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Author’s Note


In August 1990 the storm clouds of war began to gather in the Gulf region of the Middle East.


President Saddam Hussein, Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council of Iraq, ordered his columns of main battle tanks to blitzkrieg their way through the frail defences of his neighbour, oil-rich Kuwait. The clouds darkened. The risk of full-scale war grew ever closer. President George Bush of the United States of America put in place the biggest overseas military and firepower deployment since the early days of the Vietnam commitment. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher of the United Kingdom sent that country’s largest force abroad since the Royal Navy had sailed to recapture the Falkland Islands in 1982. American and European and Arab forces hurried to the Gulf.


And the question was asked, a whisper first and then a clamour of shouting, could not the threat to the vast oil supplies on which the developed and undeveloped nations of the world alike are so dependent have been foreseen?


There were a few men, a tiny minority, in the grey world of the international intelligence community, who had warned of the gathering storm, and they were not heard. The few spoke out, the many did not listen. A host of excuses were readily at hand to justify the ignoring of the danger. Iraq was the enemy of Iran, and therefore Saddam Hussein was to be coddled. Iraq had billions of oil dollars to spend, and therefore Saddam Hussein was to be humoured. In that region the weight of power politics and money counted, and the cost of those months of inactivity while the war machine of Iraq prepared can now be reckoned.


This is a story of those wasted months, and of the many who closed their ears and shut their eyes and who were governed by stupidity and self-interest and greed, and of the brave few who cried of the danger.


G.S.










Prologue


She walked briskly in front of him, through the swing glass doors into the lobby, and she led him to the front desk, then paused to allow him to collect his key. The night porter, elderly, stained shirt, and the cigarette clinging to the extremes of his lip, leered at the man as he gave up the key for the third-floor room.


There were Americans in the lobby, sitting over maps and guidebooks, discussing the next day’s tourism. And the voices of one group of them were loud in their complaint of the filth of the city’s streets, even Chicago would not have tolerated such rubbish on the sidewalk, even New York. He saw that two of the men eyed the girl with envy and admiration. He saw that one of the women glowered her disapproval over her reading glasses.


She touched him for the first time, just slipped her hand through his arm, allowed him to walk her to the lift. It was a long time coming. He looked up into her face. The light in the lobby was subdued, and her make-up was skilfully applied. She seemed to him to be flushed with youth, and sinewy. To the stranger in the city, far from home, she was beautiful.


More tourists spilled from the lift and were greeted by those in the lobby with cheers and laughter at their lateness. He liked the way the girl stood her ground and forced them to either side of her. It was only an hour since they had met. His second evening in the city and he had been sitting in the bar opposite the hotel, gazing into his glass, when she had come and taken the stool beside him. They had had three drinks; she had told him her charges for an hour or until midnight or until the morning; and he had learned and forgotten her name. Her name was unimportant to him, as unimportant as the false name that he had given to her. In the lift, creaking towards the third floor, the girl slid her arms round his neck and eased her pelvis against his.


He would have run the length of the third-floor corridor from the lift to his room, if she had permitted him to, but she pouted a small smile to him and firmly held his arm, and made him walk at the pace dictated by her skirt. At the door of his room he fumbled the key from his pocket and twice failed to make it work before she took the key from him. There was no trembling in her hand. If he had looked then into her face, as the door swung wide, he would have seen the coldness of her blue-grey eyes, and he would have seen the tightness of her lips as if that were their natural repose, as if she were merely going to work.


The man’s briefcase was on the hotel room dressing table against the wall opposite the turned-down double bed. A faint anxiety nagged at him. He had learned to be cautious because he had often been briefed in such matters. He was held in trust by his employers and those people demanded his caution in return for his freedom to travel on their business. He thought of it as a small betrayal of their trust to have allowed himself the temptation of a café whore. He laid his raincoat over the briefcase and had no reason to believe that the girl was even aware of it.


He paid her.


He shovelled the 100,000 lire notes into her hand. He gave her five notes, and she held the last one up to the ceiling light, then she grimaced, then she tucked the notes into her handbag. He watched as she placed the handbag on a chair beside the bed. He watched as she shrugged out of her hip-length coat. It was four years since the last time he had been with a European girl. The girls where he lived now were either Thai or Filipino, imported to lie on their backs.


The girl slowly and teasingly took the clothes from his body, and alternately from her own. When he stood in his underpants and vest, when she was naked other than her black-lace pants and brassiere, she broke away from him. She went to her handbag and took from under the banknotes a contraceptive sachet, and then she switched out the light.


He did not see her face again.


She took him by the hand to the bed.


There was a grey light in the room, filtered through the thin curtains from the street lights below, that played on the ceiling but her face was now close to his and in shadow. The quiet of the room was broken by the pursuit of the cars and buses in the street. For a short time he was aware of the raucous commentary on a televised soccer match from the room next door.


He emptied himself into her, into the contraceptive. He fell away from her. Before he slept he was aware of the caressing movements of her hands on his neck and shoulders. He slept easily, swiftly, because the girl had soothed away the exhaustion of his last journey. In four days he had flown to Paris and then travelled to the plants at Saclay and Fontenay-aux-Roses, and he had then flown to Genoa, where he had had crucial discussions with the director of a factory that specialized in the precision-worked equipment urgently required for his project, and he had flown to Rome. He slept now because his exhaustion was exacerbated by extremes of tension that always gnawed at him when he travelled on missions of secrecy.


He had no awareness of the girl slipping from the bed, dressing fast in the darkness of the bathroom. He slept on as she put the key to the hotel room into her coat pocket.


She closed the door with great gentleness behind her. For a moment she sagged against the wall in the corridor outside. Her own task was completed. The lift ahead of her opened. They were the same group of tourists who had seen her take the man through the lobby, and the same men gave her the glad eye, and the same woman stabbed at her with a glance of pure disgust.


 


The man dreamed.


Peshawar, under the forbidding weight of the climbing foothills of the Hindu Kush mountains, in the North West Frontier Province of Pakistan, where his father was a government administrator, had been his childhood home. He dreamed of cricket at a school presided over by an elderly white-bearded Englishman. He dreamed of boundaries and rippling applause. He dreamed of the days before he went away to the college in Europe and university in Egypt.


The sun shone in the brilliant day of his dream.


He did not wake as the door of the hotel room opened, nor stir at the sudden flash of light from the corridor, broken by the rapid movement of two men, and then extinguished.


The girl had no place in his dreams. He was dreaming of his father standing by the pavilion steps . . .


He twisted on the hard mattress as the men crossed the room towards the bed, moving silently on the balls of their feet. The dreams of childhood were always abbreviated, cut away at moments of ecstasy. He had half woken.


A drab room in a small and drab hotel on a drab street behind the railway station. A pitiful place for a man to die. In the moments before he died, the man reached across the wide space of the bed as if he expected that his arm would come to rest against the bare white shoulder of the girl with the blonde hair.


They closed on him fast.


There was a hand across his mouth.


The scream stayed stifled in his throat.


There was a hand pulling the sheet over his body.


His legs thrashed and made a pyramid of the blanket above his knees.


There was a knife-blade on a short arc hard down into the sheet.


A pathetic place for a man to die.


There was the effort grunt from the man who used his strength to drive the knife down through the sheet, through the splintering ribcage. The narrow-bladed knife pierced the heart.


The man died with a choke in his throat. The sheet over his body soaked up the blood spurt of his last life-spasm as the knife was withdrawn. The man who had won distinction in his degree course at the University of Berne and fulsome praise for his doctorate at Imperial College in London and admiration for his teaching at the University of Cairo’s Department of Nuclear Engineering, lay dead.


A gloved hand lifted the man’s briefcase from beneath his raincoat.


When they left, they hung on the outside door handle the notice requesting that the occupant not be disturbed.


By 9.30 in the morning when the director general of the specialized engineering firm of Ital/Int had waited in the hotel lobby for seventy-five minutes, when his patience was exhausted, he demanded of the hotel management that they should go themselves to find why his calls to the room went unanswered.


At 9.30 that morning, as the hotel room door was opened with a pass key, the briefcase was secreted in a diplomatic bag that rested on the knee of a courier. The courier sat in first class, the bag discreetly chained to his wrist, and the flight had been airborne for nineteen minutes.


Few in the city cared that Zulfiqar Khan, aged thirty-nine, resident of Baghdad, Republic of Iraq, last seen in the company of a woman presumed to be a prostitute, had been put to death. Fewer still would understand that a sovereign government had, at prime-ministerial level, sanctioned his killing in cold blood.










1


At the end of the road a boy was doing good business from the refrigerated box mounted over the front wheel of his bicycle. A crowd of forty, perhaps fifty, had gathered to watch the coming and going of the police and the counter-terrorism team. They stood quietly in the light rain, and more than half of them sucked at their ice creams.


The road that was blocked off was residential. There were good-sized villas hidden behind high whitewashed walls. There was the barking of guard dogs. It was the sort of road where the pick of the surgeons and lawyers and import-export dealers made their homes. Erlich paid off his taxi. He reckoned the boy had doubled the price for his ice cream because he was up at the smart end of town, not plying his usual pitch at the bottom of the Acropolis. Beside the boy an argument was developing between an overweight policeman and the auburn-haired girl who had parked her florist’s truck across the end of the road. Erlich could see why she wanted to deliver her flowers. He reckoned the armful of red roses would have cost the policeman his week’s wages. The girl held her head high. Her shoulders were back. Erlich didn’t understand much Greek but he got her drift. Eventually the policeman was prepared to lose face. He stepped aside and the auburn-haired girl strode forward into the empty road carrying the roses loosely in her arm. Erlich shouldered his way through the crowd and went after her.


The policeman shuffled into his path.


Erlich said quietly, ‘FBI, excuse me, please.’


He kept on walking. He doubted that the policeman had understood a word he had said. Perhaps the policeman had looked into Erlich’s face and calculated that if he had not stood aside then he might just have ended up on his back. He stepped back and saluted. Erlich smiled and walked past the policeman, a dozen strides, into the centre of the road.


 


He had known Harry Lawrence since the fall of ’88. There were not many in the Agency that he would call a true friend. He had thought of Harry all the way out of Rome to Leonardo da Vinci, all the time that he had stood in the check-in line, all the time he had sat on the Alitalia, all the time he had stood at Customs and Immigration at Athens International, all the time in the taxi out to the Kifisia suburb. If the policeman had stopped him getting close to where Harry had been shot to death then Erlich might just have punched him. He stood still, absorbing every detail of the street. Best done at the very start of an investigation.


‘You poor old son of a bitch, Harry.’


A hundred yards down on the other side of the road a knot of men were gathered. The girl with the flowers stopped, looked across at the men, then turned into a front drive and was gone from sight.


It would have been a pretty road in spring, with the blossom on the trees that lined it. The leaves were down now. He knew very little of what had happened, had been out of touch since that first report had reached the Embassy in Rome and he had started running. They always sent a Fed when an American citizen was killed, and the Rome office covered Athens.


The men grouped together ahead of him were hunched against the drizzle. Erlich recognized from his balding head Harry’s Station Chief. If that was where Harry had died, there should have been a big area quarantined off with tape. There shouldn’t have been a cattle herd of feet trampling over the grass.


Erlich walked forward. He reached the group.


The killing had been early in the morning. The Station Chief would have come from home because he wore no tie and he was draped in an old windbreaker, probably the first coat to hand on the pegs by his front door. Killings never came convenient. The Station Chief detached himself from the group. He took Erlich’s hand, as if he were a priest, offering his condolences. The Station Chief would have known that Harry Lawrence and Bill Erlich were close, that their friendship crossed the divide of Agency man and Fed.


The Station Chief pointed between the trousered legs and the shoes of the Greek police and security officials. There was blood on the grass, thin darkened streaks. The pointing finger moved on, away from the grass and over towards the pavement.


On the pavement were two patches of blood.


The Station Chief said, ‘Harry had a contact with him – they were both taken out . . . Good to have you here, Bill.’


He didn’t have small talk, not his way. Erlich said, ‘This is unbelievable.’


‘It’s their backyard . . .’


‘Has this place been cleaned up?’


‘They got the cartridge case . . .’


‘What else?’


‘I don’t know what else . . .’


‘You happy with that?’


‘Where was your Scene of Crime experience?’


‘Atlanta, Georgia,’ Erlich said.


‘Listen here, Bill, this is sure as hell not Atlanta.’


‘And you take that?’


The Station Chief’s voice was low. ‘We are foreigners, we are far from home. What I know from long and painful experience is this: we kick them, they go mightily obstinate. The harder we kick, the less we get.’


‘I hear you.’


There was the rattle of iron gates behind him. Erlich turned. A woman came from the villa to which the girl had delivered the flowers. She wore a tailored two-piece grey suit and delicate shoes, and there was a scarf over her hair that came from Dior, minimum, and she carried the red roses. She walked in the rain across the road and round the group of policeman. Erlich watched her. She went to the stained pavement, where the blood pools were washed by the rain spots. She knelt. Her eyes were closed, her lips moved. She crossed herself. The woman laid the roses on the pavement. She stood. For a moment she stared down at the stains and the roses, and then she walked away.


Erlich said softly, ‘Thank you, ma’am.’


He didn’t know whether she heard him, she gave no sign.


Erlich said to the Station Chief, ‘I’d like to see Harry.’


 


Bill had been enough times to a morgue. He knew what they looked like, what the procedures were. A body didn’t change if it had been blasted with an automatic weapon in a robbery on Lenox Square or gunned down on a sidewalk in Athens. Morgues were the same, bodies were the same. He fancied that the section of the morgue in Atlanta that dealt with violent death was cleaner, but it would be cleaner, had to be, because it was busier. The attendants stood back to allow Erlich and the Station Chief to go on their own to the centre of the room where the two stretchers were parked on their wheeled bases, draped with green sheeting. The harsh central neon light glared down onto the contours of the sheeting, and gouged back at Erlich’s eyes from the white-tiled walls. He lifted the sheet nearer to him.


A pale, sallow face. A neat, dark moustache. A half-crescent of recently cut hair set round a receding scalp. A scraped discolouration on the left cheek.


‘Where he fell – they were all body shots that took him.’


Erlich lifted the sheet further and studied the two gaping exit wounds.


‘Who was he?’


The Station Chief said, ‘Dissident, Iraqi. Price on his life, living in Damascus. Harry had met him before. The guy was back in town, rang Harry. Harry liked to pump him . . .’


He laid the sheet back over the face. He skirted the two stretchers, then raised the sheet of the second.


He swallowed back the bile in his throat.


It would have been a back-of-the-head shot. A low-velocity round tumbling against the toughness of the skull bone. The exit was a mess where the eyes and nose of his friend had been.


The mouth was what he would remember. Where the laughter was, where the good cracks were. Only the mouth told him that he looked on the face of his friend.


The Station Chief said, ‘There are six wounds on the joker – Harry just took the one.’


‘Which means?’


Erlich knew the answer.


The Station Chief said, ‘Almost certainly it means, wrong place, wrong time.’


‘Makes my day.’


‘He wasn’t the target, just in the way.’


‘The Iraqis do their own people . . .’


‘When they step out of line, sure, why not?’


Erlich drew the sheet back over his friend’s wretched face. He would get autopsy details later. He didn’t need more time in this chilled room. From what he had seen he estimated that the low-velocity rounds had been fired at a maximum of a dozen paces. It probably didn’t matter whether his calculations were right or wild. A good man and his good friend was dead.


 


‘As long as I am allowed to, I will follow this, Elsa. That is my most solemn guarantee, no backing off. If it takes a month, a year, ten years . . . Elsa, I promise.’


His friend’s wife sat on the sofa. The two kids were against her, one on each side, and she had her small and narrow arms round her kids’ shoulders and she pulled them to her.


It was five months since he had last seen her, since he had last been in Athens. Barbecue time late on a Sunday night on the balcony, and another Embassy staffer from the floor above leaning over his parapet and complaining about the smoke. She might have understood him, and she might not. She wasn’t a pretty woman, but to Erlich’s eye she was about the best there could be. OK, so he didn’t have a wife of his own – but of the wives of the men he knew, Elsa Lawrence was the first in line. She had been weeping, he could see that, but there was no chance that she would cry now because the apartment was filled with Agency staff, four men moving through the small apartment, packing the family’s belongings. In the fifteen minutes Erlich had been there, not one of the men had come to Elsa to ask her what case which clothes should go in. They were shadow walkers, emerging every few moments with a suitcase, bulging, from one of the bedrooms, stacking it in the cramped hallway.


‘As long as it takes, Elsa.’


She took her arms away from round her kids’ shoulders and held them out for him.


Erlich came close to her, kneeling on the rug he knew that Harry had brought back from a fast run to Beirut. Her arms were round his neck. He kissed her cheek. He could feel the wetness of his own tears.


He broke away. When he looked back he could see that once more she hugged her children to her. In the hall the Station Officer said, ‘Good talk, fighting talk.’


‘Not a lot else to say.’


‘You’re paid to do a job.’


‘Yes.’


‘Not to play Victim Counsellor.’


‘Yes.’


‘The same job whether you knew him or didn’t.’


‘Taken.’


 


‘How many shots?’


‘Twelve cartridge cases, seven hits.’


‘How many weapons?’


‘One weapon. Pistol, .22 calibre, with silencer. A professional’s.’


‘And are you sure that Harry Lawrence was not the target?’


‘That’s the way it looks.’


Erlich wrote it all down in a pocket notebook, longhand. The policeman sipped coffee. He was not welcome, Erlich knew that. He could hardly have been welcome, because when he had entered the senior police officer’s room it had been with two aides trying to keep him out by every manoeuvre other than manhandling him. He’d got there, and he was staying . . . He hadn’t been offered coffee.


‘Do you have any evidence on which to base this supposition?’


‘The aim of the shots.’


‘Do you have an eyewitness?’


The grating of the cup on the saucer. A pause. The snapping of a cigarette lighter.


‘That is a very straightforward question, sir.’


‘Yes, Mr Erlich, I have an eyewitness.’


‘Who saw it all?’


‘So I understand, yes.’


‘May I talk to the eyewitness?’


‘Probably – at a suitable time.’


‘Is tomorrow suitable?’


‘I cannot say . . .’


Again, a pause. The smoke curled between them, eddied to Erlich’s face. A telephone rang in an outer office. The policeman glanced upwards as if he hoped that the phone would give him an excuse to get rid of this intruder.


‘Well, sir, what do you have?’


‘What do I have? Put simply, Mr Erlich, I have an intelligence agent of a foreign country going about his activities without informing the local authorities of his work . . . Do you think, Mr Erlich, that if I went to your Embassy to request a detailed briefing concerning the work in my country of Mr Harry Lawrence, Central Intelligence Agency, that I would be shown anything, other than the door . . . ?’


‘You have the hit car?’


‘Burned out, no help.’


A welling frustration.


‘We’re on the same side.’ The last time he had been in Athens, when the group that called themselves ‘November 17th’ had hit the Proctoer & Gamble offices with an anti-tank rocket, he had not been admitted to the presence of this big man. The warhead had not detonated, there had been no casualties. He hadn’t been welcome then, wasn’t welcome now, but he hadn’t pushed his luck as hard when the target had been a corporation and no casualties, as when the target had been an American government servant, dead.


‘Are we, Mr Erlich?’


‘What do you have?’


‘Lawrence and his contact walking in a quiet street. An Opel Rekord, stolen three days earlier in the Piraeus, pulls up twenty yards behind them. One man out, Caucasian, blond short hair. The contact shot. Lawrence blunders into the path of the bullets, is hit . . .’


‘White?’


‘Caucasian, Mr Erlich, white.’


‘Is that it?’


‘There was a shout from the car driver.’


‘What was the shout?’


‘The word “Colt”.’


‘What?’


‘The shout was the one word. Please, Mr Erlich, be so kind as to excuse me. The one word shouted was “Colt”. Only “Colt”.’


 


He was Colin Olivier Louis Tuck.


Tomorrow would be his twenty-sixth birthday, but there would be no cards and no presents.


He sat and stared out over the skyline of the city in the chill of the evening. The first thing he had done when he had come into the apartment had been to turn off the heating system, and then he had opened the window in his bedroom and the window in the sparsely furnished living room. He hated to be boxed up. What had gone wrong he did not know. He had been met by the Defence Ministry people, who had taken him directly from the aircraft steps, but no one had said a word on the way into the city. There had been no pumped handshakes, no kissed cheeks, no backslapping, so something was wrong. And there was a man at the door, standing as if on guard. A man in a two-piece suit, and a thin cotton shirt and his tie knotted at the second button of the shirt. There was little light in the room but he wore wrap-around dark glasses. Colt had his back to his watcher, but could hear him shiver in the draught. They would say whatever it was they had to say in their own time. There was no hurrying them, that’s what he had learned since he had been in Baghdad.


He ran his fingers hard through the cropped growth of his fair, light golden hair. He closed his eyes. He’d wake when they came. His day had started at 4.30 with the bleeping of his wrist-watch alarm. No breakfast, because he never took breakfast. No coffee. No food, nothing to drink. He had dressed. He had stripped the weapon, rebuilt it, satisfied himself, and then unloaded and reloaded the magazine. He always checked the mechanism before firing because the Ruger/MAC Mark 1 was now vintage and occasionally liable to jam. At 5.30 he had left his room in the west quarter of Athens, in the student sector. The car had been waiting for him.


As he lolled in his chair, not asleep but relaxed, he could remember that he had felt no tension, less excitement, as he had thrown his bag into the back seat of the car, climbed into the front carrying the Ruger with the integral silencer in a large plastic shopping bag. The driver was good, no sweat. The driver was from the Colonel’s staff, and he had travelled ahead a full month before so that he knew the city, the back-doubles they might need and the side streets. Colt had known the driver for eleven months, and he knew he was good because the Colonel had told him how the driver had once handled an ambush.


Colt had been taken to the hotel where the target was staying . . . He had seen the target leave the hotel . . . It was his decision as to when he should take out the target. As the target had come out of the hotel, his hand had stiffened on the grip of the Ruger in the plastic bag and he had eased his weight towards the passenger door. But the taxi rank outside the hotel had been full and idle and the target had been straight into a vehicle. They had followed, and he had let his feelings rip when the driver had lost the taxi at a traffic light. The driver had stayed calm and quartered the streets until the taxi was picked up again two full minutes later. The driver would have known it was his first time, didn’t take offence at the yelling. The taxi had stopped eventually at a crossroads in a suburb, and the target had paid it off and walked straight to a man who waited on the pavement. The target and the man had walked away up a tree-lined road. It was as good a place as any. No cars parked in the road, no pedestrians. The road was two hundred yards long and empty . . . It was as good a place as he could hope to find. He could remember the car pulling onto the verge twenty yards behind the target. He could remember calling out, because he wanted to separate the target from the man who masked him. He could remember the suppressed clattering noise of the firing on semi-automatic. The second man had lunged across the target, he could remember that, and he could remember that he had kept squeezing the trigger. He would have shot the second man anyway. It was too good a place to miss out on. But it would have been tidier if he could have separated them. It was just bad luck for the second man that it had been a good place. They had fallen, both of them, he could picture it exactly in his mind, and he could remember Kairallah, calling to him to get back to the car. There wasn’t a great deal else to remember because it had all been pretty damn straightforward. Running for the car, the car going steadily, not too fast to the airport, and out onto the flight to Ankara. And even less to remember of the delay at Ankara before the connection to Baghdad. Actually, he had done well . . .


The thoughts, memories, lulled him. He had made his choice. For the time being it was a one-bedroomed apartment on the sixth floor of the Haifa Street Housing Project. It was an open window looking out onto the wind-rippled waters of the Tigris and across to the Al Jumhuriyah and Al Ahrar bridges and over to the tower blocks of the foreign-money hotels. It was his bed, and he would lie on it.


He heard the scrape of the guard’s feet as the man scrabbled to get to the door.


He heard the rap at the apartment’s outer door. He pushed himself to his feet. He stood with his back to the open window.


The Colonel was a thickset man. He smelled of lotion, from Paris. He was not tall, but there was nothing flabby about the weight of his body. He wore a plain olive-drab uniform, only the insignia of his rank on his shoulders, no medal ribbons. His calf-length paratrooper boots were not shined, they were streaked with the grey dust of the street.


He liked the Colonel. The Colonel, his patron, his friend, in his mind was without bullshit, but tonight there was no warmth, no smile even.


‘Were you seen?’


‘Seen? What do you mean, seen?’


‘Were there any eyewitnesses to the shooting?’


‘No.’


‘Is there any possibility you could be identified?’


‘Nobody saw me.’


‘Think hard. Could anybody have seen you to associate you with the car even?’


‘The road was empty.’


‘You were seen by nobody?’


‘Only by the target, and whoever was with him . . .’


‘Whoever . . . ?’


‘They’re both dead.’


‘Do you know who it was who was with the target?’


‘I did not ask his name before I shot him, no.’


He stood very still. He knew that the target was a writer, an exile. He had been told what the writer wrote about the regime and the Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council. He had been told also, in whispered confidence, that two attempts against the target had failed. He was the Colonel’s card . . . Below him he could hear the passing wail of sirens, a familiar sound after dark had fallen over the city. The squads from the Department of Public Security always did their work at night, taking into custody those they claimed were a threat to the regime. And the sirens escorted their prisoners from the Department to the Abu Ghraib gaol, and those who had not survived interrogation from the Abu Ghraib gaol to the Medical City Mortuary on the other side of the Al Sarafiyah Bridge.


‘You shot an American, Colt . . .’


‘I killed the target.’


‘A CIA American . . .’


The boy laughed out loud. He laughed in the face of the Colonel, and at the watcher standing against the door.


‘So what . . . ?’ he said.


‘He was an intelligence officer.’


‘It was a good street, got me? It was great. It was dead, there was no one. No nannies, maids, deliveries, really good. The target, he was already fidgety, I couldn’t follow him all day, not a target who was that sharp. The street was right. If the American hadn’t gone then he had my face, and he had the car. He had to go . . . and he should have chosen his friends more carefully.’


At last the Colonel smiled, and there was the gravel growl of his chuckle. ‘And you did nothing stupid in Athens . . . ?’


‘You taught me what to do.’


‘. . . Nothing Colt-like, nothing wild? What did you do, Colt? No girls, no boasting?’


‘You taught me. I’m clean. It was a good street, Colonel. There was an opportunity and I took it.’


‘You could not be identified?’


‘I’d go back, to Europe, because I know that I cannot be traced.’


The Colonel laid his broad hands on the young man’s shoulders. He looked into the calm of the face, into the clear eyes.


‘It was well done, Colt.’


 


Among those few who knew Zulfiqar Khan, and what work he did, news of his killing spread fast. And with the news, fear.


In Paris, an engineering specialist in deep tunnelling in heavy rock strata, home on leave, made up his mind there and then to turn his back on the remaining two and a half years of his contract.


The tunnelling that the Frenchman was paid – and handsomely – to supervise was off the road to Arbil, close to the village of Salahuddin, due north of Baghdad. The area so far excavated was the size of a football pitch, and deep enough for three levels of laboratories and workshops that would be concrete-lined. One more floor was required. The cavern was eminently suitable for the work intended for it. It was safe from air attack and shielded by the Karochooq mountain mass from satellite photography that would tell the story of the purpose for which this rock cave was fashioned. News of Dr Khan’s murder had eddied amongst the foreign specialists on the project. By midday word had reached all the hard-hat staffers. By late that night, two of those staffers were at Baghdad International airport. They had driven the two hundred miles from their Portakabin compound in the village of Salahuddin at high speed. They waited for the first flight out of Iraq on which there were seats. It might be to Jeddah, or to Karachi, or to Budapest.


At the airport was an Italian who specialized in the fitting of the argon gas filters necessary for the hot cell boxes. The Italian sat close to his friend on the front row of the plastic-coated seats, and studied every two, three, minutes the TV monitor that would announce the next flight out. The friend had an office in the same block at Tuwaithah. The friend, who was an engineer involved in the precision shaping of chemical explosive, had that morning received a letter bomb which by chance had failed to detonate. They had been at the airport for six hours, waiting for a flight, any flight out of Iraq, going anywhere.


 


Erlich was breaking the rules. A Fed on assignment overseas with the ranking of Assistant Legal Attaché must always work through local law-enforcement agencies. Back at FBIHQ, where the book ran the show, they would have been climbing the walls in the Offices of Liaison and International Affairs if they had known that he was out on his own. At the very least, he should have had a local policeman with him. At best, he should have been waiting until the morning and then politely requesting a desk and a telephone and an interpreter somewhere in the back reaches of their Counter-Terrorism building. But Erlich was his own man. He had been his own man on the training run at Quantico and it had not been held against him there. And his own man in Atlanta, where his straight talking and his independence had won him his next posting. And his own man in the Washington Field Office, the CI-3 team, and putting in the longest hours and never a word of complaint, and that had won him the job in the Attaché’s office in Rome. It was not his intention that he would spend the rest of his life as a Special Agent. Ten years, he had set himself, to running a Field Office. Twenty years, he reckoned, to an Assistant Director’s desk in Headquarters. It was a break, coming down to Athens, and a good break should be grabbed with both fists.


The sadness was that it came from the killing of Harry. The excitement was that it was a really brilliant break. Sadness and excitement, both already seeking their own compartments.


 


At the edge of his flashlight beam he could see the dampened flowers, flattened now by the steady fall of rain. He wasn’t interested in an examination by torchlight of the exact spot where Harry Lawrence and the contact had fallen. He paced out an arc of twelve paces, looked for the killer’s place. He could be very thorough . . . A body on a garbage dump nine miles out west of Atlanta. Female, eighteen, black. Believed to be the victim of a serial killer, probably the fourth. She’d fought, her fists were bruised to show she’d fought, and there was nothing to work from. Over to the right of the dump was a high tree, holding the storks’ nests. Erlich, rookie Fed, had demanded of the local police that they get a man up there, up to the nests, that they get each of the nests down, that they sift each of the nests on the very long chance that the storks had lifted a fibre of torn clothing to bind a nest wall. They’d done it, too, the police, and they’d found nothing . . .


After fifteen minutes he was crouched over tyre marks on the grass verge between the pavement and the road. Possibly the tyre threads of the Opel Rekord, that was burned through and useless for evidence prints.


After forty minutes, on his hands and knees, peering into the beam of the flashlight, he found the butt end of a small cigar. He had already found chewing-gum wrapping, sweet papers and cigarette filters faded by weather. The butt end of the cigar was fresh. Everything else he had collected he abandoned in the street drain. The butt end of the cigar was three paces from where the tyre treads were clearest, probably where the car had braked. He heard a shout.


He looked up. On the pavement opposite a small boy watched him. The shouting grew fiercer, and the gates opposite were thrown open. It was the woman who had put the flowers on the place where Harry Lawrence had died, and there was a small toy dog, a Pekinese, yapping by her ankles. The child went to her, reluctant to leave. The gates closed.


From his pocket, Erlich took a small plastic bag, and into it he dropped the cigar butt.


It was a beginning.


 


The wind came from the west. It blew hard on the beach and the militiamen who kept guard, protecting the Sheraton and the Ramada and the Tel Aviv Hilton against a landing by guerrillas, turned their faces from the stinging sand.


Two streets behind the seafront the cafés on Ben Yehuda were quiet. There were five of them at one table and they were the only ones still outside. The men drank beer from the bottles, and one of them passed round the cigarettes he had bought on the flight, and the blonde girl contributed a half-bottle of Stock brandy. They no longer talked about the substance of the mission. The debriefing had gone on through the afternoon and early evening in the soundproofed rooms of their headquarters. The mission was completed. They would probably not work as a team again, and certainly it would be many months before the girl, on any pretext, work or vacation, was permitted to leave the country. Drinking at a pavement café on Ben Yehuda was for each of them a way of signing off from the mission. There was the senior officer who had authorized the mission after assembling the detailed biography of Professor Zulfiqar Khan. There was his deputy who had collated the intelligence that gave the itinerary of the Pakistani. There was the girl who had played the whore and who would go home that night to her husband. There was the man who had killed Khan and who later would go barefoot into the children’s room to kiss them and not wake them. There was the man who had been with him and taken the briefcase from the hotel room and who in the morning would go back to the Golani Brigade stationed on the Lebanese border and who would be chided by his fellow officers for having taken leave while the military workload was intense.


Only when the café owner remonstrated with them did they leave.


In the middle of Ben Yehuda they kissed each other. It was the only display, through the days and nights of tension, of their emotion. They kissed and they split.


The senior officer walked with the girl. When he waved down a taxi, he saw that her hand ferreted in her bag. As the taxi stopped, he saw that she pushed back onto her finger her narrow and plain gold ring. He opened the door for her.


‘It was necessary,’ he said. ‘If we do nothing, if we sit back and watch . . . the State is finished. If that dwarf, Tariq, is permitted to build them a bomb . . .’


The senior officer of the Mossad drew his finger across his throat then quietly shut the taxi door, waved, walked away.


 


Colt went to the Khan Murjan in the old quarter only when someone else picked up the bill. This time he had the table to himself. The Colonel was paying.


Prawns and avocado, lamb, cheese, fruit, and French wine. It was his favourite eating place in Baghdad. There was a small band away from the tables, and the singer had started as he had begun his meat and called for a second bottle. He was not actually hungry, and it was rare for him to drink, but they were paying and he would make sure they noticed, and – apart from the singer – the Khan Murjan was a hell of a fabulous place. A great arched ceiling of close brickwork, carpets too beautiful to put a dirty shoe on. The singer was crap, but he could handle the singer, just switch that amplified voice off in his head, just as he could shake out of his head the recoil thud of the Ruger on semi-automatic . . .


He had walked through the old city with the guard a dozen paces behind. The city was his home, and the Ruger, and the Khan Murjan restaurant, they were as much of a home as he was now at liberty to make for himself. Light years ago, at his school, and Colt of course not a part of it but compelled to sit through it, Murder in the Cathedral. The troublesome priest. The Colonel had trusted him to rid the Chairman of the darts of the writer with the poisoned pen. Two had failed, he had succeeded. One had failed to penetrate airport security at Budapest, got himself arrested and deported. A second had failed on the streets of Zagreb, lifted by the Yugoslavs, locked up and the key thrown away. Colt had succeeded. He knew why he had been chosen. He was white, he was European, he had access. He had justified the Colonel’s faith. He was the only European in the restaurant, because all the bastards who were in town to fight like cocks in a pit for the reconstruction contracts would be in the restaurants of the Babylon Oberoi and the Sadir Novotel and the Mansour Melia. He wore his better jeans and a laundered shirt, open at the neck.


He had shot an American. So what?


He drank deep.


When he had finished his meal, when he had collected his guard from the hard chair by the entrance, then he would stride back to the Haifa Street Housing Project, and he would chew on the pistachio nuts that were loose in his trouser pocket, and he would write to his mother.
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The first of the November frosts had settled on the lawn in front of the house, and the Sierra was an age starting. There were some mornings, Monday mornings in particular, when it would have been as quick for him to walk to the main gates and then catch an internal minibus to his office block. On Monday mornings there was a solid traffic line at the junction where Mulfords Hill joined the main road from Kingsclere to Burghfield Common. But Frederick Bissett detested walking, and because his Sara’s car was in the garage, and his own car sat outside overnight, he condemned himself to five minutes of scraping the ice from the windscreen and the back window and to revving the engine, blowing grey fumes away down Lilac Gardens. Sara seldom saw him off to work. She was generally too busy getting Frank and Adam ready for school.


His neighbour came through the front door of the house to the right. He was kissed. His wife always kissed him. His neighbour always wore grey overalls when he went to work. His neighbour was a plumber.


‘Good morning, Fred.’


Frederick Bissett, Senior Scientific Officer, loathed being called Fred. He waved his de-icer without enthusiasm.


‘Better mornin’ for cuddling up – eh? What?’


His other neighbour was twelve years younger than Frederick Bissett, wore white socks inside his black shoes, and sold Heinz products into local supermarkets. His other neighbour’s child-bride kissed her boy hero each morning, in her floating web dressing gown, as if he were going to the Falklands for three months. He drove an Escort XR3i complete with fluffy toys, and had moved to Lilac Gardens in the eye of the housing price slump, aided by the bequest of a dead aunt. Bissett had been told that often enough, about the dead aunt and her bequest.


He had very little to say to his other neighbours. He could live in a cocoon of his own making. That was the way of his work, and that was the way of his life in Lilac Gardens.


Bissett laid his old briefcase on the back seat of the car. The case contained only his sandwich box and his thermos flask of coffee. He drove out onto Mount Pleasant and was stopped at the temporary lights where the new sewer pipe was going in. He was held up again when he needed to turn into Mulfords Hill because no one would let him into the flow. The next hold-up was outside Boundary Hall where a stream of cars was emerging from his left and not acknowledging his right of way. He was stopped outside the Lloyds Bank by the entrance to Boundary Hall. It was far too early for the manager to be coming to work. An hour at least before the manager turned up to write his acid little letters.


There was a short gap between the cars sprinting out from Boundary Hall; he gunned his engine and surged forward. The Audi that thought it had a clear run had to brake hard . . . Excellent . . . He recognized the driver, one of the Principal Training Managers lodged at Boundary Hall, saw his annoyance and felt the better for it. Another hundred yards, and then held again at the Kingsclere–Burghfield Commons crossing. It was the same every morning, only worse on some mornings. Eyes into his mirror. He recognized the man with the white handlebar moustache sitting high in a ridiculous Japanese jeep, Health Physics branch, and he heard the sharp horn blast before he saw that the road ahead of him was clear. He took his chance and crossed the road. Another queue of cars at the Falcon Gate. They had the rods out with the mirrors. No end to it . . . State Amber Black at the Falcon Gate . . . He always left the newspaper at home in the mornings for Sara. He never listened to radio news in the mornings, and in the evenings he usually turned his chair away from the television set, so that he could read. He had an idea there had been a car bomb at another barracks. He did not know where, and did not particularly care, except that it meant that the Establishment was on Amber Black, and every car had to have the magic mirror wand shoved underneath the chassis. He was waved ahead.


He drove forward.


He was inside the perimeter fence of his workplace.


 


There are five such workplaces in the world. There is the Los Alamos National Laboratory in the desert uplands of New Mexico. There are the Institutes and Design Laboratories of the Ministry of Medium Machine-Building in the Chelyabinsk region of the Ural mountains. In France, there are the Centres d’Etudes of the Directions des Applications Militaires which is a subdivision of the Commission d’Energie Atomique at Ripault. There are the design facilities of the Ministry of Nuclear Energy at Lanzhou in Gansu province in the People’s Republic of China. And in Great Britain there is the Atomic Weapons Establishment which has been built upon a World War Two airfield in the countryside of Berkshire, fifty miles from London and overlooking the Thames Valley.


 


When Bissett had left home the sky had been clear. No longer. The chill of the early morning was dispersing under the grey cloud base that spread in from the west.


He took the central avenue, along the old runway. Where he drove, surrounded by cars and bicycles and mopeds and minibuses, there had once been the strained drone of Dakotas pulling gliders into the air for the flights to the bridges and crossroads behind the D-Day beaches of Normandy, and for the flights to the Dutch town of Arnhem. He drove slowly down the wide Third Avenue. Grey concrete buildings that had been thrown up, always wherever they could be fitted in, on either side. The coiled wire above the fences that surrounded the A area where the plutonium was worked, and the B area where the chemical explosives were fashioned, and the contaminated areas, and the waste storage areas, all separated by their own grey wire barricades. The four great chimneys to his left spewing out their fumes into the grey cloud.


Bissett drove to the H area.


His workplace was H3.


The building was single-storey, red-brick walls, metal window frames, flat-roofed. The H3 building had been put up hastily in the early 1950s to get the scientists out of their first accommodation that had been little more than Nissen huts. There should have been a lifespan of twenty years for H3, but other priorities had been higher, and every four years since 1973 there had been a doctoring of the patient, a new lick of paint on the inside, an attempt to reinforce the roofing against damp, new wiring to carry the power of the computer that ran their lives. There was also a new fence around H area, all a part of the new security drive. Once more he showed his I/D card to the Ministry policeman.


Carol was at the coffee machine, stoking up for the day, the cover not yet off her typewriter.


‘Morning, Dr Bissett.’


Wayne was lighting his first cigarette. He was the most recent recruit into H3, and only had a Lower Second from Aston. ‘Morning.’


Reuben Boll was unwrapping the first of the boiled sweets he bought each morning in Tadley. The door to his office was always open. He was the Superintendent, Grade 6. He was the man in charge of H3, and he spoke with his émigré parents’ guttural Central European accent although he had been born in Ipswich, and he had been in H area for twenty-six years.


‘Morning, Frederick.’


Basil Curtis slammed the door behind him. He had been there since ever. Basil shrugged out of his duffel coat. The duffel coat would have been the one he had worn when he first came to work at the Establishment. There were no Civil Service retirement regulations applicable to Basil. The stitching of the rent in his corduroy trousers was his own work, the runs in his pullover were his cat’s. Bissett thought him the most brilliant man he had ever met.


‘Morning, Bissett.’


They were the first in. There would be others on the clerical staff who were always late, always pleading that the school bus hadn’t turned up, or that their dog had to be walked. And others on the scientific level who would claim the excuse of a school run, or taking the wife to Surgery. Bissett was never late.


He went down the corridor that led off the central area. Third on the right. He unlocked the door with the key that was on his chain. His routine was invariable. Each morning he first switched on the power for his terminal. Then he took his sandwich box and his thermos of coffee from his briefcase. They went onto the shelf behind his chair, between the photographs of Sara and of the two boys. Then he went to his wall safe, opened it with the second key on the ring attached by a chain to his trouser belt, and took out his papers.


His Personal Air Sampler, the size of a small matchbox, hanging by a cord from his neck, banged on the desktop. It always banged on the desktop, each morning, before he remembered to tuck it below his tie.


Carol knocked, came in before he was able to tell her to. Her husband was a lathe operator in B area. She always said she could have done a better job running the place than the Director or his boss, Controller Establishment Research and Nuclear.


‘This got delivered here, Dr Bissett.’


The envelope was marked Personal and Confidential.


 


As at Los Alamos and Chelyabinsk and Ripault and Lanzhou, the Atomic Weapons Establishment at Aldermaston is a workplace governed by secrecy.


Behind the grey wire, beyond the uniformed guards with their sub-machine guns and automatic pistols and attack dogs, 5000 people daily go about their work, to research, design, test and finally manufacture an independent source of nuclear weapons. Much of the work moving from the AWE consoles and design tables and laboratories and workshops is considered, by the few who so jealously guard their knowledge, as information too sensitive to be transmitted to any but those in the topmost reaches of government. Infinitely too sensitive to be shared, even in the most vague terms, with the general public, for whom the nuclear shield remains the ultimate defence.


Nine-tenths of the work done here would be known to the scientists and engineers at Los Alamos and Chelyabinsk and Ripault and Lanzhou. But Los Alamos and Chelyabinsk and Ripault and Lanzhou and Aldermaston form the club with the greatest exclusivity yet devised. No helping hand will be offered to newcomers. The door is closed to new members, and the membership protects itself against what it calls Proliferation with wire, guns, attack dogs, certainly, but above all with a suffocating cloak of secrecy.


 


It was noon.


He had arrived at the forward brigade post three hours earlier.


His car was mud-splattered, parked amongst the jeeps and armoured personnel carriers, a hundred yards from the helicopter pad. He was Dr Tariq. Dr Tariq had never liked the featureless flatland of the Fao peninsula before the war. After seven years as a battlefield it was now an unearthly, hellish landscape. Around the excavated brigade post were gun positions, and trench patterns, and mud. As a scientist, Dr Tariq despised the waste and confusion of the place. His back was to the waterway. He had no wish to look out over the Shatt al-Arab, the narrow glistening strip that divided his country from the Islamic Republic of Iran. He did not care to look beyond the semi-sunken hulks of the bombed merchantmen towards the clear flames rising from the refinery tower of Abadan. He waited. He paced close to his car. As far as he could see back up the Basra road were the headless date palms, lopped by the shrapnel.


As soon as he had received news of the death of Professor Khan he had requested a meeting with the Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council, at the Chairman’s earliest convenience. As Director of the Atomic Energy Commission, Dr Tariq was familiar with the dark undercurrents of Iraq’s body politic. He knew of the coup attempt of seven weeks earlier and he had heard the rumour that nine Air Force officers had been put to death. It did not surprise him at all that the Chairman’s answer should come, hand-delivered, to his villa at four o’clock in the morning, and that the rendezvous would be away from Baghdad. He knew that the routine and itinerary of the Chairman were a closely guarded secret. Dr Tariq would not have said that he liked the Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council, but he admired him. Nothing was possible, not any movement, without the clearance of the Chairman. He admired in particular the durability of the man, and his capacity to absorb succinctly presented detail, and his ability for work. So he awaited his summons without impatience.


Dr Tariq had rehearsed what he wished to say. When, eventually, he was admitted to the presence of the Chairman he would have perhaps fifteen minutes to explain himself. It was well known amongst that elite of which he was a part that the Chairman detested news of crisis. But the killing of Professor Khan, no doubt at the hands of Zionist agents, and a letter bomb to one of his scientists at Tuwaithah, that was crisis and had to be confronted. The defection of foreign personnel from his programme, that too was crisis. Like every man who had direct contact with the Chairman, Dr Tariq had a most sincere fear of his master. He knew of the disappearances, the torturings, the hangings. He had been told that the Chairman had with a handgun shot dead a general who had dared to argue with his strategy during the dark days of the war. So he had prepared his words with care.


The officer approached him.


Dr Tariq, five foot two inches in height, thin as a willow wand, stood erect. He raised his arms, to permit the officer to frisk him. Then, without fuss, Dr Tariq opened his briefcase for inspection.


He followed the officer, stepping through the churned mud, towards the concrete steps down into the brigade post, and the presence of the Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council.


 


Not yet past the lunch hour, and Erlich had had his first argument of the day.


It could have been the second, but he had swallowed his pride when they had shown him the room that was allocated to him. It was scarcely a box. Just a table and a chair and a telephone that wouldn’t be secure, and the room was two floors and the length of a ministry corridor away from the Operations Coordination Centre of the Counter-Terrorism section at police headquarters. He had accepted that. What he would not accept was the refusal to make available to him, face to face, the eyewitness. It was not suitable that he should meet the eyewitness, he had been told. He didn’t know how much of his fury had been translated by the interpreter. The guys who had been up at Lockerbie, after Pan Am 103, working alongside the British police, they didn’t know how lucky they’d been . . . Same language, same culture, same team . . .


But they had given him photographs.


He had on the desk the photographs that showed Harry and his contact on the grass and the pavement. Every goddamn way they had taken Harry’s picture, so that he saw the part of Harry’s head that was intact, and the part that was blasted.


They had given him one written statement. It was a photocopy and the name and address of the eyewitness had been omitted. He copied into his notebook all that his interpreter dictated. Harry and the contact walking and talking in 28th October Street. No traffic. Twenty-eight minutes to nine o’clock in the morning.


The silver-grey Opel Rekord pulling onto the grass verge, braking twenty yards away. No description of the driver. A fair-haired man getting out of the passenger seat, front. A shout from the fair-haired man. The targets turning. The fair-haired man opens fire. Pistol plus silencer. The contact hit. Harry blundering into the field of fire. The second shout, the driver’s shout, ‘Colt’. The car turning in the road, getting the hell out. Harry dead, and the contact dead when the first police and ambulance crew had arrived . . .


He left his desk as bare as he had found it.


He took a taxi to the Embassy.


He had to wait for fifteen minutes before he was admitted to the Agency’s annexe.


Erlich told the Station Chief what he had. He was seeking to trade information, and he was going to be disappointed.


‘I’m not opening up our file to you, Bill. It’s nothing personal . . .’


‘And it’s not cooperation.’


‘It’s the facts of life. I give you a file, it goes into your system. You nail a guy, weeks ahead, months, and my file is evidence. My file gets to be prosecution material. Any asshole who wants it gets to read my file.’


‘Is that final?’


‘As I said, it’s nothing personal.’


Erlich stood. He had the cigar butt in the plastic sachet in his pocket. He had not spoken of the cigar butt to the Station Chief . . .


‘Bill, look at it our way, do me that favour. Harry Lawrence was your friend and I appreciate that, but Harry Lawrence was not the target. An Iraqi was the target, and it’s your assessment and it’s mine. We are in deep stuff, real deep. We have a big mission down in Iraq, during the war we did all we damn well could to make certain those boys didn’t go under to the Ayatollah’s shit-pushers. We gave them AWACS material, we put up satellites just for them. The enemy of Iran is our friend, got me? But we keep our hands dirty, we stay in touch with the regime’s enemies. We don’t make any noise about that . . .’


‘Investigating a murder is making a noise?’


‘You’ve got a job to do, OK, but don’t make waves.’


‘I want to know the identity of a man, I want to reach him, I want to put him in handcuffs and read him a charge of First Degree murder.’


‘Beautiful.’


‘With or without help.’


‘Brilliant. You’re a detective, you don’t mix easily in diplomacy, neither does hustling for commendations . . . You go on like this and you’ll find yourself short of help.’


‘With respect, what I’m after is a result.’


Erlich walked out. Didn’t even bother to close the door behind him. He walked straight through the outer office and out past the security gate and the Marine guard.


He headed for the main building, and the area of the basement where secure matter could be despatched back home.


As she filled in the forms for him, the girl in Despatch, big and black and at last a friendly face, told him she was from Mississippi, and sure as hell she hated Greeks, Athens, moussaka and retsina. In front of him, she sealed the cigar butt in the plastic sachet into a small tin box and then into the padded envelope. The package was addressed to the Laboratory Division of FBIHQ. Erlich, like every other Fed, had plenty to grumble about in the running of the Bureau, but the Laboratory was the best.


‘You OK, Mr Erlich?’


He’d slept poorly. He hadn’t eaten breakfast. The coffee at Counter-Terrorism was ditchwater, and he had been poleaxed twice. He should have been at the airport last evening to see Elsa Lawrence and her children off and the casket. For Erlich not much was allowed to get in the way of a job and he supposed that was why he had been sent.


She said she would get him some coffee, proper coffee, coffee from home.


While she was making the coffee, boiling her kettle, he glanced across at her Herald Tribune. He saw the Rome dateline. He read the name of the hotel, and the name of the street. He had been in that street two weeks earlier. He read of the death of the Pakistani nuclear scientist last seen in the company of . . . no leads . . . The coffee she brought him was great, kept him alive.


 


All through the morning there had been detonations and gunfire. Of course there had to be detonations, and of course there had to be shooting practice, but Monday morning was hardly the appropriate time. On any other morning, Bissett would have been able to live with the thudding blast of the explosives and with the crisp rattle of sub-machine gun and pistol fire. But not that morning, not on the morning that the envelope marked Personal and Confidential had lain unopened in his briefcase.


He had spent two hours in his room, at his console. By 10.30 he had gone down the full length of the corridor that ran past his office and he had then spent two and a half hours in H3’s laboratory. He had achieved next to nothing in his own room, and in the laboratory he had been the victim of Reuben God Almighty Boll’s sarcasm. So that every technician and every junior could hear him, Boll had enquired just how much longer before his present project would be completed, how much later than it was already.


Lunch hour, and quite suddenly, when it didn’t matter, it was perfectly quiet. Boll would be in the Directors’ dining room, Basil would have gone to see his cronies in A area, Wayne would have gone out with those as young and limited as himself to the Hind’s Head in the village, Carol would be in the canteen wittering with the other Clerical Assistants and her husband.


He had drunk his coffee. He had brushed the crumbs from his desk top into his wastebasket. He screwed the top, that served as a mug, back onto his flask. He was determined not to rush himself. He had deliberately not used his home address.


He replaced the plastic sandwich box in his briefcase, and took out the envelope. He checked that his door was closed. He tore open the envelope. A fearful mess of it, he made, because his hands were trembling.


There was the letter heading. Imperial Chemical Industries.


‘Dr Frederick Bissett, B.Sc. (Leeds), AWE, Aldermaston, Berkshire.’


He didn’t look to the end of the letter first. He exercised his self-control. He began at the first line. He held the paper in both hands and he saw the paper waver in front of his spectacles.


 


Dear Doctor Bissett,


Thank you for sending your application for employment, dated October 19th. I do understand that because of the nature of your current employment your CV has remained narrower than would otherwise have been expected . . .
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