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For Lydia




Prologue

 



 



It was too perfect. That should have been a warning.

Something in the silence, like the voice in my head that had helped me stay alive this far. But I was in new country, unfamiliar terrain. Not listening.

The bed was the biggest in the hotel but Sara had laid claim to most of it. She was sprawled out as if she’d just landed from a great height, her arms thrown across the mound of pillows, her black hair spread out like a fan. Her strapless white satin dress clung to her, mermaid-like, the silky sheet, half thrown back, forming a great fin that cascaded onto the carpet. I stood a few feet from her, watching. With each blink I half-expected to find her gone, just a dream. So I stood, as she slept, as if the longer I looked the more real it would all become.

The stillness - just the hushed breath of the air conditioning: that could have alerted me. Silences were suspect: after a barrage, a deserted village, the freshly dead. But I had put all that behind me. That was the plan.

 



I’d been told to take my time. Not to plunge into anything too serious. ‘It’s a jungle out there; watch your back,’ said the regimental shrink with dead eyes. I didn’t interest him because I hadn’t cracked. ‘You may be home but in your head you’re still in Afghanistan. Don’t bother explaining it to your bird; she won’t have a clue what you’re on about.’ He didn’t say it - they don’t - but I could tell he didn’t fancy my chances. I’d prove him wrong. Just watch me.

Sara sighed and her mouth parted slightly as if waiting to be kissed again. Between each breath there were huge intervals, long enough for me to imagine the knifing fear of her dead.

I wrenched my eyes away from her and pulled back the curtains, exposed myself to the icy hug of air lurking behind them. The windows were still wet from the storm that had woken me. A monochrome London roofscape, a coat of half-hearted snow, cloud thick as smoke from an oil fire. I looked at my watch. Twenty minutes to pick-up. Any sane person would call in sick. I didn’t do sick. That stuff they’d implanted in our heads that switches off common sense, which kept us solid and kept us killing - it was still in there.

 



I’d got out of the Army just in time. You only have so much luck and I’d used up all mine. I needed a clean break. I could have gone into IT, or back to college. A headhunter took me through some sensible options, registered my indifference and passed me Trent’s brochure: Integrated Strategic Solutions.


‘Spot of surveillance, protection - might suit while you find your feet.’

A no-man’s-land full of lads like me, not quite ready for the real world - until Sara, that was.

 



I turned back just as her eyes opened, wide and surprised. They hovered uncomprehending on the champagne bottle in the bucket by the bed, drifted to the bouquet, compliments of the manager, swept round the sumptuous room then settled on my gaze and smirked. ‘It’s rude to stare.’

‘Can’t help it.’ I stepped closer. ‘Anyway, you were asleep.’

‘I could feel your eyes.’

She widened hers, and there it was, arcing between us, high voltage, invisible current.

Five weeks. That was all it had been. I’d just come off a thirty-six hour shift in the bowels of a car park, watching a Chrysler no one came to collect. Either way I needed coffee, a shower and a shave. I was in no condition to pull. The café was part of a theatre, not my kind of place but close to the job.

She was alone at a small table, coat over her shoulders, arms folded, leaning on her elbows, cradling her gorgeous face. She looked up, eyes shining, dark as rock pools. My pulse shifted gear. There were other empty chairs but I ignored them.

‘Can I?’

She nodded at the script in front of her. ‘I’m trying to concentrate.’

‘I promise not to put you off.’

I scraped my eyes off her face and glanced at the pages in front of her. Denial. Two parts: Jim and Cassie.

She shook her head and sighed. ‘I’ve got five minutes to get this off by heart.’

She stared at the words then closed her stunning black eyes.

I scanned the upside down page then looked back at her.

‘“Whatever you’re thinking, forget it. It’s not going to happen.” Then Jim says, “I know what I think—” But then Cassie cuts in. “You think you’re in love with me but you’re not. You’re in love with an idea of me. What you see is just an image.”’

Her eyes widened as I recited the words. She opened her mouth but I put up a hand. ‘And then Cassie says, “I’m a hologram. I walk and talk but that’s all. The ‘me’ is somewhere else, sealed up safe where no one can get at it. No matter how long you hang around, I’ll not give anything away. I may as well be invisible.”’

‘Wow.’

I had all her attention now. I shook my head.

‘What?’

‘I think you could do better.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘A better part. This one’s not for you.’

A woman with a clipboard came into the café, an old walkie-talkie swinging from her belt. ‘Sara Harding?’

No one moved.

‘Sara Harding?’ The woman sighed. ‘OK. Abbie Franks?’

Another woman got up and followed her out.

‘I’m Dan.’

She extended her hand, eyes on full beam. ‘Sara Harding.’

 



Some of the pre-dawn light spread into the room. She raised herself up on her elbows and frowned. ‘You’re dressed.’

‘I know.’

‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’ Predatory look.

‘You’re the one who fell asleep.’

‘I could seek an annulment. Technically, the marriage hasn’t been consummated.’

I moved nearer, breathed a breath of her scent. I sat down on the bed and put a hand on her abdomen.

‘Bit late for that.’

Two hearts beating. Twins ran in my family.

She lifted her arms and hooked me towards her lips. ‘I wish I had your discipline.’

I felt her breath on my eyes, felt every muscle engage.

‘Come on. You know you want to.’

 



Five weeks since our café encounter. Four weeks, six days and twenty-three hours fifty-nine minutes since I noticed I was in love. A whole minute. What took you so long?  Three days since she told me she was pregnant.

‘What are you going to do about it?’ She’d said, mock stern, hands on hips.

‘Marry you.’ One shot. No hesitation, no risk assessment, no question. What was there to think about?

She returned fire: ‘There’s an “if”.’

I waited for it.

She blinked slowly and her eyes flashed. ‘We do it now.’

And that’s what we did. I took the next day off. She found the dress, found me the suit. In the rain, no umbrella, my coat round her shoulders. We recruited two witnesses off the street outside the register office, West Indian sisters, Myrtle and Jean, who doubled up when we asked them, cried copiously when it was done and smothered us in kisses.

 



‘Stay.’

I shrugged. ‘I can’t let the lads down.’

‘But I’m your wife now. You must obey.’ Her eyes were all over me, melting my resolve. Make love to my beautiful new wife or sit in a Transit van with a reeking Sanilav and an undiagnosed psychopath?


‘It’s just a few hours.’

A tremor of fear passed across her face, then she shook her head and pouted. ‘I may not be in the mood by then.’

My phone buzzed. A text from the Trent driver. Outside.  I unplugged the camera chargers and dropped the batteries into the bag.

‘Shoot me.’

‘What?’

‘Take one. Now.’

I hadn’t brought the camera to the wedding. Cameras were for work. She felt for her bag, found a mirror and touched up her lipstick in two expert sweeps.

I pulled out the Nikon. It was cold, slightly greasy. I  swapped lenses, and looked into the viewfinder. Seeing her in the cross-hairs, I shivered. She looked even more beautiful, black eyes glistening, black hair in a sweep across her bare shoulders, slightly lifted on one elbow, a hand on her cleavage and the silvery folds of her dress. As I squeezed the shutter, she mouthed I love you. ‘Remember this always, whatever happens.’

Not acting now.

 



The snow had turned to sleet. The Transit was parked opposite the clinic, squeezed between a Nissan and an Audi. The sides of the van were plain, just a faint square where they’d painted over an old logo. A ladder was lashed to a couple of roof bars to help the disguise.

I crossed the road and peered through a fogged window. A ghostly glow from the laptop lit Greg’s face. He looked up and grinned.

‘Surprise.’

He pulled off the headphones, reached over and unlocked the passenger door. A fetid waft of food, smoke and shit hit me as I climbed in.

‘What happened to Vic?’

‘Swapped shifts. Thought you’d like to see a friendly face.’

‘Always thinking of others.’ I nodded at the Sanilav. ‘No one ever teach you to flush?’

He smirked. ‘No toilet training remember?’ Three KFC boxes were wedged between the windscreen and the top of the dash. He swatted one towards me. ‘Breakfast?’ His bloodshot eyes fixed on me like a dog’s. Expectant. I hadn’t told him about the wedding.

Since Afghanistan he’d put on weight. The poppers on his denim shirt strained against the flab. And he’d started a beard that just seemed to exaggerate the babyish roundness his face had always had.

I settled into the seat, took out the camera and replaced the long lens.

‘They brief you?’

‘What d’you think?’

I nodded at the laptop. ‘Anything logged?’

He shrugged.

I sighed. ‘At least pretend to take an interest.’

‘OK, OK.’ He tapped the keyboard. Scrolled down the notes.

‘Yesterday. 15.35: Base to chemist. Prescription package. Dry cleaners. Wow, this is fun.’

‘Just go on.’

‘Tesco’s: Papers and cat food.’

He let out a knowing laugh. I groaned. ‘He does have a cat.’

‘Right. Observed target’s Lexus - scrape on the nearside rear door. T and W examine.’ He frowned at the screen.

‘Tariq is Waheed’s driver.’

‘What’s a raghead doing cruising London in a chauffeured Lexus?’

‘Gift from a Saudi benefactor.’

‘Thought he was an exile.’

‘So you do know something.’

‘Yeah. That much.’ He pressed a thumb and forefinger together. ‘I operate on a need to know basis. And I need to know shit.’

He turned his attention back to his laptop. Since his teens he’d prized ignorance like a badge of honour. As if knowledge would fill his head up and leave no room for the murky stuff that interested him.

I let the silence run on. He’d have to know sooner or later. I opened the window to let in some air and rain.

He closed the laptop and started on a joint, spreading out three papers.

‘Tell me it’s worth it. Tell me he’s Bin Laden’s man in  the UK, plotting to turn the London Eye into a Catherine wheel.’

The sleet came on harder, carpeting the street with a greasy grey nap. I shut the window.

‘He’s never been connected to any terror group or plot. He’s a scholar, comes from Jeddah. Fought the Soviets in Afghanistan, but slagged off the Saudi Royals, so they won’t have him back.’

‘A suspect though.’

‘Low to zero. Anything higher, this job wouldn’t have been outsourced.’

‘What’s he do all day, apart from eat cat food?’

‘Prays, writes pamphlets. He’s got no phone, no computer, doesn’t do email. Does everything by messenger, wants to turn the clock back to the pre-oil days.’

He sniffed the air. ‘Quite an expert, aren’t you?’

‘It’s all in the brief if you bothered to look.’

He nodded at the clinic across the road. ‘What’s this about?’

‘Dodgy kidneys. Today’s his monthly check-up.’

Greg groaned. ‘I can’t wait.’

He had been discharged just after me. I was hoping he’d go his own way, fend for himself. But once he found out I’d gone to Trent’s he got himself hired as well. ‘We gotta stick by each other.’ At least, that was how he saw it. But he wasn’t taking to the job.

Because of Afghanistan, Trent had us on extended probation. A year at the lower rate. I’d tried arguing: ‘What are we, war criminals?’ Trent had given me his long, fuck-with-me-and-you’re-out-now look. ‘If you were war criminals, Carter, you’d only be on six months.’

Ten weeks on surveillance, he told us; if we didn’t screw up we’d get something more active. But it had been five months now. I wasn’t bothered - the less action the better,  as far as I was concerned. But Greg needed distraction and wasn’t getting it.

‘Why bother with this dude?’ He sprinkled some hash into the tobacco and grinned. ‘I’m taking an interest, like you told me to.’

‘It’s box-ticking. So the spooks can say they’ve got everyone covered. The more people they watch the easier it is to justify their budget.’

‘Cheaper to hoover up him and his mates and ship ’em home. Better still, line ’em all up and slot ’em.’

I looked at my watch. I’d only been here ten minutes. I should have stayed in bed.

‘If he’s not a terrorist, what’s he doing here then?’

It was raining hard now, drumming on the roof of the van.

‘Maybe the urologists are better here.’

I looked down at the screen on the back of the camera and replayed the images of Sara in her white satin. Beamed myself away for a moment. Twenty minutes to go till Waheed was due. Twenty minutes to fill. Then another wait - however long the appointment took, then a bit of following, then back to Sara. Hardly a lifetime to wait, even if it felt like it.

Greg wound down his window and spat.

‘So. Good day off?’

I left it a beat. ‘OK.’

The joint flared as he lit it. ‘There’s a rumour going round that you got yourself hitched. I told them it was bollocks.’

I put down the camera. I didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. He looked like a man awaiting sentence. After a full half minute he let out a long sigh, like an old steam engine.

‘Well fuck you very much.’

He rubbed a hand across his face and wagged a finger my way. ‘You know Trent’s rules - no dependents.’

‘I’m quitting.’ Another bombshell. Might as well get it all over with. ‘Friday’s my last day.’

He stared out of the windscreen, looking at nothing. ‘I promised your mum I’d keep an eye on you. Her last words: “Keep him out of trouble.”’

‘I’m not in trouble.’

He swallowed. ‘You really fucking went and got it done, then?’

I looked down at the camera. ‘It was a wedding, not an execution.’

He turned and waved a finger at the space between us. ‘Next thing you know she’ll want a—’

I smirked.

His mouth dropped open.

I put up two fingers. ‘Twins.’

‘Jesus Christ all-fucking-mighty.’ He hit the steering wheel with a palm and shook his head slowly. ‘You poor fuck.’

His reaction was no surprise. Nothing in his upbringing - if you could call it that - would have given him any incentive to be a parent. His mother had used him like a punch bag. He never found out who his father was. I looked across at him. Under the scrubby facial hair was the same thirteen-year-old I’d come home from school and found in our flat watching telly. He had got in through the window over the sink and was just sitting there in front of  Grange Hill, holding a slice of cold pizza he’d found in the fridge. The way he just looked up and said ‘hullo’, I could tell he’d done this before, not with any great thought, just taken refuge, hoping we might not notice, or better still, just let him stick around, like a stray.

He stared at the furnace on the end of his joint, glanced at the thin band on my finger, and shook his head again. He’d need to look out for himself now.

I gave him a winning grin. ‘You’ll be fine.’ He’d have to be.

He let out a long sigh, reopened the laptop, which was wedged between his stomach and the steering wheel, stroked the touch-pad with the side of his thumb and clicked on a file. I gazed up the street. A couple came towards us, a child between them hopscotching her way over the paving stones, her wellies sliding in the slush.

I glanced back at him. He was staring at the screen, mouth open.

‘Sex or violence?’

‘A beheading.’

I knew I shouldn’t have asked.

‘US Marine. Truck caught an IED north of Kabul. He was the only survivor.’

He raised his eyebrows and gestured at the screen with a sweep of his hand as a waiter might over a cheese board.

‘Thanks, but not before breakfast.’

He looked perturbed. ‘It’s not very high res: the blood’s a blur.’

He angled the screen my way. I kept my eyes on the windscreen but he’d already clicked Play.

‘He’s telling his kids he loves them and then - SHUNK!’ He sawed his neck with the side of a flattened hand. ‘With a fucking breadknife.’

I looked at him, sighed. ‘N.O.’

He looked grey.

‘I’m only saying.’

‘Saying what?’

‘Could of been one of us.’

The words of an interpreter in Kabul floated back out of the library of unwanted memories in my head. A father of three, telling me between sobs why he had to get out of the country he loved. Children - they make cowards of us.


Greg pulled the headphone lead out of the laptop. The  van filled with a metallic stream of high-pitched pleading, a scream and then a silence, followed by some rapid words in Pashto in praise of Allah.

I reached over and slammed the lid shut. I glared at him, the chilling sounds reverberating in my head. ‘You don’t need to go there.’

Despite all the crap he’d put up with in his life, he had a fatal attraction to the macabre.

‘We’re home. Time to move on.’ Like me, I didn’t say.

He looked at me, blinked, sucked on his joint, the question in his eyes. Where to? He shrugged. ‘Whatever. I’ve forwarded you the link.’

For some people there’s only so much you can do. I’d already done more than I should. In Afghanistan, I’d protected him like I had back home. It had become a habit - one it was time to kick.

I took out my own laptop, hooked up the camera, squirted the shots of Sara across and filed them under Pictures. There was only one other shot in there - from the scan I’d insisted on. Two butter beans dancing in space. Five-week-old life.

‘Does Trent know?’

‘Not yet.’

‘He won’t be happy.’

‘I’m not here to make him happy.’

‘He won’t give you a reference.’

‘Don’t need one.’

He gave me a panicky look from under his eyebrows. ‘You really are clearing out?’

‘End of the week.’

He sucked on the joint. ‘Well I’ll be fucked.’

The radio squawked. Wez, in the Merc. ‘He’s mobile.’

Greg leaned forward. ‘Copy.’

I switched the camera to Standby and laid it ready in my lap. Greg shook his head. ‘We were a team.’

I shrugged. ‘Sorry, mate.’

He went silent, just stared at the road ahead, the view blurred by sleet crystals. Then he shrugged. ‘Should get myself a girl I suppose.’

I gave his shoulder a brotherly squeeze. ‘There’s an idea.’

He nodded, but the fear was still in his face.

 



Waheed’s journey from his flat in Highbury to the clinic took about thirty minutes. I looked at my watch. Twelve minutes since Wez’s call. I stared into the rear-view mirror, trying to cling on to some of the magic of the last twenty-four hours, another planet from the reeking Transit.

The sleet came down harder now, turning the street a dull grey and muting the sounds. Greg tapped the wiper stalk. One sweep cleared the view. On the opposite pavement fifty metres away, a couple of schoolgirls in purple uniform skipped ahead of a woman with a blue scarf over her bowed head. Nearer to the van two youths in hoodies were bearing down on an old lady. A man kissed another woman under her umbrella and stepped into the road to cross. A lowered Honda with skinny tyres on chrome rims came past slowly, the driver’s head bobbing to the throb of his sound system, his gaze on the girls. A third woman with a trench coat over her head shoved a plastic recycling box towards the kerb with her foot. Greg nudged me and pointed.

‘She’s fit.’

‘What?’

‘The one on the left.’ He pointed at the schoolgirls.

‘Get a grip.’

‘OK, her then. Bird in the scarf.’

He pointed to the woman with the blue pashmina-type scarf over her hair, shadowing her face. She had on a short leather coat, a laptop case under her arm. She had stopped  just short of the clinic, and was looking past our van, down the street behind us. I glanced in the mirror again. It was blurred by the sleet. I wound down the window to clear it, heard the squeal of tyres, a scrape of metal, a shout. I craned round. Waheed’s Lexus. Four minutes early, accelerating past thirty. Tariq never went above twenty. The car fishtailed wildly. Out of control? Evasion? We’d driven like that under fire.

A motorbike was alongside the car, its rider in a black helmet, an arm extended, pointing. There was only one person in the Lexus.

A dull thud, but a big one, then a much sharper thwack  as the nearside front corner of the Lexus struck the tailgate of a parked truck. A spray of plastic splinters from the car’s front end collided with a shower of window glass. As the Lexus recoiled from the impact, a black missile with flailing wings soared over its roof and landed, tumbling along the tarmac, shiny round end coming towards me. The rider. The car did a hundred and eighty degree pirouette and stopped, sideways across the street. I saw the deep scratch on the nearside door.

Trent’s Rule One: ‘In the event of anything - ANYTHING - do not get involved, do not engage. You are not there for that. No one knows you are there. You’re deniable. Leave the van and we wash our hands of you.’

I was out of the van. Waheed was in the driver’s seat, draped in the dead airbag, blinking at me. The first time our eyes had met. His shirt was gone, his chest all blood, smoke swirled around him. I went for his door but he shook his head. Then he cupped his hands and held them up in front of his face. I looked over to the rider, on his back in the road, still. My foot struck something. I looked down. An M79 sawn-off. Stray firearm - leave it. That’s the drill. That’s what’s in the manual. I glanced back at Greg, through the open Transit door, frozen, mouth open.  I didn’t like unattended weapons, never mind the rules.  If you don’t pick it up someone else will. That’s what I’d learned. I picked it up. Still hot from discharge, the shell case still in the barrel. I took another step towards the Lexus.

The blast knocked me back against the Transit. The gun flew out of my hand. When I looked again the car interior was a ball of fiery smoke. Nothing to do there. I crouched over the biker, felt for signs. Eased off his helmet. They tell you not to, but how else can you give mouth to mouth? His face was lean, skin stretched over prominent bones, strong brow, a gash on the bridge of his nose, an old scar bisecting his left eyebrow. A warrior’s face. I puffed and pumped the life back into him, willing him back. His eyes flickered - then stared full into mine.

The second blast was bigger, slamming me against the van again. When I came to, a column of blue-black smoke gushed from the Lexus. I got up and fell down again. I looked round for the biker. He was gone.

 



Hospital smells mingled with the residue of petrol and burnt plastic in my nostrils. All I heard was the ringing in my ears from the blast. There was something over my eyes. My face felt twice its normal size, pulsing with half-sedated pain. My hands were dead weights.

Sara. I had to get back to her.

I drifted away again.

There was someone in the room. Another smell, aftershave and old cigarette smoke. Sharp breaths, tense. Older. You can tell someone’s age by the sound of their breathing. And squeaks. Rubber soles on vinyl floor, pacing.

A sigh.

‘Fucking bollocks.’

Trent’s voice, just a whisper, but enough to identify it.

A great weight was holding me down, chemical, not  physical. The front of my face felt numb. I was sinking again.

Where was Sara?

A door opened. A squeak of shoes. Lighter steps, two sets. Cold damp air dragged in on coats. There was a gruff greeting from Trent, almost inaudible. For a few seconds no one spoke. Just atmosphere. Someone came close; I felt his breath on my chin.

Trent spoke first.

‘No sign of the Met?’

‘We’ve held them off. MOD’s bomb people have the car.’ A toff voice, full of authority.

‘It’s the Met’s turf. They’ll want transparency. Remember Menezes?’

‘I’m not even going to answer that.’

‘If this is down to your lot—’

The toff cut in. ‘Credit us with a little more gumption, Jack. What’s his name?’

‘Dan Carter. I’ve got his file here.’ A third voice, younger, eager.

A grunt from Trent.

‘Oh sorry, Jack. Stuart Holder. Our “care in the community” man.’ A snort of laughter. ‘Stuart’ll mind Carter once we’re sure he’s going to play ball. What’s the hospital say?’

It was Stuart’s turn. ‘Concussion, broken nose, bruising, swelling . . . looks like he was hit by debris, some burns from the blast. With a bit of luck he won’t remember a thing.’

The toff again, peeved. ‘The sidekick said he got out of the van. I thought your people—’

Another grunt from Trent.

‘He’s got to be briefed before the cops get anywhere near him. No loose ends.’

I wanted to move, get back to Sara. Should never have  left her. But even thinking was an effort.

‘The other one stayed put?’

‘Kept his head down like a good lad. He’ll keep to the script.’

Something tapped my foot. ‘And this one?’

‘Let’s see.’

Stuart piped up again. ‘Soon as we can we’ll get his version. Maybe he can throw some light—’

The toff interjected. ‘That’s for later. Right now it’s what it looks like. We’re dealing with perceptions here.’

Trent cleared his throat. ‘Far as I can see, it was a crash job, last minute, stop him whatever. Someone unaware of our surveillance.’

There was an awkward silence.

‘Thanks for your insightful analysis, Jack. We’ll handle this from here on, OK?’

No one moved. Trent hadn’t taken the hint.

The toff again, testily: ‘Carter’s our problem now.’

‘Have it your way. There’s just the question of—’

A weary sigh from the toff. ‘Ye-es, we’ll pick up the tab.’

The door opened and closed. The toff groaned. ‘What a relief.’

‘Why do we use him?’

‘Because he charges a fraction of what it would cost us, because he’s that bit more deniable. Because there’s no one else.’

Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

‘Any theories?’

‘Too many.’

‘What’s being given out?’

‘We’re going with botched suicide bombing.’

‘Is that going to stick?’

‘Fucking has to.’

‘And the cops?’

‘They’ll have to go along with it.’

The bed moved slightly. One of them had perched on the end.

‘When he wakes, should we get his version?’

A hint of irritation in Toff’s reply. ‘We don’t need his  version; he needs our version and he needs to stick with it.’

‘File suggests an awkward streak. Some trouble in Afghanistan.’

‘There’s always trouble in Afghanistan.’

Something tapped my ring finger. The toff lowered his voice. ‘We have the wife.’

They must have noticed me tense. No one spoke for a few seconds. I felt breath on my cheek again. A face close to mine. ‘Carter? Raise your hand if you can hear . . . Well that’s something. Carter, we’re here to help.’

The sedation was starting to wear off. Steady hammer blows were pounding in my forehead.

‘We’ll take this one step at a time. Don’t try to talk. Just nod, OK? You were a witness. A witness to a car bomb. You saw who was in the car? Nod if you did.’

I nodded.

‘Waheed, right? Good.’

‘You witnessed him blow himself up.’

The only sound was the hammering, louder and faster.

‘Where’s my wife?’ The voice exploded inside my head. It was a second before I realised it was mine.

‘Ah good, we have communication.’

‘Where is she?’

All the moisture had gone out of my mouth. I felt a pair of hands pressing my shoulders back down on the bed.

‘Don’t move, just listen. Your wife is fine. Naturally she’s very concerned for your welfare. You’ll be able to see her once we’ve got through this.’

I didn’t speak or move. Just felt the wave of rage sweep  through me, engulfing everything, even the pounding.

‘Getting back to what you saw. You got out of the van to try and help, after the car crashed. You saw Waheed. And then he exploded.’

All I could see was the biker’s eyes staring, absorbing all he could of my face.

‘In fact you saw Waheed pull something. And then the car exploded.’

I didn’t move. There was a big gap in this I didn’t like.

‘Come on, soldier. You’re our star witness. Last man to see Waheed alive, you saw him do the business.’


The look he gave me. The shake of his head. ‘He cupped his hands.’

A phone buzzed, Stuart answered. ‘Just a sec.’ I heard the door. I was alone with the toff.

I felt his face close, a gust of tea and smoke breath. His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Carter - there’s no time to piss about. We both know the chap on the bike; he’s not going to forget your face. Whoever sent him, they won’t want any loose ends here any more than we do. So I rather think you need us even more than we need you. Your family certainly will. Oh, and congratulations by the way.’

He was silent for a few seconds, letting the words sink in.

‘So, Carter, you’re with us?’

All I could think of was Sara, her face. A shadow over the light in her eyes.

‘Do I have a choice?’




One

 



 



Sara shook me awake. She was holding the digital clock in front of my face. She had no make-up on. She was furious.

‘You set it for five. How could you do that? Today of all days.’

Emma was already crying on the landing. Charlie was shouting something about his pants, his voice all nasal with sleep.

‘The flight’s not till eight-thirty. Gatwick’s only forty minutes.’

‘Check-in’s two hours before.’

I levered myself up. ‘We’ll be fine.’

This was Sara’s worst nightmare. She had prepared everything so there would be no panic. The two big bags had been packed and put ready by the front door the night before. She had hung the children’s travelling clothes on their radiator and adjusted the heating to come on early, laid the breakfast table, poured out their choice of cereal the night before with saucers over the bowls to keep it fresh. The hand luggage had everything for emergencies: spare pants, plasters, Calpol, plastic bags to isolate anything that got sicked on, sun protection, crayons, little spiral drawing pads, every recommended anti-bug concoction. These bags also stood by the front door, unzipped in readiness for toothbrushes and other last minute items to be dropped in as we left. She had gone about it all with a tense manic energy that had alarmed me. Perhaps once we got there the Caribbean sun would force her to relax.

I went into the bathroom, confronted my ghost in the mirror. We exchanged withering looks.

 



The trip was my idea. We needed one badly. At first Sara had just snorted. ‘They’ll never let us.’ But I was determined. I’d put it to Stuart, our careworn handler. His eyes had widened as they usually did with my demands. His stock response, always with a chuckle, was ‘That’s a bit off-piste’, or when I got more demanding, ‘That’s really  off-piste’. But this one, a family holiday to Tobago, was ‘Really very off-piste, Dan.’ It was a place I knew Sara had always dreamed of. ‘Either this or I’m bailing out.’

I made it sound as if I meant it.

When I’d flourished the new passports in front of her, she had smiled briefly, but her reaction was hedged with buts and what-ifs, the spark dying as it was lit. She had opened the back page and examined our cover names: Paul and Sara Mandler. Would we ever be ourselves again?

I splashed cold water on my face which brought some of the colour back. I could hear Sara downstairs arguing with the children about some last minute toys they wanted to bring.

We’d been in the Scheme since Waheed. As soon as I was on my feet, we had been spirited away to a smart penthouse in Brighton ‘just till the dust settles.’ I’d watched the fallout on TV: demonstrations in Riyadh when the body was flown home, extremists vowing revenge, Western embassies attacked in five capitals, British and American flags burned. Martyrdom had transformed Waheed into a global hero. The suicide bomb story, instead of damping things down, merely heightened speculation about his death.

But for Sara, once she knew I’d be OK, it was an adventure. The idea of living undercover amused her. When I warned her it could go on a long time she just shrugged  and pulled me towards her. ‘What’s it matter when we’ve got each other?’ She patted her abdomen. ‘And them.’

When her bump started to show, Stuart told us we were being moved to ‘something more suitable’ - a big detached house along the coast on the edge of Worthing, a seaside town I’d never heard of. I’d had my doubts but Sara settled right in.

She was happy and that’s what mattered.

But six months ago, there had been a change. There was no incident, no row. Just as if a light inside her had been switched off. She denied that anything was wrong and told me to ignore it. I knew the Scheme would get to her eventually. She had been so supportive at the start, as if the sheer force of her enthusiasm for our life together would overwhelm the limitations placed on us, but it had beaten her.

It wasn’t what she did so much as what she stopped doing - less eye contact, fewer touches, a force field repelling me when I came near. I just backed off, hoping the holiday would bring her back to me.

 



‘Pleeaase don’t take your shoes off! I’ve just put them on.’ Downstairs, Sara was shouting at Charlie who was still crying.

‘I want flip-flops.’

‘Not till we get there.’

‘Let him wear the fucking flip-flops.’ I said to the bathroom mirror. The last four days had been unusually tense, Sara swooping down on the children and barking at them for minor misdemeanours. I decided to stay out of it. One good thing was that after the initial doubts, she had embraced the trip as her own project. It was good to see her engaged. But the night before, I’d found her curled up, streaked with tears. I’d taken her in my arms and she’d sobbed into my shoulder, gripping me as though her life  depended on it, repeating my name over and over. ‘It’s going to be fine,’ I promised her.

I shrugged at my reflection, doused my face with cold water and searched for my toothbrush. Sticking out from under the bin was Sara’s pink ‘Sleepeezee’ inflatable collar that I had bought her for the trip. The children usually deployed it as a bath toy. Downstairs, I waved my discovery at her in triumph. She snatched it from me.

‘Can we just get going?’

By the time I’d reversed out onto the drive, she and the kids were on the front step. Charlie, keen to help, picked an unzipped bag up by one handle and marched forward, emptying it on to the drive.

‘Fucking hell.’

‘Mummy!’

Sara scooped up the contents and hustled the children towards the car.

‘I’m tired,’ Emma said.

‘You’ll be feeling a lot worse than tired if you don’t get in right now.’

I let out a long sigh. Sara shot me a frosty look. ‘Thanks for the help.’ She slammed their door and climbed in beside me.

Charlie was grunting behind. ‘I can’t do my belt.’

‘Just pull. It’s trapped under your booster.’

As Sara reached into the back to sort him out, I caught the smell of sick on her breath.

‘Are you all right?’

She didn’t answer.

I floored the accelerator and pulled the wheel hard right. The Range Rover drifted in the gravel until the tyres bit and we surged forward.

‘Da-aad.’

‘For God’s sake,’ Sara muttered in a loud whisper.

‘Stop arguing!’ Charlie particularly hated any parental discord. We drove in silence.

Maybe that’s how it was in normal families, pre-holiday nerves. How would I know? There was nothing normal about us. Getting the trip at all had been a small triumph, the rules we lived under temporarily suspended. We should have been excited. Our first holiday. A milestone. The children had never travelled more than ten miles from home before.

‘When will we get there?’

‘Emma . . .’

‘Whe-en?’

It was Charlie’s turn. ‘I want to see zebras.’

Sara put her face in her hands. I looked over my shoulder at him. We had only told them last night where we were going. ‘There are no zebras in Tobago, sweetheart. There’s lots of other things, like hummingbirds and lizards.’

‘But I want to see zebras.’ He looked crestfallen.

Sara covered her face. ‘Eyes on the road, please.’

‘Can we have a CD?

‘If you can agree on one.’

‘Jungle Games!’

‘Pony Club!’

‘OK, Jungle Games.’ It wasn’t my choice of sound track for a dash to the airport but I had developed the ability to screen out even the most insistent kids’ entertainment. I could even read them a story while thinking about something else.

Still dark, the roads were deserted. We passed the Downs and hit the A23 in minutes. Not long now. The speedo surged past a hundred.

‘Dan - please.’ Sara put her face in her hands.

‘You were the one in a hurry.’ I eased back. And shot between two cars in the fast and slow lanes. Sara turned her head away in a theatrical gesture of desperation.

The Gatwick slip road came into view and I overtook two more lorries before making the exit as late as I could. The Range Rover heeled over as I tackled the roundabout. We swept on to the Departures ramp like VIPs.

‘You get out and I’ll park.’

Sara went for a trolley. I opened the tailgate and hefted out the bags. When she came back she was sucking on a cigarette. I hadn’t seen her smoke in the morning in a long time and never in front of the kids. She let it drop and ground it out under her boot.

‘No comment,’ I said and lifted the bags onto the trolley.

Emma said she needed a wee. Sara gathered up Charlie. ‘See you at the check-in. Zone D.’

The sky was lightening to the east behind the cutout shapes of the airport buildings. I watched the monorail sliding between the terminals. As a kid I’d fantasised about living in a world with monorails. A world without disappointment. At least the monorails were real; that was something.

I drove into Long Stay. The day was brightening and the puddles on the tarmac reflected the pink fluffs of cloud that dotted the sky. It would get better. How many times had I heard myself say that? I squeezed the button on the key and the locks clicked. I turned towards the terminal.

I found them in a snaking check-in queue. Sara was already near the front, looking round for me, documents in her hand. The children were laughing and trying to walk on each other’s feet. Only then did I register that we were on a charter flight.

‘Who the hell are Sunkiss?’ The tickets had only arrived the day before, and Sara had taken charge of them. For some reason I’d assumed we would have been put on British Airways.

Sara ignored me and shuffled forward. The attendant’s  hair was bleached and gelled up in a swirl, which did nothing for my confidence in Sunkiss. He examined the tickets and passports Sara handed him. He looked up at me.

‘And yours, sir?’

I glanced at Sara.

‘With the others.’

He held up three passports and pursed his lips.

I felt a hot pain spreading through my chest. Sara dropped to a squat and started going through the hand luggage. I patted the pockets of my jacket, knowing it wasn’t there, then bent down to help her as she tore into the bag, her face burning red. ‘See what happens when we rush.’

The children had picked up that something was wrong and stopped their game. Someone behind sighed loudly.

‘Maybe it’s in the car. I’ll go back and check.’

I sprinted back. Not panicking. I don’t do panic. Nothing to be gained, plenty to be lost. Stay focused. I lifted the tailgate. Nothing. I checked under the seats, all the cubbyholes and compartments, all the time imagining it on the front step. I checked the time. Not enough time to go back. Even if it was there on the drive I’d never make the flight now. If I’d set the alarm for earlier . . .

I slammed the door with far more force than it needed, took a few steps away then smashed my fist on the bonnet. A family of five gave me matching frowns as they wheeled their bags toward the terminal.

I went to Lost Property. There was no one on the desk. I pressed a buzzer several times. A man with the absent look of someone who had fielded every insult imaginable appeared from behind a frosted glass door.

He listened, shaking his head. ‘Nothing this morning. They tend not to get handed in . . . if you know what I mean.’

Sara was standing near the check-in, a solemn child in each hand. ‘That’s it then. We’ll just have to go home.’

She looked at the ground, trying not to let the children see her tears.

I put my anger on hold, pulled her towards me. ‘Look, these things happen. You go on. I’ll get it sorted.’

I’d call Stuart. Hey, you’re not gonna believe this . . .  He’d sigh, a collective sigh for all the times I’d laid at his door problems I wasn’t allowed to solve myself. He’d fix it, sort me another passport, get me on the next flight. He knew how much was riding on this trip for us.

I saw the fear in Sara’s eyes. For four years we had never had a night apart, never been more than a few miles from each other. She pushed me away.

‘I can’t do this. Please don’t make me.’

‘You can. Let’s not let the children down.’

A burly man behind us already in his beach shorts gestured at the check-in. ‘Can we just get to the fucking desk?’

I bent down and took a child in each hand.

‘Daddy’s gone and lost his passport. I’m going to sort it out. You go with Mummy and you’ll see me very soon.’

They both looked doubtful. I wanted to be the magician in their lives, the one who made everything perfect, but it was as if they already knew the truth. I was just a conduit, passing requests on to Stuart who would always ‘see what he could do’.

Sara’s face started to crumple. I could see Charlie’s alarm. He had never seen her cry. He gripped my forefinger hard. I knew they would cope, but at four they still believe their parents are infallible.

We moved towards Passport Control. I had a child in each hand. Emma, looking cross, twisted hers in mine.

‘Too tight!’

‘Sorry, darling.’ I loosened my grip.

‘Too loose!’

A game we’d played since she was very small. She sneaked  a smile up at me. It was her way of telling me it was going to be OK. From early on I had always sensed she knew what I was feeling and was always keen to make things better.

Outside security I crouched down and took each of them in my arms. The inside of my throat went hard and dry. Every night, even when I’d got back after they were asleep, I had kissed them goodnight. Wished the same wish, that they would have long lives, come to no harm. Every morning I had been there when they woke up. I gave them gentle reassuring pats and happy smiles that they were already too smart to take at face value.

‘I’ll see you very soon. Promise,’ the words whispered, my voice ready to crack.

Charlie looked doubtful.

I glanced at Sara and shrugged. ‘Just one of those things.’

She turned her eyes to me and for a second I saw a look I hadn’t seen in her face for some time, the one that had convinced me we had to be together. She clung to me and we kissed, her eyes tight shut, her cheeks burning. Then she pushed back from me and with a hand on each child’s shoulder turned towards the gate.

She didn’t look back.




Two

 



 



I took my time driving back, let my body slow down, put away my rage. By the time I pulled on to our drive it was just starting to get light. It was a Sunday and the street had yet to wake up. I switched off the engine. There was no passport on the drive. I turned off the lights and sat there, my chin on the wheel, staring at the house.

Things happen. That’s all that could be said. There was no logic, no meaning. I’d learned that in the Army. Everything could be going fine and then - craziness. And afterwards the search for someone or something to blame, the ifs. If we’d gone left not right, down this alley not that, if he’d kept down. If I’d stayed in the van . . . A pointless exercise.

I let myself in, punched in the alarm code and raised the shutters that covered every window. The house was a seized asset; it had belonged to a fugitive drug trafficker who had heavily fortified it - a feature that had appealed to Sara. I looked for the passport in all the rooms, in the unlikely event that one of the children had got it out. I even checked the filing cabinet where what documents we were allowed to keep were stored.

I came back outside, looked again. There was no sound except the ticking from the car engine as it cooled. I dialled Gatwick Lost Property. The same man gave the same answer.

I took a deep breath and called Stuart. It wasn’t that I was afraid, certainly not of him. It was the admission of defeat, that we’d screwed up, the humiliation.

We were supposed to go through the switchboard, but I’d squeezed his mobile number out of him during some previous crisis. The ring tone indicated he was abroad. Some of his other people were ‘billeted offshore’, defectors, informers, high-value asylum seekers, closeted away by Her Majesty’s Government, all expenses paid.

It went to voicemail. I broke another rule and left a pleading message for him to call, then with a sinking heart, rang the office line.

‘Yes?’ Three equally sour assistants manned the line round the clock. Linda, the senior assistant, was the worst.

‘Good morning Linda.’

‘Yes?’

If Stuart was too obliging, too long suffering, Linda more than compensated. For her, the fact we were in the Scheme meant we were at best suspicious and at worst criminals or terrorists, spongers living it large, courtesy of the British taxpayer.

‘I need to contact Stuart. It can’t wait.’

‘Mr Holder’s not available at this time. What is it you need?’

Plumbers, babysitters, window-cleaners, gardeners, electricians, they all had to be ordered through Linda’s team. Anything more complicated was always ‘One for Mr Holder’.

‘When will he be back?’

‘He’s gone for the week.’

‘Where is he?’

‘That’s not for me to say. Perhaps you should explain what it is you’re calling about.’

‘There’s a problem with the trip.’

There was a long pause.

‘I have no information about that.’ She hadn’t been told. He said he had bent all the rules to let us go. ‘You are aware it’s a Sunday?’

‘Could you get him to call me as soon as possible? Please?’

‘If he rings in.’

‘Thank you so much.’

Just to be sure, I texted him as well: Passport problem. Help!


Then I sent a message to Sara. Txt wen u land. Then, as an afterthought, typed Love you. I stared at the message for a few seconds, as if it was a foreign language, then pressed Send.

A second later my phone buzzed. It was Stuart. Airport sounds in the background.

‘Hey, soldier, what’s up?’

There was no point trying to make excuses. I told him what had happened. I heard a sympathetic chuckle. ‘Dear oh dear. What can I say?’ Unflappable.

‘I think fucking and idiot could be the words you’re groping for.’

He sighed. ‘Hey ho, these things happen.’ The resigned tone, so familiar. ‘What about Sara and co?’

‘I told them to go on ahead.’

‘Right. Hang on a mo.’

The phone blasted with the sound of a taxiing light plane. I pictured him, tropical suit, briefcase under his arm, hurrying for a flight, trying to corral wisps of sandy hair with his free hand.

‘Where are you?’

‘Gibraltar.’ A weary tone.

‘That bad?’

‘A Ukrainian ex-arms dealer assaulted a woman in the vet’s where his poodle suffered liver failure. I’m on my way to spring him from custody. How’s that for work of national importance?’

‘Sorry I asked.’

‘What do you want to do?’

‘I promised Sara I’d be on the next plane.’

He let out a low whistle, his trademark distress call whenever I wanted something difficult from him. ‘Had a feeling you’d say that.’

I had leaned hard on him to get this trip. He knew how much store I’d set by it.

‘Should be a seat this time of year.’

‘We still have to pay for it, plus the replacement passport. ’

There were ways of getting round him, one of which was a bit of kidding. ‘If it helps there’s a bloke in Brighton could run one up for me. I could flog a car and get a ticket. You could deny all knowledge.’

‘As it is, if my masters find out about this jaunt I’ll be in so much shit.’

I let the silence do the pleading for me. He exhaled a lungful of air that ended in a groan. ‘OK, let me make some calls. If I don’t get back to you, it’s because I’ve got the heave-ho.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/pete_9781409107217_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
JUST WATCH
ME

Peter Grimsdale





