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With love to Thys Ockersen – citizen of Amsterdam
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Law is a regulation in accord with reason, issued by a lawful superior for the common good.

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologicae


Chapter 1

THE MAN was tall, just over six feet, and his face, chest and shoulders were a deep brown. The tan that comes from wind as well as sun. He was in his early forties, his black hair already beginning to streak with grey, but his body was firm and well muscled. He was wearing a pair of khaki shorts, and shoes without socks. Down the slope of the hill from the small wooden house he could see three cars parked by the stall where they sold the eggs and produce from the smallholding.

They had lived there for nearly two years, earning a bare living from the tourists heading for South Hero from mainland Burlington. They came in their hundreds to Lake Champlain and many of them stopped at the stall to buy stores for their week’s holiday. In the spring and fall the trees and foliage of Vermont brought visitors from all over the States. The leaves were already beginning to turn gold and red but there would be another two months before they packed up the stall for the winter.

The locals on the other small scattered farmsteads had been good to them right from the start, helping him to repair the ramshackle clapboard house, letting him join the local farm cooperative so that he could buy poultry food, fertiliser and seed at discount, digging them out from the snow that first terrible winter.

There was another hour’s light and he turned to go back to the barn and the tractor. There was something wrong with the linkage on the PTO and it would save him 40 dollars if he could put it right himself. With neither mechanical nor farming skills he had had to learn from instruction manuals and textbooks, and despite the practical difficulties that came from ignorance he had found peace and calm from the new life. He often wondered whether the peace came from the farm or from the girl. She would go on selling until it was too dark to see. He smiled to himself as he worked. For a girl who loathed capitalism, cities, governments and the establishment she nevertheless enjoyed selling their produce. The fact that she was young and pretty helped, but she swore that it was the reputation of their fresh eggs and luscious organically-grown fruit that made the tourists come back for more.

He went round the poultry arks before the light went, closing them for the night and taking half a dozen eggs for their own meal from the nesting boxes.

He was soaping his body under the shower when he heard her come into the house and a few minutes later he walked into the living room, a towel round his waist.

She was twenty-three, twenty-four in two months’ time, and she was strikingly pretty. Even prettier than when he had first met her when she was barely twenty. She turned to look at him.

‘I took 352 dollars, honey. Everything’s gone. I’ve got two people coming back tomorrow for more eggs.’

‘Well done, kid. I’ll do an early egg-collection tomorrow. They’re doing well, those hybrids. Averaging 200 eggs a bird and still two months to go. And all top size with strong white shells.’

She laughed softly as she looked up at his face. ‘I never thought you’d stick it. I knew you’d try – but I thought you’d miss so much.’

‘Like what?’

She shrugged. ‘Theatres y…’

‘I never went to the theatre. It bores me stiff. I prefer the movies.’

She laughed. ‘We’ve been to the movies three times in fourteen, no, fifteen months. That’s all. What about England? Don’t you miss England?’

‘I never think about it, let alone miss it. That’s all over.’

‘What about your daughters?’

She regretted saying it the moment it was said. Those muscles stiffening at the sides of his mouth and the pulse beating by his left eye. But if she didn’t ask he could think she wasn’t aware or didn’t care.

‘They’re better off without me.’ He paused, shaking his head like a dog coming out of water, as if to shake away the thoughts in his mind. ‘How about I do us an omelette. I’ve brought in some eggs.’

‘OK. Suits me fine.’

He stood with his hands on his hips looking at her face.

‘How about you, honey. Are you bored?’

‘Me? You’re crazy. I’m the confirmed dropout, it’s you who’s the city slicker.’

He shrugged. ‘It’s fine longing for the simple life when you’re in New York or London. Or Amsterdam for that matter. But it ain’t necessarily the same when you’ve actually got it.’

‘It’s great, Johnny. I love it, every minute of it.’

‘What do you love?’

‘Jesus. Everything. No crowds, no muggers, no guys trying to push me drugs because they want to screw me. No self-important creeps in offices playing God so I can earn a hundred bucks a week.’ She paused and then said, softly, ‘I always meant it, Johnny. This is where I belong.’ She smiled. ‘And here I’ve got you. And I love you, mister. You’re the only really honest person I’ve met. And you’re the only man who’s ever actually listened to what I say.’

She slid her warm arms around his neck and kissed him avidly, her young body pressed to his.

It seemed a long time and a long way from those sleazy rooms in Amsterdam. The blue pills to fight off the depression, the temptation to call it a day in the dark, cold waters of the Amstel river.


Chapter 2

HE HAD recognised the face as soon as he saw him but he couldn’t place him for several minutes. At first he assumed it was one of their distant neighbours, and then the penny dropped. His name was Logan or Cogan. Something like that. And the last time he had seen him Logan had been one of the agents on a refresher course he was instructing at Moulton House. He’d been talking to them about covert room searches without a full back-up team. Logan had asked him some questions about under-carpet pressure pads. It all seemed a long time ago but it must be only a couple of years. Maybe three.

There had been a hold up on the road from the mainland across the lake to the island. A big Dodge truck had broken down and two patrolmen were trying to sort out the shambles as impatient weekend trippers vented their frustration by revving engines and blaring horns. He had walked back down the line of cars to talk to old man Swenson, and Logan had been at the wheel of an elderly Chev saloon.

As he walked back to his own car he looked across the lake to where the orchards of South Hero were bathed in the evening sun. After nearly two years of peace he had tended to assume that either they didn’t know where he was, or that they had decided to leave him alone. But they hadn’t sent Logan all the way from London to Vermont just to sample the fresh apple cider and apple and pumpkin pie that South Hero was famous for. He sighed as he got back in the car.

When the long tail-back of vehicles eventually moved on he didn’t turn off to the cabin road but went on past South Hero, through Keeler Bay and on up to Grand Isle. The dark blue Chevy followed about a quarter of a mile behind. Rennie drove fast into the next corner and turned sharp left to the Lovell’s barn, cut the engine and looked in the driving mirror. The SIS man drove past, staring ahead, but Rennie waited until it was dark before he turned back down the road to South Hero and the farmstead.

There were 62 typed pages in the cardboard box-file. He had written it all out by hand and then typed it himself on the second-hand Olivetti Lettera. The writing had taken him four days and three nights. It was checking the dates that took the time. And the typing had taken a week.

On the outskirts of Winooski he slowed down at the long row of single-storey shops and offices, and then he saw what he was looking for. The hand-painted sign said, ‘DIY Xeroxing 10¢ a sheet’. He pulled in and stopped the car. The old man who owned the general store offered to let his daughter do the copying but Rennie thanked him and did it himself. It took him until well past lunch-time before the seven sets of copies were done. He bought stout brown envelopes and put a set in each and sealed them from a roll of Scotch tape, crossing the length and breadth of each envelope three times.

He drove to the next public phone. What he wanted was a young attorney who’d be eager for the business and wouldn’t want to ask a lot of questions. He called the operator and gave the story of trying to trace this newly qualified lawyer from Yale or Harvard, he couldn’t remember which. The operator didn’t know the background details of any lawyers but from the new subscribers’ list she gave him the phone numbers and addresses of the two newest attorneys in Winooski.

He chose the nearest. A Howard Bernstein, whose place was over a dry-cleaning store. An elderly secretary announced his arrival and he was shown in straightaway to the inner office.

Bernstein looked about thirty, soberly dressed in a dark grey suit and a dark red tie, but his face was the face of a shrewd and eager operator. The rows of law-books behind him looked brand-new as he waved Rennie to the comfortable leather chair in front of his desk.

‘What can I do for you Mr …?’

‘Novaks. Paul Novaks. I just want to put some documents into safe-keeping.’

Bernstein smiled. ‘Wouldn’t a safe-box at one of the banks be cheaper, Mr Novaks?’

‘Well there’s a possibility that there could be a question of forwarding the documents to certain people if … if it became necessary.’

‘Are those the documents? The ones you’ve got there?’

‘Yes. They’re already addressed to various organisations. You’d just have to post them if you were asked to.’

‘Sounds simple enough. How long are you likely to want them kept here?’

‘Indefinitely.’

‘And you would pay periodically, I take it?’

‘No. I’d like to make a once-and-for-all payment. I’d got in mind two thousand dollars.’

Bernstein tried not to look surprised. ‘Why did you come to me, Mr Novaks?’

‘Somebody recommended you.’

Bernstein’s face showed some disbelief. ‘Who was that?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘I see. Well I don’t see any problem. I’ll give you a receipt for the documents and a receipt for the money.’

Bernstein held out his hand and Rennie put all but two of the packets on his desk. Bernstein glanced at the address of the top one. It just said, ‘The Editor, The Washington Post, 1150, 15th St NW, Washington DC.’ Bernstein glanced briefly back at Rennie, then pulled over his pad and picked up a pen.

Rennie said, ‘I don’t need a receipt for the documents nor for the fee. I’ll be paying cash.’

Bernstein shrugged and watched as Rennie counted out twenty used hundred-dollar bills. He made no attempt to count them himself but said, ‘You’d be calling for the documents personally when you want them?’

‘No. It probably wouldn’t be me. It would be a girl who’d come for them. Or maybe she’d just phone you.’

‘I see. Could I have the lady’s name?’

‘She’d just give you a message. Only she would know the message so there’d be no doubt she was the right person.’

Bernstein picked up his pen. ‘I’d better take the message down and put it with the documents.’

‘No. I don’t want that. It’s just a simple message. I’d like you to remember it.’

‘What is it?’

‘She’ll say she wants the documents sent off, and when you ask her to identify herself she’ll say, “Should old acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind”.’

Bernstein looked at Rennie’s face. ‘What if something happens to me?’ he said quietly. ‘I could get knocked over by a car.’

‘I’ll take the risk, Mr Bernstein.’

Bernstein was aware of the fact that his client had not expressed any hope that he might not be hit by a car and as he looked at his visitor’s face he realised that what had at first sight seemed soft, brown, spaniel’s eyes were, in fact, hard and strangely compelling. For a moment he hesitated and then he said, ‘D’you live around these parts, Mr Novaks?’

‘I’m just visiting. Passing through.’ And Rennie stood up, proffering his hand to the lawyer. Bernstein’s hand was dry and his grip strong and Rennie felt confident that the young man would carry out conscientiously the instructions he had given him.

Rennie drove down to Burlington and booked a seat on the Delta evening flight to Washington.

Rennie stood looking out at the lights and bustle of the city from the window of the hotel bedroom. He hated being away from the peace of the small farm. And he hated being away from her. But he knew it had to be done. The loneliness was the price of the insurance policy. But being alone in a hotel bedroom reminded him of what it used to be like. In Berlin and Paris, Hamburg and Bangkok, Beirut and Tel Aviv, Brazil and Addis Ababa. And Amsterdam of course. A week or two planning, moving from one hotel to another, then a few hours aimlessly hanging about until it was time to do whatever had to be done. Checking watches, a last look at a street map and instinctively reaching to touch the pistol in the holster under his left arm. The pistol that was now wrapped in oily rags and a plastic bag under the straw and floorboards of one of the poultry arks. It had ‘Smith and Wesson’ engraved on its barrel. Model 39-2. But it was a long way from its original specification. Three hundred pounds’ worth of mods that had made it a killer’s weapon and the Guttersnipe sight that made its accuracy almost incredible for a hand-gun.

There were crumpled pages of notepaper in the wastepaper basket by the small table and he turned from the window and walked back to the chair and sat down as he switched on the bedside lamp. The brief note to the ambassador asking him to forward the packet in the diplomatic bag was already done and sealed in its envelope. It was the letter to Paynter that was the problem. Rennie wasn’t a natural letter-writer and he was uncertain about what he should say. He was torn between anger and the need to make it work. He tried to imagine Paynter’s reaction as he sat in his office and read the letter and then his detailed documentation of every ‘dirty-tricks’ operation that he had carried out personally for SIS. It was almost another hour before he started writing the note for the last time.

To: G.S. Paynter. Dep. Dir. Special Services.

From: J. H. Rennie.

Enclosed is a copy of the material that will be sent to the media by third parties if there should be any harassment of any kind of myself or the girl. J.H.R.

He read it through a dozen times, tempted to add to the threat or express his anger at what they had done to his life. But he had been in the business a long time and he knew it was enough.


Chapter 3

HE STOOD listening in the silence of the woods. And as he waited, the woods came slowly back to life. Two wood-pigeons cooing softly, the flutter of wings in the tops of the trees, and far away in the distance the faint sound of a dog barking. Then he could hear it, the cracking of dry twigs and branches as Hartmann headed towards him, running away from Williams who was probably more scared than Hartmann himself. But not so scared he wouldn’t carry out his orders. Williams had taken a double-first at St Anthony’s. Russian and German. But he had been hopeless at even the mildest rough stuff so they’d put him behind a desk to evaluate documents in peace and quiet.

But Attwood in Hamburg had gone down with his annual dose of amoebic dysentery and Williams had been sent out to help him with Hartmann. He had been quite good on the planning and analysis but when, inevitably, it had come to putting on the pressure Williams couldn’t take it.

Rennie could hear Hartmann’s heavy breathing as the German clambered over fallen tree trunks, weeping in desperation as he cursed the thorns that snatched at his clothes. He could see him now, looking at the ground, stumbling as he ran, no thought of looking to see if there was anyone else but Williams. He let him almost pass the tree and then reached out, confidently and efficiently, and one strong arm locked round Hartmann’s fat neck from behind. Hartmann tried to scream but no sound came from his lips as the hard wrist jerked back against his throat. There was always a temptation to say something before you did it. Explain why it was happening. That they hadn’t got away with it. But it wasn’t professional. When it had gone that far there was no point in underlining whatever mistake they had made. No point in sermonising.

As Hartmann’s large plump body wriggled in the grip of Rennie’s right arm, Rennie’s left arm came up, the hand gently cupping the German’s chin to measure the distance. Then the thumb slid up, along the angle of the jaw to the nerve behind the ear, the folds of flabby flesh parting reluctantly until he could feel the apex of the bone. His shoulders shook with the effort as his thumb pressed against the nerve and he staggered back a step under the weight of Hartmann’s unconscious body. Then Hartmann’s body seemed to ripple, every muscle moving involuntarily, and there was the stench as his bowels voided noisily.

As he lowered Hartmann’s body to the wet leaves Williams arrived, panting, the gun in his hand, staring down at Hartmann’s corpse before he looked up at Rennie’s face.

‘Is he dead?’

‘Of course he’s dead.’

‘How did it happen?’

Rennie said softly, ‘It didn’t happen, Roger. I did it.’

‘What are we going to do with him?’

‘We’ll leave him here.’

‘But he could lie here for days before somebody finds him.’

‘So what. He’s dead and that’s all that matters.’

Williams shook his head slowly. ‘I’ve never understood you, Johnny. None of you people. How the hell do you sleep at nights?’

‘Go through his clothes and see if there’s anything you want for the office.’

For ten minutes Williams gingerly slid his hand into various pockets and checked the contents. Then he stood up, holding out Hartmann’s wallet.

‘D’you want this?’

‘Why should I?’

‘There’s nearly three thousand D-marks in it.’

‘I don’t steal from dead bodies, Roger. Put it back where it came from … and if there’s nothing you want then we’d better get moving. Back to the car.’

They were sitting in the flat in Grosse Bleicher, the curtains flapping slowly at the open window in the soft summer breeze that came off the Binnen Alster. The noise of the traffic just audible.

Williams looked at Rennie’s face and said, ‘Don’t you ever get sick of it … all the violence?’

‘It isn’t all violence. In fact, there’s very little violence.’

‘But all the messing about. Finding out how to pressure them. Trying to find out if they screw young boys, or underaged girls, all the perversions. The filth that people get up to.’

Rennie shrugged. ‘It isn’t always that sort of thing. That’s just your nasty mind. Some of them are selling things they shouldn’t be selling. Sophisticated missiles to crazy governments. Like Gadaffi, for instance. Forging documents so that a Red Brigade loony can assassinate some country’s Foreign Minister just for a few paragraphs in the world’s press. Or the IRA shooting fathers in front of their wives and kids. Why do you always have to let your heart bleed for the villains?’

‘Is that what they tell you when they’re training you?’

‘I didn’t need telling. It’s my country I’m protecting. A damn good country. The best in the world in my opinion. You don’t keep your freedom if you won’t fight for it. Every minute of every hour there’s a dozen bastards planning to bring us down. To hand us over to foreigners of some kind or another.’

‘Is it really that black and white? Hartmann for instance.’

‘My God, Roger. How can you say that? Franz Ludwig Hartmann was a Nazi. Right from the start. Not when you had to be a Nazi to keep your job, but in 1933. He bought out Jewish businesses for a song. Took their heirlooms in return for documents that were supposed to get them to the USA. Except that most of them ended up in Dachau or Belsen or some other bloody camp.

‘When the war ends he’s a rich man. He bribes all and sundry to hide his identity. Moves up here to Hamburg. Gets elected to the Town Council, then to Bonn. Is appointed to a sensitive committee that deals with NATO secrets. The Russians trace him, blackmail him, and he passes over every document he can lay hands on that’s of any importance. What did you want us to do? Tell him not to be a naughty boy?’

‘But it’s the Germans’ business, surely. And the due process of law.’

‘The Germans knew, for Christ’s sake. But it would have meant one more scandal for an already shaky party. They’ve had enough scandals of Soviet agents in Cabinet offices. And he had friends in the right places. He’d spent tens of thousands of dollars seeing that he had friends in the right places.

‘Of course they were going to deal with him. It was just a question of timing, they said. That was three months ago.’

‘But they’ll know we did it.’

‘Of course they will. And they’ll be delighted that we’ve got rid of the problem for them. They’ve got plenty more problems where he came from and they’d be only too glad for us to solve them the same way.’

‘Were you recruited straight into SIS?’

‘No, I read law, practised for a year, and then I did four years in the army. SAS.’

‘It doesn’t worry you, the dirty tricks?’

‘I’m not employed to worry, my friend. I’ve got every faith in the people above me who decide these things. Whatever they give me to do, I do. You can’t have a discussion group about democracy and fair play every five minutes when you’re dealing with bastards like Hartmann.’

‘And due process of law? That doesn’t count for anything?’

Rennie smiled. ‘Some High Court judge once said that the judges were there not to administer justice but to administer the law. Why should we go through all that humbug when we know what they’ve done and what they deserve?’

‘You think that the law is humbug?’

‘In these sorts of things, yes. Just expensive barristers running up the bills. A hundred thousand quid of the public’s money to try and prove that a well-known terrorist really is a terrorist. It would be laughable if it wasn’t so serious.’

‘You never have any doubts?’

Rennie shook his head slowly. ‘Never. Why should I? The people who give me my assignments are responsible for the security of the country. If they say that’s what is needed, I do it. To the very best of my ability.’

‘You’d carry out any order they gave you?’

‘Of course.’

‘Say they’re wrong sometime and some innocent guy ends up floating in the canal face down?’

‘That’s not for me to decide. I can’t know everything they know.’

‘So even if you knew the guy was innocent you’d knock him off?’

‘If those were my orders, yes. They don’t go after innocent men. Why the hell should they?’

‘Maybe he’s innocent but they just don’t like him. Or maybe they’re mistaken.’

‘Too bad.’

‘D’you sleep at nights OK?’

‘Like a log.’

‘They must love you, Johnny.’

‘They respect me and I respect them. Loyalty counts for a lot. Chaps like you are always full of doubts. Never sort yourselves out. You should remember what Cromwell told his men.’

‘What was that?’

‘Know what you fight for, and love what you know.’

‘Sounds ghastly. When are you going back to London?’

‘Have you got a Canadian passport I can use?’

‘United States do?’

‘OK. In that case I’ll go tomorrow.’

‘D’you fancy a night out with a couple of pretty girls?’

‘No thanks.’

‘You still carrying a torch for Mary?’

‘No way.’ Rennie shook his head vigorously.

‘Let’s go eat at the Four Seasons.’

‘OK.’


Chapter 4

BORA GLEN village lies between what the locals call The Gowls and Big Torr, the two massive hills whose valley points towards the Forth estuary. The village streets have been cobbled since the 1600s and the architecture of even its humbler homes was decided by the local orange-tinted stone and the Dutch tiles that came over to the Fife harbours on boats from the Low Countries.

The Rennies’ house was at the northern end of the village where the road led to the awe-inspiring gorge formed by the rift in the Ochil Hills. It had always been known as the Little Manse although it had never housed a minister when James Rennie moved in with his new bride. The deep and misshapen scar on James Rennie’s left cheek was a permanent reminder of the last months of World War I. On his release from hospital the shortage of trained teachers had led to his appointment as headmaster of the village school. He was almost forty when he married the much younger girl who bore him their only child, a son. The school provided both primary and secondary education for nearly two hundred children from the villages that were scattered along the valley and the hills. Not even the rose-pink spectacles of nostalgia had ever persuaded an alumnus to admit to a moment’s pleasure in his time at the school. But their successes at the university in Edinburgh and in their future lives had made a reputation for the ex-captain headmaster. Four rugby caps for Scotland, a bishop, a raft of cabinet ministers; city money-men gladly sent cheques when the school appealed for funds; but they never went back.

John Hamish Rennie had been afraid of his father until he was eight years old. Physically and mentally afraid. The sight of his father’s tall, gaunt frame approaching could bring him near to fainting. He was aware that his father despised his spindly weak body and his ineptitude at both learning and games. He spoke only when spoken to but that was not unusual in those parts.

It all changed with the chickens. His father kept a dozen Rhode Island Reds in a shed in the back-garden and on a Friday evening in the summer before his ninth birthday he had been picking flowers for his mother when his father called him over. He was inside the chicken shed.

His father said, without turning to look at him, ‘Hold the door open, laddie, and give me some light.’

As he held the door his father stooped and grabbed a hen’s legs, its wings flapping as he tucked it under his arm. Two big hands twisted in opposite directions on the chicken’s neck and held it until the twitching body was still. His father turned and held out the dead hen. ‘Take it to your mother, boy. Tell her I’ll pluck it later.’ He held the boy’s arm and looked at his pale face as he shrank back. ‘Ye’re no’ frightened of a dead hen, are ye, lad?’

‘Yes, father.’

The man looked intently at the boy’s face and then said quietly. ‘Come straight back here when ye’ve handed over the bird.’

‘Yes, father.’

When the boy returned his father had another hen tucked under his arm. He pointed at its neck.

‘Take hold of its neck with both hands.’

And as the boy’s hands closed round the thin warm neck his father said, ‘Go on. Wring its neck. Twist like I did. Hard.’

The bird squawked and shrieked and struggled under the man’s arm. Then its neck went limp. As the boy stood there he looked up at his father’s face. His father was smiling and he said softly, ‘Well done, laddie. Take it to the kitchen then I want to see you in my study. Wash your hands first.’

His father had lit the old oil-lamp in his study and he sat in the big oak upright chair alongside the circular mahogany table. He beckoned the boy over and he stood in front of the man.

‘What do you think of ma face, laddie? Here.’ And he pointed at the massive scar.

‘I’m sorry about it, sir.’

‘You know how I got it?’

‘In the Great War, sir. A piece of a shell.’

‘Ugly isn’t it?’

The boy stood silent.

His father said softly, ‘I’m proud of that scar, laddie. Look at the wee box on the table.’

The boy reached out for the small leather box and his father said, ‘Go on. Open it.’

The boy looked at the mauve stripe on the white ribbon and the metal cross with a crown on each spur. He looked back at his father’s face.

‘Do you know what it is?’

‘It’s a medal, sir.’

‘It’s a Military Cross and that’s why I’m proud of my ugly face. The King himself gave it to me. At Buckingham Palace. Your mother was with me. D’you know why I’m showing it to you today?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Because when I asked you if you were scared of a dead hen you told me the truth. And because you wrung the chicken’s neck when I told you to. You were scared, weren’t you?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘But you’re not scared to do it again, are you?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Would you do it again if I told you to right now?’

The boy nodded. ‘I would, sir.’

The man pointed at the medal in its case. ‘Take it. It’s yours now. And don’t ever be scared again. Not of any thing nor any man. You understand?’

The boy nodded and his father reached out and handed him the medal and its case. As the boy turned to go the man said sharply, ‘Boy.’ And the boy turned. His father was smiling with the only side of his face that was capable of responding. He said softly, ‘I’m proud of you, boy. Not that you killed the chicken but that you killed your own fear.’ Johnny Rennie gathered up just enough credits to get a university place. He took his Law finals twice and just passed on the second attempt. He got a half-blue for boxing and had a trial for the Scottish fifteen. He had two years with a firm of Edinburgh solicitors and was moderately successful but totally bored by what he saw as the fiddling detail of the law. It took too long to do so little and he felt it was on the side of the criminal rather than the victim. At the end of the two years he resigned from the practice and applied for a commission in the SAS.

But a commission in SAS has to be earned not applied for, and he reported at the depôt in Hereford as a private after three months’ basic infantry training with the Black Watch. His toughness and tenacity were noted during his training and he was accepted as a sergeant at the end of the course. He was commissioned at the end of two years. His indifference to pain and his unquestioning loyalty and respect for his superiors were noted but there were some who worried that his attitude and personality bordered on the psychopathic. But the SAS psychologists found him normal enough and that was the end of the doubts.

When an unofficial request came through from the Ministry of Defence for an officer with certain qualifications that were not put in writing he had been offered the transfer to the Foreign Office and SIS. He had been interviewed by a number of people – long, testing interviews – and then he was re-trained and inducted into the service. Again there were doubts by some of his new masters but his unquestioning loyalty and courage gradually persuaded most of them that their fears were unfounded. SIS was more used to men who argued and debated than men who unquestioningly did what they were asked to do; and doubts or not, John Rennie was respected and highly valued by his immediate superiors.


Chapter 5

THE WROUGHT-IRON gate squealed on its hinges as Rennie went up the short garden path to the porch of what had once been his home, a Victorian semi in one of the leafy but dusty Chiswick streets beyond the tube station.

He pressed the bell and then stood back as if he were some door-to-door salesman trained to stand back to avoid looking aggressive.

She was wearing a bright red sweater and a black skirt that he hadn’t seen before.

‘You’re early,’ she said.

‘On the dot actually, my dear. And how are you keeping?’

She ignored the question and stood aside so that he could enter the hallway. He stood there respectfully as she closed the front door and brushed past him, leading the way to the front living room.

He waited until she sat before sitting down himself. He wondered if it was accidental or something to do with Women’s Lib that she chose to sit in ‘his’ old chair.

‘How are the girls?’

‘They’re fine. They break up on Thursday. Their reports are on the table for you to see.’

‘How have they done?’

She shrugged. ‘Not bad. You may think otherwise.’

‘Have you heard from Cowley?’

He saw her mouth go thin and pursed before she spoke.

‘That’s hardly your business now, Johnny. We are divorced if you remember.’

She was conscious of his brown eyes on her face. Those brown eyes that had always seemed to know what was going on in her mind. Except for that one solitary episode.

‘You deserved better than him, my dear. He’s a rascal.’

The old-fashioned word stuck in her mind. Cowley was a shit. A charming shit. Rascals belonged in Thomas Hardy novels. But it was typical of her ex-husband’s vocabulary. She had wondered sometimes when it had happened if he wouldn’t challenge Cowley to a duel. Pistols at dawn on Chiswick Common.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Yes. I think I would. Very kind of you to offer.’

He sat reading the girls’ school reports until she came back with a tray. As she put it down beside him he noticed that there was just one cup and a plate of biscuits.

He looked up at her. ‘Elizabeth seems to be doing all right but young Mary seems to be resting on her laurels.’

‘She’s been a bit out of sorts recently. She’ll make it up before long.’

‘Out of sorts? What does that mean?’

She brushed a strand of blonde hair from her cheek as she looked at him. ‘She’s very fond of you. Johnny. They both are. But Mary’s taken it all a bit to heart. She’ll get over it. But it takes time.’

He stood up. And she knew that she had annoyed him. He didn’t say so but she knew that for him she was the cause of any disturbance or unhappiness.

‘I’d better be off,’ he said brusquely. ‘I’ll call for them on Saturday at ten if that’s agreeable to you. I’ll have a little talk with Mary then.’
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