

		

		[image: cover.jpg]

		


	



[image: image]



 

	

Contents


Prologue





  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  6


  7


  8


  9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


26


27


28


29


30


31


32


33


34


35


36


37


38


39


40


41


42


43


44


45





Epilogue




Copyright


	



Prologue


BETWEEN MIDNIGHT AND DAWN the First Minister of St. Eleanor, Warwick Constantine, died at his home in Anse Chastenet. He died alone.


The Housekeeper discovered him at seven in the morning when she had brought the First Minister his customary morning tea, only to find him, fully dressed but totally oblivious to the world, slumped across his desk, staring empty-minded out of the window. She had put the tea down, crossed herself, then telephoned the head of the special police protection unit who called Inspector Woodbine Parish of the Royal St. Eleanor Police.


It didn’t take the Inspector long before he had drawn up outside the Chastenet complex. It was pleasantly warm; the languor of a tropical day just beginning. The house lay on a small knoll overlooking Marigot Bay and surrounded by dense jungle. It could only be reached by means of a very dusty, ill kept road. The house itself – or perhaps it should be called a mansion – had been built by a Scot who had inherited the land from his father, an industrialist from Renfrew, who had once had ambitions for making it into the centre of a major sugar plantation. The mansion had been intended as the centre piece of the owner’s social status and success but after some initial jungle clearance the sugar project ran aground when the plummeting price of sugar would not justify the massive investment required. The business venture aborted, the jungle began to encroach again. Chastenet by 1961 had become the residence of the First Minister.


To Inspector Parish the procedure looked straightforward enough. Warwick Constantine, elected First Minister and Prime Minister designate of the soon to be independent Caribbean island of St. Eleanor, was dead. Parish was appointed simply to process the necessary clean paper work. He would need help. This was to be supplied in the shape of Dr. Ian Fortescue, the FM’s personal physician, an Englishman and already on hand to receive the Inspector. It was still early. Only a tiny handful of people as yet knew of the death. The doctor had already signed a medical certificate stating that the cause of death was cardiac arrest. This was true as far as it went. 


A strange desolation of death prevailed at Anse Chastenet when Woodbine Parish arrived, giving the impression of a place without location, a kind of empty limbo in which he felt insecure. Shortly, however, a black van arrived at nine and removed the body. Subtly the mood changed. Soon afterwards, a black limousine arrived and disgorged Mr Jake Oppenheimer, special assistant to the Governor. All aspects of the death were being carefully covered before any announcements were made. No relatives, no press had yet been informed. 


The Inspector questioned the housekeeper. Her answers established a simple chronology of events. The First Minister had returned late having dined out, retired shortly afterwards and not been seen again until this morning. His demeanour? Nothing unusual. He had looked thoughtful and was quiet, impossible to know what he was thinking. If there had been telephone calls in or out, they must have been on his private line. Certainly the servant had not heard anything.


Inspector Parish closed the door on the kitchen and was about to inform his office that his work there was concluded when he heard the clink of glasses behind him. Jake Oppenheimer was pouring two glasses from the First Minister’s rum. He handed Woodbine one.


“What shall we tell the press?” Woodbine asked, more by way of conversation than concern.


“Just what the death certificate said. You saw it. Death by natural causes. Cardiac arrest.”


“And the post- mortem report?”


“What post-mortem report? There won’t be one. He has been taken to the mortuary where he will be prepared for a brief lying-in-state. The briefer the better.” Jake was smiling. It was not something Woodbine had seen before; and somehow he didn’t really believe in it.


“I see. And...?”


“After a short but decent interval there will be a new First Minister. Everything will go ahead as planned. St Eleanor will become independent on the existing schedule. None of this will become public knowledge. You understand the significance of this I hope, Inspector?”


“I’m not sure I do.”


“You have been placed in a delicate position. It could even put you at personal risk. Now you have privileged knowledge of the First Minister’s death; all of which you would be well advised to forget.” The Inspector was detecting a different Jake now, the real one, showing his teeth.


“I understand Sir.”


“Good. I thought you would, Woodbine. You’re a good man. We are not really heartless, you know. It’s just that we have to have the larger good at heart.”


With that, Inspector Woodbine Parish departed, making his way to the car, a certainty forming in his mind. A certainty, cool, hard and heavy that the Constantine affair had the makings of a political time bomb. He was better out of it.
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NORMALLY I WOULD BE one of the last to accuse colleagues of harbouring hidden motives but I must admit when I entered the Commissioner’s office I had wondered what lay behind the invitation. I just had a feeling. Not of doom, exactly. Nor of anticipation. A prickling of the skin, perhaps. Anyway, it was Commissioner Deacon himself who started. I just listened.


“Ah, there you are Cordell. Delighted to see you. I’m sorry you were kept waiting,” he said, half rising as he waved me into a comfortable chair on the opposite side of his mahogany desk, itself ensconced in the corner of the turret room where he enjoyed a commanding view of the Thames. A coal fire blazed in the opposite corner of the room. It was a dank November day. I looked out of the window. There wasn’t a soul out there. No one. The sky was grey, the Thames was grey and even the tugs sliding down on the tide were grey. I watched, still fascinated by the falling dusk. As a New Zealander the light of the temperate zone still mesmerized me. People talk of the Mediterranean and the tropical light but it is the North which is enchanting: here where day gives way to twilight and you can watch the slow withdrawal of light.


“At my age nothing should surprise me, Cordell,” Deacon said, “but I was surprised to hear from the lips of the Minister himself that you were such a great success in West Africa. Remember?”


“It rings a bell.”


“Well, yes you did well in trying circumstances.”


“I don’t know about that Sir, but...”


“Oh yes but I do know about that. Sir Peter himself has put me in the picture in his very cogent way.” He stared at me with those cold, blue eyes of his, eyes which he used as a surgeon might use his lancet. They reminded you, if nothing else would, that they belonged to the man hand-picked to command the Metropolitan Police, the world’s most renowned law enforcement agency.


“The Society of Leopards?” I asked. “I won’t deny it was a tricky business! Oh yes, certainly,” my eyes fixed on the cigarette smouldering in the glass ashtray on the Commissioner’s desk. “You’ll find them all over West Africa, I’m afraid.” This was true when I said it but today so much has changed I sometimes have to pinch myself to recall that I didn’t dream it all up. “But we got there in the end, got the lot of them in fact.”


“Indeed you did.” The Commissioner leaned forwards, hands clasped, staring at me as if engrossed, and letting a short pause develop. “You did an excellent job.”


Well, in theory I suppose.


I sat back and looked at him squarely, unpleasant recollections invading my memory. “I did what I was paid to do.” I judged it best to fall into a subservient role. The Force was more strictly hierarchical in the sixties. Commissioner Deacon was an authoritarian martinet – which again was not considered dysfunctional at that time – so I thought I would keep in my place.


He averted his gaze a moment, smiling slightly. Always well groomed, careful about his health and meticulous about his personal cleanliness Deacon was not always an easy man to make out and you had to take care when dealing with him. I didn’t particularly like the man but I couldn’t have told you why. He had two grown up daughters who were a constant source of worry to him. Maybe it was those anxieties which made him crotchety. Sometimes he could turn on you like a once-reliable old dog that didn’t now care to be disturbed in its habits. His views were decidedly conventional and old fashioned although occasionally he evinced a surprising crankiness; he was, for example, a keen advocate of decimal coinage. He had a pedantic manner which I found irksome but there again it did at least ensure a degree of precision in the running of our operations. He also spoke with a rather cold formality which I could never get used to, something like an actor playing the part.


“How are you liking it, running a desk at Scotland Yard?”


“Well enough, Sir.” It was true. Up to a point anyway.


“Good. That shows a willingness to adapt. You mustn’t stagnate, you know. But I think you are capable of being a little more audacious. In the tropics you sorted out a problem which would have bogged down many a policeman.” he said. “I’m not saying that you’re smarter than the others but I’ve seen all sorts of detectives at work and I know what I’m talking about. You’ve gained a very valuable commodity there and it all comes down to one word: experience.” He stopped a moment and surveyed the top of his desk with its red leather inlay, white note pad and immaculate blotter.


“To revert to the Minister,” he continued “the man with whom we must be most concerned. He’s had a long discussion with Colonial Office mandarins. It seems they’ve had a request for assistance from St Eleanor,” he said raising his palms in a gesture of openness. “I daresay you have followed the independence discussions in the news?”


Not sure where this was leading and never having been able to state my views to superiors without thinking them through I made a non-committal sound of measured agreement.


“So I will not make a long story of it,” he breezed on, “save to say that the First Minister has died suddenly in rather singular circumstances. The gentleman concerned is Warwick Constantine, a former publicist and economist. A good man – or so I’m told. His work was highly rated and he had discreet relationships with our government. As everything is related to everything else even I am not sure where this trail began but in any case the St Eleanor government has asked London if we could second them an investigating Officer. It won’t be easy. Whoever takes it on,” he said, meaning me, I suspected, “will find the traces have all been kicked over.”


There was a lot to assimilate here. Thinking about it, even as the Commissioner talked, alerted me to the possibility that this may not be such an attractive posting. I dimly recognised the name Warwick Constantine but couldn’t quite put my finger on him. Moreover I now had sufficient police experience to understand that whatever had gone wrong with the case in St Eleanor couldn’t alter the fact that the case was getting older; and everyone in CID knew that older meant colder; and that colder meant harder. No, maybe I shouldn’t rush to be positive about this.


Deacon explained that the local police were evidently out of their depth. Some blamed the failure entirely upon the inefficiency of the local constabulary. They were lacking in the detailed experience needed in murder investigations (Deacon was inclined to this view, considering himself to have a wealth of such experience). 


“Now, Bruce, the problem is a tricky one.” I guessed that his sudden use of my first name was intended to make me feel in his confidence. It didn’t. “I want you to take this on!” Deacon was nodding his head vigorously, rocking his chair as he did so. His eyes spoke too now, entreating, pleading even. “In my judgement you have exactly the qualities for the job.”


I hesitated, not sure what I was getting into. It didn’t sound like a straightforward promotion. “You’re not serious, Sir?” I said.


“Don’t play games with me, Inspector, I am perfectly serious.” Deacon continued in a still affable voice. “It’s a sensitive investigation. And not only that but an urgent one. I want you to clear your desk immediately and start work as soon as you can. Everything else is to be considered non-essential.”


“Yes, Sir.” I decided not to argue. I had seen the Commissioner in action and knew he hated to be crossed. Perhaps more significantly, I had even once observed him looking at himself in the mirror, striking one attitude after another and assessing the effect, nearly always, immensely superior. Perhaps he should even have been an actor. Besides the Commissioner was reputed to have an intimate familiarity with the confidential meeting rooms of Whitehall. There was no point in being uppity.


Suddenly a smile lit up his face. “It’ll only be for a few weeks. Six weeks at most. With any luck you’ll even have some free time to enjoy the place.”


“You mentioned our own Government, Sir. Where do they come in, exactly? I thought the idea was to leave as much as possible to the locals until independence?”


“I haven’t been given any solid information” Deacon answered. “But I understand this fellow Constantine was thought a safe pair of hands to steer the island to independence. Now there’s uncertainty and what with Castro taking over in Cuba the Americans aren’t too happy. So there is some concern across the road in Whitehall. You know what they’re like. They are supposed to be so discreet but, it seems to me, they run around like a lot of headless chickens whenever anything unexpected turns up. That’s it really! They don’t like the unexpected and there was no reason to feel Constantine may have been under threat. Now that it’s happened they would like to know something about the origin and nature of what went on in St Eleanor that night. Just in case there is more to it than meets the eye. Probably nothing special. But either way it’s an unexpected death which needs examining. In a discreet sort of way. The local police have turned up nothing. That’s why they are happy to give us a try.”


“Can you give me a few more details, Sir?”


“I can indeed. It happened without warning as such events always do. The First Minister was found dead at his home on 27 October 1961. Detective Inspector Woodbine Parish made an exhaustive study of the incident, concluding that it was a tragic accident, occasioned by an overdose of barbiturates. This may well be the case but considering the significance of the case everyone would be happier with an assessment from Scotland Yard. You’ll be given the full report, of course.”


For a moment the Commissioner glowered at me with an expression which was presumably meant to instil respect. To me it looked a little pompous but I thought I’d better play along. “You want me to do this, Sir? Well then, of course I’d be honoured to carry out your instructions.” He smiled benignly but I couldn’t help feeling I’d replied exactly as he wanted.


“Will you be sending anyone along with me?”


“No” he admitted his eyes bleak and remote. “You’ll be on your own but of course you’ll co-ordinate with the local Royal St. Eleanor Police. In this case, Superintendent Frank Worrell. If it becomes political no doubt the Governor, Godfrey Faed, will have something to say. But no one else from the Yard is to be involved. They have a new First Minister, Bob Jamieson of the United Workers Party but I don’t expect you to be involved at that level.”


His expression planted a query in my head. Was there more to this than he had indicated in his edited version of events? “And yourself Sir?” I asked.


“I’ll be incommunicado. I have no remit there. And one thing, Cordell: this is a potentially touchy subject. Do make every effort to be diplomatic. Leave no stone unturned but don’t ruffle feathers unnecessarily.”
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON I was in my office gazing out of the window wondering how I was going to give my wife the mixed tidings, i.e. I had been given a plum posting to the Caribbean but she was staying home. It’s a strange thing but I can still remember everything so clearly. A few figures scurried along the Embankment but mostly I was just looking at the line of parked official cars. My tea cup, on the desk, was still half full but long cold. It was an ordinary moment in an extraordinary day. I was just considering how I would pitch my news when I heard someone slip into my office. I turned around.


“Ah Ken. What are you up to?”


“What are you up to more to the point?” It was Ken Briscoe, the office wag and long-time friend, the old timer who had befriended me when the rank and file could give an outsider a hard time. Leaning against the jamb of the doorway, Briscoe eyed me curiously. In his late forties he had been something of an unofficial mentor to me when I first joined the Met. Briscoe was someone I had always been able to count on so I took our friendship seriously. Not that that wasn’t uncontroversial. Briscoe was not especially popular with all of his colleagues. He was often running down the Force and casting aspersions on its administration, darkly hinting that they hindered the fight against crime. He would, however, speak up for Britain’s growing coloured population, a point of view far from being that of the majority. Yet Ken knew everything a copper should know and more. It was Ken who was a dab hand at setting up his grasses; and it was Ken who had a sixth sense when a petty thief would have links to the Mr Big of London’s sinister East End.


Right now he was looking at me intently with steely blue eyes, a raincoat hung nonchalantly over the crook of his arm. “Hear you’re off to the Caribbean,” he said. “Great news.” But he didn’t sound as if he meant it.


“How the hell did you know about that?” An unwritten protocol required that I should look astonished so I duly obliged.


“Just by keeping my ears open. Something you should do. Fancy a pint? Tell me about it?” As Briscoe spoke the office lights seemed to burn more brightly as the dark of a November’s evening descended. I could hear shouted farewells and clocked that the typewriters had fallen silent.


“There’s not much to tell.” For once I was almost at a loss for words but he gave me a plaintiff look and I could hardly deny him.


“You look a bit rough ‘round the edges if you don’t mind me saying,” Ken said. “Difficult meeting eh? I daresay a pint would do you the world of good.” Ken was a policeman of the old school who would never get used to paperwork. He was always more at home asking questions, out and about. We were not obvious friends: the contrast was partly one of age but also of background. Heavy and slow, he was not an educated man but retained a native shrewdness honed by years of diligent investigation into London’s underworld. In short he was unusual in possessing, unlike all too many of his colleagues, an invaluable commodity: the capacity to think. I enjoyed my banter with him. Besides I felt like wetting the whistle.


In a few minutes we were out in the bleak winter air sniffing in the cocktail of industrial pollution that was central London’s air in those days, battling alongside the homewards bound office workers, and working our way towards Whitehall from Scotland Yard’s embankment home. A winter fog was laying itself across the city shrouding buildings, traffic and individuals. We turned into Whitehall from the embankment, the condensation creating a beadwork of drops on my coat. Cars, red buses and honking taxis inched their way down from Nelson’s column.


Ken became jaunty and talkative, his complexion the usual ruddy colour, as we made the short walk to the pub. He had grown a little flabby, probably the result of too much office work and a consequent lack of exercise but he still walked with the rolling gait of the ex-mariner which he was. The air felt muffled under the gathering fog and I felt relieved when we turned into the warm fug of a tolerable public house. We looked round the gloomy interior where there was a scattering of early evening customers, both standing and sitting, drinking beer. Ken got the drinks in and in no time he’d cut to the meat of what was on his mind.


“Well fancy you getting a plum job like St. Eleanor. You’ll be the envy of many a Yard man!” Briscoe’s eyes seemed to drift to a far off place as if he were contemplating a holiday on a sun soaked beach somewhere. “Care to tell me about it.”


“I daresay,” I smiled. “Well, in to every life a little sun must shine or so they say. A trip to the Caribbean should do me very nicely, thank you. I guess it was just my turn.”


“Maybe but maybe not. It won’t be all plain sailing you know. You know very well it’s the first days after a murder which are the most important. This one has long gone cold.” I expected a measure of scepticism from Ken: it was his style. He applied to the world a mixture of cynicism, Christian morality, fierce loyalty and common sense; and would have benefitted my career enormously if that had been in his gift.


“Murder? Who said anything about murder? Besides, the local investigations have got all the essential information. It’s not so cold,” I said.


“I hope not for your sake. Murders are rarely easy and they say this one might be political. You might find yourself walking on egg shells. Have you thought of that one?”


“No. Why’s that?”


“A poisoned chalice, I’d say.” With that Ken sipped at his pint, allowing the thought to settle.


“How so?”


“Look below the surface and I’d say you’re more likely to get trouble than plaudits. Are there any suspects?”


“It’s far from that stage. Looks like an over-dose, pure and simple. Besides, I’ve been asked to start afresh.”


“That doesn’t mean anything. You may find there are suspects aplenty when you get there. Have you been polishing up your charm skills?”


“Well, now you mention it I can’t say I have. But oh yea of little faith! I’m not without diplomatic skills.”


Ken smiled. “It might be more than a polite word or two. Accusations may have to be made and there could be more at stake than simply finding the culprit.” I stared at my beer a moment. I wondered what Ken was hinting at. Ken affected not to care about Met politics but his detailed knowledge of inter-office politics stretching back over many years implied otherwise. “And another thing,” he said. “Are you sure you’re not being set up. You know the Commissioner doesn’t really care for you.”


I let out a jovial laugh. “Give over! We have a good working relationship.” I glossed over my own doubts with some brazen good cheer but I must admit he’d spiked my curiosity. Ken was fixing me with his beady eye. Every few moments the door opened and a few customers arrived; others left. 


“You don’t really believe that do you? You know he’s never really forgiven you for North Star Investments  and the way Greencroft got you off the hook.” Ken helped himself to another swig full of beer


“Oh for Christ’s sake, Ken! North Star Investments?” I exploded suddenly angry. “That’s all done and dusted...” That fiasco was not something I wanted to go into.


Assistant Commissioner Goss had rebuked me ferociously last year. I’d made a silly mistake in ensnaring a group of ‘businessmen’ bent on a corruption scam involving senior staff of North Star Investments, who had a majority share in a pharmaceutical company which were billing the NHS well over the top for a new tranquiliser. Although I had some knowledge of white collar crime this was much more than fixing the books and had involved setting up a whole front organisation based in Portugal, Tarragano, who were allegedly producing a key ingredient. This proved to be a skimpy organisation turning out very little but absorbing hundreds of thousands of pounds a year. It should have been an open and shut case but the North Star Investment directors had been careful to set everything up carefully to meet legal requirements and put a lot of distance between themselves and those with “dirt” on their hands.


It turned out that when I moved to arrest the suspects I’d entered a tangled web in which ‘evidence’ I’d thought was cast iron was not admissible in court. A case, months in the preparation, had gone awry and it was my fault. Hands up. I’m not denying it. I’d been green then and I had a lot of amends to make. I could have lost my job and Goss had hinted that maybe I should look for a job more suited to my talents when Detective Superintendent Greencroft had put in a good word for me. Greencroft was highly regarded in the Force and was known to possess good judgement. It probably saved me. Argued that the blame should have been shared. So I wasn’t sacked, just shunted on to the sidings.


Since then I’d carried out a number of assignments, done a lot of in-house training and best of all, built up a steadier detective record but I still needed a big success to put the past behind me. This had probably put Peter Goss in a difficult position when I’d been recommended for the St Eleanor investigation; but he’d evidently backed me. Now Ken Briscoe was putting a fly in the ointment. I thought he was wrong but you never could tell. If Deacon were hostile, he had masked it well. But there again, you don’t get to the top of the pole without knowing how to dissemble.


“Well, don’t say you weren’t warned. If you make a mistake here they’ll bring all that up again, you know. Sure you’re not being set up?”


“Naw. Sure.” I said smiling and projecting a self-confidence I did not feel. The truth was I could do with a change and hadn’t expected to be offered one as appealing as this. I’m sure he didn’t believe me but I was telling the truth, convinced the job would be a good career move and one spiced with a bit of Caribbean heat.


“Mark my words. It all looks great today but it will count heavily against you with the Met bigwigs if you screw up again.”


“A lot of people would be damaged if I screw up.”


“Worse than damaged, in your case.”


“I’ll take the risk.”


“Well, you know what I mean. It’s a trick of management. There are so many bosses they can diffuse the blame but the guy at the bottom has no let out clause. Forget the tropical island stuff. This’ll be no holiday. It seems to me that the Boss has handed on a lot of shit to you. The local police can’t handle it so what makes him think you can. So, he is taking you for a fool. You take it on...and if you’re not careful you’ll find yourself up the proverbial creek without a paddle.”


“I think you’re being overly cynical, Ken,” I said. I would have been angry at Ken’s suggestion but I knew he was a good copper, a good egg. In time most policemen finally grow inured, disgusted and thoroughly discouraged until they are downright cynical, emotionally shielded. But somehow old Ken Briscoe had managed to preserve a heart.


“Well it may work out better than I feared but don’t you forget Bruce whatever happens you’re not on your own. If you want a quiet word you can always give me a bell, if it comes to it. I can maybe do a little digging this end if you need it.” At this Ken tapped his nose solemnly to indicate that all exchanges between us would remain confidential. I’ll say this for him. He had balls. Some said he was just a plodder, lacking in imagination but they were wrong. Ken had insight. 
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IT IS A SAD confession but I have to admit I’ve taken some seriously wrong turnings in life. It had all began so innocently and with such high hopes. Everybody had said I couldn’t do it, shouldn’t do it and wouldn’t do it. The idea of leaving New Zealand and exchanging life there for that of a poorly paid police officer in London was probably an odd one but I do know where it originated. I was born in New Zealand – in Nelson, South Island to be exact – but I never tired of sailing off our coast where the seeds of a lust to see the world were sown. So when War came I volunteered easily enough and was just in time to see the tail end of the Burmese campaign, serving under General Slim’s luminous command. Not many people talk of those times. The only significant film made of it was about a Japanese camp for British prisoners yet it was the site of Japan’s biggest land defeat in the Second World War, courtesy of the British Empire. There was no US involvement so, of course, no films. But there’s another reason why not many people know about it, Britain’s so-called ‘Forgotten War.’ Even the veterans don’t like to talk about it, not the details. 


Me? I had been demobilised in October 1946 at the age of twenty one with the rank of Lieutenant and a cheaply made tin medal which was so coarse I was almost embarrassed to wear it, HMG’s reward for a wasted youth in a devastated land. With the end of the War I moved to England, under the false impression that this would soon become a booming economy brimming with opportunities for a man of my talents ready to try his hand at anything. I had not reckoned that I had also become a bundle of raw emotions, many of which I struggled to understand.


I was not idle in any way; just not too successful. First, I put myself to car mechanic work, finding a job at Buists in Cricklewood, north London. It didn’t pay well but offered some satisfaction for a while, but not enough for me to justify to my parents my sustained stay in Europe. Then, I tried my hand at selling motor-cars but found the constant pressure of selling not to my taste. After that I put myself to copy-writing for an advertising company but though this was better, found the inane creative requirements of advertising too demanding on my patience and finally my temperament. So I’d signed up for the Met police in search of a more action focussed career.


Not long afterwards I had met Katie who was intelligent and good looking in an open confident sort of way. I had seen more and more of her, pursuing her whenever I could but somehow, though the longing had been there from the first, not recognising that I was in love with her. Then when I overcame my self-deception and realised that I had loved her from the first, it was a joy to find my feelings reciprocated. I adored her open enthusiastic nature, her Northumbrian country accent, the unpredictable swerves in her interests and her shining almond eyes which made me feel enclosed in her love whenever she looked at me. God, how much I had loved her that first summer and in time we had married. I had never felt like that before or since. Two children had come along and all seemed set fare but ten years later had found us at breaking point. After the early joy, work had wrought some strange and subtle changes. Katie had found that marriage had opened the door out of work and innumerable friendships into a species of solitude. But she was my lodestone, exerting a tremendous power over my emotions and my conscience. I could not lie to her.


That’s why I wasn’t overjoyed to be giving her the news I was off to the West Indies without her on a special assignment. It did make me feel guilty. Katie wasn’t the manipulative sort, at least not especially. Of course she could be manipulative but it wasn’t her default pattern of behaviour. She was more likely to blow her top which I found extremely unpleasant. But she’d have to be told. She’d think I was off on a joy ride. Couldn’t really blame her but she’d have to be told.


Mind you, I’m not saying I wasn’t pleased. I had been getting pretty fed up with things. Here was I, thirty six years old, still in pretty good shape but restricted to the banality of investigating and grappling with low-lifes. To add to it, the weather was damp and the talk of the ordinary Londoner parochial. Since I’d been working at Scotland Yard, I’d fallen into a regular routine but that Friday night I was an hour later than usual in getting home because of Ken Briscoe’s intervention. Our house was a large Victorian one with its own name, Lynwood, on the borders of Wimbledon, part of the vast aggregate of London with its insatiable appetite for provisions and suburbs. It was a handsome stone-built house with an arched porch and a glass inner door decorated by engraved birds of song. We loved its feeling of home and hearth. To tell the truth I was struggling to keep up the heavy monthly payments on it. But it wasn’t only that. I felt as if the days here were running out. Life at Scotland Yard had been far from what I’d expected. What kept me going were my family: my wife, two children and the need to earn. These were my salvation but right now even these were looking pretty thin. They had not yet become a deep habit of my life. More surprisingly perhaps, commuting back and forth had given me something, a yearning perhaps. Here in London you still felt the great strength of this immense city struggling through countless misfortunes. It was just that I felt powerless to do anything and needed again the call of action.


Yet it was the first proper home I had enjoyed since leaving my parents, most of it Katie’s work. It was a real home, a serene place I could feel safe in without much trace of any of those inner demons from the past. Here I felt I could hold my past securely inside my head. Lynwood was furnished with a miscellany of things which had mainly belonged to Katie’s family. They were heavy handsome bits of furniture but often scuffed and marked. The heavy Victorian oak wardrobe was worth something but the walnut table had ring marks, the Parker Knoll chairs needed re-upholstering and the kitchen dresser’s doors kept popping open unaccountably if you didn’t continually wedge them with pieces of paper.


I had always meant to take the furnishings more in hand and upgrade the house but aside from the money issues I’d been putting things off not because I was a prevaricator by nature but because my life had always seemed so transitory, so temporary and unsettled unlike those of normal people. I don’t think Katie understood this but then I didn’t really either.


That evening I had arrived home to find Katie and the two children sitting around the kitchen table, laughing, talking and eating. Laura, as cute as only a small child can be, led the demands for attention as she had done ever since she had displaced Andrew as the darling of the family, a position he had occupied until Laura had come along. But Andrew’s boisterousness could never be ignored for long while Laura’s delicate forget-me-not dress only emphasised her vulnerability. It was amazing how quickly they had grown into little people. If anybody had said to me only a few years earlier that I would become besotted by small children I would have said they were daft. But there it was. Andrew and Laura both had developed a charm and will of their own which was irresistible.


It was a familiar family scene: tea was spilled on the table and there were crumbs everywhere. Katie got up and came towards me, smiling. She was wearing a smart royal blue suit. Though she’d had it a while the suit had lost none of its original freshness and still preserved the brightness of its original colour. She put her arms around me and kissed me lightly on the cheek. It seemed as if she knew instinctively that something was wrong. Was there a reluctance to my embrace?


“Are you all right?” she asked puckering her brow.


“Yes. Of course. I’m fine.” But the forced smile could not disguise the slight irritation in my voice.


We wandered into the living room. It was spacious but cold in winter. The walls were painted a pale green, a colour which had looked so relaxing on the paint chart, but in winter added its own layer of chill. A large Victorian fire place, complete with a polished brass fender and blue tiles decorated in the Dutch manner, dominated the room. Usually I found its look of permanence re-assuring but not today. I struggled to light it. Scrunched up pieces of paper, charred sticks of wood and numerous expended matches lay in the grate, reproofs to my ineptitude. An acrid smell rose from the fire place. At last when I was close to giving up, the fire ignited but joy was short lived as billows of smoke blew back from the grate into the living room because the chimney was still too cold to receive the flames. Finally the coal crackled and blazed; the air cleared and with it the mood of the room lifted. I loved living here. 


WE ATE OUR SUPPER EARLY. After all it was Guy Fawkes’ night and the children could hardly contain their enthusiasm. But we savoured our lamb chops and some simple plain vegetables. On the radio they were already talking about Christmas, about how much people would spend this year and what tricks the stores would get up to, to get us to spend more. One of the speakers was worried that the true meaning of Christmas had been lost.


Later, Katie washed and I dried.


“You know I always talked half-jokingly of getting away to a desert island,” I laughed. Of course I’d been rehearsing what I was going to say but it didn’t make it any easier. Now there was nothing for it. So I told her. Bim-bam-crunch. At first she was delighted for me, thinking that my efforts and steady application were now being repaid after the highs of Cyprus and Ghana and the disaster of the North Star Investments affair.


“Could I not join you?” she asked seizing on the moment. “You know I would love to see the world. And – oh, I know I would love this – I could watch things and help you in your work.”


I frowned. “You know that’s impossible,” I said at last. And she knew it too. It was utterly impractical from every point of view. Then I saw her jaw drop. She saw only problems in having to cope with two small children on her own and no support whatsoever, neither practical nor emotional from her husband.


“You should have given him a good talking-to. God, you can be irritating sometimes. Does he realise you have a wife?” She wasn’t cross, more flabbergasted, really.


“I’m sorry if I mishandled things but it’s only for four weeks or so, darling.”


“A bit more than that I’d say…Oh, I suppose it doesn’t matter that much,” Katie said in a conciliatory voice but failing to contradict me. “It’s just what am I supposed to do? These aren’t easy circumstances, you know. Looking after the children single handed causes me a lot of problems. You never think of anything. You only think of yourself.” She was glowering at me now, arms akimbo, ready to be belligerent.


“You’ll be alright,” I said as if that would re-assure her. I put my hand around her shoulder and said quietly: “I do love you, you know. In the end I’m doing all this for us.”


“You’re always too ready to do whatever he asks,” she said, ignoring my aside.


“The Boss is ok. He’s got his orders too,” I said relinquishing my arm. Truth to tell, it was hardly what I thought as Katie knew well. 


“You sound like a typical man when you adopt that sulky tone. You don’t usually give up so easily.”


“Eh, well…”


“Oh, it doesn’t matter.” She grunted but seemed to accept my point. “Bruce. You’re such an idiot. You play the Great Detective but you don’t read yourself well and me not at all. Of course you’re gagging to go. I know that. I don’t begrudge you your chance but I don’t think you’ve given me and the children any thought at all. It’s going to be huge pressure on me and you haven’t even tried to pin him down to a time limit!”


“Well, it all depends...”


“I know it depends but there have to be limits. I am going to have a hundred and one things to do. Did you ever think of that? It’s bad enough that you do so little anyway but now it’s going to be a nightmare for me and you just seem to take it all for granted.”


“No, I don’t really but the way I see it there are only two ways ahead. I tell the Boss that I can’t complete his assignment and wait for my career to hit the buffers or I go ahead, put my back into it and fulfil my commitments as best as I can. What else can I do?”


Katie looked at me sceptically for a moment then her face lit up and she walked over and embraced me. “Promise me that you’ll think of me and the family and try to get back as soon as possible” she said.


“I promise.”


She smiled; and when she smiled it was like her whole face was lit up by a flash of gold. “And try to remember that your bachelor days are long since over.”


“I’m trying.”


“You can say that again. I don’t know anyone as secretive as you are. I had just about decided that you aren’t hiding anything when you come up with this. But there isn’t anything else, is there?”


“No, I don’t think so…”


“Meaning…people may be hiding secrets from you?” She sighed and looked at me reproachfully.


“Too true. But it’s only Ken spooking me. I’ve no reason to think there are more secrets being kept from me.” Even as I said it, I was unsure. The journey from one brain to another is the most difficult we ever make. Most of the time we live in some sort of Cartesian prison; it can be hard enough to understand what dark fish are swimming around in the darkest pools of your own mind without expecting someone else to understand. That’s why Katie’s trust was so priceless. I smiled to reassure her. “Look…if it turns out to be longer than expected I’ll arrange for you to come out as well. Maybe turn it in to a holiday. We have some savings…”


“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”


“You’ll see.”


She shook her head slowly, her expression suggesting exasperation but I sensed there was a residual affection beneath the surface.


I stepped forwards and wrapped my arms around her waist. “So how was your day anyway? You know you look beautiful, as ever?” I kissed her on the back of the neck and she smiled. “Ken reckons there might be a spot of promotion in it for me if I do a good job.”


“He would say that wouldn’t he? He’s your friend,” said Katie as she plunged her hands into the soap suds and began violently scouring the grill pan.


“I’ve got to pull this off. Not least for my own sake. Ours that is.” I was almost pleading.


“Well, just see you get back in one piece,” she said, her voice softening “and maybe we can run to a caravan holiday on the south coast somewhere….Oh, you’ll never guess,” Katie said as she washed a brightly coloured ceramic. “I’ve got some news for you too. I’d nearly forgotten myself but I had the strangest encounter this morning.”


“Who was it this time? Nanette wittering on about some new project of hers or news from the Church? Or both?”


Katie smiled, put her hands on her hips. “There you go, jumping to conclusions. Not very good for a police detective, dear. If you were more attentive you would appreciate I was trying to give you some useful information.”


“Go on,” I said.


“Well, I left the house this morning to do some shopping. Nice and frosty it was. You know that feeling when everything is crisp and clear? Everything looked brighter and fresher, somehow more real. It was like a good omen when I almost bumped into the little man. Middle aged, fattish, dressed inconspicuously but well, I suppose. Nothing special about him. Except, poor man…he looked exhausted. Anyway, he apologised, saying he was just checking off house numbers, hadn’t been paying attention to where he was walking. And do you know what? He was looking for our house. I looked more closely at him and I saw him differently, His eyes were deeper, thoughtful. You know what I mean? Something to do with the eyes. Reminded me of the Mallam we once met…”


My blood ran cold at what she said, recalling the Mallams as they called their holy men on the Gold Coast. It brought another palindromic name back to mind: Renner. That is what chilled me. Renner had been like a dark cloud hanging over us. The rarely seen dark suited man from MI6 who had popped up unexpectedly in Accra and Nicosia, like a harbinger of doom: Nemesis.


Katie was saying, “– so I told him he could ring one evening this week.”


“But it wasn’t Renner was it?”


“Idiot!” Katie said. “You haven’t been listening to a word I was saying. Well, I’m not going to tell you if you’re not going to pay attention.”


“Sorry, love,” I said. “My mind wandered. It was you talking of Mallams. Sent my mind off to West Africa and Renner. Anyway what did he say, this man?”


“Well, it turned out he wanted to speak to you quite urgently but he wouldn’t say what it was about. I pressed him but then thought better of it and just gave him our telephone number. He was ever so grateful.”


“Urgently, you say?”


“That’s what he said. But he wouldn’t say what it was about. In fact he kept looking around. Very fidgety, as if he thought he was being followed. I thought you might know what it was about.”


“Me? No. Haven’t a clue.” I must have sounded confused.


“He didn’t give his name. Can’t you even guess who he may be?


I rubbed my forehead and made a great effort of memory but nothing came. “No. He doesn’t sound like anyone I recall. Well, I’ll have to wait until he rings. It’ll probably turn out to be something incredibly mundane.”


“Would you like to bet on that?” Katie asked. “Come on, let’s get those fireworks off.”


And so saying she dried her hands with a sudden flourish and flounced off into the hallway to dress the kids for the frosty night. I wasn’t entirely pleased by her attitude. I was a police inspector but my wife’s sarcasm reduced me straightaway to the status of a child. Come to think of it, in nearly all of our verbal interactions there’s almost always been an element of put-down. What, I wondered, gave her the right to talk down to me as if I were a boy? Walking into the passageway I found that even Mandu, the children’s black and white cat, was irritable and out of sorts, jumping quickly out of my hands when I tried to pick her up.


Still, the thing to do was to redeem myself by putting on my best Daddy act for fireworks night. The temperature was dipping when we ambled out across the frosty grass into the back garden. The rush of cold on my cheeks was invigorating. Winter had arrived and no mistake. Gone now were the scent and colours of our little garden plot which I loved so much. The scent especially was something I missed over the merely picturesque. Still, the gloom was brisk and alluring. The children were excited, a veritable handful alright, but they seemed to have got the message that they had to take great care with fireworks and that these things were best left to Daddy. So their mother’s exhortations had given me a free hand. It was one of the rites of fatherhood I enjoyed performing like pushing them on a swing, deliberately losing to them at cards, shouting Snap!; or even, more recently, plunging into the open pool with them.


We passed the greenhouse and the potting shed and then stepped beyond the hydrangea bushes towards the thick hawthorn hedge which separated our house from a neighbour’s. Stepping past an upturned watering can and armed with a torch and a box of Swan Vestas I set out the rockets in their jam jars and admonished the family to stand back as I lit the blue paper. The touch paper flared into life and then suddenly with a whoosh the rockets went up, soaring into the night sky before exploding into a myriad of bright stars. Green, red, golden, they were captivating and I was relieved the damned things had worked out well. I stole a moment to look at the entranced faces of the children, eyes open with wonder, and briefly illuminated by the efflorescence of the rockets. God knows where they were at that moment. They seemed to be living in a dream world of magic and fairies. It made it all worthwhile. 


I lit the sparklers, Katie and the children taking them with a look of reverence, holding the little metal rods with marvel as they spat sparks of light all around them. The air was full of explosions from neighbouring gardens as other parties’ rockets shot out into the night sky, exploding into fountains of colour. I started lighting the volcanoes now which I had lined up near the hedge and stood back to watch with relief as they burst into flowing, effulgent cascades of colour. Others spewed out torrential showers of golden sparks. For the first time I saw the children from a neighbouring garden look in at our display, their faces mesmerised by the spectacle.


Katie squeezed my hand. She was smiling warmly at me. “Isn’t this wonderful, Bruce? They are all so happy. We are such lucky, lucky people.”
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THE NEXT MORNING I was in the bedroom listening to the Home Service, watching millions of motes dancing in the sunlight, when I heard the doorbell go. A bit of a surprise but at this time of the morning it probably heralded a parcel delivery. I waited, quite still. You see, you could keep a check on things here. The bedroom opens on to the landing. Half way along, the staircase leads directly down to the hallway where the front door is located. It can be quite convenient knowing when someone is there. This time it wasn’t so handy because in a few moments I heard a heated exchange in progress. Normally, I wouldn’t be able to make out the words but normally people wouldn’t be yelling so much. Clearly, Katie was not happy about something.


My reverie broken, I skipped downstairs to see if it was anything I could be of assistance with. Sunlight slanted across the hallway, dividing the smooth wooden opening into two halves, one bright, the other shaded. Sure enough, the front door was open where Katie, chestnut hair tumbling over her shoulders, was remonstrating with the postman. Between them stood what looked like a child’s push bike.


“You’ll never believe this,” Katie said, half turning to face me. “Someone has sent us a wheelchair.”


The postie, a lean dark uniformed figure, was brandishing his paperwork. “There’s no mistake,” he said, pointing to the address which clearly showed our home and above it, my own name in block capitals: MR BRUCE CORDELL. Well, that settled it. We had no choice but to accept the article and the postman, job completed, went on his way. My eyes followed. It was not an encouraging vista. A lot of rain was pouring in a peculiarly persistent way. Opposite, a van was being unloaded and a dog was snuffling about. I returned to the issue at hand. An unwanted gift. Now I had a chance to examine it a little more closely I could tell that what I’d thought was a push bike was obviously a folded wheelchair. I stretched the dark blue cloth wide so that it folded out into a neat looking chair complete with two foot rests which I had mistaken for pedals. There was also a brake which could be controlled from the rear. But the wheels were large, obviously designed to be self propelling, an observation reinforced by its manufacturers’ insignia, HAMILTON SELF PROPELLING WHEELCHAIRS.


“Well, of all the ridiculous things...” I said, totally flummoxed by this unexpected turn of events.


“If we don’t hear from someone in the week,” Katie said, “then we’ll have to find a good home for it. I know what. Perhaps the hospital could do with one.”


“I daresay,” I said, raising my eyebrows. “Very level-headed of you. I imagine they’ll always appreciate a useful donation.”


So saying, I folded the wheels back up and reluctantly propped it up in the hallway while Katie returned to some Saturday morning chores in the kitchen. I pulled on a jumper and after a visit to the downstairs loo, picked up my copy of The Times and dropped into the lounge to catch up on the world’s events. But my mind was in turmoil. An accident? A mistake of some sort? That’s what Katie had readily assumed but my experience of the criminal underworld had taught me much about signs and signals. Gradually the horror of it wrapped itself around me. My insides lurched. Why? What had I possibly done to induce somebody to send me such a gruesome message. Mentally, I did a checklist of possible enemies from the past but though it had been a pretty chequered one I still couldn’t imagine there was someone harbouring such a bitter grudge against me. From the present, then? Much more likely. A warning. Some sort of caution about how I should handle the Caribbean assignment. I considered I should preserve the evidence. But it had just gone and I would look very silly chasing after the post van for a delivery note I did not want. I thought darkly: let this not happen to me. But what exactly had happened?


I searched my mind for any significant ambient features. Was there anything else which could widen the meaning of this strange epistle? The date, perhaps? The sixth of November. Hard to see anything in that. A letter out of the blue with some oblique allusion perhaps? A surprise visitor? A new friend? Wait… what about the mysterious man who was trying to find our house the other morning but who never accepted Katie’s invitation to phone. Could he be significant? But every time I tried to construct some sort of coherent message out of it all, I had to give up again. All I was left with was this slightly sombre feeling that I had been warned.


A doleful beginning but perhaps it could not be otherwise.


But it was only to be the first of two surprises that morning. I had gone into the kitchen, put on the kettle, taken down the tea-pot and begun the search for the tea caddy when the telephone rang.


“Hello,” I said. “Wimbledon 252.”


“Mr Cordell. Bruce Cordell?”


“Yes....who is...”


“I’m so glad to have reached you. I was looking for you yesterday but you weren’t in. Met your good lady and she kindly gave me the number.”


I half wanted to hang up on him but half of me was intrigued so I answered: “Yes. She told me but what’s this about? Are you responsible for the delivery?”


“What delivery?”


“Alright. Maybe not. Well, could you just tell me what you do want?”


“No snap answer to that I’m afraid but...could we meet perhaps? Then I could explain properly.”


“I’m afraid I’m tied up at the moment...”


“I know. Going to St. Eleanor. That’s what I wanted a word with you about. How about this afternoon. I have a proposition to make. Say, three o’clock at my place.”


“And where’s that?”


“Thirty four Belgrave Square.”


The address did it. Perhaps I have latent snobbish sympathies – though I don’t think so – but I couldn’t resist an invitation to one of the capital’s most exclusive residential areas. I was impressed and greatly intrigued. “Alright. Three o’clock it is but what’s your name?”


But I’d been slow off the mark. The line had gone dead.


IT WAS NEARLY THREE when I made my way up from the South Kensington Underground station, swivelled behind Harrods into a quieter backwater and then into the immensity of Belgrave Square, perhaps London’s grandest and certainly the capital’s most valuable piece of property. By the time I found myself making my way to number 34, sandwiched between various assorted embassies and institutes, I had completely forgotten about the incident of the mis-delivered wheelchair which had passed much as an ephemeral breeze fades from memory, leaving no trace.


I rang the bell and in moments the doorway was filled by a portly figure dressed in a dark jacket and pinstriped trousers. Well oiled, dark and greying hair was swept back from a broad brow. A stout middle aged man, he looked me up and down before smiling affably. His darting blue eyes betokened a deep lain wariness. Somehow the man oozed money but I couldn’t have told you how.


“Onslow-Bell”, he said extending his right hand towards me.


Something about the man encouraged an equally brisk: “Cordell. Bruce Cordell.”


The shutter of my mind must have stayed fully open that day because I can still remember every detail of that scene. The hallway was floored in white marble. To the right a wrought iron stair case centred with a red carpet wound its way upwards. My host ushered me inside and I soon found myself sitting in a comfortable, high ceilinged, sun-lit lounge. The windows looked out on to the square’s private well-trimmed gardens, replete with mature lime trees. The room itself was elaborately decorated. The walls were covered in watered silk wallpaper and the paintings which adorned the walls could have been family heirlooms; they were certainly originals. But I tried to focus on my host, the person with whom I should be most concerned. It was not difficult. Onslow-Bell exuded a sense of power and I soon felt unwittingly deferential. Although he was clearly carrying a lot of fat he also looked as if he had once been muscular. His face was ruddy and focussed, his eyes small and intent. I can’t say I could have docketed him easily into a category but he looked as if he were used to getting his own way. Yet his eyes had an unsettling bleakness about them. Maybe his life was not so comfortable as it seemed. A middle aged lady, I took to be some sort of maid, appeared and placed a silver tray replete with tea and scones on the low marble topped table.


“Glad you could make it,” he said in a deep voice, still standing. “When I learned you were going to St Eleanor I quickly decided you would be just the man to help us out, to do a little sleuthing on the side so to speak. Do help yourself,” he said gesturing towards the tray as he dropped into a chair opposite me. I took my cup of Darjeeling tea as Onslow-Bell sat back, took a business card out of his waistcoat and slid it across the table.


WALTER ONSLOW-BELL


International Project Assessment


Consultant


34 Belgrave Square, Tel: 368


There was, however, no hint as to what the owner might be a consultant in.


“I feel I must ask how you know of my posting to Saint Eleanor. It’s not for public knowledge.”


He smiled. “Don’t worry. You see I used to work for the Foreign Office and still get asked my advice from time to time. So it’s not too surprising that this information came my way. But this little confidence is safe enough with me, I can assure you. It will go no further. However, it did occur to me that you would be well placed to render IPA a little assistance.”


“What is it exactly that you have in mind?” I asked. “I must confess I’m very flattered by all the attention but not a wit wiser.” I smiled at him defensively but it was not infectious.


“The business interests I represent believe you are well placed to deliver what they want.”


“I will not do anything unlawful.”


“No. Of course not. My dear boy, I’m certainly not suggesting anything of the sort.”


“Then what?”


“Quite simply I wish to solicit your help in a confidential matter,” Onslow-Bell began in a soft and winning manner. “You see I represent certain business interests in the Caribbean who are very concerned about the region’s development and the prospective Federation. These interests are taking soundings as to how things are developing and are likely to develop. It’s perfectly normal. Big businesses run big risks and they like to minimise them. That’s where we come in. I’m part of a panel of analysts who are able offer international companies that kind of information. We call ourselves International Project Assessment. One way we help is by future profiling. We do profiles of suspect areas. A kind of SWAT analysis. Strengths, weaknesses, challenges – that sort of thing. By doing this we can assess how secure their investment is and what measures they may need to take. Nowadays, it is a standard due diligence procedure to ensure they are looking after their investors’ money responsibly.”


“An expensive way of doing it, I’d say.”


“The future’s such a hostile planet you’d be a fool not to take advice and go armed into it if you thought the advice was good, wouldn’t you?”


“I dare say.”


“St. Eleanor is a good case in point. Independence creates uncertainty; and our clients don’t like uncertainty. What we would like to see is a report – not necessarily long – in fact definitely not long. Busy executives haven’t time to read long reports. The report itself might be 6,000 words but the key is the Executive Summary which should be on one side of Imperial foolscap paper. Your assessment should focus on the present state of political and economic threats to the viability of the St Eleanor economy in the short and medium term.”


“I’m no economist,” I smiled.


“Nor should you be. We are looking at political assessments. We think that in the next few weeks you will be well placed to talk to some of the most important people on the island. You will have your own professional reasons. That of course is only right and proper. But you will be well placed to do a little side line.”


“Sounds interesting but what exactly do you mean? I have my own work to do and that will be time consuming.” I asked in an unjustifiably aggrieved tone.


“It’s simple. Keep your eyes and ears open. Ask a few pertinent questions. Your initial focus is to start with the possibility of massive political change on the island. Wholesale nationalisation, Cuban alignment....that sort of thing. A long shot but you should cover the ground if only to dismiss it. Then focus on the more immediate likely changes perhaps with some reference to the key personalities concerned. Pro-Western biases and ideological hostility – that sort of thing. Sum up with a very simple assessment of the threat to the business environment. Your key categories would be ‘insignificant’, ‘low’, ‘medium’ and ‘high’.”


I shook my head slowly in disbelief. “Sounds great but I’m not sure I am really cut out for that sort of thing or how compatible it is with my work.”


“Very compatible I should say. You can’t be working all the time, you will be meeting many key people and you are bound to find yourself mulling over these questions anyway. The island is in ferment. The report will be anonymous, of course.”


“And what exactly are you offering me?”


“Five thousand pounds.”


“Five thousand pounds!” I almost shouted in disbelief.


“Half payable now. The rest on completion of your job in St Eleanor. And by the way I will help with the editing. So you need not worry too much about the format.”


I was still reeling. This was truly big money. More than I could hope to save in a lifetime. I must admit I’d thought myself that I was invulnerable to money offers but failure to get promotion and a sequence of financial misfortunes were making me vulnerable to the idea of easy money. “Its probably no surprise to you to know I could use the money,” I said, “but you need to explain – .”


“Explain what? It’s simple enough and you will be able to pay off that mortgage and still have ample to spare.”


I was still confused but it was too much to ignore. Besides, I couldn’t see anything wrong with writing a short confidential report. What could go wrong? There was nothing illegal about such a proposition; and indeed there was no need for my employers to know. Let’s face it: if Ken was right they didn’t even care for me that much.


“I can show you some samples if you like. Help give you a bit of an idea. I’ve got some in my study.” So saying Onslow-Bell levered himself out of his chair and began to walk towards the hallway. I followed. The journey was not a long one. Onslow-Bell led me to another room, one crammed and cluttered with books and papers. There were boxes of files and the shelves overflowed with material. Yet the desk at least looked well-used and a place of earnest endeavour.


“Let me show you,” said a smiling Onslow-Bell as he picked up a bundle of very slim blue files. I could see they had been individually commissioned by companies operating globally in key sectors: finance, motor cars, chemicals, petroleum, pharmaceuticals... He let me look through some. Although impeccably typed, bound and presented, they were quite flimsy. Less than twenty pages and always with a very concise Executive Summary, sometimes no more than a paragraph. I whiffled through them. The titles themselves were illuminating: Pressures and Strains in Post-Colonial Africa, The OAS Campaign to Destabilise France, The Satellisation of Egypt, Indonesia’s Konfrontasi and so on. I’d seen enough to get the picture. This looked good stuff, analytical and thoughtful reading, as close to scrutinised and weighed reality as you could hope for, with allowances for all the variables. After all, there were no absolute guarantees in this world.


“I don’t think I could write to this level at a first draft but you’ll edit and revise, you say?” I asked.


“That’s it. I want to be on top of the material myself.”


I hesitated. “But then there is the whole question of the research. I very much doubt that I will have the free time to do it.”


“You may not need as long as you think and you will be well placed to ask the right questions of the right people. We have someone on the island to liaise with. He should be able to help if you have problems. Besides if things don’t pan out well you are free to withdraw...”


“Well, Mr Onslow-Bell. On that basis, you’ve got yourself a deal.”


And we shook on it. I suppose I should have thought more deeply about it, should certainly have checked with Katie. But I didn’t and that’s the simple truth of it. And so it was agreed; and, yes, you could say it was too good to be true. From his desk he then produced a stiff sheet of white paper which he handed to me. It was covered in small heavy black type printed closely together.


“Your contract,” he announced. “Sign this. A little formality but it protects us both. And guarantees your fee as you will see.” It took me a long time to skim through the paper and work out what I was looking at. It was short but didn’t commit me to anything I couldn’t do. All I had to do was write the report and there could not even be any guarantees about its quality. I signed.


“Good,’” he beamed as he took the paper back. “Well, if you don’t mind, Cordell, I have to prepare for a conference. All a bit of a bore I must say but one has to do these things. Know what I mean?”


“No. Not sure I do, Sir. But I don’t doubt you’re right.”


“Rightio,” he smiled. “See you when you get back. Oh...and everything will be alright with your charming wife, I trust.”


“Yes. She is very supportive.” I had no clear idea why he had asked after Katie but presumably he wished to convey a sympathetic interest in someone who mattered greatly to me but who was not his responsibility in the least.


“Good. That’s what I like to hear. And I have that name you could use as a useful contact when you get there. He does a lot of work for us, is something of a businessman himself and can give you a general briefing to start you off with. After that its up to you. You should meet most of the island’s luminaries anyway in the course of you work.”


“Who is this contact?”


“One Rufus Halliday. A singular name, I must confess but there it is. He’s a long term resident of the island. Knows it well. He may ask for a little additional help for one of our clients. A few words to the wise, you know, that sort of thing. But he’s better equipped to speak to you about that sort of thing.”


“Where do I meet him?”


“No need to worry about that. He’ll know where to find you. Leave it to him.” 


And that was all. It really was incredible how quickly my life was to be transformed. I left Belgrave Square floating, as it were, on air and feeling that I had moved into some sort of ante-room for Heaven. I managed to shrug off the excitement by the time I made it home though my legs were still trembling. But I was being filled by a calmer energy now and Onslow-Bell was receding somewhat into the background like the memory of something hardly experienced or only experienced by a part of me no longer present.


Back at home I walked straight into the kitchen and made myself a cup of tea. I drank it slowly, conscious of the comforting warmth moving down my throat. I smiled to myself the smile of the smug. It had all seemed easy enough, perhaps a little too easy and mysterious but so long as I was careful to keep my eyes open and not get in to anything more than Onslow-Bell was proposing I could see no harm in it. We should indeed be very much better off. What I thought then, no, rather the feeling sweeping over me was that he’s got inside my head. What I had absolutely no idea of was that I was being completely out-manoeuvred.


LATER THAT DAY I explained the deal to Katie. At first she questioned me eagerly and made me repeat my story again and again. A scepticism crept into her voice and I could tell that familiar nagging suspicion that something was not right was taking hold.


“You know,” I said, “There are lots of people who earn a little money on the side. It’s not that unusual; and it isn’t as if it interferes with my work. It’s just by way of sniffing the air.”


“Yes but it isn’t a little money on the side. It’s more like a small fortune!”


“And money for old rope if you ask me.” I smiled.


“That’s what worries me. Too good to be true. Are you sure this wonderfully generous man didn’t make any other demands?” She asked this in a tone of voice more reminiscent of a mother teasing the truth from a recalcitrant child than a wife chatting to her spouse.


“Absolutely certain.”


“And you are being honest aren’t you?” Katie’s words revealed an unexpected access of suspicion, justified perhaps but actually contradicted by the facts. Onslow-Bell had made no additional or unreasonable requests.


“Of course I am.” I found myself shouting indignantly at her suspiciousness. “He spoke with such confidence it’s got to be true and its hard not to be swept along.”


“But who is this man and what does he want? If I were you I’d just forget about it. It’ll never happen.”


“What makes you say that? What he asked for was straightforward enough. And five k is hardly to be sneered at.”


Katie hesitated. “No...it certainly isn’t. And I suppose if we don’t accept we’ll always be wondering. We can’t unmake what’s happened.”


“Exactly. I don’t see any other solution. We’ve got to explore this opportunity. One way or another our lives have been changed by this. Maybe not much but maybe a lot. They’ll never be quite the same again.”


I could see she was about to explode but, thinking quickly, she refrained. Instead she smiled and said: “You can’t ask your boss?”


I was exasperated both by her sound sense and the fact that I had put myself in the wrong by shouting. “All right, all right,” I lied. “I’ll clear it with the office first.” Lying was out of character but the self-reproach flitted away in a moment. Something deep within me was evidently determined to have the money. But I knew I couldn’t possibly raise the issue at the office; I would be in deep trouble.
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