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  Donald MacKenzie and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  SA Press Santiago




   




  

    

      ASSASSINATION ATTEMPT AGAINST PINOCHET




       




      President Pinochet on Sept. 7 escaped with only slight hand injuries from an assassination attempt. Several hours later, General Molina, chief of the Centro Naçional

      de Informaçiones, announced the immediate introduction of a state of siege. Opponents of the regime were arrested and restrictions imposed on the news media.




      The assassination attempt, which left five of the presidential guard dead and eleven injured, occurred as the President’s motorcade was ambushed while crossing a bridge south-east of

      Santiago on the return journey from his weekend residence in Melicoton, 44 km from the capital. Four terrorists, armed with automatic weapons, blocked the motorcade’s passage but

      concentrated their fire on a decoy car in front of the vehicle in which Pinochet was travelling. The President’s car was hit by thirty-two bullets, all of which failed to pierce the

      bulletproof windows. Some damage was done by a hand-grenade. All four terrorists were killed at the scene of the attempted assassination. In a television appearance in the early hours of Sept.

      8, the President appealed for calm and declared war against Marxism and other international organisations that spread ‘sinister and distorted information against Chile’.


    


  




  Roland van Hall turned away from the doors that opened on to the balcony. His room was on the tenth floor of the Chaco Hotel. A hundred feet below, jacarandas, rubber and

  orange trees shielded the stone benches in the Plaza Uruguaya from the fierce afternoon heat. Blossom scented the exhausted air. The city was built on a low hill overlooking the east bank of the

  Rio Paraguay. It was laid out in Spanish Colonial fashion. Half-empty skyscrapers formed an uneven backdrop against the parched blue sky. The air conditioning unit was set at fifty degrees

  Fahrenheit but sweat rolled down van Hall’s ribcage. He was forty-two years old with thinning brown hair and a crafty, intelligent face. He was wearing a white drip-dry suit and two-tone

  shoes. His left arm still ached from the jabs he had endured in London. Tetanus and typhoid were endemic in Paraguay. He opened his Gucci despatch case. A sheaf of one-thousand-dollar bills was

  lodged in a pocket inside. He peeled off ten bills in readiness. These interviews always gave him a sense of uneasiness. This was the fourth of its kind, the meetings always taking place outside

  Chile. The man he was about to meet was Dr Anibal Mesquita, an official working in the Foreign Department of the Banco de Chile. Mesquita’s wife was a translator in the Centro Caçional

  de Informaçiones. The Mesquitas earned thirteen thousand dollars a year between them and were childless. They lived in a house that belonged to Anna Mesquita’s parents. Dr

  Mesquita’s reputation was that of a man who was totally honest. People confided in him. He listened but rarely expressed an original idea in public. Wily and possessed of catlike caution, he

  never betrayed a secret, except for money.




  Van Hall took the lift down to the lobby where stone dolphins spouted water into lily-topped pools. Tiled walls depicted hunting scenes in the Gran Chaco jungle. A couple of Guarani bellboys

  lounged near the lifts. Outside on the pavement, the doorman was chatting to a lottery ticket vendor. Van Hall glanced at his watch. It was siesta time. There was only one person in the lobby, a

  woman wearing dark glasses and sipping iced coffee. Traffic would be light at this hour along the Alfredo Stroesner Freeway to the airport. The journey would take no longer than half-an-hour.




  A cab drew up in front of the hotel entrance. The doorman cut short his conversation and removed his peaked cap. A short fat man emerged from the taxi and paid the driver, ignoring the

  doorman’s fulsome welcome. The new arrival carried no baggage. He waddled into the lobby, turning his short-necked head in all directions. Van Hall lifted a hand and both men entered the

  lift. Neither spoke until they were safely behind van Hall’s door. Van Hall’s Spanish was grammatically correct although accented.




  ‘Dr Mesquita! A pleasure to see you!’




  Their meetings always began in a parade of mutual compliments. The fat man sat down very carefully, placing plump hands on his knees. His obvious wig had a stove-polish sheen and his eyes shone

  like oiled chestnuts. His cotton suit was crumpled and stained, his small feet thrust into white shoes. He counted the ten thousand dollars that van Hall gave him, holding each bill to the light

  and snapping the paper.




  ‘It is just,’ he announced. He opened his nylon shirt and put the money in a canvas belt next to his skin. His brown face was lugubrious.




  ‘Life has been difficult in the capital, señor. It is true that the state of siege has been lifted but no man trusts another.’




  His manner was sly and avuncular, like a conjuror at a children’s party. He groped in the recesses of his soiled jacket and swung an envelope between thumb and forefinger.




  ‘Only four people have seen what you are about to see, señor. One of them is my wife.’




  Van Hall extracted the typewritten sheet of paper from the envelope and read:




   




  

    

      CENTRO NAÇIONAL DE INFORMAÇIONES




      Post-mortem examination




       




      NAME: Unknown      APPARENT AGE: 30–35 years




      IDENTIFIED BY: Jose Hidalgo, CAPTAIN, C.N.D.I.




      DATE: Sept. 7




       




      

        

          EXTERNAL EXAMINATION: The body was that of a well-nourished male. There were severe sectionings of the front of the body and intensive burning of

          the legs and hands down to the muscles and tissue. There was fracture of both anklebones. There were no further means of identification.




           




          TIME OF DEATH: Found dead at 10.50 hrs Sept. 7




           




          INTERNAL EXAMINATION:


        


      




       




      

        

          

            

              SKULL There was extensive fracturing of the skull.




              MERINGERATE The brain showed perforation on section. There was no evidence of natural disease that could have caused or contributed to

              death.




              MOUTH TONGUE OESOPHAGUS The air passages contained carbon deposit.




              LARYNX TRACHEA LUNGS & PLEURAE The lungs were congested with adhesions to the chest wall.




              PERICARDIUM HEART The coronary vessels showed severe damage.




              STOMACH The stomach contained a partly digested meal.




              PERITONEUM INTESTINES Normal.




              GLANDS LIVER & GALL-BLADDER Revealed no abnormality.




              GENERATIVE ORGANS Healthy


            


          


        


      




       




      

        

          DID DEATH ARISE FROM NATURAL CAUSES? No.




           




          DISEASE OR CONDITION DIRECTLY LEADING TO DEATH: Gunshot wounds to the head. Injuries to the skull conducive with use of a rifled weapon. The

          entrance wounds were inverted, the margins depressed. The exit wounds were everted. Pieces of bone were carried out by projectiles.




           


        


      


    


  




  SIGNED: Ramon Palau Alvarez (Colonel-Doctor).




  ‘How did you come by this?’ asked van Hall.




  The fat man half-closed his eyes. ‘Molina prepared the report on the attempted coup. He sat next to Pinochet at the mass of Thanksgiving. Pinochet thanked God for the loyalty of the CNDI.

  My wife translated the report into English.’




  Van Hall was watching the pulse-beat in the Doctor’s fleshy throat.




  ‘Your money was well spent,’ said Mesquita. ‘The official line taken by the media blamed the FNPR. A pack of lies! The four men who died in the attempt on Pinochet’s life

  were foreigners. Their bodies were burned beyond recognition. There is more.’ He reached into his pocket again. His hand was trembling slightly as he offered two additional pieces of paper.

  ‘I shall leave it to you what this is worth.’




  Two addresses were typed on the top sheet. CYCLOPS SECURITY 670 BROMPTON ROAD LONDON SW3 and VANTERIS SA 29 BIS PLACE VENDÔME PARIS.




  Mesquita nodded encouragement. ‘Banco de Chile estimates General Molina’s personal fortune to be in excess of forty million dollars. Nine-tenths of this is held outside Chile. The

  rest is in Switzerland. Every cent of his money has passed through the firm of Vanteris SA. Vanteris SA is owned by Luis Ortega. Ortega is Molina’s godson.’




  The noise from the pool on the roof was suddenly loud. Van Hall did his best to control his excitement.




  ‘This requires careful thought,’ he said. He put the typescript in his despatch case. Mesquita had flown in by way of Montevideo. His return flight left in ninety minutes.




  The Chilean placed both fists on his knees and heaved himself up.




  ‘It is permitted to make an observation before I leave?’




  ‘Why not?’ Van Hall waved a hand.




  ‘I have a feeling that you are disappointed in me,’ said Mesquita.




  Van Hall shook his head. ‘As long as I continue to give you money, you will know that I am not disappointed.’




  The Chilean smiled slyly, his eyes disappearing in the folds of his face.




  ‘A payment of more than two million French francs was made by Vanteris SA to Cyclops Security last year. That was in August, five weeks before the attempt on the President’s life. I

  tell you these things because you are a man of honour.’




  Van Hall perched on the end of the bed. ‘I take it that we’re talking about still more money?’




  ‘A bonus,’ said Mesquita. ‘Molina’s godson will be meeting someone from Cyclops in Paris the day after tomorrow. The name of this person is Paul Sheffield. A conference

  room has been booked in the Continental Hotel. I do not know where these people will be staying.’




  A rush of adrenalin found van Hall’s brain. ‘I will investigate these matters,’ he said. ‘If your information is accurate, we will come to some arrangement.’




  He turned the door-handle and glanced up and down the corridor. ‘Adiòs,’ he said and closed the door. He turned the key in the lock. Molina was perfectly placed for the

  attempt on Pinochet’s life. It would have been natural for them to have gone to the British for help. They had a long history of providing mercenaries. Pinochet’s death would cause no

  tears to be shed. The facts were simple. The coup had failed and although Molina retained the President’s confidence, one false move would destroy him. Faced with proof of his involvement in

  the assassination attempt he would be forced to buy silence.




  Van Hall picked up the phone and asked the operator for a London number. A man’s voice answered on the third ring.




  ‘Discreet Enquiries, Henry Hobart speaking.’




  ‘Listen to me carefully,’ said van Hall. ‘I want you on the first plane out of London for Paris. Book yourself into the Continental. I’ll be at the Saint-James et Albany.

  Meet me there at twelve o’clock noon, your time. Better still, call me from the airport. Okay?’




  ‘Okay,’ Hobart said.




  The plane landed one hour late at Orly. It was twelve degrees colder than it had been in Paraguay and van Hall had no coat with him. He bought a Burberry on his way from the

  airport. He checked into his usual room at the Saint-James et Albany, on the fourth floor overlooking the Rue de Rivoli. He took a cab to Executive Security on Rue Lincoln and left with a leather

  case containing two thousand dollars’ worth of gadgetry. He was in the bath when Hobart called from Charles de Gaulle.




  ‘Room four-two-six,’ said van Hall.




  He shaved, dressed and ordered coffee to be sent up.




  Hobart arrived half-an-hour later.




  ‘Sit down,’ said van Hall. ‘You take sugar and cream with your coffee?’




  ‘Both,’ Hobart said. He dropped into one of the two armchairs and stretched out his legs. He was thirty years old with neat fair hair and the narrow head of a collie. His closely set

  eyes were the colour of wet slate. He was wearing a raincoat of the type favoured by Italian students: long, black and voluminous. Underneath he wore a blazer and grey flannel trousers.




  Van Hall filled a cup with coffee and gave it to his visitor.




  ‘How are you, Henry?’




  ‘I’ve been a whole lot better,’ said Hobart. ‘I don’t get enough sleep.’




  ‘That’s what keeps you lean and hungry,’ said van Hall.




  Hobart’s eyes strayed to the bag of electronic equipment on the bed. ‘I still don’t get enough sleep.’




  ‘How long have we known one another?’ Van Hall’s voice was casual.




  Hobart gave it some thought. ‘It’s got to be three, four years.’




  ‘Four years in February,’ said van Hall. He had used Hobart a couple of dozen times, routine enquiries to begin with. Surveillance assignments followed, each one a further test of

  Hobart’s character and intelligence.




  ‘There’s one thing I learned early on in life,’ van Hall said genially. ‘Never take a man at face value. I had you checked out three years ago.’




  Hobart nodded. ‘I thought you might have done.’




  ‘A full history,’ van Hall went on, ‘from the time you left the Christian Brothers in East Grinstead. You were expelled for cheating.’




  Hobart showed not the least sign of shame. ‘I was lazy.’




  ‘You were caught,’ said van Hall, ‘and that wasn’t smart, Henry. Any more than that business in South Africa, conning a woman out of twenty-eight thousand pounds. You

  could have gone to jail for that.’




  Hobart grinned. ‘She’d have had a lot of problems with her husband if she’d gone to the police.’




  ‘Then the Rand School of Ballroom Dancing.’ Van Hall shook his head. ‘An instructor, no less! I never thought of you as a dancing man, Henry.’




  ‘I was young,’ Hobart said. ‘Young and skint.’




  ‘What you were was a rogue,’ said van Hall.




  ‘There’s plenty of people like me,’ Hobart said. ‘It’s the fear of what might happen that keeps people straight. Knock out the fear and you’d have a lot more

  law-breakers.’




  ‘That’s a very cynical remark,’ said van Hall. He pointed at the bag on the bed. ‘How much do you know about bugging?’




  ‘You mean electronic eavesdropping,’ said Hobart. He seemed to like the expression. ‘I’ve done my share of it, why?’




  ‘You get your room all right?’




  ‘I got it,’ said Hobart. ‘I called from the airport. They’re holding it until two o’clock.’




  Van Hall opened the bag on the bed. ‘Ever seen anything like this before, Henry?’




  Hobart leaned forward. ‘Not that particular model, no. But I’ve seen others like it.’




  Van Hall held the microphone in the palm of his hand. It was the size of a matchbox with a two-inch retractible aerial.




  ‘You can attach this to wood or metal,’ he said. ‘Stick it behind a curtain, under a table, wherever. There are six conference rooms in the Continental Hotel. They’re

  kept locked at night, opened at eight in the morning for cleaning. How’s your Spanish?’




  ‘My Spanish?’ Hobart repeated. ‘I don’t speak a word of it, why?’




  ‘No problem,’ said van Hall. ‘Take a look at this.’




  The cordless earplug receiver was no bigger than a deaf-aid button. He pointed down at the tape-recording unit. ‘You can only use one at a time, the earplug or tape-recorder. Once

  you’re sure that you’re getting sound you switch on to the tape.’ He demonstrated the controls.




  Hobart’s slate eyes followed every move. Van Hall slid from the bed, holding the microphone in his hand.




  ‘There’s an interference-free range of five hundred metres. I’m going to take a walk. The moment you hear my voice, start recording. And keep the door locked while I am

  gone.’




  Van Hall let himself out of the room. A chambermaid was piling soiled bedclothes into a laundry basket further along the corridor. She paid no attention as he walked towards the service stairs.

  Once out of sight, he extended the aerial and spoke quietly into the microphone. He continued to talk for a couple of minutes and then returned to his room. Hobart opened the door. Van Hall

  relocked it.




  ‘Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.’




  Hobart started the tape. The recording of van Hall’s voice was clear and without background noise.




  Van Hall put the equipment back in the bag and closed the top.




  ‘Let’s get down to business,’ he said. ‘I want you to bug one of those conference rooms in the morning. You’ll see the names on a board in the lobby. The one

  you’re looking for is Vanteris SA. We’ll only get one chance so we can’t afford to fuck up.’




  ‘Leave it to me,’ Hobart said confidently. He looked at the money van Hall gave him and pushed it into his trouser pocket.




  Van Hall smiled thinly. ‘That’s one of the things I like about you, Henry. A healthy regard for money. Call me as soon as you’ve located the conference room.




  Hobart’s room was on the second floor, facing Rue Scribe. He put the bugging equipment in the cupboard and unpacked his overnight bag. He hung up his two shirts and

  wet-combed his hair in front of the bathroom mirror. He counted the money van Hall had given him. Five hundred pounds. It was as much as he’d been earning in a month and he sensed that there

  was more to come. The prospect of bugging the conference room left him unmoved. He had done as much a dozen times before with less sophisticated equipment than van Hall had provided. Hobart had

  tried to run his own check on van Hall but had failed. There was a hint of an accent in van Hall’s voice at times, other than that, the man’s command of English was excellent.




  Hobart slipped the microphone in his blazer pocket and left the rest of the equipment locked in the clothes closet. A lift-boy ferried him down to the lobby. The conference rooms were up on the

  second floor. A board on an easel gave the particulars of people who had booked the conference rooms for the following day. Vanteris SA was chalked in for room six at eleven a.m. Hobart walked up

  the wide staircase. The distinctive smell of a hairdressing salon came from a corridor on his left. Gauze curtains veiled the activities behind the plate-glass windows. The six conference rooms

  followed in sequence. Numbers one, three and six were open. He took a quick glance towards the staircase and stepped smartly sideways, shutting the door as he went.




  Number six was furnished with chairs and a table, the ashtrays and glasses were dirty, the water carafe empty. Scribbling pads carried the hotel logo. The two heating registers were covered with

  fretted wood. A quick inspection showed that the casing on the registers could be removed. He took the mike from his pocket. The powerful magnet held it in place on the metal radiator. He replaced

  the cover and peered through the fretting. There was no sign of the mike. He opened a crack in the door, waiting for a chance to slip into the corridor unnoticed. Opportunity came within seconds.

  He walked back along the corridor and up to his room. The mike was voice-activated and would set the tape-recorder in motion.




  He lifted the phone. ‘Hotel Fleur-de-Lys, Place Louvois. I don’t know the number, I’m sorry.’




  A woman came on the line. ‘I’d like to speak to Mr Cameron,’ Hobart said.




  ‘Mr Cameron is not here, sir.’




  ‘Can you tell me when he’ll be back?’




  The woman’s voice conveyed disapproval. ‘Mr Cameron does not inform me of his movements.’




  ‘Can you take a message?’ asked Hobart.




  The answer came grudgingly. ‘If you wish.’




  ‘Tell him that Henry Hobart is in Paris for a couple of days and would like to see him. Tell him I’ll be in Fat Sam’s, ten o’clock tonight.’




  She repeated the gist of the message, running the words together in a nasal monotone. Hobart relinquished the phone. Kirk Cameron was the right man to spend an evening in Paris with. He knew the

  city and spoke the lingo. Hobart was usually proofed against charm in both men and woman, but he made an exception in Cameron’s case. Hobart had long since lost touch with his family and had

  no friends. It was good to be able to call someone and know that the call would be welcome.




  The Hotel Fleur-de-Lys was a couple of hundred yards from the Opéra. Built in the 1890s it had stayed as it was ever since. It was a family-run establishment with twelve

  bedrooms, two with bathrooms attached. The other rooms were fitted with showerstalls. Most of the tenants rented their rooms by the month.




  Kirk Cameron came in from the street. He was thirty-six years old, just over six feet tall, with cropped reddish hair and a face slashed with laugh-lines. A hockey-puck travelling at seventy

  miles an hour had scarred his left cheekbone. He was wearing a cabbage-green corduroy suit and a checked flannel shirt. The hotel lobby was sparsely furnished: a horsehair bench, a couple of chairs

  and a table littered with out-of-date magazines left by transient guests. The night-clerk looked up from his desk as Cameron approached.




  ‘It’s cold out there,’ the Canadian said in French, shivering theatrically. The sun had been shining that morning and he had left his room without a coat.




  The clerk slapped a piece of paper on the counter between them. It was written in the fancy script of the proprietress.




  Monsieur Hobart will be at Fat Sam’s at ten o’clock tonight. Kindly settle your bill!




  The clerk leaned on his elbows, waiting. He was a Marseillais whose wife had decamped with a ship’s cook from Vancouver. The experience had left him with a murderous hatred of all things

  Canadian. Cameron’s presence in the hotel was a source of constant affront to him. He straightened his back, displaying a mouthful of gold fillings as he watched Cameron study the bill.

  Fourteen days at one hundred and fifty francs came to two thousand one hundred francs, service and tax included.




  Cameron put the bill in his pocket. ‘I’ll deal with this in the morning. Give me my key.’




  The clerk was clearly enjoying himself. ‘First pay the bill. Those are my instructions.’




  The blood rose on Cameron’s neck. ‘You listen to me, my friend! My passport’s up in my room and you’re preventing me from getting it. That’s illegal.’




  The clerk squinted. ‘Refusing to pay for your room, that’s not illegal? No money, no key. That’s the deal.’




  ‘You’ll hear more of this,’ Cameron warned. The clerk lifted a stubby finger.




  It seemed even colder outside. Cameron buttoned the neck of his shirt and walked down the street to the metro. Everything he owned was up in his room: his brushes and paints, two bags of

  clothing and the hundred dollar bill that he had kept for emergencies. Such work as he had produced during the last six months was in the hands of Irma Hoenigsberg, a fifty-year-old Rumanian with a

  picture gallery on Île-Saint-Louis and a loose hold on five languages. Madame Hoenigsberg specialised in subsidising struggling painters, taking fifty per cent at any sale that she made of

  their work. She kept no accounts, doing her sums in her head, doling out amounts of money from a seemingly bottomless reticule. According to her, Cameron remained permanently in her debt.




  Cameron descended the steps to the warmth of the Metro. There would be no problem in finding a bed for the night. Madame Hoenigsberg’s light burned bright for favoured

  protégés, Cameron included. She was fat, coarse and demanding. The trick was to arrive late when she was full of wine. Cameron surfaced at Pont Marie and crossed the bridge to

  Île-Saint-Louis. Eighteenth-century houses presented elegant façades to the dark, fast-flowing river. The island was a village where the inhabitants considered others as foreigners. A

  footbridge at the end of the street led to the floodlit glory of Notre-Dame.




  Cameron paused for a moment, glancing up at the second-floor windows of an apartment building. Lights showed behind drawn curtains. Irma was a woman of fixed habits. She would be up there

  reading Proust, her stout legs supported by a tapestry-covered stool and a glass of Côte-du-Rhone beside her. Cameron turned into a doorway under a lighted box-sign.




   




  FAT SAM’S PIANO BAR




   




  Cameron walked down the stairs to what had once been a cellar. The mahogany bar dwarfed five empty tables. There was an upright piano with the top removed. The still-life

  hanging on the white-washed wall had been painted by Cameron and accepted as payment for a three months’ bar-bill. Fat Sam opened his bar at ten o’clock, closing it with the exit of the

  last customer. He was a Trinidadian negro whose sweetness of nature had survived eighteen years in Paris. He held out both arms in welcome. His smile split his face horizontally.




  ‘How you doing, my man?’




  ‘I’ve been a whole lot better,’ said Cameron. ‘Give me a beer,’ he said to the Vietnamese girl behind the bar.




  She took a bottle from the cooler and placed it in front of him.




  ‘I’ve just been thrown out of my room,’ he proclaimed. ‘The bastards tossed me out on the street. Everything I own is there.’ He felt in his pocket for money.




  ‘That drink on me,’ said Fat Sam, propping his belly against the brass rail. ‘What about Irma, you sleeping she house tonight?’




  Cameron’s shrug indicated his hopelessness.




  ‘That woman thief you, man,’ said Fat Sam. ‘This go teach you a lesson.’




  Cameron emptied his glass. ‘She’s no worse than the rest of them. Give me another beer.’




  This time it was Fat Sam who went to the cooler. He wiped the neck of the bottle, clearly disposed to continue the conversation.




  ‘Use the brain God give you,’ he said. ‘Truth have to be said between friends. You is a good painter, Kirk. Why you think I pay you three thousand francs for that?’ He

  pointed to the still-life on the wall.




  ‘Eight hundred,’ Cameron corrected. ‘I asked for a thousand to pay the bar-bill. You gave me two hundred change. I spent it in here.’




  A look of pain spread across Fat Sam’s face. ‘I swear I worry you ever take up with that woman. She no good for you, man. I don’t know what is get into you!’




  ‘Try painting instead of playing piano and you’ll have the answer,’ said Cameron. ‘Fifty per cent of something’s worth a lot more than one hundred per cent of

  nothing.’




  He turned his head to see Henry Hobart coming down the stairs, his long black raincoat slung around his shoulders like a cloak. His eyes roved round the room and settled on Cameron. Hobart

  pointed a finger, grinning.




  ‘Let’s have a couple of slammers here,’ he told the bar-girl. He was wearing high-waisted trousers and a blazer with brass buttons beneath his raincoat. His pale hair was

  brushed flat. Cameron and Hobart sat down at a table facing one another. The Vietnamese girl carried a tray across laden with bottles and two glasses. She half-filled the glasses with tequila,

  added champagne to the first glass and placed a cloth on top of it. She raised the glass and slammed it down hard on the table. She whipped off the cloth and handed the foaming drink to Cameron.

  The mixture exploded in his brain. She did the same with the second glass. Hobart wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.




  ‘Only a few of us left, mate!’




  Fat Sam had introduced the rapido to Hobart who saw it as his own invention. The Englishman belched.




  ‘So tell me,’ he said. ‘What have you been up to since we last met?’




  As far as Cameron was concerned, Hobart was an amiable enough individual with a string of anecdotes coloured by Raymond Chandler. They had met the previous year in the bar.




  ‘You’re looking at a man with a problem,’ said Cameron.




  Fat Sam spoke like a man from the tomb. ‘I go tell you his problem,’ he said. He pointed at the still-life again. ‘Look at them colours. Look at them apple and pear fruit! That

  painting worth a lot of money, I tell you. This bitch thief Kirk’s just rewards. Just look at he face. He walking the streets this very night.’




  ‘Why don’t you play some music?’ said Cameron.




  The Trinidadian liked playing even more than talking. He hitched a reinforced stool under his heavy behind and sat down at the keyboard. He hit a couple of chords and went into an E flat

  rendition of ‘Southbound Blues’. His voice was lemon-and-honey. Once launched he was deaf to everything except the music.




  ‘What the hell’s he talking about?’ Hobart asked.




  Cameron’s shoulders rose and fell. ‘They locked me out of my room. I’m surprised the old bag even gave me your message.’




  Hobart stared hard. He had clearly been drinking. ‘How do you mean, locked you out of your room?’




  Cameron dropped the hotel bill on the table between them. ‘I don’t have the money to pay it, it’s as simple as that.’




  Hobart’s lips moved as he added the figures. He signalled the girl.




  ‘Two more rapidos,’ he ordered. He produced a roll of hundred-franc notes from an inside pocket. He peeled off twenty-five and pushed them across the table. ‘Don’t

  take offence,’ he said. ‘There’s enough to pay the bill and eat for a couple of days. You can pay me back when you’ve got it.’




  Cameron fingered the money with disbelief. ‘You’re serious?’




  ‘About money I’m always serious,’ Hobart said. ‘This woman who’s handling your paintings, can’t you get rid of her?’




  ‘Not really. She’s got everything I’ve painted during the last six months.’




  ‘So paint some more,’ Hobart said. ‘You’ve still got the studio.’




  ‘Yep!’ Cameron said. The lie came easily. Irma Hoenigsberg paid half the rent of the Marais studio that Cameron shared. The truth was that Cameron had been eating on the rent for the

  last three weeks.




  The girl banged the glasses again. ‘Put the money away,’ Hobart said. ‘I’m rich at the moment.’




  Cameron’s drink tasted even better the second time round. The pianist changed key, sliding into ‘Stormy Weather’, one of the Canadian’s favourites. High-heels clicked

  down the stairs. Two women came into the bar. The taller was a Pole with the features of a Baltic aristocrat and a cap of gleaming black hair. She was wearing a velvet trouser-suit and trailing a

  red fox jacket. Her companion was a blonde icon dealer from Auteuil, her face partly concealed behind the upturned collar of her camelhair coat. Fat Sam continued to play as each woman kissed his

  cheek in turn. Both waved at Cameron.
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