


From the age of twelve until I was nearly thirty, I kept a page-a-day diary, and reading through the years 1986–88 has allowed me to place Watchman in its historical context. I got the idea for the book just before my wedding day, and took a bunch of research stuff on honeymoon. The entry for June 14th 1986 records: ‘I’m itching to start a new novel, either Rebus 2 or The Watcher.’ By July 14th (nine days after the wedding ceremony) I’d decided to concentrate on what was still called Watcher, and I was able to state in my diary that ‘the plot’s beginning to gel’. I then started writing the first draft a week later, and finished it on Sunday 2nd November. (Well, it’s a pretty short book …)


Watchman is a spy novel. My previous novel, Knots [image: image] Crosses, had involved a fairly cynical, worldly-wise cop, who’d been in the job the best part of fifteen years. Miles Flint, my hero this time round, happens to be a fairly cynical, worldly-wise spy, who’s spent twenty years or so in that world. (I wish I could explain what attracts me to my jaded elders.) The difference between the two men is that while Rebus is a man of action, preferring confrontation to rumination, Miles starts out just the opposite: he’s a professional voyeur, and my job would be to change his role gradually from one of professional passivity to real ruthless activity.


I think I was influenced largely by the anti-heroes of Le Carré and Graham Greene, and especially the Greene of The Human Factor. Greene’s best characters tend to be men who are forced to become involved in the world, to take a stand – something they’d much rather not do. The books I took on honeymoon included non-fiction works on British espionage (by Chapman Pincher and others) and a few on entomology. My partner had paid for me to adopt a dung beetle at London Zoo (it was the cheapest option), and I’d decided that Miles should be an expert on beetles, finding human equivalents for each kind among his colleagues.


Back to the diary … During that first attempt, I had no job. We newly-weds were living in London, and my partner was supporting me while I tried, fresh out of the swaddling that was university, to become a writer. So it was that by January 13th 1987 I’d finished the second draft. Four days later I started work as ‘assistant’ at the National Folktale Centre in Tottenham (we needed the money). This gave me a lot of free time and access to a word processor, allowing me to write the third draft. By April 1987, I was ensconced at Hawthornden Castle Writers’ Retreat, where fellow scribes included the poets George MacBeth and Ruth Fainlight and novelist Alasdair Gray. There, between hangovers, I put the finishing touches to the book’s final version. (Another diary entry: ‘Since I found out that Jeffrey Archer writes six drafts of everything, I’ve begun to look more seriously at perfecting my own stories.’)


Watchman was announced in the catalogue for Bodley Head (who’d published Knots [image: image] Crosses) in November of that year, and finally appeared on June 9th 1988. My diary for that day reads: ‘Watchman published; world unmoved.’ A few reviews appeared, some of them positive, and people approached me with a view to doing a spec film script, or maybe to write some episodes of The Bill. It was clear that writing a book a year was not going to keep the wolf from the door, so by this time I’d found a full-time job on a magazine called Hi-Fi Review. Watchman was failing to find a publisher in the USA, while my new editor at Bodley Head was hinting fairly heavily that I’d soon be needing to seek a new UK publisher, too.


I’d finished another novel, Westwind, but no one was buying that either. Things seemed desperate indeed. I had a full-time job that entailed three hours of commuting a day; I was reviewing one or two books a week for Scotland on Sunday newspaper; and somewhere in the margins, I was trying to write. My partner meantime was attempting to move us to France, but she wouldn’t manage that for another eighteen months or so, and before then, I’d have started work on the long-deferred Rebus 2 …


I changed Watcher to Watchman after discovering Alan Moore’s graphic novel Watchmen. I’m guessing that Miles Flint took his surname from the character in the spoof 1960s spy films, In Like Flint and Our Man Flint. Re-reading the book recently, I was struck by how fast it moves, cutting quickly from one scene to another, its elliptical, breathless style marking it as a young man’s work, a story by someone in thrall to the possibilities of narrative. Strange, too, that it should be such a period piece: almost no one owns a mobile phone, and Miles doesn’t even own a computer. I was pleased to see so many in-jokes along the way. There’s an oblique reference to the events of Knots [image: image] Crosses, and Jim Stevens, the journalist from that book, reappears. There’s a pub called The Tilting Room (actually a collection of stories by my friend Ron Butlin), and a gay club called The Last Peacock (title of an Allan Massie novel). There’s also a character called the Organ Grinder, whom we’d see again in a later Rebus novel, The Black Book.


And Miles’s son is called Jack. I’d forgotten that, though my own son, born four years after the publication of Watchman, has the same name. As to the book’s dedicatee … well, he went on to win a lot of money on Who Wants to be a Millionaire? Funny old world, innit?


Ian Rankin
Edinburgh, 2003




Prologue


It was said that his ancestors had come from Donegal, and for that reason if no other he had decided to spend a holiday in Ireland. The lush countryside, so quiet after London, and the little villages around the coast delighted him, and the people were polite and, he supposed, as friendly as they would ever be to an Englishman. Ah, but he was quick to point out to them that his roots were in Donegal; that in spirit if not in body he was as they were, a blood-hot Celt.


Having spent long enough in the west, he travelled east, driving through Fermanagh and Monaghan until he reached the coast, just south of Dundalk. The days were balmy and clear, and he breathed it all in, resisting the occasional temptation to telephone back to London with news of his trip. He could wait for all that.


A few of the men along the coast were fishermen, but not many, not now that the economy was dragging itself, along with the country’s social problems, into the twentieth century. The north was a ferment of naive idealism and brutish anger, the whole concoction spiked by foreign meddling of the most malign nature.


In particular there was one young man, his hair wild and with a beard to match, whom he met in Drogheda, and who had spoken to him of the fishing industry and the village pubs and of politics. Politics seemed to pervade life in Ireland as though the very air carried whispered reminders of bloodshed and injustice. He had listened with an unjaundiced ear, explaining in his turn that he was on holiday, but that really he was recovering from a broken heart. The young man nodded, seeming to understand, his eyes keen like a gull’s.


In one of the pubs they sat for night after night, though he could feel, through his happiness, the end of the holiday approaching. They drove into the countryside one day, so that the young man, Will, could spend some time away from the gutting of fish and the rank posturing of the boats. They ate and drank, and, with Will’s directions, approached a quayside as dusk was falling. He pointed over to a small boat. The air was rich with the smells of fish and the endless screeching of the herring-gulls. The boat, Will told his companion, was his own.


‘Shall we take her out?’


As they did, out past the green-stained walls of the quay, out past the bristling rocks and the wrack, into the choppy Irish Sea, the older man trailed his hand in the bitter-cold water, feeling the salt cling to his wrist. Will explained why the wind was slightly warm, and spoke of the hunt for some legendary giant fish, a shadowy monster which had never been caught. People still caught sight of it, he said, on moonlit nights with a tot of rum inside them, but if it were still alive then it would be hundreds of years old, since the first such tales had been told centuries before. The sky gaped above them, the soft spray like an anointing. Perhaps, thought the Englishman, he was the outdoor type after all. He would return to London, throw up his job (which was, in any case, about to scupper him), and drift, seeing the world through rechristened eyes.


The engine stopped, and the lapping of the water became the only sound around him. It seemed a pure and a miraculous peace. He looked back in the direction of the shore, but it was out of sight.


‘We’re a long way out,’ he said, one hand still paddling the water, though it was growing numb with cold.


‘No,’ said the younger man, ‘it’s only you that’s a long way out. You’re way too far out of your territory.’


And when he turned, the gun was already aimed, and his mouth had opened in the merest fraction of a cry when it went off, sending him flying backwards out of the boat, so that his body rested in the water, his legs hanging over the edge, caught on a rusty nail.


The younger man’s hand shook only slightly as he placed the gun on the floor of the boat. From a bag concealed beneath one seat he brought out a load of stones, which he hoped would be sufficient for his purpose. He tried to pull the corpse back into the boat, but it had become sodden and as heavy as the dead weight it was. The sweat dripped from him as he heaved at his catch, growing tired quickly as though after a full day on the boats.


Then he caught sight of the face and he retched, bringing up a little of the dead man’s gifts of food and wine. But the job had to be done, and so he gathered up new strength. He had done it, after all, he had killed his first man. They would be pleased with him.
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The Arab’s Smile
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Miles Flint wore glasses: they were his only distinguishing feature. Billy Monmouth could not help smiling as he watched Miles leave the club and head off towards his car, which would be parked some discreet distance away. Miles and Billy had joined the firm around the same time, and it had seemed inevitable that, over the years, they would become friends, though friends, in the strictest sense of the word, were never made in their world.


Miles was feeling a little heavy from the drinks. Billy had insisted on buying – ‘the prerogative of the bachelor’s pay-cheque, old boy’ – and Miles had not refused. He fumbled now at the buttons of his coat, feeling a slight and unseasonal chill in the London air, and thought of the evening ahead. He had one more visit to pay, a few telephone calls to make, but apart from that, Sheila and he would have their first full evening together for a whole week.


He did not relish the prospect.


As suspected, his car had collected a parking ticket. He ripped it from the windscreen, walked around the car once as though he were a potential and only half-informed buyer, and bent down as if checking for a bald tyre or broken silencer. Then, satisfied, he unlocked the passenger door. The Jaguar’s interior, pale hide complementing the cream exterior, looked fine. He slid across into the driving seat and slipped the key into the ignition, turning it quickly. The engine coughed once, then roared into life. He sat back, letting it idle, staring into space.


That was that then. He was not about to be blown up today. He knew that the younger men in the firm, and even the likes of Billy Monmouth, smiled at him behind his back, whispering words like ‘paranoia’ and ‘nerves’, going about their own business casually and without fear, as though there were invisible barriers between them and some preordained death. But then Miles was a cautious man, and he knew that in this game there was no such thing as being too careful.


He sat for a few more minutes, reflecting upon the years spent inspecting his car, checking rooms and telephones and even the undersides of restaurant tables. People thought him clumsy because he would always drop a knife or a fork before the meal began, bowing his head beneath the tablecloth to pick it up. All he was doing was obeying another of the unwritten rules: checking for bugs.


The car was sounding good, though it was a luxury much detested by Sheila. She drove about in a battered Volkswagen Beetle, which had once been orange but was now a motley patchwork of colours. Sheila did not think it worthwhile paying a garage to do repairs, when all one needed were a handbook and some tools. Miles forgave her everything, for he too had a quiet liking for her car, not so much for its performance as for its name.


Miles Flint’s hobby was beetles, not the cars but the insects. He loved to read about their multifarious lifestyles, their ingenuity, their incalculable species, and he charted their habitats on a wall-map in his study, a study filled with books and magazine articles, and a few glass cases containing specimens which he had caught himself in earlier days. He no longer killed beetles, and had no desire to exhibit anyone else’s killings. He was content now to read about beetles and to look at detailed photographs and diagrams, for he had learned the value of life.


He had one son, Jack, who built up tidy overdrafts during each term at university, then came home pleading poverty. Miles had flipped through the stubs in one of Jack’s famished chequebooks: payments to record stores, bookshops, restaurants, a wine bar. He had returned the chequebook to Jack’s second-hand tweed jacket, replacing it carefully between a diary and a letter from a besotted (and jilted) girlfriend. Later, he had asked Jack about his spending, and had received honest answers.


Miles knew that his kind did not deal in honesty. Perhaps that was the problem. He examined the large-paned windows along the quiet street, the car’s interior warming nicely. Through one ground-floor window he could watch the silent drama of a man and a woman, both on the point of leaving the building, while by running the car forward a yard or two, he might glance into another lit interior. The choice was his. For once, and with a feeling of abrupt free will, he decided to drive away completely. He had, after all, to visit the watchmen.


Somewhere behind him, in the early evening twilight, came the sound of an explosion.


Miles stopped outside the Cordelia, a popular nouveau riche hotel off Hyde Park. The receptionist was listening to her pocket radio.


‘Has there been a newsflash?’ he asked.


‘Yes, isn’t it awful? Another bomb.’


Miles nodded and headed for the lifts. The lift was mirrored, and, riding it alone to the fifth floor, he tried not to catch a glimpse of himself. Another bomb. There had been one last week, in a car parked in Knightsbridge, and another had been defused just in time. London had taken on a siege mentality, and the security services were running around like so many ants in a glass case. Miles could feel a headache coming on. He knew that by the time he reached home, he would be ready for a confrontation. It was not a good sign, and that was part of the reason for this short break in his journey. He wanted, too, however, to make a few phone calls on the firm’s bill. Every little bit helped.


He knocked twice on the door of room 514, and it was opened by Jeff Phillips, looking tired, his tie hanging undone around his neck.


‘Hello, Miles,’ he said, surprised. ‘What’s up?’


Inside the room, Tony Sinclair was busy listening to something on a headset. The headset was attached to a tape recorder and a small receiver. He nodded in greeting towards Miles, seeming interested in the conversation on which he was eavesdropping.


‘Nothing,’ said Miles. ‘I just wanted to check, that’s all. There’s been another bomb.’


‘Where?’


‘I don’t know. I heard it go off as I was driving here. Somewhere near Piccadilly.’


Jeff Phillips shook his head. He poured some coffee from a thermos, gesturing with the cup towards his superior, but Miles waved away the offer.


He flicked through his tiny notebook, which was filled with telephone numbers and initials, nothing more. Yes, he did have a couple of calls to make, but they were not that important. He realised now that his reason for coming here was simply to defer his going home. There did not seem to be any good nights at home now, and mostly, he supposed, that was his fault. He would be irritable, pernickety, finding fault with small, unimportant things, and would store up his irritation deep within himself like the larva of a dung beetle, warm and quickening within its womb of dung. Jack had given him a year’s adoption of a dung beetle at London Zoo as a birthday present, and Miles had never received a more handsome gift in his life. He had visited the glass case, deep in the subdued light and warmth of the insect house, and had watched the beetle for a long time, marvelling at the simplicity of its life.


What his colleagues did not know was that Miles Flint had found counterparts for them all in the beetle world.


He felt the pulse of the headache within him. A few whiskies often did that. So why did he drink them? Well, he was a Scot after all. He was supposed to drink whisky.


‘Do you have any aspirin, Jeff?’


‘Afraid not. Been on the bottle, have we?’


‘I’ve had a couple, yes.’


‘Thought I could smell it.’ Phillips sipped his tepid coffee.


Miles was thinking of James Bond, who was a Scot but drank Martini. Not very realistic, that. The resemblance between Miles and James Bond, as Miles was only too aware, stopped at their country of origin. Bond was a comic-cut, a superman, while he, Miles Flint, was flesh and blood and nerves.


And headache.


‘It’s been quiet here,’ said Phillips. ‘A few phone calls to his embassy, made in Arabic, just asking about the situation back home and if they had any of this week’s newspapers, and a call to Harrods, made in English, to ask what time they close. He went out for an hour and a half. Bought the Telegraph, would you believe, and a dirty magazine. Tony knows the name of it. I don’t go in for them myself. He also purchased two packets of Dunhill’s and one bottle of three-star brandy. That’s about it. Came back to his room. Telephoned to the States, to one of those recorded pornographic message services. Again Tony has the details. You can listen to the recording we made if you like. Tony reckons our man got the number from the magazine he bought.’


‘Who’s he speaking to just now?’


Phillips went across to check the notepad which lay on Tony Sinclair’s knees.


‘To Jermyn Street. Arranging a fitting. These people.’ Phillips shook his head in ironic disbelief.


Miles knew what he meant. The watchmen seemed to spend half their lives trailing men and women who did little more than buy expensive clothes and gifts for their families back home.


‘He’s making another call,’ said Tony Sinclair, the section’s most recent recruit. Miles was watching him for any signs of weakness, of hesitation or misjudgement. Tony was still on probation.


‘Speaking Arabic again,’ he said now, switching on the tape recorder. As he began to scribble furiously with his ballpoint pen, Jeff Phillips went to his shoulder to watch.


‘He’s arranging a meeting,’ Phillips murmured. ‘This looks a little more promising.’


Miles Flint, attuned to such things, doubted it, but it gave him a good excuse not to go home just yet. He would phone Sheila and tell her.


‘Mind if I come along on this one?’ he asked. Phillips shrugged his shoulders.


‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘Your Arabic is as good as mine, I’m sure. But isn’t this supposed to be your night off?’


‘I’d like to stick with this one,’ lied Miles. ‘I’ll just make a quick call home.’


‘Fine,’ said Phillips. ‘I’ll go downstairs and fetch the car.’
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Having put his car into the hotel’s basement garage, Miles began to unwind in the firm’s gleaming Rover.


Miles Flint was a watchman. It was his job to look and to listen, and then report back to his section chief, nothing more. He did not mind such a passive role in life, but was aware that others did not share his meticulous pleasure in sifting through the daily affairs of those he was sent to watch. Once or twice, to his certain knowledge, Billy Monmouth had tried to induce his promotion laterally through a word in the right ear. Miles did not want promotion. It suited him to be a watchman.


Billy and he had been invited to join the firm back in 1966, when it was just beginning to recover from a devastating few years of defection, rumour, and counter-rumour. It was said that a super-mole had confessed to wartime subversion, but was being kept under wraps, and that a more dangerous double-agent had been active, too, in later years. Much soul and navel searching had been taking place back then, and, really, that sense of suspicion had never blown away, like rotting leaves left too long in a garden.


And now there were new scandals, new stories to be foisted on the same old public. One could choose to ignore it all, of course, and get on with life. Nevertheless, Billy and he had talked about these things over lunch.


The more Miles thought about Billy, the more it struck him how odd he had seemed in the club. He had laughed, but not with his usual timbre. Billy had been worried about something, but could not bring himself to speak of it. He was a longhorn beetle, the self-sufficient predator of the family. Miles wasn’t so sure about his own classification: most of the time he settled for the quiet life of the museum beetle. Jeff Phillips, on the other hand, driving the car with effortless grace, belonged to Buprestidae, the splendour beetles. They loved warmth and sunshine, were brightly coloured, and spent their days sipping pollen and nectar. Ah yes, that was Jeff Phillips, with his silk ties and his noisy Italian shoes. Looking across to Phillips now, Miles remembered that despite the splendour beetle’s airs and graces, its young fed upon rotten wood and old vegetables. For some reason, the thought cheered him immensely.


They drove slowly. Phillips really was an excellent driver, unshowy but never losing his prey. He had been a watchman for just over a year, but was already busy, Miles knew, trying for one of those ‘lateral promotions’ so beloved by Billy Monmouth.


‘Turning into the Strand.’


The Arab’s codename was Latchkey. Miles wondered just who was responsible for these absurdities. Someone had to sit at a desk all day doing nothing else but inventing codenames. In the past few months, Miles had been detailed to watch a real rogues’ gallery: Ivanhoe, Possum, Conch, Tundish, Agamemnon. And now Latchkey, who was perhaps the main assassin for a group of lesser-known oil-producing states in the Gulf. Conceivably, however, he might be merely what his public image and his passport showed, a well-placed civil engineer, in London to advise his embassy on possible contracts for British companies in the Gulf. Some very high-tech refineries were about to be built – were, as Billy had put it, ‘in the pipeline’ – in order to extract every last drop of commercial goodness from the crude natural product. And that was why no toes were to be stepped on, no possible evidence of interference left lying around. Discretion was paramount if the contracts were not to be endangered, and the burden belonged to Miles.


Taxi signalling and stopping,’ said Phillips. ‘I’ll drop you and park the car.’


Miles slipped out of the car and followed Latchkey into the Doric, one of the capital’s grandest hotels, feeling uncomfortably shabby. His shoes were scuffed and unpolished, his trousers just a little too creased. Well, he could always pretend to be American. In Philly, we always dress down for dinner, he thought to himself as he pushed through the revolving door. The Arab was gliding into the cocktail bar, smoothing down his tie as he went.


‘Would you have a light?’


The girl who barred his way was blonde, petite and very pretty, with a trained voice and a trained smile. Everything about her looked trained, so that her movements told the prospective customer that she was a professional girl. Miles had no time to waste.


‘I’m afraid not,’ he said, moving past her.


She was not about to waste time herself, time being money in her world. She smiled again, drifting off towards another tired-looking traveller.


The bar was busy with early evening drinkers, not those who leave their offices tired and thirsty, but those who feel it a duty to consume a few expensive drinks before an expensive meal. Miles pushed an earpiece into his ear as he walked, the slender flex curving down his neck and into his top pocket. He found a chair with his back to Latchkey, who was seated alone at a table for two. Having ordered a whisky, miming to the waiter that he was partially deaf, Miles took a notebook from his pocket and produced a silver pen from the same place. He looked like the perfect accountant, ready to jot down a few calculations of profit margins and VAT contributions.


In poising the pen, an expensive-looking fountain model, Miles angled its top towards Latchkey, and through his earpiece came the chaotic sounds of the bar. He cursed silently the fact that there were so many people around. Latchkey, having coughed twice, ordered a fresh orange juice from the waiter – ‘as in freshly squeezed, you understand’ – while Miles, appearing to mull over his figures, listened.


Jeff Phillips would be calling for assistance, though it still seemed unlikely that anything important was about to take place. The really important meetings always occurred either in obscure, well-guarded rooms, or else in parks and on heaths, preferably with a storm raging in the background. Nothing that the constantly ingenious technical-support boffins could rig up in their dark chambers was of much help on a windswept hill.


The pen, however, was superb, a tiny transmitter inside the cap sending information to the receiver inside his pocket, and from there to the earpiece. It was as close to James Bond as the firm’s scientists ever came, but it was not perfect. Miles was hard-pressed to hear what Latchkey was saying to the waiter who had brought him his drink. A couple nearby, thinking themselves involved in the most intimate dialogue, kept interrupting, the woman’s voice of just sufficient flutedness to block out the Arab’s soft inflections. Miles, listening to their conversation, hoped that they would turn words into deeds and slip upstairs to their room. But then Latchkey wasn’t saying anything yet, so where was the harm in trying out the equipment on other couples in the vicinity? None, however, as a quick sweep revealed, were saying the sorts of thing that the fluted woman was saying to her partner.


Miles’s great fear was that Latchkey and his contact would speak together in Arabic, for he knew that his Arabic, despite Phillips’s protestations, was a little rusty. The meeting had been arranged in Arabic, but with English pleasantries at the end of the dialogue. Tony Sinclair had worked quickly and accurately on the transcription, and Miles would remember that. He tried to ignore the niggling feeling that he had been stupid to come here tonight, stupid to have insisted on playing a role in what was not his drama. He should have gritted his teeth and gone home. His own fears for his marriage had caused him to make an error of professional judgement. That was the most worrying thing of all.


The woman shrieked suddenly, laughing at her partner’s lubricious joke, and, looking up, Miles saw that Phillips was standing in the doorway, looking around as though for a friend. Their eyes met for less than a second, and Miles knew that the back-up had arrived. At that moment, a swarthy man brushed past Phillips and walked across to Latchkey’s table. Miles, nodding as a drink was laid before him by the sweating waiter, concentrated hard on the table behind him.


‘Salaam aleikhum.’


‘Aleikhum salaam.’


‘It’s good to see you again. How is the refinery project progressing?’


‘There have been some difficulties.’


As their conversation continued – in English, praise Allah – it became obvious to Miles that he was wasting his time. The two men discussed what introductions were to be made to what companies. They even spoke about bribes which might be offered to them by certain work-hungry corporations in return for a slice of this or that contract. It was all very businesslike and above board. The contact was Latchkey’s man in the City, nothing more. They drank little and spoke slowly and clearly.


It was just after ten o’clock when they rose to shake hands. Both seemed pleased with the monies which would be slipped into their hands sub rosa in the days to follow. Latchkey told his friend to wait for him outside, and then went into the toilet, looking back and smiling as he did so.


‘Drinking alone?’


It was the girl again, not having much luck tonight, but determined to keep on trying. Miles tucked the earpiece back into his pocket while she pulled a chair across from where the Arab’s contact had been sitting.


‘Just finishing,’ he said, watching her cross her legs as she sat down.


‘What a pity,’ she said, her bottom lip full. ‘What else are you doing tonight then?’


‘Going home to my wife, that’s all.’


‘You don’t sound very happy about it. Why not stay here and keep me company? I’d make you happy.’


Miles shook his head.


‘Not tonight,’ he said.


‘Which night then?’


‘A year next Saturday.’


She laughed at this.


‘I’ll hold you to that. You see if I don’t.’


‘It’ll be my pleasure.’


He was beginning to enjoy this little game, signalling as it did the end of his evening’s work. At the same time, however, Latchkey was taking a long time, considering that he had a friend waiting for him outside, and when the door of the gentlemen’s toilet opened and Latchkey’s dark suit, white shirt, and pale tie emerged, the man wearing them was not Latchkey.


Aghast, Miles recalled that a bearded businessman, a little the worse for drink, had entered the toilet before Latchkey, and that the same bearded businessman had emerged during his conversation with the girl. Something was very, very wrong, for it was that bearded businessman who now wore Latchkey’s clothes.


Miles rose to his feet a little shakily, the girl forgotten, and walked quickly from the bar. Phillips was seated in the foyer, flicking uninterestedly through a newspaper. When he saw the look on his superior’s face, he jumped to his feet.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Everything. We’ve been sold a dummy. There was a bearded man, a bit drunk, grey suit, glasses. Did you see him leave?’ Miles felt queasy. It had been an old trick, fairly clumsy in execution. Nevertheless, it had caught him dead.


‘Yes, he left a couple of minutes ago, but he looked as sober as the proverbial judge to me.’


‘I’ll bet he did. It was Latchkey. And there’s a ringer in the bar just now wearing Latchkey’s clothes.’


‘Hook, line and bloody sinker. Where would he be going?’


‘Well, you can bet he’s not off for a late-night fitting in Jermyn Street. Has someone taken the contact?’


‘He’s being tailed.’


‘Right, stay here and keep a tab on the one still in the bar. I’d better phone in with the happy news.’


‘OK. Anything else?’


‘Yes. Pray that nothing happens in London tonight. Not a bombing or a break-in or a single solitary mugging, because if it does, we’re all in trouble.’ He looked back towards the bar. ‘Double bloody trouble.’


As the whirligig of his thoughts slowed and began spinning in the right direction, Miles saw how perfectly everything had been underplayed by the Arab. His own error had been in underestimating every single move. Would a younger man have done that? Probably. What he could not deny, however, was that his mind had been on other things throughout. He had been only half interested. And there was something else, something at the edge of his vision. What was it? It had something to do with the girl. Yes, she had approached just as Latchkey was disappearing into the toilet, and Latchkey had turned and, seeming to sum up the situation, had smiled towards him. No, not towards him, directly at him. There could have been many reasons for that smile. The most obvious now was that Latchkey had known who Miles was. He had known.


And he hadn’t even bothered to hide the fact.
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All in all, thought the Israeli, it had been a successful if not an enjoyable evening. He did not enjoy mixing with people. They could be such treacherous animals, their claws hidden by smiles and bows, handshakes and pats on the back. A pat on the back usually heralded some conspiracy or other, one’s opponent touching one for luck. The alcohol had been very pleasant, however, and Nira had been there, flaunting her beauty as though she were a display case and it her precious diadem. Ah, but she would not believe that he could know such words as ‘diadem’, or have such cultured thoughts. His outward appearance bespoke a large, earthy, and vaguely unpleasant appetite, and this had aided him in his life’s work, if not in love. He might be all things to all women, if only they would allow him the opportunity of pleasuring them. He knew the most intricate paths of delight, but to taste them alone was to taste nothing.


The taxi dropped him at the end of his street, so that he could catch a few gulps of brisk night air before retiring. There had been talk tonight both during and after dinner which he should file in his memory before going to sleep, but it could wait until morning. Not an interesting night then, but successful insofar as he had met Nira again, and had spoken with her alone for a few moments, and had registered in the strongest terms his interest in her. She had been embarrassed, of course, and had walked away at the first possible and excusable moment, but it was done. He could afford to take his time over such a challenging seduction, when the prize would be so wondrously sweet.


He was fumbling for the bunch of keys in his trouser pocket when, staggering backwards, he began to choke, his tongue swelling to fill his throat, brain squeezed with blood. The professional within him knew in a final moment of lucidity that he did not have time to resist the cheese-wire which now melted through his neck. Spinning towards a blackening vertigo of spirit, he hoped instead for heaven and redemption.


The Arab, job done, did not even smile this time.


Sheila Flint rose early, not surprised to find that she had been sleeping alone. She found Miles still at his desk in the downstairs study, his head lying across folded arms. September sun, milk-warm, poured through the window. Sheila stood in the doorway, watching him sleep, his face puffy like that of a well-fed child, his breath quiet with stealth.


He had always been something of a mystery to her, even in sleep. She had been attracted to him in the beginning because his long silences and half-aware eyes had betokened some kind of inner calm and, even, genius. But he had quickly shown her another face, brawling with other students after drinking binges, fiercely jealous of her other friends. Well, he had changed over the years, had come to have a genius only for passivity, and for a decade and a half she had pretended to herself that she, too, liked the quiet life. Then she had set about educating herself in life, going to night classes, attending the cinema and the opera – alone, or with Moira, her clever, trustworthy and only slightly too good-looking ally – and enrolling for Open University courses which kept her mind moving. Miles showed little interest. Nothing, it seemed, could push him back into his younger self. He was growing old, and oh God, she was growing old too.


She liked her job in the civil service, but hated London. To her continual surprise, it did not hate her back. It seemed to her a city without love or compromise, and she was forever finding examples of both to confound her feelings. The same ambivalence existed in her marriage. Despite a lack of real communication and, at times, even animosity, Miles and she had lasted longer than any of the other couples they had known, and they had a son who had grown into a normal, mistrustful and unloving young man. People called theirs ‘the perfect marriage’.


Watching Miles now as a trickle of saliva left the corner of his mouth, she was reminded of Jack as a baby, spluttering food and monosyllables, tying her to him with chains of guilt and dependence. She remembered, too, that he was due home in the next week or two, gracing them with his presence for a few days until university term started.


On the wall above Miles’s desk was mounted the certificate from London Zoo reminding him that he was the adoptive parent of a dung beetle. Jack’s gift had infuriated her, for it showed that even he knew more about Miles than she did. Miles had been delighted with the present. So original, so unusual. I’m original, too, she had wanted to cry, as father and son had burrowed deep into one another’s embrace. I want to be part of your bloody little conspiracy. She had a mind, didn’t she? She had inspired ideas. Everyone at work came to her with their problems, thinking her a genius at lateral thinking. She would have liked to tell Miles this, to have him see her more clearly, but they never talked about work. Miles bloody Flint and his ‘internal security’. She knew who he worked for; he worked for the Ministry of Euphemisms.


So be it.


She was far too early yet for work, but would not sleep again, and had no intention of waking Miles, so she tiptoed through to the kitchen and made coffee. Waiting for the kettle to boil (percolated coffee would be too noisy), she studied her kitchen. Yes, hers. She had chosen every detail, every last cup and spoon. Miles had nodded at each purchase, sometimes not even noticing that he was eating off new crockery. She sat on her stool at the breakfast bar and set her mind to the previous day’s crossword. ‘Finally does creep slowly forwards to watch.’ Three letters. Sleep while you can, Miles. I have my secrets, too, a whole chest full of them.


Reaching for a pen, she folded back the paper and filled in the three empty boxes with the word ‘spy’.


The telephone call from Colonel Denniston served only to bring into the waking world all of Miles Flint’s nightmares.


‘Flint? Denniston here. There’s a meeting in my office in one hour. Be there.’


‘Yes, sir. Has anything happened?’


‘Too bloody right it has. Some Israeli official’s been decapitated outside his own house. Sounds like your man Latchkey, doesn’t it? See you in an hour.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781409110835_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781409110835_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/9781409110835_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
VTHE NUMBER ONE BESTSELLER

an

Watchman






