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Foreword


In July 1790 the US Congress established the Contingent Fund of Foreign


Intercourse in response to a request from President George Washington for funds to finance intelligence operations. The Fund was granted $40,000 which, within three years had grown to $1 million, more than 10% of the Federal Budget. Successive administrations developed and expanded this Fund until, in 1947, President Harry Truman signed into law the National Security Act – and the CIA was born.









Chapter One


PARIS 1802


February 23rd


The Office of Maurice de Talleyrand, Foreign Minister to the French Republic.


Ambassador Livingston was trying very hard to keep the hate from his eyes and the anger from his voice. Had he been able, like Samson, to bring the Tuileries Palace down on himself, but more especially on the head of the man sitting opposite him, he would have done so willingly.


‘Monsieur Talleyrand, if the American Republic is to expand, and it must expand …’


‘Grow or die, eh, Monsieur Ambassador? How very Napoleonic.’


‘There is no question of America dying, that is never going to happen. Ask the British if you doubt it.’


‘Of course I do not doubt it. But there is a question over whether it will grow, is there not?’


‘No, there is not. America will grow and will take its rightful place among the nations of the world.’


‘And that place will be?’


‘At any table where decisions are made which might affect America.’


‘So, America will be here, there and everywhere for, as we know, all decisions great or small affect all other decisions in some way or another. When the wine growers meet to discuss the vintage, America will be there. When farmers meet to discuss the harvest, America will be there. When the mistress of the house meets with the cook to discuss the menus for the week, America will be there. Very well. But tell me, Monsieur Ambassador Livingston, how many Americans do you think will be left in America while so many are away sitting at all these tables where decisions are made?’


‘Monsieur Foreign Secretary, you may choose to make a joke of my words if it pleases you to do so. But I know you understand my meaning. The fact that you play with the issue instead of discussing it shows you understand it very well indeed, and understand its importance. Make something look ridiculous and no one will take it seriously. Perhaps that works well enough with smaller issues but it will not work with this one, Monsieur Talleyrand, and no amount of wit nor clever words will make it otherwise. America will expand and America will sit at the Council Tables where the great nations meet.’


‘Monsieur Livingston, if you as the Ambassador of President Jefferson say that it will be so, then I am sure it will be as you say. One day, I am sure, America will be great in all senses of the word. The question I ask is, when will that day be?’


‘America will expand, Talleyrand, and it will be sooner rather than later.’


‘Ah, then you have come to some arrangement with the British?’


‘The British?’


‘Well, America cannot expand to the east unless American statesmen can build on water as well as walk on it. The same applies to the south, the Caribbean is just as wet as the Atlantic. That leaves north and that is British? Strange, I am usually so well informed and yet I have heard nothing of your negotiations with the British whereby you will move into their territories and they will move out.’


‘West, sir, west. America will expand across the Mississippi and into the Louisiana Territories. You know very well that is our intention because I have told you often enough that I am empowered by President Jefferson to negotiate for the purchase of those Territories.’


‘Ah, the American dream of going west, of course. How very remiss of me to have let it slip from my mind. But if your Government wishes to push west with its borders, surely you should be in Madrid? The Louisiana Territories, as everyone knows, are Spanish.’


‘The Louisiana Territories, as everyone knows, were negotiated back into French hands two years ago under the Treaty of San Ildefonso.’


‘But my dear sir, I know of no such treaty.’


‘The Secret Treaty of Ildefonso then, if you still prefer to play games.’


‘Ah, the Secret Treaty of Ildefonso, of course.’


‘Then if we both know that the Territories are French, we can discuss an American purchase and put these games to one side.’


‘I assure you, my dear Monsieur Ambassador, this is no game. It is deadly serious. If I discuss the sale of these Territories with you, I acknowledge the Treaty of San Ildefonso to a third party and it becomes no longer secret. I would have broken the terms of the treaty and Spain would have the right to re-claim the Territories.’


The French Republic’s Foreign Secretary spread his hands in that universal Gallic gesture which signifies, alas, what can one do?


Robert Livingston stood up angrily and paced the large and elegant room bringing his temper under control while Talleyrand sat back and watched him. Not for the first time the American Ambassador felt that the frustrations inherent in negotiating with this man were wearing him down to the point of despair. After a pause the gentle but almost mocking voice of Talleyrand resumed.


‘Perhaps there might be a way.’ Livingston turned. Could this be the first hint of negotiations actually beginning? He returned and stood at the desk. ‘If America were prepared to leave the matter secret. You would, of course, pay France the full purchase price on the signing of a Secret Treaty, but then do nothing until Spain was satisfied that any publication of the new nationality of the Louisiana Territories did not adversely affect Spanish interests. If and when Spain was satisfied, France would then be free to judge how French interests should be protected. Of course if, while Spain and France considered their positions, America did anything to prejudice the terms of the Treaty, perhaps negotiate with some other government and thereby give them knowledge of the Secret Treaty, the Territories would revert to France. More accurately, because of the Secret Treaty of San Ildefonso, they would appear to revert to Spain because France would, of course, keep the terms of the Secret Treaty of San Ildefonso and not make the true nationality of the Territories known to any other party. For if France did that the Territories would revert to Spain whose Territories they appear to be to all those not party to …’


But Robert Livingston was no longer present to appreciate the culmination of the Foreign Minister’s erudite exposition on the nature of Secret Treaties. The sound of his angry boots on the marble floor of the corridor rang out as he stormed away. A door in the corner of the fine office opened, Talleyrand’s secretary entered and waited until the sound of boots on marble died away. He then crossed the room and stood by the large elaborate desk.


‘It sounds as if it went well, Your Excellency?’


‘Well enough for the time being.’


‘You are too much for them, they lack flair, élan, subtlety …’


‘You have studied our American friends closely?’


The secretary made a contemptuous gesture.


‘Enough to know they are a country with thirty-two religions and only one sauce.’


Talleyrand laughed loudly.


‘Very drôle. But eventually I will have to deal with our Americans friends and, one way or another, I think they will force my hand. Livingston is no great diplomat but neither is he a fool however much I make him feel like one. One day America will send someone who will make me listen,’he paused,‘unless of course the plan of our very clever Minister of Police, Monsieur Fouché, is successful. If that happens then they will find they have other, far more important things to worry them and perhaps forget for a time their dream of going west.’









Chapter Two


That Lawyer Macleod was a man full of hate did not make him exceptional. What did make him exceptional was the completeness of his hate, and its great depth.


Macleod raised his eyes from the article in The Boston Commercial Gazette which lay over the contract papers on which he had been working. A man of middling age he wore a linen neck-cloth and a close-buttoned black coat. A man who despised display, his manner of dress was severely plain as was his view on the European war. If Europe was bent on self-destruction, then good luck to it. As far as he was concerned they could all go to hell in a wheelbarrow, led there by the strutting Little Corsican or Mad Farmer George. They could all dance to their graves to the music of musket-shot and cannon-fire. The French, the Prussians, the Austrians, the whole damned lot, men, women and children. Especially the damned British. In fact most of all the damned British.


He got up from his desk and went to the office window which was shut tight, his only concession to the late February weather. Down in the busy, wet street carriages and carts jostled and splashed. Crowds, wrapped in cloaks against the weather, hurried through the rain that carried with it flecks of snow with the promise of more to come. He looked at them for a moment. These were the people for whom he had fought in the late war, fought that they might be free and America independent. He had shed his blood for them. They were Americans, fellow citizens of the great new Republic. He would fight again for them if called on, yes, and die for them if necessary. But he could not feel for them. He did not wish to know their ambitions or aspirations, their sorrows, griefs or joys. To Lawyer Macleod they were a charge on his duty, a duty he owed to his country. They could never be an object for any personal emotion, because the only emotion left to Lawyer Macleod was hate. And that, of course, brought him back to the British.


Macleod left the window and returned to his desk where he put thoughts of the late war from him. That was ancient history, something gone with youth and joy. As for foreign wars and the politics of war, they were nothing to him unless they threatened his country. But the soldier in Lawyer Macleod, though dormant, was not dead. He began to muse for a moment on Napoleon, his military achievements and his likely ambitions.


He had sometimes said to clients that in his opinion Napoleon would prove to be more interested in France as a kingdom, his own kingdom, than in spreading the ideals of Revolution and Republic across Europe.


‘Mark my words,’ he would say when business was concluded, ‘Louis won’t be the last king of France. The Corsican will be given the Crown when he asks for it. And he will ask for it when there is no one left with the courage or power to deny it to him.’ And the client would nod and listen, and Lawyer Macleod would continue. ‘America is the only proper home for a republic. The true Free Man exists only in America and can exist only in America. Everywhere else it is master and slave, aristocrat and serf, ruler and ruled. Europe can no more cope with the idea of republican liberty than it could with religious liberty. That’s why Europe is dying while America is being born.’


It was an amazingly long speech by Lawyer Macleod’s standards and his clients, somewhat surprised at such loquacity, were happy to agree with him when he had said his piece. He was deep, was Lawyer Macleod, and he knew his business better than most. If, once in a while, he chose to speak on some subject outside the law, well it was probably best to listen and, having listened, take your leave.


Lawyer Macleod gave up his thoughts and pulled out his watch. It was time for lunch. He went to the door of his office, opened it and called out, ‘Lunch if you please, and make it now.’


There was the sound of someone jumping off a high stool in the outer office as the lawyer returned to his desk. An elderly clerk came in with a plain wooden tray bearing a coffee pot, cup and saucer, and a few dry biscuits. The clerk pushed the papers to one side, put the tray on the desk, then left closing the door behind him. As the coffee was steaming hot it was clear that the lunch had been ready to the minute, and that the clerk could have brought it in at the correct time without any command from the lawyer. But both lawyer and clerk were men of fixed habits, and men of fixed habits dislike change. For some years now the lawyer had opened the door at the same time each day and made the same peremptory command, at which the clerk had brought in the same lunch. No comment had ever passed nor was it likely that any comment ever would. The world of Lawyer Macleod’s office had little or no variety and was universally regarded by his clients as dull as the eye of a dead fish – and the elderly clerk honoured him for it.









Chapter Three


If the lawyer’s idea of luncheon was to read his paper, drink coffee and eat dry biscuits, there were those among his clients who took luncheon more seriously. They repaired, with others, to the select and popular Gallows Tree Club. The club’s grim name belied its grandeur both outside and inside, but referred to Boston Common which stood opposite across Beacon Street. It was on that Common that in 1656 Ann Hibbins, a wealthy widow, had been hanged on an oak tree for witchcraft, one of three women executed for the same crime. The club’s name was a tribute to the fact that the Boston witch trials pre-dated those of Salem by more than thirty years, a reminder if one was needed, that in all things of consequence Boston should regard itself as leader and guide.


In a well-appointed assembly room, after an excellent meal, a group of Boston’s best and brightest gathered for coffee, cigars and serious conversation.


Here the talk could not be of fashion or the other frivolous matters more suited to the mixed company of the dinner table. Here the talk could be only of business, the state of America and the state of the world.


Macleod’s last client of the morning was one of those who lunched at the club and was now sitting comfortably with coffee at his elbow and pulling on a good cigar. His fellow members listened as he told them that, while Macleod was an excellent Business and Contract lawyer, none better indeed, unfortunately he knew as much about politics as a dog knew about salvation. Heads nodded wisely in agreement. One of the older men commented that Lawyer Macleod took after his late father, a good man of business but a poor judge of life where its larger considerations were concerned. Another agreed. Yes, he most surely took after his father in that respect.


‘Euan Macleod. Now there was a dour Scot if ever there was one.’


‘It may be he takes after Euan in some ways,’ offered another, ‘but he certainly got his looks from his mother. Old Macleod was no picture but his son is a fine handsome man. He could have married again a dozen times over since the war on his looks alone.’


‘And picked up a tidy fortune with some of the young ladies who would have been pleased to have him as a husband. Many a mamma would have been happy for her daughter to become the second Mrs Macleod.’


‘Yes sir,’ remembered a stout, bald gentleman who had long since published a substantial second edition of his chin, ‘his mother was a fine woman indeed. I remember when I first saw her just after they had arrived over from Edinburgh.’ And he was once again, in his mind if no longer in reality, a dashing young buck twirling his killing, black mustachios. ‘Dam’me, gentlemen, on my life she was the prettiest thing that ever set foot in Boston.’


The older heads nodded in agreement and there was a brief pause of pleasant thoughts among the senior men. The mood was rudely interrupted by a man too young to be able to share any memories of the beautiful young Mrs Macleod.


‘Stap me, gentlemen, so it was the old story, eh, beauty and the beast? She had the looks and old Macleod had the tin? Blast my idleness, it’ll have to be the other way about with me, that’s for sure.’


The stout gentleman spoke coldly,


‘Not at all, Rayburn. The money was on her side as well as the beauty. What he brought to the match was brains, and fine brains at that. Euan Macleod may have had a face like a hoof-print in a cow pat, but there was nothing wrong with his business head. That man could make money out of fresh air and floor sweepings. He could see a good prospect at night, in a fog with a bag over his head. He was a fine man of business and died rich enough for plenty of good Boston Protestants to attend a Papist funeral.’


‘Aye, aye. True enough. A fine man, though, as you say, a Papist through and through.’


Heads nodded and the talk threatened to turn to religion when a new voice cut in with a lazy drawl which was almost a sneer.


‘So, Macleod’s got his father’s brains, his mother’s looks, plenty of family brass and is now in a good way of business in his own right. Pity he doesn’t seem to know how to enjoy any of it. For all the fun he seems to get out of life he might as well be a backwoods parson. God knows he seems satisfied to dress like one,’ and several of the younger men there grinned and sniggered in agreement.


Darcy was a young lawyer, in Boston only a year but well-to-do and dressed as near to the height of fashion as was possible. He spoke too loudly and too often for some of the older men but the younger set seemed to think something of him.


‘True enough, Darcy,’ agreed the self-confessed idler, Rayburn, ‘he’s a dull dog and dresses no better than his clerk, but I wish I had half the damned fellow’s luck.’


‘Some may choose to think Macleod a lucky man,’ drawled the young lawyer, ‘although I’d say you judge the luck of a man by the number and quality of his friends rather than the size of his house or the money in his pocket. Lawyer Macleod, it seems to me, has precious few friends of any sort. Does anyone see him in society? Does he dine? God’s teeth, gentlemen, look at yourselves. You never refer to him by any of his given names. In fact, I’ve been a year in Boston and I still don’t know what his given names are. No one uses them. He’s either Lawyer Macleod or plain Macleod.’ He paused, looked around, then smiled nastily. ‘But I do confess I have heard he is the possessor of a very unusual nickname, although with such a dry stick as Macleod I can’t imagine how he came by it. I was told he used to be called …’


One of the older men cut sharply across his words.


‘You would do well to keep any tittle-tattle of that sort to yourself, Darcy.’


The atmosphere in the room suddenly became charged.


‘What’s so damn serious about a nickname, and such a funny one at that? I didn’t make it up, although I must say it made me laugh,’ and indeed he did laugh. ‘How anyone like Macleod could pick up such a name as …’


But Darcy was again cut short.


‘I know of only two men who thought that nickname suitable for public laughter at Macleod’s expense. I’ll introduce them to you if you like, they’re not so far away. After meeting Macleod they decided to take up permanent residence very near here. I can take you to them both if you wish, they’re not far, just across the Common in the Burying Ground, and for all I know they’re still grinning at his nickname. But each one has a pistol ball in his head to remind him of what he’s grinning at.’


Another drove the point home.


‘In the head mind you, Darcy, not in the body.’


The older men, a few of whom had served with Macleod, nodded.


‘Macleod was one of the best pistol shots in the army in his day. If his eyes haven’t gone I still wouldn’t want to be on the business end of any pistol he was holding.’


The atmosphere changed again, still charged, but for another reason. The gathering listened as a new topic opened up.


‘But are his eyes still sharp, that’s the question? It’s some time since Macleod called anyone out.’


The gentleman with the chins smiled and looked around the assembly.


‘You know, it would be a fine thing to see if Macleod can still shoot straight. Yes sir, a fine thing.’


There was a pause before another voice added,


‘And a finer thing to wager on.’


An excited stir ran through the gathering.


‘By God, that would surely be something.’


‘I guess plenty of money would get put down on whether or not Macleod can still put a ball in a man’s head clean as a whistle. It would be a neat judgement either way.’


Murmurs of agreement met this profound sporting observation.


‘Yes sir, a fine thing.’


There was another pause while the best business brains of Boston began to consider if such an event might be brought off. Their deliberations were interrupted by a thoughtful sportsman who put his finger on the one weak spot in the proposed entertainment.


‘Except for the man Macleod called out, I guess.’


The room filled with laughter at this all too true observation, and suddenly all eyes were looking at Darcy. The young lawyer shifted uneasily and remained silent. He tried, without success, to look defiant. Before this afternoon he had merely disliked and despised lawyer Macleod. Now he found he hated him. After a short pause it became clear Darcy was unwilling to consider providing his friends with their entertainment or the prospect of making serious wagers. Someone cleared his throat and noisily took up a newspaper as a sign of change of subject.


‘More trouble down in New Orleans, I see. Those roughneck frontiersmen are making a nuisance of themselves again. Mark my words, that Spanish Governor Salcedo will do something about it soon. He won’t put up with it much longer.’ Heads nodded. ‘And when he does do something I can guess who he’ll do it to.’


A senior member of the post-luncheon gathering who had sat silent during the gay repartee, not being of a frivolous nature, harrumphed loudly. This signal being given, a polite silence fell. They acknowledged that the time had come for the serious-minded member to hold forth on his favourite topic, the failure of the Government to support, promote, or protect the interests of business and businessmen. Businessmen were, when all was said and done, at the heart of the economy and therefore the backbone of the nation.


‘Gentlemen.’ He paused to look about him to be sure he had the floor free of any possible interruption. ‘We all know the Mississippi is our main highway.’ Nods and murmurs of agreement. ‘And we also know that if Governor Salcedo squeezes us in New Orleans then we’re in trouble, gentlemen, big trouble.’ Hmms, ahs, and yes indeeds. The serious-minded member, feeling he had sufficiently conquered his audience with his opening salvo, settled down for a long occupation. ‘Without tax-free warehousing in New Orleans how is the South to get its exports on to European-bound merchantmen at a price that would turn a profit? Once forced to pay taxes for warehousing in New Orleans, gentlemen, what we get is not profit but loss. Yes sir, loss.’ Suppressed murmurs of agreement with at least two stifled yawns as the serious-minded member began to hit his stride. ‘Why, if that damned Spaniard taxes our storage facilities we might as well shut up shop. And mark my words, it’s our tax privileges Salcedo will have his eyes on. He’ll use these roughnecks, real or imaginary, to get them. Yes, gentlemen, I think I speak for all of us, indeed for all honest businessmen up and down the Mississippi, when I say …’


Sadly the gathering was denied the wisdom of what he, on behalf of all honest businessmen up and down the Mississippi, was about to say because his throat, drying from sudden oratory, commenced a coughing fit. Port wine was poured and handed to him. But as he drank the tide of comment flowed away from his shores and conversation became general.


‘Why don’t the Government do something, damn them? What good are they sitting in their fine new capital, Washington? They talk a great deal, I dare say …’


‘And what they talk about is more of their new taxes …’


‘They push plenty of paper around but they do damn little.’


‘And well paid to do that damn little by new taxes on our trade.’


‘But when it comes to looking after that trade and protecting trade from foreigners, we hear little enough. As for action we see nothing, gentlemen, not a damn thing.’


‘Haven’t they got the wit to control a few roughnecks? Isn’t trade bad enough with the war in Europe? But I guess you’re right, trade isn’t important to them, only taxes and politics, their eternal damn politics.’


‘Gentlemen,’ the serious-minded senior member had revived at last. Saved by an admittedly inferior port he now made a strong sally to regain the oratorical high ground. Silence settled, if somewhat sullenly.


‘If we lose our rights in New Orleans we lose cotton. And if we lose cotton we lose half our economy. If we can’t get the cotton out then, dammit, how are we to pay for the slaves to be got in? Already there’s lily-livered abolitionists here in the North trying to hedge cotton around with dangerous and, yes I will say it, gentlemen, almost treasonous restrictions. Don’t honest businessmen have to get the basic labour necessary for their trade? That’s what we call economics, gentlemen, hard-headed economics. Not namby-pamby, addled clap-trap.’


Cotton-owning heads nodded, while others maintained a reserved silence.


‘Slavery is as old as time, the black man was made for slavery. Why it’s Biblical gentlemen, positively Biblical. I don’t say this just because I’m in cotton. You all know I’m in cotton. I’m proud to be in cotton because what’s good for cotton is good for America and what I always say is …’


Alas, the indifference of the port told. What the serious-minded member always said was lost to another violent fit of coughing which turned his face a little more the colour of the port he was again offered.


‘Gentlemen,’ another voice quickly took the vacant floor, ‘whether your business is here in the North or down South these are troubled times, war in Europe and divisions at home. I have no particular stand on slavery but facts are facts. No slaves means no cotton, and without cotton half an economy is what we’ll be left with.’


‘There’s serious talk the British are finally turning against slavery altogether. Not just the trading, mind, but the owning of slaves.’


‘Madness, sir, pure madness. It can’t be done.’


‘Madness perhaps, but ten years ago abolition lost in their House of Commons by eighty votes. Five years ago it lost by four. Don’t tell me, gentlemen, that there’s not a strong enough movement in the British Parliament to abolish the trade in slaves across their Empire. And if the trade goes then slavery itself soon follows.’


‘Never, sir, never. Why a world without slaves, well it cannot be a civilised world …’


But if business dominated these luncheon gatherings, scholarship was not altogether lacking. An educated cough brought a grudging but respectful pause. Learning wished to speak.


‘The problem with slavery, gentlemen, is that it has become symbolic of what some are choosing to call “The Rights of Man”. In doing so it sets business, or as our esteemed friend would have it, economics, against religion …’


‘Then damn all religion …’


‘Oh no, sir, not all religion. Just those misguided few who believe that this fallen state of ours can be made perfect on this earth by our own efforts. They’re idealists and of course one admires their ideals. But here on earth, gentlemen, history teaches we must deal with life as we find it. That means allowing that the Devil will always be somewhere at work in men’s affairs. And when that particular gentlemen gets involved then certain niceties, which we may all admire, must be foregone. As for the rights and wrongs of slavery, I can do no better than quote The Declaration of Independence, on which this great new country first took its stand as a nation. We all know and love those words, “that all men are created equal, that they are endowed, by their Creator, with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness” …’


‘If you have a point, sir, damn well make it. This isn’t a school room nor yet a lecture hall.’


‘I will, sir, I will.’ But,having observed the fate of business, scholarship paused to take a drink of wine before continuing. ‘If we are to deal with the question of slavery …’


‘No question to deal with, sir. Always have been slaves, always will. Stands to reason.’


‘Quite, but as I was saying, let us look at the Declaration. Are slaves, black men and women, who are traded like cattle, to be considered as endowed by God, like you and I, with unalienable rights?’


‘Good point sir. Well made point.’


‘Biblical, gentlemen, positively Biblical.’


‘And mark the words that follow.“That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from …” pause for emphasis, “… the consent of the governed”. Gentlemen I ask you, as men of business and of sense, are slaves among the governed? Do they vote? Are they free citizens like you or I? Or are they property?’


‘Well taken, sir.’


‘Might as well give a cow the vote and call it free.’


Laughter.


‘Good point, sound reasoning.’


‘Do they participate in and contribute to the political life of the country, gentlemen, as we all do? I think not, gentlemen, I think not.’


A dissenting voice intruded.


‘Clever words, perhaps, but what the hell has it to do with the matter in hand, sir?’


‘Only this. Businessmen may talk economics and governments write declarations but the cloven hoof will be there, gentlemen. Anyone who thinks otherwise need look no further than Santo Domingo.’


A silence fell and a hushed voice murmured.


‘Aye, Toussaint L’Ouverture.’


This brought a short, worried pause as heads nodded.


The scholar continued.


‘Toussaint L’Ouverture indeed. No slavery has been his cry one way or another for many a year. He pushed the British out and he’s pushed the French out and what we now have in our own backyard is no less than a Black Republic with him at its head.’


‘I heard he’s declared himself Dictator for life.’


‘Aye, that’s what I heard.’


‘What isn’t perhaps so well known, gentlemen, is that for some years he has been hand in glove with Hamilton and the Federalists. He has signed trade treaties as an independent ruler with both America and Britain, secret treaties giving him recognition and power.’


‘But if blacks can have a Republic, why then, dammit, what next?’


‘Just so, gentlemen, and as I said, hand in glove with the Federalists as well as the British. Fine bedfellows are they not?’


With the subject finally back to politics the mood changed once again and the scholar sat back, well pleased with the reaction his words had produced.


‘So what are you saying? Hamilton and the Federalists have been in league with the British against American interests?’


‘What about Adams? Is he in this as well?’


‘Is it treason we’re talking here?’


At this bold and dangerous question the scholar’s enthusiasm for the subject promptly expired with a gasp of fear, alarmed at the forces his oratory had unleashed.


‘Oh, no. I don’t think, gentlemen, my observations and deductions should bear quite that interpretation. No, no, I could not go quite so far as that.’


‘And it would be a black lie if anyone said it was true of any of them.’ One of their number had stood up and looked around fiercely. ‘They disagree, as politicians do. But they’re true Americans and patriots, and I’ll back that opinion with pistols or swords any time anyone cares to question it.’


Passions rose at this challenge. Tempers were ready to flare and sides were on the brink of being taken. For a moment violence threatened. Then a calm voice asked, ‘What about that place the Sierra Leone Company set up in West Africa? Freetown wasn’t it? A settlement for freed slaves who fought for the British in the war. That means something, I venture. If the British have paid someone to make provision for some of their freed slaves it certainly looks like they’ve turned against slavery.’


Another equally calm voice took up the question and poured more oil on the troubled waters.


‘Aye, sir, but they’ve put them back on the slave coast, where they came from in the first place. Putting them there is just putting them back into someone else’s slave boats.’


‘Seems to me a damned funny way to deal with men who’ve fought your wars for you.’


‘Not so, sir. Twice sold goods means twice gained profits. Damn clever the British, and good at business. I’ve always said so.’


The general laughter at these sallies broke the danger. The fierce man looked round defiantly but, encountering no opposition, sat down and the talk resumed.


‘I guess one way or another slavery’s going to be an issue whether we like it or not.’


The minds of the men in the room concentrated on the awful implications of a world where the free transport of slaves no longer existed. With an almost superhuman effort and a long pull at his port the serious-minded member harrumphed himself to the floor again. This time, considering the vast import of the topic under discussion, he was determined to hold it.


‘Half an economy, gentlemen, as I was saying, is no damned economy at all. What we need to consider is this war. France looks strong, I admit, but France won’t save cotton. They’ve lost out in the Caribbean and won’t be in a hurry to return. If it wasn’t for their incomprehensible stance on the slavery issue I might be inclined to say we should consider some sort of agreement with the British.’


But a sudden flank movement caught him unawares.


‘Aye, but will they win this war or lose it? Last year when the Austrians pulled out I thought we were getting somewhere.’


‘Gentlemen, what I say is …’ But it was too late. Let your flank once be turned and, as every strategist knows, you quickly lose the battle. The talk turned to Europe, the war and the politics of war. Slavery and cotton had been dealt with and were now finished. The general feeling emerged that it was good to see England on its own at last. Now, if Napoleon really put his mind to it, the whole thing could be finished off and trade could resume. They had lunched well and the port and Madeira wine had circulated freely, sharpening further their already finely honed minds. The conversation became optimistic. Admittedly the British had done better than expected. But they couldn’t go on alone.


‘I give them six months, a year at the outside. Then the Mad German and his foppish prince of a son will be back home in Hanover happy to have their heads still on their shoulders.’


‘And then things can get back to normal.’


‘And Napoleon will be in London telling their damned Parliament what to do and how to do it.’


There was laughter, then a pause as each of them looked at the brighter future they had at last talked themselves into. Finally a voice observed,


‘The British Republic. Now there’s a thing I’d like to see, gentlemen. That Union Flag of theirs flying over the Republican Union of Great Britain.’


And the room was again full of laughter.









Chapter Four


Euan Macleod had been an astute man of business but also a man careful of his social position so, when the part of Boston Common bounded by Tremont Street and surrounding the old Granary burying ground was sold off, Euan bought and built. The result was a fine town house, a befitting monument to a man at the forefront of Boston commerce.


The house now stood, shuttered and silent, day and night, to all intents and purposes closed up and empty. What few rooms were occupied looked out over the Burying Ground and had been chosen by Macleod for that very reason.


That night, as he did every night, Lawyer Macleod sat in the library reading. The heavy curtains were drawn but could only muffle the sound of wind and rain hammering on the windows. Inside the room a tallcase clock ticked solemnly in the gloom, its hands nearing eleven. A lamp stood on a table by the side of his high-backed chair. It was turned low and its weak light struggled against the pervading gloom. Beside it was a heavy glass tumbler and a decanter, both of which held a dark golden liquid. Macleod was wearing a thick dressing gown with a woollen night-cap pulled down over his ears. On his hands were woollen fingerless gloves. His chair and the chair opposite him were positioned to take advantage of the large, elegant fireplace, designed for a fire the warmth and light from which would have touched even the remotest corners of such a large room. The seating arrangement was left over from his father’s days when the main rooms in the house were often full of warmth and laughter and Euan and his wife would sit of an evening talking together or reading.


Macleod had changed nothing in the big house but had closed up most of the rooms, the furniture dust-sheeted and the windows permanently shuttered. No fires ever burned now in the elegant fireplaces. In the library the dusty books mouldered on their shelves. A fine set of brass fire-irons kept a useless vigil in the fireplace and a well-worked fire-screen stood in a permanent melancholy of disuse at their side.


Macleod read on grimly, an old blanket over his legs and his shabbily slippered feet kept from the cold floor by a small, threadbare footstool. He paused his reading only to take a drink or to refresh his glass. To an observer, had there been one, the scene could have passed for that of a more than usually close-fisted miser with a weakness for books and whisky. He was forty-four years old but his face looked older and carried the marks of suffering.


His book was A Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of America Against The Attack of M. Turgot in his Letter to Dr. Price, dated the Twenty Second of March 1778 written by John Adams. When that was done there would be others of a similar stamp, for Macleod’s choice of reading was governed by a simple rule. The work should be dry, difficult and complex so that his mind, while struggling with abstruse arguments, constructed around complex political ideas, had its hands full and therefore had no time to slip into any thoughtfulness or memory.


He paused in his reading. The doorbell had been rung. He waited. It rang again – a persistent visitor. He waited again, and eventually the bell rang a third time. A very persistent visitor, and one who chose to call at such a late hour and in such weather. But he dismissed the matter from his mind. The cook-housekeeper would answer the door, although she wouldn’t be in any hurry to do so. If the visitor cared to wait he would find out soon enough what it was all about. Macleod returned to his book.


Lawyer Macleod’s French cook-housekeeper was the only servant now and was slow from necessity of age and from inclination of temperament. She had been with his family many years, brought from Paris as maid to his mother on her marriage. Macleod didn’t know how old she was and he was sure that she herself had stopped counting a long time ago. However, it was not because of her age alone that she never hurried to answer the door. It was because she nursed a deep and rooted dislike of everyone. Amélie took pleasure now in only two things, making herself disagreeable to the few visitors who came to see the lawyer, and cooking badly for her master, neither of which bothered Macleod. He hardly noticed what he ate and, as far as visitors were concerned, anyone who wanted to see him at home had to put up with waiting for Amélie to open the door. Everyone knew that if you didn’t like waiting then Lawyer Macleod wouldn’t give a tinker’s curse whether you stayed or went. The office was the place for business, home was the place for family and friends and, as Lawyer Macleod had no family and didn’t want any friends, he expected and got very few visitors. After some time the cook walked unhurriedly into the library carrying a lamp, she crossed the room and threw a visiting card on the table.


‘Un homme. Il attend dans la rue.’


‘Mais il pleut. Pourquoi dans la rue?’


Amélie shrugged.


‘Pourquoi pas?’


Macleod didn’t really care if his visitor was waiting in the street and it was raining. It was just a response made from habit. He knew from experience any discussion of anything with Amélie ended up in some maddeningly inconsequential way. Amélie stood waiting. Macleod knew she could speak English well enough if she wanted to. But he also knew she never wanted to, so he picked up the thick, gold-edged card and read the name. Cedric Bentley. He knew Bentley well. They had served together several times in the army. Now Macleod acted as his business lawyer. Bentley had large holdings in cotton, interests in one or two of the newer newspapers in Massachusetts and fingers in numerous other lucrative pies. He was an important man who had powerful business and political connections. He had hinted to the lawyer that he and some friends were preparing something new and big, very big indeed. Knowing Bentley and knowing that cotton money was having to find new investments because of the European war, Lawyer Macleod had guessed it would be armaments. There was good money in mass destruction and there was going to be a lot more. More than in cotton, even when the European business was finished and trade picked up. Bentley was a good client and soon he would be a better one. Macleod spoke to the old cook in fluent French with the Paris accent he had picked up from her and his mother.


‘Send him in and then stay out of the way.’


Amélie left the study muttering. Macleod only caught the words she fully intended he should catch, ‘cochon’, ‘idiot’, and ‘merde’. He looked at the card and thought about the visit. On those very rare occasions when Bentley chose to call at his home rather than his office it was to give him instructions which were of such a private nature that any office, even Macleod’s, could not be considered sufficiently secure. But such visits were not usually conducted at night. Why the lateness of the hour and, just as strange, why an unarranged meeting? Macleod was intrigued.


Bentley came into the library and crossed the room into the light of Macleod’s lamp. He was a man of similar age to the lawyer but, unlike him, his bearing and clothes announced his wealth and position. He was not only a successful man of business, he was a man of fashion which, in Boston society, was much the more important of the two. Macleod stood up and they shook hands. He offered no apology for the wait in the rain his guest had suffered. This was his home and here he did things entirely to suit himself, even if it was business.


‘Sit down, Bentley,’ he gestured to the chair on the other side of the fireplace on the edge of the light. Bentley sat down and rubbed his gloved hands at the cold in the library. He put his hat on the floor by his chair but he kept his wet top-coat on and buttoned up. He looked at the whisky on the table at Macleod’s elbow. He would have preferred brandy but on such a cold, wet night even a glass of Macleod’s whisky would be welcome. He waited, still rubbing his hands to emphasise his need for a glass of something warming. Macleod replaced the blanket round his legs, put his feet onto his footstool and looked impassively at his unbidden guest. Giving up on any hospitality, Bentley took off his gloves, dropped them onto his hat and gestured at the lamp.


‘Turn that up, Macleod, there’s no need for us to peer at each other through such gloom is there?’ Macleod reached out and turned up the lamp. Why not? A few cents for extra oil would go on Bentley’s regular bill. ‘Damn me, man, why no fire in here? It’s cold enough for Valley Forge.’


‘As I remember you were never at Valley Forge and neither was I, so I can’t say one way or another. You chose to call, Bentley, you weren’t invited, so you must take me as you find me.’ Macleod took out a large handkerchief and blew his nose long and loudly. Having made his point, that it was Bentley who wanted to speak to Macleod and not the other way round, he continued. ‘It’s you and your friends’ new business I suppose?’


‘No, not the new business, at least not in any way you might think.’


‘You and your friends not ready then?’


‘Not yet, not quite yet, but soon I think, perhaps quite soon. No this is something local, not what you’d call business at all.’


‘Well then, if it’s not business it can be nothing to me. Outside of business our lives don’t touch and I don’t care that they should. I’m not a social man as you well know and I don’t care to have friends, old or new.’


Bentley was never comfortable talking to Macleod and especially so if it wasn’t straight business talk, but he composed himself as best he could and began.


‘You know young Darcy?’


‘I know him well enough to know he’s a third-rate lawyer and a first-rate fool. There’s no point in knowing any more because he’ll soon be hightailing it back to the Carolinas or wherever it is down South the nincompoop hails from.’


‘Savannah. He’s from Savannah.’


‘The Carolinas, Savannah, the moon. What is it to me where he comes from?’


Bentley paused, then leaned forward and spoke slowly and deliberately.


‘He’s found out about the French Girl.’ He saw Macleod stiffen slightly and allowed himself an inner smile. ‘But you’re not to kill him. Understand? You’re not to kill him.’









Chapter Five


The French Girl was back again, back to haunt him, back to drive him, back to ruin what little peace of mind was left to him.


If Macleod’s maternal grandfather had not been French, he might have lived a very different life, perhaps even a normal one.


Claude Vernier was a successful merchant who had moved from Paris to Edinburgh. Being an ambitious and clever man, he had looked across the Atlantic eager to enter the growing and lucrative markets of America. But he had two problems, a daughter, Françoise, and a wife, Clotilde. The daughter needed a husband and the wife insisted he should be Catholic. Finding a suitable son-in-law in Protestant Edinburgh had been a particular headache for Monsieur Vernier. It was not that he was at all devout. He was not. But, as his wife was devout enough for both of them, his own lack of piety was of no consequence. The problem was that his wife constantly nagged him to return to Paris so that Françoise should be found a Catholic husband, not some Protestant who would stand damned for all eternity at the altar even as he made his wedding vows.


The very last thing Vernier wanted was to go back to France for an extended stay. Thus it was that the pretty and pious Françoise was introduced to Monsieur Macleod, a young man Vernier had taken into his firm and watched carefully. Monsieur Macleod had a talent, perhaps even a genius, for business and, as his son-in-law, would be the perfect choice to launch the American development. As he was also a Catholic, Françoise was persuaded to overlook the drawback of his features and finally to concede, albeit reluctantly, to his proposal of marriage. Thus it came to pass that Euan Macleod acquired a bride, a partnership and a rich father-in-law.


And Euan Macleod fully lived up to his father-in-law’s expectations and was indeed sent to establish offices in the American Colonies. And so it was that in 1758 the first, and as it transpired, the only child of Euan and Françoise Macleod was born in Boston and baptised Jean Marie Macleod. The naming of his son had been a gesture of thanks by Euan to his father-in-law for giving him a future in the New World so very different from that of the rest of his family in the Old. For Euan was a true-born Highlander who had rallied to the head of Loch Shiel in ’45 and fought with the Bonnie Prince’s army from Prestonpans to Falkirk. But after Falkirk, he had thrown away his claymore and shield and left the two of his five brothers who had survived that ill-fated campaign to die with what was left of the flower of the Highlands in the blood-soaked turf of Culloden Moor. He had walked to Protestant Edinburgh and there lived, thrived and married.


The birth of a son two years after their arrival in Boston crowned Euan’s ambitions for success in business and society in his adopted country. It also allowed Françoise Macleod, for the first time in her marriage, to experience love, to feel a deep, warm affection rather than the cold satisfaction of a duty done. The baby was as lovingly tended as any baby could be both by his mother and her young French maid, Amélie. Amélie had been brought from Paris by Françoise’s mother as soon as it had been arranged that the couple would sail for the Colonies. She had done this so that, even far away across the Atlantic, French would be spoken in the Macleod home and France, though far away, would not be forgotten.


Amélie, on arrival in Edinburgh, had at once proceeded to adore her mistress as an almost divine being while at the same time determining to detest Britain with an unrestrained loathing. Scottish Britain, English Britain, perfidious Britain, it mattered to Amélie not at all. Her lady was for France, for Paris, yes even for Versailles and the Court itself, and why not? Madame was not for this cold uncivilised place. She expressed her contempt by speaking nothing but French and it was a moot point, first in the Vernier household in Edinburgh and then in the Macleod household in Boston, whether Amélie wouldn’t or couldn’t speak English. If Amélie had loathed Edinburgh, she regarded Boston, indeed all America, as the innermost ring of hell itself. Britain at least was not so far from France, but America, mon Dieu, one might as well be on the moon. And where were the nobility in this wilderness? Where were the châteaux and grand houses fit for her Madame to grace with visits? America was ‘le barbarisme’. Only La France was for her Madame and, in France, only Paris and the best society. The truth was that Amélie had lived her day-dreams in a fantasy Paris, but when Jean Marie was born Amélie forgot her dreams and joined her mistress in a deep and unreserved love for the child, and as the baby became a boy he grew to be as happy as any child could be throughout his early years.


As he grew, it became clear that young Jean Marie was indeed a favoured child. He had inherited his father’s cleverness and his mother’s good looks. By the age of ten he had been given a thorough education in his family histories, French as well as Highland. He knew that all English, Lowland Scots, and German Protestants should be at least despised and at best hated and killed. He also knew that God spoke French and was a good Catholic.


All of this deep learning he took with him when he left his mother and Amélie in tears and went away to school where he found how quickly and completely the world can be made a living hell for any little boy unlucky enough to have, as his first two names, Jean and Mary. It was at school that he quickly and permanently became ‘The French Girl’, the name Darcy had now discovered and found funny. Found it so funny indeed, that it would very probably turn out to be the death of him.









Chapter Six


Bentley sat and waited for the lawyer’s reaction. Macleod’s mind turned over slowly while Bentley looked at him. For Bentley it was a pleasure to watch Macleod thinking, he could almost see the well-oiled cogs turning. There would be no rush. He wouldn’t betray any surprise if he felt it. And he would squeeze the pips out of what had been said and the way it had been said. Bentley knew Macleod’s response would be a good one, whatever he said would put him in an advantageous position to find out more without giving anything away. Oh, he was a joy to watch was Lawyer Macleod. But Bentley couldn’t wait indefinitely.


‘You understand, Macleod, that whatever happens, whatever he may say or whatever comes to your ears, you’re not to kill him.’


And he waited once more but this time the wait was very short and when Macleod spoke, it was in a casual, matter-of-fact voice.


‘Then I won’t kill him.’


That was it. And Bentley knew Macleod had turned the tables on him. He couldn’t leave it at that because that would leave him nowhere, and he couldn’t afford to be left nowhere. Bentley almost permitted himself a wry smile. Macleod was certainly some piece of work, yes sir, Lawyer Macleod was some piece of work. Carefully Cedric Bentley proceeded.


‘And you’ll give me your word on that?’


‘Yes, you can have my word.’


Too easy, much too easy. What next? Bentley waited.


‘On your oath?’


‘You can have my private word, Bentley, and on oath if you like. Without witnesses, completely deniable, given to you at a meeting which I would guess no one else even knows about considering the lateness of the hour. For whatever you think it may be worth to you, you may have my sacred word.’


‘Well, say at least you will honour your word as a gentleman?’


Lawyer Macleod smiled and said nothing. Damn, thought Bentley, that was a stupid mistake and he couldn’t afford to look stupid. Macleod might or might not have some kind of honour tucked away somewhere, but he had none where being a lawyer was concerned, and tonight, even though this was Macleod’s home, he was very much the lawyer. Bentley knew that all he had done so far was show the weakness of his hand. Well, leave it alone or go on? Lawyer Macleod watched Bentley carefully. But what he did not know and could not have guessed was that Cedric Bentley was deciding whether Macleod would live or die.


Bentley had decided that he had only two options, bring Macleod in or snuff Macleod out. Tell him or kill him. It was his turn to take his time and think. Macleod waited, he was good at waiting. Bentley thought about his choices. Killing would do the job in a way, but maybe telling would do the job better. A clock ticked in the darkness of the room as the two men looked at each other in silence. Finally Bentley decided. The lawyer would live. Telling him it would be, and if tomorrow morning or any morning, having slept on it, he changed his mind, well, he could arrange for the lawyer to be dead quickly enough. But only if that would be the better course to get the job done.


‘Darcy’s somehow found out about the French Girl. He was laughing about it in the club this afternoon. This evening he was drinking heavily and started in on it among his friends, making sport of you. I thought he had been made to see sense after luncheon. He was told about how you dealt with it on your last two outings, but I guess he may have got bottle brave. He doesn’t like you Macleod and it seems he couldn’t resist the chance to do you a bad turn. I thought I’d tell you about it before someone else did and,’ he paused, ‘before you decided to do anything about it yourself.’


There was no reaction. Bentley had hoped for one, but nothing came. Inside, Lawyer Macleod was raging. Darcy laughing at him and making others laugh, the little shit. Well, others had thought he could be made the butt of their laughter so perhaps Darcy should join them and not go back down South after all. Perhaps he should be persuaded to become another permanent resident of Boston Common’s Burying Ground.


But Macleod made sure that nothing of his thoughts showed and when he spoke it was as if Bentley had said that it had been a nice day.


‘Thank you for telling me.’


‘Not at all. My concern was not for you and not particularly for Darcy. My concern springs from something more important than any duel or any death, yours or Darcy’s. I will not allow you to kill Darcy because it is my duty, duty to my country, duty to America.’ At last, thought Bentley, the man had been reached. Macleod had looked almost surprised. It had only flashed across his face, maybe his eyebrows had risen, maybe his eyes had widened, maybe his lips had moved. But however small and however fleeting, it had been there. Bentley had reached into the man and knew he had scored a hit. They were back on level terms now. No, he was on top. With men like Macleod it was all or nothing. Let there be only one tiny crack in their fine façade and they would break wide open.


‘For America?’


The calm voice was there, the set face was there, the unconcerned body was there. But it was all no good now. Macleod might look the same but he wasn’t thinking the same. Now he wanted to know, he needed to know. It wasn’t business any more. Maybe, thought Bentley, just maybe I’ve found a place where honour might mean something to this man, and honour in any man meant weakness, and weakness could always be used.


‘Before I tell you anything of that, I need to be sure that you won’t kill Darcy, no matter what he knows or says.’


Lawyer Macleod thought for a moment. He knew Bentley now had the upper hand.


‘If Darcy has a slack mouth he must expect to pay for it. Business is business. If the Darcys of this world try to make fools of their betters they must be stepped on, and stepped on hard. Who could say what it might lead to if the likes of Darcy were allowed to play fast and loose with men of standing and be seen to get away with it? Would you still want to be seen doing business with me, Bentley, if I didn’t stop Darcy’s mouth. If I let people see he could walk all over me?’


Bentley knew that the lawyer was now his. Macleod wasn’t talking, he was negotiating because he knew he was beaten. All that was left was to try and get the best terms he could. Well, thought Bentley, no harm in that, and maybe it was all for the best. After all, he wanted Macleod in one piece and working well. Yes, maybe it was better that way. If he made it too hard for him, perhaps even broke him, what use would he be? Bentley took his time. He knew now that he could afford to.


Bentley reflected. Macleod was right about Darcy in one way. Darcy was no good as a lawyer. But that was all right because within six months, a year at the most, he could stop playing at being one. Bentley was pleased that his little bit of theatre had so completely taken in someone as sharp as Lawyer Macleod. Bentley’s mind turned to another matter. Darcy alive, yes, but what about Darcy with a neat hole in him? Nothing fatal of course, just a neat hole. That might be no bad thing, no bad thing at all, and it could kill two birds with one stone. If Macleod could be made to wound Darcy to order, in a duel say, it would prove that he had Macleod just where he wanted him. Secondly it would make a point to Darcy. Bentley knew that Darcy had been jockeying for a better position in the matter of the new business venture, and Darcy might indeed be the fool Macleod rated him if he had thought he could keep his little intrigue a secret. Yes, that would all fit together nicely. Macleod would put a hole in Darcy and afterwards Bentley would visit him and make it quite clear that his little scheme was known and if he tried anything like it again the next pistol ball he took would be straight in the back of his head.


Macleod waited patiently. He knew Bentley was working out what he would demand and he was prepared to let him take his time. Negotiation, even on such an unimportant matter as the killing of a coxcomb, never benefited from being hurried. Bentley was nearly ready. He was considering the one final detail. A wounded Darcy was one thing, a dead Darcy was quite another. A dead Darcy would need to be replaced and that would take time and there wasn’t time. Bentley’s problem was, how good a shot was Macleod these days? Could he be relied upon to put a hole in Darcy in the right place, the shoulder say, or the lung? Stomach wounds were unpredictable, anything might happen with a stomach wound. Could Macleod be relied upon to put a ball in Darcy without killing him? It was a tricky proposition.


‘A wound perhaps? What if you just wounded him?’


‘Shoot a man in the body and he can die just as surely as shooting him in the head. It may take longer and be more painful that’s all. You saw that as much as I in the war. Men brought in with wounds that looked nothing at all and they were screaming in days and dead in a week. Others came in with their legs blown off and finished up with stumps, but alive. If I kill him I’ll make it clean.’


‘What about a chest shot? A ball in the lung can be dealt with,’ he paused, ‘especially if the doctor’s ready for it.’ He continued in a matter of fact way. ‘It’s amazing what doctors can do these days compared with twenty years ago. Why, Professor McDonald told me only the other day that he is quite sure that one day they will find a way of controlling even things like smallpox. It’s just theory of course and, between you and me, it’ll never happen. He was just talking things up and trying to get a donation out of me for his research. But he’s right in one way. They can do things now that would have seemed miracles when you and I were soldiering.’ Bentley thought for a moment and then an idea struck him. Oh my, he loved it when things came together. Yes sir, he just loved it. ‘In fact, if McDonald was persuaded to be the doctor at the duel and he was told that the likely outcome was a chest or shoulder wound, I do believe he’d be just the man to make sure no lasting damage was done. If McDonald could have a wounded man up and about before too long, not fully mended of course, but maybe able to travel, why I might believe he was just the sort of medical man I should be making a fair-sized donation to. When I have confidence in a man I’m prepared to back that confidence with cold cash. Yes indeed, a donation and a handsome one.’


Macleod became impatient of Bentley’s rambling and broke into his visitor’s monologue.


‘Well, man, what’s it to be?’


Bentley’s voice was flat and firm. He leant forward.


‘A chest shot.’


It was his final offer and Macleod knew it. It was Bentley’s turn to sit back and wait now. He, like Macleod, fully accepted that negotiations needed time to reach a conclusion satisfactory to both parties. The lawyer’s brain turned. If Darcy really was important to the American Government he couldn’t kill him. But was he important? He knew Bentley had powerful friends and not a few connections in or close to the Government. So far as he knew, Bentley had no personal or business reasons for protecting Darcy. But Darcy had to be stamped on. Perhaps Bentley’s suggestion had merit. Duels were frowned on now, and a killing, even an honour killing, could become a messy business if it became too public.


‘It’ll only work if he shoots face on. It’s no good if he stands sideways to fire.’


‘Why?’


‘Because if he’s standing face on when my ball goes into his chest it will either go through him or lodge and if he’s lucky it won’t cause any real problem. But if he’s side on it could go through the lung and maybe go on to hit his heart or some vital artery. I couldn’t say where it might finish nor that it wouldn’t be fatal.’


Bentley considered.


‘And there’s no way round that? Couldn’t you reduce the charge, lessen the penetration?’


Macleod laughed dismissively.


‘Have you forgotten everything you were ever taught in the army, man? If I reduce the charge enough to do that it would mean loss of accuracy, and if the ball strayed it might go anywhere. Hell, it might hit him on that thick head of his and bounce off and then the fool might even get a shot at me. No, the only sure way is for him to stand face on. Do you know if he has fought a duel with pistols before?’


Bentley shook his head.


‘No, but I would doubt very strongly that he has.’


‘Then he’ll almost certainly stand side on, it’s the natural stance for shooting. Only duellists stand front on. If they get hit they want the ball to lodge or go through.’


‘And if he stood face on you could do it, for sure?’


Macleod threw the blanket off his legs and kicked the footstool to one side. He pulled off his night-cap, threw it down onto the blanket and stood up.


‘Come, I’ll let you judge for yourself.’


Macleod picked up the lamp from the table and led the way out of the library. They went through a door under the main staircase and down some stone steps. Below the house was a large cellar that had once been, among other things, the wine store, but now had been converted into a shooting gallery. Macleod put the lamp on a table, took off his dressing gown and hung it on a hook in the wall, lit a taper, then walked around the cellar lighting lamps set on the walls. He returned to the table and began to prepare a pistol. He nodded to a box on the table amongst the bits and pieces. It was about six inches by four and two inches deep. It contained flints.


‘Empty that box and take it down to the other end of the gallery.’


Bentley looked at the box then at Macleod.


‘What for?’


‘This is business, Bentley, so think like a businessman. If I tell you I can hit Darcy in the chest and not kill him, are you just going to take my unsupported word for it?’


Bentley understood Macleod’s point.


‘I guess not.’


They both knew there was only one way to be sure.


‘Then take the box.’


Bentley picked up the box, emptied out the flints, then walked slowly down the gallery. When he turned, the distance between them was about the same as in a duel and Lawyer Macleod was already pointing his pistol at him. Bentley felt a cold sweat form on his brow. No one knew of his visit to Macleod’s house and Macleod had already guessed that was the case. There was no one in the house except that idle old French cook and even if she wasn’t deaf he was sure she would be loyal. Darcy may have been a fool to think he could outmanoeuvre me, thought Bentley, but I must be a bigger fool to put myself so easily at the wrong end of Macleod’s pistol. Macleod was pointing the pistol and waiting. On the other hand, thought Bentley, if Macleod was going to kill me I would be dead already. He was sure Macleod wouldn’t have had any scruple about shooting him in the back. He called out.


‘What now?’


‘Put the box somewhere, on your shoulder or on your head.’ Macleod smiled. Bentley thought it a nasty smile. ‘Why not hold it between your legs, just under your crotch?’ The smile widened to a grin, ‘Anywhere you feel comfortable.’


This is a damn fine time to find out that the bastard has a sense of humour, thought Bentley, and placed the box carefully on his left shoulder leaning slightly over to his right so that it balanced. It wasn’t an easy thing to do under the circumstances. And if Macleod isn’t still the shot he was in the army it wasn’t supposed to be me who would suffer any consequences.


Bentley looked back down the gallery and called out. ‘I hope you haven’t lost …’


But the sound of the pistol firing exploded through the cellar and pounded into Bentley’s ears. The box was gone and he could see Macleod’s mouth moving but, whatever he was saying, Bentley could only hear a loud ringing inside his head. He saw the lawyer removing two small pieces of wadding from his ears. Then Macleod pointed with the pistol at something behind Bentley on the floor. Bentley turned and looked down. On the floor behind him at the bottom of the cellar wall was the box. There was a neat hole in it, almost in the middle. He couldn’t hear himself as he said, ‘Damn and blast the Scottish bastard, that surely was some shot.’ As he walked back down the gallery the ringing began to subside and by the time he was at the table where the lawyer was cleaning his pistol his hearing had almost returned to normal.


‘I guess you could call it a hobby. I pistol shoot targets down here.’ Macleod looked around the cellar. ‘Sometimes I buy a caged bird and let it out to see if I can hit it on the wing. It’s something to pass the time.’ Macleod took his dressing gown off its hook and put it on. ‘Now, shall we go back to the library and you can tell me what all this is about?’


Bentley nodded and waited while Macleod snuffed out the lights, picked up his lamp and left the shooting gallery.


Bentley followed well pleased with the evening. Yes, he would tell Macleod. He would tell him just enough to get the job done, but he certainly wouldn’t tell him what this was all about.




OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JAMES
CREETN

ANOBRHFRISMALL
KINGDOM






