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  Chapter One




   




   




   




   




  It was evening and a dense fog had descended on the prison buildings, obscuring the boundary walls and making watery balloons of the lamps in the exercise yards. The prison

  grounds were deserted, the doghandlers still sheltering in the warders’ mess. Inside the cellblocks it was bedlam. The glassroofed halls echoed with shouted instructions and the ringing of

  bells as men were unlocked for classes or association.




  Hamilton lay on his back on the coconut-fibre mattress, his feet up against the wall. Washed-blue eyes, a humorous mouth and a nose broken by a flying hockey-puck gave him a look of cheerful

  belligerence. His toffee-coloured hair was streaked with grey and worn longer than it had been for the past three years. He reached for the makings and rolled himself a loose cigarette, indifferent

  to the noise outside his cell. He’d heard it all before, one thousand and ninety-four times. He hardened his stomach muscles and felt them confidently. For a man who had done his time the

  hard way he was in good shape. The pressups and kneebends had paid off. The habit was twenty-five years old. There had been little opportunity for sloth or sex at St Columba’s though the

  Christian Brothers had searched hard for both.




  The cellblocks were quiet again now. The chapel clock struck half-past six. His practised ear detected the slither of felt-soled slippers outside his door. The hack on patrol lifted the cover of

  the spyhole producing a disembodied eye that stared into the cell. Hamilton stuck two fingers in the air. The spyhole cover dropped. Four cellblocks formed a cross with a glass-enclosed booth at

  the point of intersection. This was the nerve centre of the prison. Alarm-calls registered on a panel there sending the strong-arm squads on standby duty rushing out to the yards or workshops. The

  cells nearest the centre were occupied by men on A Escape List, high security risks. Below them were the punishment cells, an off-limit area reached by a flight of notorious stairs. It was a place

  of permanent twilight where prisoners purged their offences against discipline in solitary confinement. Hamilton had spent most of his first year down there among the bedbugs and cracked

  waterpipes, achieving a local record of eighteen appearances in front of the Governor, always on the same charge. Colonel Bullen ran a lockstep jail on the premise that the way to deal with first

  offenders was to hit them hard and often. There was no room for noncomformists in the Colonel’s scheme of things and Hamilton’s stubborn defiance offended him deeply. Refusal to obey an

  order amounted to mutiny in the Colonel’s eyes. The punishment was standard, loss of remission of sentence, loss of privileges and dietary punishment. Number One Diet consisted of a pound of

  bread a day and as much water as the jug held. The only reading matter allowed were denominational prayer books. Atheists and agnostics had to make out with the Statutory Rules for Convicted

  Prisoners.




  When Hamilton made his eighteenth appearance Colonel Bullen made some inquiries about his recalcitrant charge. He learned that other than this dogged refusal to share a cell Hamilton’s

  behaviour was exemplary. He made no complaints, accepting castigation with a levity that nonplussed the hard-nosed heavies in charge of the punishment cells. The Colonel took time out to explain.

  British prisons were overcrowded. With certain exceptions it was necessary to house three men in a cell. Hamilton was neither a homosexual nor an escape-risk and the Medical Officer said that his

  lungs were sound. There was no valid reason why the rules should not apply to him as well as to others. The Canadian’s answer had been brief and courteous. The last time he had slept in a

  room with members of his own sex had been in reform school. He had no intention of repeating the experience. It was a contest in which both men thought they had won. Hamilton certainly finished in

  a single cell but he served every day of his time.




  He shifted his feet on the wall, looking around at the room’s meagre contents. Someone else would be laying out this crap tomorrow, the bedboard against the wall, the blankets and sheets

  neatly folded. There was not one thing of his own to take to Reception in the morning. No letters, no photographs. Except for Kohn’s weekly visits it was three years to the day since

  he’d had contact with the outside world.




  A key fumbled in the lock and a massive head peered around the door. ‘May I come in?’




  It was Trueblue Kohn and the opening dialogue never varied.




  ‘Be my guest,’ said Hamilton.




  Kohn eased his big body into the cell, clutching his homburg to his chest. He never failed to observe the courtesies, asking permission to sit before spreading his fat buttocks on the stool. His

  silver hair was cunningly arranged to conceal a bald patch. A fleshy nose drooped between mournful Labrador eyes. He was expensively dressed with neat small feet stuffed into handmade shoes. After

  thirty-three years in the country his accent still betrayed his German origin.




  ‘So here it is finally! Our last visit together.’




  Hamilton rolled himself another butt. The way he was going, the half-ounce of tobacco he had hoarded wouldn’t be enough for the night.




  ‘I didn’t know if you’d be able to make it with this fog and all. But then you never let me down.’




  Kohn’s fingers made a fluttering movement of deprecation. ‘It would take more than fog. You have no idea how much I have profited from these visits.’




  The coarse-cut tobacco was burning unevenly. Hamilton licked the paper.




  ‘You’ve got to be kidding!’




  ‘No,’ said Kohn. ‘You have reassured me about many things. The power of an obstinate mind for one.’




  Hamilton’s shoulders sagged a couple of inches on the whitewash. ‘You know what the Governor calls it? Excessive self-esteem! He gave me some farewell advice this morning. He warned

  me against the sin of pride.’




  Kohn picked at his ear delicately. ‘And what about the summons to Canada House?’




  Hamilton made a face. ‘Nothing more. I don’t think he knows any more. Just that I’m supposed to go to the High Commissioner’s Office first thing in the

  morning.’




  Kohn inspected the fluff on his fingernail. ‘Shall you go?’




  ‘I guess so,’ said Hamilton. ‘It’s probably something to do with my passport. These jokers have been trying to take it away from me for years.’




  Kohn’s face was concerned. ‘Can they do that?’




  ‘No way,’ shrugged Hamilton. ‘It still has three years to run.’




  Kohn digested the news thoughtfully. ‘How much do you know about the Prison Visitors scheme, Scott?’




  Hamilton leaked smoke from the side of his mouth. ‘Not much. I asked around when you wanted me put on your list. Some of the guys here have you people figured for cranks. Me, I’ve

  been grateful for what you’ve offered.’




  The shadow lengthened on the wall as Kohn’s head lifted. ‘They gave me six records to read when I first came here. I felt ashamed, a Peeping Tom. Yours was one of them.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ grinned Hamilton. ‘Mine must have been a mindbender. Altar boy to burglar in twenty-four easy lessons.’




  A certain stiltedness came into the older man’s manner. ‘There was something about it that set it apart from the others. It seemed to me that if anyone could help me understand it

  would be you.’




  ‘Understand what?’ asked Hamilton. He filled another paper with tobacco. ‘Me, I hadn’t seen a face I wanted to remember in two years. When you’re that far

  down you’ll grab at anything. The guys rapped on about how you people sneaked in the odd piece of contraband. You were a disappointment to me there, Philip. Not even a saltbeef

  sandwich!’ He smiled to take the sting out of the words. In fact what Kohn had provided was far more important than a couple of joints or a slug of scotch. He’d been a link with a world

  removed from the sour stench of prison, a token of freedom.




  Kohn placed his hands on his knees, his voice low and urgent. ‘I need you, Scott. I need you to burgle a house for me. I’ll give you three thousand pounds.’




  Hamilton sat up straight as someone dragged a bedboard overhead. He felt like a man who has just been propositioned at a P.T.A. meeting.




  ‘I think I’ll make out I never heard that,’ he said softly.




  Kohn leaned forward. ‘I’m serious, Scott. I’m not asking you to do something dishonest. The property I want you to retrieve is mine.’




  ‘Why me?’ demanded Hamilton.




  ‘I need an expert. The house is well-protected. And it has to be someone I can trust.’




  Hamilton used another match to relight the moist tobacco. ‘You mean to tell me that you’ve been coming in here for over a year, setting me up for this?’




  Kohn’s fingers gripped Hamilton’s knee with surprising force. ‘No! Something happened a couple of months ago, something that has affected my whole life. I know you don’t

  believe in justice, Scott, but how about retribution?’




  ‘I’m not bigoted,’ Hamilton said, staring at his visitor. ‘O.K., I’ll buy it. You’re not drunk. You’re just a respectable citizen putting a dishonest

  suggestion to a man who’s seen the light. Doesn’t it occur to you that you’re taking a bit of a chance?’




  Kohn’s brown eyes filled with certainty. ‘No. You are neither an informer nor a blackmailer. Will you help me, Scott?’




  Hamilton’s shoulders resumed their original position against the wall.




  ‘The man asks if I’ll help him! Look, Philip, I’m broke and three thousand pounds is a lot of bread. It’s the thought of going to jail again that scares the hell out of

  me.’




  Kohn was his urbane self again. ‘There will be help and the risks will be minimised.’




  Hamilton laughed out loud. ‘You’re incredible, you really are! You’ve been doing this cool number with me, the refugee boy who made good and now this! You know, it’s kind

  of confusing.’




  ‘You don’t trust me?’




  ‘I’m baffled,’ said Hamilton. ‘No moral objections, just plain baffled.’




  A bell rang in the distance. Kohn turned his wrist, consulting a coin-thin watch on a platinum strap.




  ‘Time’s up. I have to go. At least think about what I have said and telephone me in the morning. Will you do that?’ He rose, his bulk making the cell seem even smaller.




  Hamilton pushed up off the wall. ‘Sure. I’ll call you, Philip.’




  Kohn stuck his hand out. ‘I hope you will. I’m counting on you.’ The door closed behind him.




  Hamilton slipped off his shoes, rolled yet another cigarette and started padding from the door to the window and back. Jail was a great place for propositions. Nearly everyone had a tale of a

  safe left unattended, of loot buried in some lonely place, the rich businessman ready and ripe for a con. The tales were ninety-nine per cent fiction, concocted from rumour and wishful thinking.

  But Kohn was a dealer in jade, a philanthropist, a solid citizen. Hamilton switched his thoughts. For three years he’d been no more than a cypher to be included in the daily lockup total.

  Suddenly his future was a matter of concern to the authorities. Governor, Chaplain, the guy from the After-Care Association, they’d all come on with the same stereotyped homilies. The

  courtroom flicked into perspective, the trial judge’s face yellow in the globed lamps, a horsehair wig clamped low on his out-thrust head. There’d been no bullshit in that preamble.




  ‘You’ll go to prison, of course, Hamilton. I don’t think that anyone who has listened to the evidence would expect otherwise. Counsel has made the point that you used no

  violence. That may well be true. You are, nevertheless, a skilled and determined criminal, a first offender in name only. I’m fairly certain in my mind that this means no more than that it

  happens to be the first occasion on which you were caught. I’m going to give you the opportunity for self-appraisal though I am doubtful you will avail yourself of it. One can only hope.

  Three years imprisonment.’




  Hamilton was still walking long after the lights went out. When the chapel clock struck eleven, he carried his chair to the window and stood on it, looking out through the bars. The fog was

  lifting on a strong wind. He could see the boundary walls glistening in the light of the arc-lamps. A guard dog barked somewhere once then the yards were silent. He undressed and made his bed for

  the last time. The last time! The words had a magic all their own.




  Morning came surprisingly soon. He washed, shaved and was sitting ready by the time the day shift came on duty. Bedboards thudded up against the walls, porridge and teacans clanged on the iron

  staircase. The prison was preparing for another day but this time without him. The door opened. He picked up his pillowcase. Inside were his library books and sheets. His escort was a youngster

  fresh from the army, wearing his cap at a rakish angle and smelling strongly of aftershave. He plucked Hamilton’s card from the board outside the cell door and checked the details.




  ‘Scott Hamilton? You due for discharge today?’




  ‘Overdue,’ said Hamilton. ‘Let’s get the hell out of here.’




  He followed the man along the gallery, deaf to the mock-cheers and catcalls. There wasn’t a face in a cell he wanted to see again. The deserted exercise yards were damp under a wan

  February sun. The fog had cleared completely. They walked past cabbages growing between concentric circles of concrete. The escort unlocked the gate leading to the Reception Block. His voice

  belonged to the parade-ground.




  ‘One prisoner for discharge, sir!’




  A lifetime seemed to have gone by since Hamilton had stepped into the same long bare room. The Central Criminal Courts had sat late and it had been dark by the time the Black Maria reached the

  prison. Rain was lashing the desolate yards and cellblocks. They’d filed in, handcuffed and sat on the wooden benches, each man standing as his name and sentence was read from the sheaf of

  committal orders.




  ‘Scott Hamilton, three years imprisonment!’




  He remembered the sound of the rain outside, the smell of disinfectant, the emptiness in his mind as time-without-end stretched out in front of him.




  He dropped his pillowcase in front of the desk. The screw in charge of Reception was a dyspeptic ex-sailor who occasionally did duty in the punishment cells. He leaned hard on his elbows,

  shaking his head with mock-surprise.




  ‘Stone the crows, it’s Cheerful Charlie! I never thought I’d live to see the day. REDBAND!’




  A rat-faced trusty wearing a red band on his sleeve scuttled in and removed the pillowcase. The screw licked a film of bicarbonate from the edges of his mouth. He emptied a small canvas bag on

  to the desk and checked its contents against the entries in the property-book.




  ‘One yellow metal watch! One wallet containing various papers! One Canadian passport and that’s your lot! How much cash you got?’




  Hamilton knew the amount by heart. ‘Eighty-seven pounds and seventy pence.’




  The warder rapped himself on the breastbone. ‘Eighty-seven quid and seventy pence. Sign here and get your clothes off.’




  Hamilton stood naked with his arms and legs outstretched. The screw pushed his fingers through the Canadian’s hair.




  ‘Open your mouth!’




  Hamilton yawned and the screw peered inside. ‘Now bend over and keep ’em spread. No messages or prison property stuffed up there, is there?’




  Hamilton straightened his back. The British had a talent for imposing the ultimate indignities. He moved towards the row of open cubicles. His civilian clothes were in the end one. The blue

  flannel suit and silk shirt had been pressed, his leather overcoat was neatly folded on the bench. The canvas bag on the floor held the remnants of his wardrobe. One pair of pyjamas, a couple of

  shirts and some socks, the things he had taken to prison with him. He’d never known what had happened to the rest of his belongings. The vultures had swooped the moment he had been arrested,

  emptying the rented apartment. An occupational hazard as Superintendent Cain had put it. His clothes smelled of camphor. He used the small square of mirror to knot the wide Cerruti tie. The screw

  leaned on his desk, watching the performance sardonically.




  ‘Count it,’ he said, pushing the money across the desk when Hamilton came from the cubicle.




  ‘I trust you,’ said Hamilton. ‘It’s the expression in your eyes.’ He put the bills in his wallet, the change in his leather coat. He was the only prisoner to be

  released that day and the rat-faced trusty was out of sight. Hamilton beamed. ‘I’m glad it was you to see me off, Willy. Your delicacy has made all the difference.’




  ‘Up yours,’ grunted the warder. ‘I know your kind. You’ll be back for a certainty!’




  Hamilton closed his right eye. ‘Don’t hold your breath. And take good care of those ulcers!’




  The screw half-grinned and bawled for the trusty. The man slid in, jockeying a polishing mop.




  ‘Keep your thieving hands out of my pockets!’ warned the warder. He locked the top of his desk and waddled in front of Hamilton as far as the main gate. He rattled his key along the

  bars and shouted.




  ‘One for the fleshpots!’




  The massive front gates were only opened to wheeled traffic. A coal-fire was burning in an office on the left. Hamilton could see the rows of keys waiting to be collected by the men returning on

  the breakfast shift.




  The gate-screw looked at Hamilton with frank curiosity. ‘There’s someone waiting for you outside.’




  Hamilton’s blood pressure jumped. He had grown to learn how fantasy permeates a prison, colouring the drab lives of the men who lived there. The past and the present become unreal, only

  the future holds validity. Cons dream on, scrubbing floors, digging, stitching away at canvas bags, projecting their minds beyond the barrier of bitter reality. His own fantasy had always been that

  he’d walk out through these gates and there sitting behind the wheel of a car would be Maruga. She’d have a velvet beret pulled down low over her sleek black head and her violet eyes

  would be soft. The fashion photographers she modelled for had a name for her, Maruga the Resplendent. He’d look at her for one long last moment before lowering the boom and emptying his mind

  of her forever. Only then would the ghost be really laid.




  He took a fresh hold on the canvas bag and stepped through the wicket-gate to freedom. The asphalt concourse in front of the prison glistened in the pale sun. The entrance to the

  Governor’s gloomy gothic mansion was dwarfed by over-grown laurel bushes. Some children were waiting at the bus-stop a hundred yards away. A car was parked under the elms between the front

  gates and the bus-stop. Someone sounded the horn softly. It was too far to see the face behind the windscreen but he hurried forward, adrenalin pumping into his veins. He recognised the bloomed

  windows at the back too late, the pipe in the mouth of the driver. The nearside rear door opened and he heard a familiar voice.




  ‘Superintendent Cain. Remember me?’




  Hamilton leaned into the car. ‘Why wouldn’t I remember you?’




  The flat planes of Cain’s face appeared to be carved from a block of well-seasoned walnut. He wore no hat. Thin sandy hair, bold brogues and a thick tweed suit gave an impression of a

  farmer on vacation. His eyes were the colour of a beer bottle. He patted the seat beside him invitingly.




  Hamilton looked away to the driver. The man winked up into the mirror. Hamilton shook his head in disbelief.




  ‘I just can’t believe what I’m seeing.’




  Cain had a way of snapping his teeth before he spoke, like a terrier taking a tentative bite.




  ‘Jump in,’ he said. ‘And shut the door.’




  ‘What for?’ asked Hamilton. ‘What’s on your mind? I have things to do.’




  The lower half of Cain’s face creaked into a grin. ‘Come on now, you know the drill. Get in. It won’t take long.’




  Their stares locked for a second. Hamilton was the first to break. He threw his bag on the back seat. The door slammed shut and the car moved forward, turning left into the eastbound traffic.

  Cain plucked at a ginger hair in his left nostril, his tone chatty.




  ‘What’s the matter with you, for Crissakes? What are you so nervous about?’




  They were travelling fast as if the driver knew exactly where he was going. Hamilton cleared his throat and answered with feeling.




  ‘I’ll tell you what’s the matter with me. I’m sitting in a goddam police car, that’s what’s the matter with me!’




  Cain aimed his voice at the back of the driver’s head. ‘There’s gratitude for you, Bill.’




  The pipesmoker grunted noncommittally.




  ‘I didn’t want to put you on show,’ Cain explained. ‘That’s why I did it this way.’




  ‘Did what this way?’ requested Hamilton. The police car overtook a bus. Blank faces stared out through the steamed windows. He could see children milling around in a wired-off

  playground, a man taking down the shutters in front of a pawnshop. He had an odd feeling of unreality as if all this was happening to somebody else.




  Cain nodded cheerfully. ‘We’re going to the Chelsea nick.’




  ‘I’m going nowhere,’ Hamilton burst out. His fingers found the door catch. ‘You can let me out right here!’




  Cain reached across and knocked up Hamilton’s arm. ‘Don’t make a bleeding fool of yourself. Half-an-hour and you’ll be on your way. There’s something I want to show

  you.’




  Hamilton sagged back on his seat. It was the nightmare of every con! They busted you as you hit the street and charged you with some old offence. But they weren’t supposed to do that in

  England. Short of a crime like murder, a trial and sentence was meant to wipe the slate clean. So what in hell was Cain playing at?




  ‘I’m due at Canada House about now,’ Hamilton said in a level voice. ‘And if I don’t show, people are going to be asking questions.’




  ‘You’ll be there,’ Cain said easily. ‘This is only a friendly talk.’




  ‘I’ve had enough friendly talks to last me a lifetime,’ Hamilton answered. He stared suspiciously, getting more up-tight by the minute. The driver took his hand from the wheel

  and rapped his pipe in the ashtray. The traffic was dense as they neared Hammersmith Broadway. They stopped at the signals. Cain leaned forward.




  ‘I’d take Fulham, Bill.’




  The driver nodded. A woman in a sports car alongside turned her head, looking absently at the bloomed windows of the police car.




  ‘I don’t think you like me,’ Cain remarked suddenly.




  ‘Shit,’ said Hamilton. ‘What the hell is all this anyway?’




  Cain consulted a round nickel watch. ‘Old Brompton Road, Bill. The back-doubles should be clear by now.’ He picked at his nose again, his bottle-brown eyes quizzical. ‘They

  tell me you did your time the hard way.’




  ‘That’s a matter of opinion,’ answered Hamilton. ‘Look, if this is a pinch you’re supposed to tell me.’




  Cain wagged his rusty head. ‘We don’t do that sort of thing in England. You know that, Scott. I’ve already told you, this is just a friendly chat.’




  The car accelerated, turned south and sped east again. It slowed, filtering through the one-way streets behind the hospitals on Fulham Road. It was barely half-past nine and most of the stores

  on Chelsea Green were still closed. The red-brick flats where Hamilton had once lived towered over the modern police station that angled the junction of two streets. The driver braked in front of

  the police station steps.




  ‘Thanks, Bill.’




  Cain signalled Hamilton to get out. It was thirty-eight months since he’d walked up these steps and he remembered the occasion clearly. The fat desk sergeant who had booked him, the drunk

  yelling in the cell next door, the hollow sound of feet on the staircase. They climbed the dusty stairs and Cain opened the door of the C.I.D. room. A plain clothes man sitting at a desk held up

  his thumb.




  ‘Battersea just called about the Chelsea Square job. They fished the safe out of the drink an hour ago. Empty, no dabs.’




  ‘What did they expect?’ Cain asked bleakly. ‘A signed confession? How about taking a walk?’




  The plain clothes man looked up at Hamilton. His eyes were thoughtful.




  ‘A long walk or a short walk?’




  ‘Twenty minutes,’ said Cain. He waited till the door had shut and shoved a chair in Hamilton’s direction.




  The room was shabby in the winter sunshine. The plain deal desks were littered with papers, the pattern had been worn off the linoleum on the floor, lists of WANTED

  notices and stolen property hung on the wall beneath an institutional clock. A two-bar heater burned in front of the empty fireplace. Cain opened a drawer in a desk.




  ‘How about a cup of tea?’




  Hamilton shook his head and sat down. A Black Maria had drawn up in the yard beneath the windows.




  ‘Take a look at these,’ invited Cain. He lifted a bunch of skeleton keys on the end of a pencil. ‘Recognise them?’




  A label was attached to the key-ring. Hamilton swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry.




  ‘So what?’




  Cain read the inscription on the label. ‘“Central Criminal Courts, Court No. 2 REGINA V. HAMILTON Exhibit No. 7.” I’ve got you down on my list

  for twenty-nine jobs over a period of years, jobs you never admitted. I don’t have to give you the names. You know them as well as I do. I only got you for one. You left all that other shit

  down to me.’




  Hamilton managed a careful smile. ‘Nobody wins them all.’




  ‘True,’ Cain said reflectively. His tone sharpened. ‘But I’m a bad loser. That’s why I did my best to get you a seven. You were lucky. That judge must have fancied

  you.’




  Hamilton fished for a cigarette and found none. The thought niggled at the back of his mind. Not even a chance to buy a pack of cigarettes.




  ‘You didn’t bring me here to tell me that,’ he observed.




  Cain took a turn to the window. He stood for a while watching the night’s haul of prisoners being loaded on their way to the courts. He swung around suddenly, arm outstretched and pointing

  at Hamilton.




  ‘You’re the kind of smart bastard I get a kick out of busting.’




  Hamilton blinked. ‘I got the message three years ago. If you’re putting this on tape, watch your language.’




  Cain’s wooden grin flapped open and shut. ‘Fuck you, Raffles! Did you ever work it out who shopped you?’




  Hamilton shrugged. ‘You’re the one who knows. You feed the pigeons.’




  Cain closed an eye, looking out along his nose. ‘One of your so-called friends. One of your jet-setting, cheque-bouncing friends.’




  Hamilton put an old hunch to the test. ‘Davey?’




  ‘I’ll let you sweat,’ said Cain. ‘The point is what happens now, what are your plans?’




  Hamilton laughed shortly. ‘Getting out of this goddam country as fast as I can. Why?’




  Cain’s muddy eyes hooded briefly. He tore the exhibit label from the bunch of keys and threw it in the wastepaper basket.




  ‘All gone! Exhibit number 7 has been duly destroyed according to regulations. You want to know why I brought you here, Hamilton. I’ll tell you. I brought you here to make you a

  promise.’ The keys swung from the pencil, clinking.




  Hamilton licked his lips. ‘Are you sure you have to?’




  Cain leaned forward and his face now was menacing. ‘The very first time I catch you on my manor I’m going to find these keys in your pocket. Then I’m going to put you away for

  ever and ever and ever. Is that quite clear to you?’




  The taste in Hamilton’s mouth was suddenly bitter. Cain’s threat was easy enough to implement. Burglary tools used as exhibits were handed to the arresting officer for destruction

  but there was no check.




  ‘Will that be all?’ he asked.




  Cain nodded expansively. ‘That’ll be all. Like me to arrange a lift to Canada House? Think of it as a taxi ride.’




  ‘No thanks. Someone might recognise me.’




  ‘Suit yourself,’ shrugged Cain. ‘By the way, I heard that your bird screwed you for your money. Ran away with some golf-bum and went to Australia, is what I heard.’




  Hamilton hefted his overnight bag. ‘Sounds as though you have a great ear for hearing things. Don’t waste your time looking for me. I won’t be around.’




  Cain shook his sandy head. ‘You’re a loser, Hamilton. A born loser.’




  ‘Crazy,’ said Hamilton as he looked back from the door. ‘Thanks for the friendly talk.’




  He hurried down the steps and out of the building before someone pulled him back and turned the key on him. Seconds later he was on a number eleven bus bound for Trafalgar Square. The girl in

  the window seat next to him had a pinched nose set in a dead-white face and green eyelids. Her appearance was made even more bizarre by a Moroccan wool cap, long cloak and platform shoes like

  orthopaedic aids. Nevertheless she was young and he was a new man. He gave her a friendly wink.




  ‘Get lost,’ she said in a tight clear voice and buried her nose in a shorthand primer. So much for freedom. Up to now he wasn’t doing too well with it.




  He dropped off the bus opposite Charing Cross Station, bought a newspaper and French cigarettes, tea and toast in a cafeteria. He wasted time till it was ten o’clock then walked back to

  Trafalgar Square. Some blacks in tribal costume were picketing South Africa House under the bored surveillance of a couple of young cops. Nothing much seemed to have changed. Tourists posed among

  the pigeons, the meths-drinkers were sleeping it off on the benches near the fountains, a Gay-Lib apologist with a shaven head and monk’s habit was handing out leaflets. Hamilton walked up

  the steps of the solid grey building on the south-west corner of the square. The girl at the reception desk was a freckle-faced redhead with a prairie accent. She scribbled his name on a piece of

  paper, flourishing the pen professionally.




  ‘You don’t happen to know who your appointment is with, Mr Hamilton?’




  He placed his overnight bag on top of the counter, shaking his head.




  ‘It’s probably some sort of lottery. The loser gets me.’




  ‘If you’d like to give me your address,’ she asked crisply.




  He leaned across confidentially. ‘Her Majesty’s Prison, Wormwood Scrubs.’




  Her crispness seemed to curl somewhat at the edges. ‘Look, I don’t have time for games.’




  ‘No game,’ he assured her. ‘They’ll tell you upstairs. Go ahead and try.’




  She spoke into the phone. Her face was thoughtful when she put the phone down.




  ‘If you’d go on up, Mr Hamilton. It’s the third floor, second door on your left.’




  He put his hand on the blue canvas bag. She nodded and he lifted it over the counter. She was wearing a Black Watch tartan dress with a silver-buckled belt.




  ‘You know my name,’ he said appreciatively. ‘How about telling me yours?’




  It was a couple of seconds before she made up her mind how to answer.




  ‘Alison Dundas.’




  ‘Alison Dundas,’ he repeated. ‘And what’s a nice girl like you doing in a dump like this?’




  Relaxed, she was ready to give as good as she got. ‘I just play the piano. I’ve no idea what goes on upstairs.’




  He leaned closer so that his face almost touched her hair. ‘Mmmm. The colour of a maple leaf in September.’




  She touched the back of her head self-consciously. ‘Mr Gautier’s waiting for you.’




  ‘That’s the story of my life,’ he grinned. ‘There’s always a Mr Gautier waiting. You’re not mad at me, are you?’




  Her face was cool but not unfriendly. ‘You’d know it if I was.’




  He looked back from the lift but she was busy with her papers.




  He thumbed the third floor button, pleased with himself. Alison Dundas, the name had a romantic ring to it. He’d chat her up when he came down again, invite her out for a drink, somewhere

  quiet and elegant. If the spell held he’d buy her a candlelight dinner and walk her home to some shared apartment with sagging chairs and a hundred yards of faded chintz. If he kissed her

  hand at the end it would be all, a toned-down Lochinvar out of the west with only one thought in mind, to sit across the table from a woman and be kind to her.
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