

        

            

                

            

        


    

        

            
 


Praise for Brian Martin

 


‘Brian Martin has waited too long to write his first book. He should give his vivid imagination another outing soon’ Spectator

         

 


‘Brian Martin's North spins a ripe, Fowlesian tale of sexual and spiritual intrigue’ Boyd Tonkin, Independent

         

 


‘Martin's crisp, lofty prose is a great success’ New Statesman

         

 


‘Offers an intricate dance of love, or lovers, somewhat in the manner of Shakespearean comedy … agreeable and amusing’ Allan Massie, Scotsman

         




        


    

        

            

The Double Bind of Mr Rigby

Brian Martin






[image: ]











        


    




Contents




Title Page


1 


2 


3 


4 


5 


6 


7 


8 


9 


10 


11 


12 


13 


14 


15 


16 


17 


18 


19 


20 


21 


22 


23 


24 


25 


26 


27 


28 


29 


30 


31 


32 


33 


About the Author 


Copyright 













        

            
1


Seville was at its grandest. The evening possessed a clear, bright light that burnished everything it touched. The tall palm trees stood in lines, sentinels outside the high walls of Moorish buildings. Geometrical patterns of trickling water in straight conduits and crossing, intersecting, clipped bushes, decorated its adjoining gardens. The one-way traffic system flowed ceaselessly. Tourists ambled to and fro around the hotels, fanning themselves with guide-maps and information bulletins in the late heat that would soon rapidly cool.

The Alfonso XIII, by far the best hotel in Seville, offered me rest and succour. Once it had been a royal palace: now it was a sumptuous hotel, cool and luxurious, spacious with handsome interiors. It was here that I used to meet Roxanne in the early evening during those months that I lived and worked in Seville. A central court accommodated breakfast and dining tables interspersed with exotic potted plants and pots de fleurs. Henry Miller abhorred the spruceness of northern France’s small towns and villages. Their civic pride insisted on tidiness, a well-ordered presentation to a visiting, watching world. ‘Je m’en fous de la civilisation Européenne,’ he declaimed. But here in this elegant courtyard everything was in order, nothing out of place: the panoply of flowers was perfect. There were no Henry Millers or any of his Bohemian friends under the vast awning that had been unfurled across the court to shield the patrons from the afternoon sun.

         

All the best American features of hotel comfort had been incorporated in the makeover to convert the palace into the city’s finest place to stay. Ease and elegance were its hallmarks; and it was here that I had arranged to meet Roxanne.

I worked for the London Journal. I had started out as an ordinary news reporter but had stumbled on a story to do with money laundering through businesses run in Auckland. The masterminds behind the scam had calculated that New Zealand being off the beaten track of world affairs would be a suitably obscure place to conduct their criminal dealings. They had not reckoned with me. I had been reporting an illegal meat-trading business that authenticated carcasses not fit for human consumption but which were fed back into the food chain. The trail led me to New Zealand and the resulting story made my reputation. I was promoted to be one of the paper’s leading investigative journalists. It was a dangerous profession. Organised crime does not like inquisitive people and it is prepared to be utterly ruthless, especially where governments are weak and are not prepared to oppose it. So, in my mid-thirties, single and hungry for adventure, I found myself fulfilling a role that I found exciting but distinctly risky.

         

My current assignment had turned out to be even more dangerous than I would usually have expected. Somehow I had found myself in a relationship with the remarkably beautiful wife of the magnate who ran the company I was investigating. Myrex, so far as I could discover, was a commercial complex that operated in several countries and seemed to concentrate on exploiting and developing old Soviet assets in satellite states deserted by that once dominant centralised power. My enquiries had unearthed so far some curiously dubious operations in the Baltic States. To be conducting an affair with the wife of the company’s proprietor and chairman was not altogether wise but I thought it could have its advantages. Anyway, it was her initiative that had started our liaison; she was impossible to resist.

At the end of one of the side aisles, a black-tied pianist played Mozart on a Bechstein. I sat at a table a little distance from him and listened to the rapturous music that shifted me from the worries of my predicament. A young waiter emerged from the recesses and asked if I would like anything. His request was on the edge of ambiguity: it might have been a sexual overture. Others might have caught the fly: ‘A Scotch and soda, please.  Perhaps you could bring one to my room a little later, too.’ ‘About 10.30, sir?’ ‘That will do well. I look very much forward.’ So a tryst is made between a wearied traveller and a good-looking young chap from a local village with little money and his way to make in the world, who has nothing to sell except, as it were, his soul to the Devil.

I ordered a Dry Martini, assured that in this American Spanish institution, the bar would know how to mix it. Outside of Manhattan or away from Massachusetts Avenue in DC, I have learned to be wary of ordering the classic cocktail. Once in Oxford, at what was reputedly an international hotel, in answer to my Dry Martini order I had received a wine glass of Martini Seco. When I explained that the drink should have gin in it, I was served another glass with a measure of Gilbey’s and charged for two separate drinks.

This youth’s Dry Martini was first-class, two-thirds gin to one of vermouth, a twist of lemon, chilled in the shaker. If his personal service was as good as this and he had not already contracted Aids, then he would surely do well.

I sat sipping the Martini, musing on what the boy was thinking, and daydreaming in the balming influence of Mozart’s music.

So, while lost in thought waiting for Roxanne, Belmont showed up. It was a surprise. I had not expected to see him. He drifted in, shabbily chic, in what had once been a well-cut coat but now well-worn, threadbare at the cuffs and sagging slightly under the left armpit, not that he would have been carrying his gun then. He reminded me of the recent chairman of the Publishers’ Association whom I had once met in literary London: he habitually wore a shoulder holster but carried in it his mobile telephone. To begin with, those who knew him and his past experience as a Special Forces senior officer would freeze as he shifted his jacket to one side and reached for his phone. Belmont’s role for years had been that of the British representative to the equivalent of the Chamber of Trade in Seville; but in the news world we knew that he doubled working for the intelligence service, something that he always denied.

Belmont, aquiline, fair-haired, physically elegant even if his clothes were not, sauntered towards my table and subsided into one of the cane chairs. He flicked the lick of blonde hair across his forehead, and with a mere hint of gesture signalled the boy to him. He ordered the same restorative tincture as mine.

‘It’s great to see you, B,’ I said. ‘Even better to see you’re still alive. What’s news?’

He no more than brushed the conical-shaped glass with his lips. ‘No news here; but have you heard what’s happened in London?’ I replied that I was out of touch: I had not talked to anyone at home since yesterday.

‘I caught Willy as he was leaving the office,’ he said. ‘London is in turmoil. Pall Mall and Waterloo Place are pretty well devastated. It was a car bomb apparently; went off at about three. There was gridlock. The Duke of York’s statue is pockmarked by shrapnel.’

‘Who was responsible? Was it Al-Qaeda? Does anyone know? Have you been on to HQ yet?’

He ignored my last remark. ‘Why are you asking so many questions? Your guess is as good as mine,’ he said. ‘In fact, it’s better; after all you’ve got the contacts. Willy will talk to you. He’s guarded with me. Give him a ring. He must know what the word is on the Albert Embankment.’

Willy worked at MI6 headquarters and talked in a sort of code, a cipher language, which those of us who knew him well were, for the most part, able to interpret. Always mindful of the Official Secrets Act, he delivered his hints, his nods and his winks with a quiet discretion. I had known him up at Oxford where he had read History and with a methodical, calculated, cold-blooded efficiency gained himself a First. That was the sort of guy he was. When he put his mind to something, then look out. He ruthlessly put into the shade the star history student of our year who thought he had the flair and intelligence; but up against Willy, he became slightly demoralised and at the end flunked to a good Second. Willy was recruited while he was a short-service commissioned officer in the Army to the Security Services and served in the field to great effect in Germany and later on in Moscow. He then became home based. He enjoyed the paperwork of policy-making and the measure of control that he had over younger colleagues on active service. He occasionally interviewed new hopefuls. His one key question to them was always a poniard thrust, ‘Are you prepared to kill someone when the necessity arises?’

My bottom line with Willy was that he was immensely useful for my investigative work. He would give me invaluable hints about people and enterprises. I reckoned that he felt I might be useful to him because of my newspaper work and confidential sources. Thus we had an unexpressed understanding of intelligence cooperation. So far it had all worked well.

I did not respond to Belmont’s Albert Embankment remark. He changed the subject and asked about Roxanne. He had met her once or twice at parties, not in my company, and once with me in an obscure restaurant where Roxanne and I had gone to avoid being seen. It was there that Belmont had shown up. He, too, had been trying to keep out of sight for reasons not the same as ours.

The trouble was that Roxanne was the wife of this prominent businessman, the president of the city’s leading commercial forum. I had met her first when I was invited to give a lunchtime address on the British Press’s attitudes to Spain and the European Community. I had been seated between the president and his wife. After my talk, when I had sat down, Roxanne had rested her hand on my knee and congratulated me on what I had said. There was no mistaking the warmth of that touch. I knew at once that she was making a move, and I responded. She was gorgeously attractive, slim, dark-haired, shapely: she was elegantly made up and scented unmistakably with Chanel Number 5. I had placed my hand on top of hers and pressed gently. She stretched her fingers, shifted her position and stroked softly upwards, caressing the inside of my thigh. Her intention was clear: she had decided. The final decision was up to me, and I could not resist. It is extremely flattering to receive such an immediate approach from an extraordinarily beautiful young woman.

The president was oblivious to what was going on between us. He was bound up with the elderly wife of a business colleague seated on his left. Roxanne and I spoke in undertones: should we meet later? Was I busy? Where would be a good place? I mentioned a small bar by the railway station.

‘It’s out of the way, quite private. We’re not likely to be noticed, and if we are we can say we met by chance.’

Roxanne was eager. We arranged to meet at half past six. For an hour we talked. She told me that she had been struck by my presence as soon as I had arrived next to her at lunch. She had felt an immediate frisson that she was still experiencing. It was not that she did not like her husband, she did, but the flame had died. It surged and flared in my company. All this, of course, was entirely physical: we had hardly explored each other’s intellects.

         

‘We must be careful,’ I said. ‘We don’t know each other. We don’t know if we can talk to each other.’

Roxanne dismissed my anxiety. She knew instinctively that we were at one both physically and mentally. She would hear nothing of caution along those lines. She did advise it so far as her husband was concerned. He was an influential, powerful man who did not like to be crossed and who was conventional in his attitude towards his family. If honour was impugned, he would stop at nothing to wreak revenge. The manners of the great Sevillian commercial families were not dissimilar to those of the great Italian mafia dynasties. Roxanne was the English wife of a Spaniard of note. It was necessary for everyone’s safety that we were discreet. He was eminently dangerous. Provoke the viper and it would bite. In the end, after he had discovered our liaison, it did not matter. So long as we kept ourselves out of the public eye and did nothing embarrassingly outrageous, her husband raised no objections. It turned out that he followed his own interests, his own sexual liaisons, which involved a succession of not only delightful young women but also young men. He seemed quite content that I entertained his wife. Had he grown bored with her? I do not know. I do know that he was engaged in that fruitless quest of always looking for something different, something new.

I told Belmont that Roxanne was well, indeed, that she was flourishing. Since we first had met and Roxanne had suffered the epiphany that I found difficult to believe was caused by my presence, she had lightened in spirit. There was a joy in her looks, an eagerness in her mood: her happiness was infectious and affected those she was with. Why should I have this effect on someone? I could not understand it. I was just an ordinary newspaperman, in a sense a hack journalist, quiet, dull, out of the way. The sort of work I did, the assignments I was given, would have destroyed James Bond by their boredom. I have always wondered who did Bond’s paperwork.

‘Roxanne should be here soon. I’m waiting for her. If you hang on a while, you’ll meet her,’ I said.

‘You’re a lucky bastard,’ he said. ‘How did you pick her up?’

I wondered if it would be ungallant to point out that it was the other way round and decided that it would not matter: Roxanne would be totally unconcerned. So I said to Belmont, ‘I didn’t. She picked me up, in a manner of speaking. Though I agree, I’m a lucky bastard.’

‘Why doesn’t that sort of thing happen to me?’ Belmont complained.

I looked at him. He was handsome enough, and his down-at-heel air had a captivating charm of its own peculiar kind. The problem was that he radiated unhappiness, an uncertainty, which I could see disturbed people. Was it Dr Johnson who said that you have a duty to be cheerful? Belmont had not heard that apophthegm. Too often he was in the grips of a desperate gloom that could not help affect those he was with. Women, attracted at first by the unconventional untidiness of the man and his shabby good looks, were soon put off. There was no joy, no lyricism in his soul.

He drained his Martini and went before Roxanne arrived. He was going to leave five euros but I told him to forget it: he could buy mine next time round. That was never to be. As always, I regret intensely not having said goodbye to him properly. I liked him. Despite his melancholic cast, he was a good friend to me, reliable, hospitable and kind. I miss him terribly now.

It was not long, ten minutes or so, before Roxanne appeared. We greeted each other. She kissed me on both cheeks, then full on the lips. She did not want to sit down.

‘I have left the car right outside. Let’s go. I want to see the sun set,’ she explained.

‘Don’t you want a drink? Sit down, relax. Listen to the Mozart.’

‘No. Come on or we’ll be too late. I want to drive out past the airport. I want to watch the sun settle behind the Sierras.’

There was no resisting her determination. I caught the boy’s eye. That was not difficult. I felt that he was constantly aware of what was going on and always looking out for the half chance of an assignation. I was probably wrong but that was the way my mind worked. In my trade, you had to be open to all possibilities. The various permutations of human psychology were never far from the front of my mind. I quickly paid the bill, complimented him on his considerate service and tipped him. I noticed the clear expression of pleasure with which he took the compliment and his few paltry euros.

Roxanne and I, holding hands, left.
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In general, Belmont was a man of familiar and regular habit. He took coffee at eleven: he went for tapas at a quarter to two. You noticed when he wasn’t there. His death came as a shock. The graveyard poet, Thomas Gray, records the immediately recognisable feeling, ‘One morn I missed him on the customed hill … Another came.’ The following verse announces the sad news, ‘The next with dirges due in sad array/Slow through the church-way path we saw him borne.’ Thus it was with Belmont. It was reported that he fell under a train, that favourite form of murder in the developing lands of the Wild West of America, much neglected though in the chronicles. His foresight of his possible end would have been much more dramatic. He would have half expected to meet his fate stepping towards an acquaintance, holding out his right hand for the affectionate shake, finding it grasped by the other’s left, the right holding the revolver which was to blow his chest away. That was the trademark of Pat Garret’s deputy, Bob Ollinger. To be forcibly nudged off the edge of a platform, cut to pieces and crushed by a slowing train whose momentum although diminishing was definitively awful and as relentless as a juggernaut, was not the way he foresaw his end.

Belmont left the world in the early evening. He had been waiting for a train up from the coast. The platform was reasonably crowded and he was standing in a group of people who huddled at the spot where the rear of the train would halt. As the engine noisily ground its way into the station, there was a surprised cry from Belmont, so it was reported by an onlooker to the police investigator, he seemed to lose his footing, fell towards the track and hit the front of the loco as it trundled past. The huge weight of the train gave him no chance and he was dead within seconds: peine forte et dure. He was barely recognisable when I saw his corpse in the morgue the next day. It was listed as a terrible accident. The bystanders were aghast: there were many witness statements. It occurred to no one that he might have been pushed.

         

Those of us who knew him could not help but wonder. Belmont was careful, constantly aware. We all knew that he was a target: his past was unforgiving. He regarded himself as a sort of Georgi Markov, the Bulgarian dissident killed by an umbrella stab on Waterloo Bridge. The ricin-tipped ferule ensured that Markov, as it were, met his Waterloo.

Our reservations about Belmont’s demise were justified. Some days later I heard from Willy in London that a deciphered message on the night of the railway accident listed Belmont as victim in a successful elimination exercise. It came as no shock. The opposition, whatever it was, was unrelentingly active and determined.
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Belmont’s fate put us all on alert. Since he had gone, and later we realised that the enemy’s confidence was such that they could list him as victim before the dreadful event, we knew we were all vulnerable. It was necessary to be extremely careful. Whatever organisation it was, they knew their own capabilities, entertained no doubts about their effectiveness, and were quite clearly lethal. By contrast, even though I had the support of a major newspaper in a still powerful country, I knew I was hog-tied by red tape and bureaucratic accountability.

I was simply a journalist. The London Journal employed me and provided me with all sorts of cover and excuses for being in surprising places at odd times. My closest friend and confidant was Mark, an entrepreneurial investment manager, who worked in conjunction with an old friend of his: they settled spare cash funds of a number of influential clients in timely, advantageous investments. Mark cultivated his business intelligence sources. He knew people in the financial press, columnists and commentators on the stock market, analysts, traders and brokers. He was an assiduous luncher within the Square Mile and a participant in constant mobile telephone conversations and conference calls. He approached as closely as was possible to the dangerous edge of insider trading. He knew what was going on. His clients prospered. He knew much that was advantageous to me.

         

Although Mark was younger than me, I had known him for years and cared for him intensely. We had many of the same interests intellectually and the same sense of humour. He was easy to work with. We knew each other’s mind. We shared interests in ideas, social and political: we read and discussed Chomsky, Edward Said and the Hitchens brothers. We followed the progress of the contemporary novel and talked about poetry. Mark was a poet himself: he had no collection out but had published one or two poems in the Times Literary Supplement. Thus our interests coincided. I had first met him four or five years ago, at lunch in a restaurant, the Gay Hussar, with a crowd of friends. We had sat opposite each other, and, from the very first, conversation flowed. There was an immediate empathy. Our friendship was established. There was always an urgent need to communicate ideas. At a distance, when travelling, we kept in touch by email and phone. The constant cut and thrust of debate was an essential part of our intellectual survival: we both depended on it.

         

Mark was an elegant, somewhat unconventionally dressed Anglo–American. When we first met he must have been about twenty-eight. He had originated in Los Angeles, Culver City, the inspiration of an American father and English mother. His early years were spent on the East Coast, New York and Boston. Then his father split and his mother returned to England. Mark kept his contact with the States, returned there often, and was looked after by his father’s family, especially by his grandparents. He spoke with a traditional, well-educated English voice slightly softened by American accent and idiom. That, together with his good looks and gentle manners, proved fatally attractive in the sport of love, and a succession of women fell for him. During those days in Seville, just after Belmont’s death, I was glad Mark was not around. I should have feared his effect on Roxanne. I knew instinctively that she would have been attracted to him. More than at any other time, I could not have survived Mark’s competition. My renewed affair with Roxanne enabled me to come to terms with Belmont’s extinction. His death depressed me more than I had expected or realised. Thoughts of mortality made me gloomy. Roxanne saved me from myself, and her expert attentions in the practice of the art of love gave me consolation and pleasure. Together we recaptured the original thrill of our relationship. It was renewal, reawakening.
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I had expected my three days back in Seville to be fun. I had looked forward to meeting Roxanne again although I could not have predicted that we were to take up where we had left off in our sexual life. I should have known. Her sexual voracity was always wild, exuberant. Why should she have changed? She was her old seductive self. She took the initiative: I responded. That was the nature, the balance of our relationship. What I had not foreseen was the shock of Belmont’s death, murder, assassination – I had difficulty giving his demise a name when speaking of it to colleagues and friends. The image of his mangled corpse that I had seen and identified in the hospital morgue simply haunted me. I had experienced that common feeling. That corpse was not Belmont. Where was the essence of the man? Where was that wearied, sad spirit, that dejected soul? Roxanne helped me; she distracted me, although sometimes in those brief moments of post-coital tristesse, I was more deeply depressed than I had ever been.

         

Back in London, I immediately contacted Mark. It was always good to hear him. As I have said, we enjoyed a remarkable empathy. I told him what had happened. I described Belmont’s body in the morgue. For me, it was a sort of exorcism. He listened with sympathetic attention and heard me out. He fulfilled the role of analyst. I hinted at my intimacies with Roxanne without revealing the details. Mark’s imagination was good enough to see what would have happened. There was some part of my life with Roxanne that I wanted kept from him. I was deeply suspicious of his rivalry. I nursed a suppressed knowledge inside myself that he would prove a threat to the stability of my very existence with Roxanne. I knew instinctively that he would revolt, surreptitiously, insidiously. His loyalty to me would vanish, his sincerity diminish, change, into deception. I should stand betrayed. Of course, when I considered all these thoughts objectively, I regarded them as nonsense. Rationale and objectivity have no chance against feeling and prejudice. As much as I loved Mark – and love is the right word: respect, admiration, regard, all do not go far enough to define what I felt – I was convinced that this was the one area where I could not trust him. It did not worry me unduly. I regarded it as usual. In affairs of the heart, everything is unpredictable, and the hunting ground is open to all comers. I had no illusions. I realised that if Mark were to be smitten by Roxanne, there was nothing to be done. It was best for me to keep them apart for my own peace of mind and the quality of my own love life.

Late one morning, Mark and I were walking slowly down Cheapside deep in conversation about T. S. Eliot’s view of London. Mark reminded me that Eliot had edited the Criterion from the end of one nervous breakdown to the beginning of another, or from the end of one world war to the beginning of another. We decided to go for a drink in one of the City’s champagne bars. The one we chose was subterranean, smart, modern, clean. We went down its steps and decided to sit at a table rather than stand at the bar. ‘Pelham Rigby! Good to see you. What are you doing here? I thought you were abroad.’ I had turned quickly at the sound of my name to identify the owner of the brash voice that had addressed me. I was conscious that others in the bar had heard my name and, as usual, I did not like the situation. I do not like my name.  There is nothing wrong with my surname, I suppose, but Pelham is ridiculous. I sound like someone out of a Jane Austen novel. Some way back, generations in the past, relations on my mother’s side of the family were connected with a prime minister whose name was Pelham. My parents revived his name and gave it to me. I think it sounds awful and is extremely pretentious. At school I tried to change it and wanted everyone to call me Bill, from William, my second name, but no one would. They knew I was Pelham. The name was different. They all thought it a laugh, and so that is what they called me whether I liked it or not.

         

I did not want to meet anyone. What I needed to do was talk to Mark. That was my restorative, the palliative for my pain. Belmont’s death hurt me. My time with Roxanne, although intensely enjoyable, was disturbing. I desperately needed to get over my Seville trip. I felt on edge, uncertain, extremely nervous, and I could not work out any really good reason why.

The person who hailed me was an old City acquaintance, a man I had known, never very well, for years. He was a banker for one of the ancient City houses and had worked overseas in Hong Kong and Jakarta. At times he had been useful to me in finding contacts who could help during those risky days when Hong Kong was given over to the Chinese government. I could never have been close to him. So far as I was concerned, he was alien. We had no common interests outside the professional world of finance and news information. You could never talk to him about art, literature or the condition of your soul. In conversation with Mark, the last thing I wanted was to meet this philistine. Yet there he was. The situation required quick footwork.

‘Charles, lovely to see you,’ I said. ‘Look I can’t chat at the moment. I’ve got some catching up to do with Mark here.’ Mark nodded to him but made no move to join in the exchange or shake his hand.

‘Of course. I’ll leave you two to it. But you were in Seville, weren’t you? Just for the record, you’ll want to know that the banking rumour is that there is big money, really big money, bound up in that Seville murder, if that’s what it was. Nobody in the City believes it was an accident.’

‘Charles, I’ll ring you later on. Sorry to be anti-social.’

He smiled and made a careless gesture, sat on a stool at the bar and started talking to the barman. Not a bad man after all, I thought, understanding and diplomatic. That must be why he has done so well in that revered, established firm of his.

‘Well,’ I said to Mark, ‘that’s interesting. What was Belmont up to? If Charles’s information is correct, this business is not going to be run-of-the-mill. If the banking world is involved directly there’s definitely something extremely fishy going on. It’s not the usual drugs or weapons scenario.’

‘How would Belmont have been involved? There would have to be something very personal about the business. Belmont was certainly not well off. It could figure. He was probably thinking of his retirement plans, pension and stuff. What was he doing in Seville anyway? Was he still working for our crowd?’

‘I think he certainly was but in a sort of desultory way. He knew what was going on by what he said to me and was still in touch with Willy. You’re probably right. Perhaps he was trying to sort out his finances for his later years. It’s very odd. Why bump off someone like that? Was it something from the past catching up with him? He couldn’t have been very harmful to anyone. The fuss that his murder makes is not worth its bother. There must be something more to his walking off the stage than a petty difference about a bit of cash. So, as Charles says, it’s got to be big money.’

Mark thought for a moment. ‘You must follow this up. Belmont must have been dabbling in something big.’

Charles had been joined by a couple of young men in suits and a smartly dressed woman aged about thirty: they looked like a cabaret act about to start a striptease. The group shifted to a table, sat down, and began a boisterous, jokey, conversation. I thought it not a good time to go back to Charles and enquire further about the fate of Belmont.

‘I’ll ring Charles later on this afternoon. He probably won’t mind talking on the phone. If it’s all a widely dispersed banking rumour, it doesn’t matter anyway. I’ll then ring you on your mobile.’

We sat there drinking a perfectly acceptable but ordinary Moët. The stairs that ascended to the pavement were flooded in sunshine. It was a brilliant day outside and I was beginning to regret not being in the open air. Mark felt the same and we decided to take a walk down towards the Bank of England.
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Later that afternoon, I was in my office at the London Journal. I say my office, but it was everyone else’s as well. The whole of one vast floor was open plan. There must have been about forty desks spaced out on the floor. A number of us had created our own privacies. I surrounded myself with two filing cabinets on one side, bookcases on two others, and the fourth was window and wall. That was my office; and that was why I preferred to be away from it as much as possible. There was a constant ringing of telephones and a dull undertone of voices in conversation.

         

At around 4.30 I called Charles.

‘Charles. So, what’s the dirt on Belmont? How big is the big money you mentioned?’

‘Well, no one really knows. I told you it is rumour; but there is always something in a rumour. Apparently it has to do with the placing of funds into sources over here that are then available to political causes. The word is that there are a couple of million slushing. It’s thought Belmont was involved with the placing.’

‘What are the political causes? And why is Sevillian money, if that’s what it is, interested in what goes on here?’

‘There’s the mystery. No one knows. You’re a journalist. It’s your job to find out. Must rush. Client on the line.’

‘Thanks, Charles. Keep in touch,’ I said, conscious that the only times I sought Charles’s company was when I wanted to know something; and that I needed to remedy that if he were to continue being useful to me.

I immediately rang Mark and passed on what I had just been told. Mark was intrigued but sceptical. He said he would stay alert. If there was spare cash sluicing around the city, he would hear about it pretty swiftly. Our conversation, as always, quickly moved on. He asked me if I had seen the review in the Evening Standard of the latest film, just released, directed by an old friend, a contemporary of mine at university. The reviewer had given the film a rare five-star rating: it was a masterpiece, trés noir, highly atmospheric, stuffed with great actors, and the cinematography was stunningly arresting. My friend, the director, had his photograph on the front page: he was to be seen stepping out of a limousine in Leicester Square accompanied by his latest girlfriend, a young, sexy, elegant model. I wondered where I had gone wrong. I was sitting in that untidy, grubby area, amongst that regiment of desks, hacking out hundreds of words a day for a living. When I was not doing that I was leading a life of subterfuge and deception trying to find out things that dangerous criminals wanted kept quiet. I needed constantly to remind and convince myself that what I did was worthwhile; and, further, it was all for peanuts compared with the film director. I wondered if he ever felt that what he did was futile. Perhaps, in the end, sub specie aeternitatis, there was little difference between us. In the scales of eternity probably neither of us would add up to much.

         

I complained to Mark of how I felt. He dismissed my mood with a laugh, told me to stop brooding, to go out and buy the paper and read the review. I told him that I would do so and suggested that we might take in the movie one afternoon if things on the market and in the City were quiet. He agreed and thought that the following day might be suitable. His sources were predicting a quiet trading day, although you could never be certain. It was a bear market but at some time or other there would be surges, and eventually the beginning of a recovery. Then we should all have to be ready. Still, it was unlikely to happen tomorrow.

One of the stories I was covering was to do with corruption and fraud in one of the most significant and successful companies in the UK over the last twenty years. It was a familiar type of story. There had been false accounting and auditing procedures contrived by a national accountancy partnership in order to hide a crisis in profits. Three directors had recently sold personal holdings in the company just before a steep slide in the share price. Any financial journalist, or anyone with common sense come to that, would sniff the sweet smell of corruption. I was one of a number of journalists leading enquiries, much to the annoyance and chagrin of the company bosses and one or two politicians. There is never an important national company without its political connections. This one, because part of its concerns was with munitions and arms, was more close to the political centre than most.

At six o’clock I decided to leave the office. There was no point in holding on there. Anyone who knew anything about the City and finance had shut up shop. Since it was cocktail time and fond memories of Seville came flooding back, particularly those that had to do with Roxanne, I took my old briefcase, shoved in it a copy of a draft article, and caught the underground to Piccadilly Circus. It was time I saw the damage that the car bomb had caused.

I walked down Lower Regent Street. There at the bottom to the left, the great flag of the Institute of Directors headquarters flew and fluttered in Pall Mall. It had not been affected by the blast: it had given with the shock wave, floated, waved, as the force of the air currents, the tornado winds, had swept into it. No fragment of flying metal, no shrapnel, had torn or shredded it. In Waterloo Place itself, the tall figure of the golden Athena, goddess of wisdom, that stands guard outside the Athenaeum, was, like the statue of the Duke of York, pockmarked. Both stood wounded, but still stolidly defiant, Athena presiding over the entrance of the club, the Duke of York surveying magnificently St James’s Park from the top of his immense column.

It was clear that the immediate mess had been conjured away. The superficial damage remained. There were a couple of wide depressions, one in the pavement, another in the road. They should have been filled in with red concrete and become the London roses. In Sarajevo, the central streets and marketplace are filled with Sarajevo roses. Shell holes, mortar-bomb craters, and grenade depressions, all of which show the fanning marks of explosion, have been filled with red. They look like beautiful flowers and have been appropriately christened. Now in Sarajevo you walk, as it were, on rose petals.

Glaziers had already been at work on the windows of the Royal Society in Carlton House Terrace and of the Athenaeum. Some of the tall windows on the upper floors of the club were still being replaced. A few of the parking places where the car had exploded were taped off. No debris or body parts remained.

The politicians had obviously ordered an immediate clear-up. Get things back to normal as soon as possible. There must be no disruption. The inconvenience is but as the sting of a gnat, the bite of a flea. The giant of the state must brush away his minor annoyance and take his coat to be invisibly mended. It was all no more than a pinprick. It all struck me as being singularly impressive, an exercise in effortless superiority.

I went up the steps into the club, under the portico that supported a statue of the goddess of wisdom, and pushed through the swing door into the vestibule and entrance hall. The evening porter, a green liveried middle-aged woman with glasses, a pleasant and reliably cheerful soul, greeted me.

‘Good evening, Mr Rigby. Nice to see you. Will you be staying for dinner?’

‘I don’t think so, Maggie. I’ll decide while I’m having a drink and let you know if I want a table. Thanks anyway.’

The grand staircase ascended to the next floor and divided as it turned halfway up. The benign countenance of Frederick of Prussia by Johan Francke of Potsdam looked mischievously down from a portrait painting. The landing presented to the visitor at the first-floor drawing room a volume of photographs or drawings of the club’s Nobel prize-winners.

For the moment I avoided the stairs, turned right into the bar, and ordered my usual whisky and soda. Seated in a corner was Willy. In another was a purple-breasted clergyman, some bishop or other I did not recognise. Their presence summed up the club. Its membership was largely made up of members of the established church and various spooks, although latterly the medical profession had gained a secure foothold. In addition there was a scattering of civil servants, MPs, lawyers and writers, one or two actors, and one famous counter-tenor; but most members were either guardians of our temporal affairs or of our souls.

I took my whisky, spiked a couple of black olives on a pick, and went over to Willy.

‘Have you got room for a poor waif here?’ I asked him.

He looked up, smiled and said, ‘Good to se you, Pelham. Come and sit down.’

‘I’ve just been looking at the damage outside, Willy. It’s been sorted out pretty quickly.’

‘Yes, well, we don’t want to give comfort to our enemies. Tidy up and get on as though nothing had happened. That’s the policy; and quite right, too.’

‘Whose was it? What’s the mutter in the marketplace?’

‘We’re not quite sure. Al-Qaeda perhaps? It could be the IRA, but some of their hallmarks are missing. Mind you, they could have been doing the job with someone else. We’re not sure. The device was different from their usual type. And why here, in Waterloo Place? That’s a mystery. Outside a gentlemen’s club. Were they trying to get at us?’

Willy took a sip of what I thought was his gin and tonic. It turned out to be just tonic water. He held his glass up and said, ‘I have to keep a clear head for later this evening. I’ve a debriefing meeting at ten o’clock. Someone’s flying in from the old Soviet empire, from the Baltic states.’

‘Anyone I know, or shouldn’t I ask? What’s that all about?’

Willy looked round. There was only the purple-breasted bishop present in the room, perched now on the arm of a chair, and he was deep in the Spectator.

         

‘I’m not sure you do know him,’ Willy said. ‘It’s something to do with a destabilisation plot here. Erode the fabric of state. Collapse institutions. Make people jumpy about their own security. You know the sort of thing; but it doesn’t usually happen here. Anyway, this chap’s got wind of something. Who knows? Perhaps this bomb outside is part of it. It wasn’t just the usual Provo stuff, that’s for certain.’

I glanced over at the smiling bishop. Was he an ardent follower of the rich little Greek boy, Taki, or was he enjoying the bluff good humour of the editor? I envied his episcopal ease and contentment. At the same time I was thinking how much I should have liked to sit in on Willy’s debriefing session, but that was not my privilege in the newspaper world. I worked on my own in the field. The official debriefings, the sorting and analysis of intelligence was in the hands of people like Willy. On a few very rare occasions someone like Mark or myself would be called in to such important meetings, and then it was just because our particular expertise was required. Mark, with his financial knowledge, his familiarity with the institutions of the City and the trading world, was required more often than me. When I say often, he had been called in twice in the last three years, whereas I had been summoned once. In my case, they had trawled in a stringer for the Guardian who had passed on some information about an East African regime that, on the face of it, sounded dubious. I had to assess the guy’s credibility and judge his sources. I listened to the questions and his answers. I was allowed to ask a few of my own questions for a couple of minutes, and that was it. I had a short verbal meeting with the lead interrogator afterwards and then had to write a report to be handed in within the hour. It had all been unsatisfactorily bureaucratic.

         

‘If there’s anything you can let me know about it after you’ve done with him, give me a ring tomorrow morning and I’ll call in to see you. Money and the state of the state are what I’m interested in at the moment, as you know.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll let you know if anything’s relevant. By the way, how was Seville and Roxanne? A beautiful girl. How can you bear to turn up there, see her again, no doubt take up from where you left off, and then leave her?’

‘We’re both resigned to the nature of our situation. The flame burns bright and briefly, dies down, then is lit again. We are old friends, lovers. We have no illusions.’

I did not want to talk about Roxanne, and certainly not to Willy. I might have known him for many years but he was not my confidant in the affairs of love.

We finished our drinks and I decided to make my way back to what passed for a home. I had invested a year or two before in a small house behind Olympia going a little way north towards Shepherd’s Bush. It was convenient and small. It was next door to a pub run by a group of young Australians who had leased out food arrangements to some very hard-working Thais. The cooking was excellent and compensated for the noise on a Saturday night when a couple of DJs played until two in the morning. Most of the houses in the area are suburban chic, lived in by the fashionable professional class. Mine was pokier than most but just managed to elbow its way into the list of acceptable, desirable residences even though it possessed virtually no garden. The pub had crowded in over the years and appropriated most of my space. Anyway, it served; and most Saturday nights, I either put up with the noise or contrived to be away. There were two bedrooms that were big enough and a much smaller one that doubled for my study. Off the landing was a modern, functional bathroom. On the ground floor was a kitchen and a large living room made out of two rooms knocked into one. A dining table stood at the kitchen end, and three armchairs and a low table at the other. I was happy with that situation: it was close to a Central Line station, and it was on the way out westwards of London. Heathrow was thirty minutes away on a good day.

         

I said goodbye to Willy, who was staying at the club for dinner, then going back to work, and made for Piccadilly Circus. The journey was quick and easy. I thought about Roxanne and regretted that she was not in London. She had told me that her husband would be coming to London later that month and that she would undoubtedly accompany him. I looked forward to that. An involuntary thrill went through my body. It was a definite physical response to the thought of Roxanne and what she promised. As I sat on the underground train I imagined the contours of her face but, as so often with those you love, I could no longer summon up a clear picture of her. I could not catch the exact details of her looks. She had become elusive in more senses than one. After a while I gave up trying and turned my attention to the evening newspaper. I noticed and read with interest an article on the government of Estonia. Its seventy-three-year-old president had just entertained to dinner in Tallinn a prince of the British royal family who was on a goodwill tour of the three Baltic States. The writer explained that the president was virtually an unreformed old-guard communist. He spoke no English whereas most Estonians spoke fluent English. It was yet another of those old Soviet bloc countries where every school child had been taught Russian and English. As adults, everyone refused to speak any Russian but all perfected their spoken and written English. The old president was a stooge, a puppet. He had been put in place by progressive, pro-European politicians, and everything happened around him. More than half the time he did not understand what was going on because everyone spoke in English. If you were to believe the report, his interpreter edited both what he was told and what he said. The arrangement suited both parties. He was happy with his lifestyle. The politicians were able to get on with the purpose of their work unhindered by an obstructive president. I wondered if Willy’s Baltic source would corroborate this story. It struck me as entirely credible of the new wave of young politicians in places like Estonia, Hungary, Bulgaria. There were many young thrusters with MBAs from Harvard or Stockholm, economics doctorates from the LSE, or MAs from the School of Advanced International Studies in Washington DC. These young political intellectuals ran rings round the old monolithic Stalinists. They were the new internationalists and their lingua franca was, and is, English.

         

As I entered the house, the thought of Roxanne came back to me. What was I doing? Where was she? Why was I not with her? My life was ridiculous. I was lonely most of the time: I hated living on my own. Why did I not do something about it? I thought of her intimacies, her knowledge of how to please, delight me. She did that merely by her presence, but she knew physically how to relax me and make me feel happy. I missed that and particularly at that time. Rationally, I knew that anything to do with her was not a permanent proposition. Our relationship could only exist in the way that it did. I had tried to make Willy understand that. Her husband was too dangerous, too powerful, to allow any different arrangement. The stark facts did not alleviate my suffering and in my own personal privacy I longed for another way of life. Within the enclosure of those town-house walls my mind ran towards what would have been ideal and I grieved deeply because it could not be. I knew that the only way to escape my mood was to find company and talk. Otherwise I would sink into depression. Mark was the obvious companion, but I had said that we might meet tomorrow. This was an emergency. I rang him and he answered.

‘Have you had supper?’ I asked. ‘I’m a bit low. I need someone to talk to. But you’re probably busy or tired. The last thing you’d want is to talk to a miserable fool.’

‘I have eaten but no matter. Let’s meet. I’ll drink and you can drink and eat. Come on, cheer up. Are you missing the magic, calming caress of Roxanne’s tender touch?’

‘Bloody hell, Mark I’m in no mood for your poetic flights. My soul is aching.’

We arranged to meet almost equidistant from our respective houses at a riverside pub. It served reasonable food, but it did not really matter since my appetite had dissipated. The walk in the open air with the noise of traffic and bustle of city nightlife brightened my spirit a little, and by the time I reached the river and entered the bar, I was in a better state of mind. The sight of Mark grinning at me was a tonic in itself. Whatever I said to him was safe. He understood me and I knew would keep my soul secrets. No confidences would be betrayed: he would not laugh at me. I loved him for his loyalty to me.

I ordered some rather superior fish cakes, a tomato and basil salad, and chips. Mark was drinking a glass of Chilean red wine. He had already ordered a bottle and I shared it with him.

‘I’ve got to do something about the way I live,’ I complained. ‘Otherwise I shall just turn into a miserable old sod.’

‘Oh come on, you’re just down for a moment. Look at your pluses. Your house is an advantageous investment: you don’t have to live there forever. The way Roxanne’s husband is going on, he’ll probably have a heart attack. That would leave just you and Roxanne. Or, you’ll suddenly find an assignment that takes you somewhere, Oz, California, who knows, and you’ll find the light of your life.’

I knew he was right. I was in a good position and in reality nothing for me was desperate. I should look forward. Yet it is always necessary in those bleak moods to have someone to remind you to do just that. Dear Mark was my reassuring mentor and for his presence and his services in that respect, I was surely grateful.

Our conversation drifted from my predicament and concerns to other matters. Inevitably we returned to discussing City money and the suspected destabilisation plot. We concluded that there was definitely something pretty big going on. The likelihood was that all national institutions including newspapers would be preoccupied with security over the next few weeks. The editors were worried about what had happened so far, but more important was the concern of their political masters. The politicians wanted the mystery solved. The populace was beginning to be nervous. Fewer people than usual were travelling by air flights anywhere. The number of passengers who used the Eurostar trains through the Channel Tunnel had decreased dramatically: no one could understand why some terrorist organisation had not blown up the Tunnel. What the government wanted was confidence restored. The papers reported a drop in passengers using the underground trains in the metropolis. What all this added up to was that it was bad for business, the nation’s business. The total effect was to eat away at British business interests and therefore the commercial and industrial health of the country. Mark and I wondered if all these factors were not connected since they all went towards weakening morale, making institutions fail, and destroying the financial basis of all successful enterprises.

An hour and a half later, with my spirits restored, we left. We walked about a quarter of a mile along the riverbank before we went our separate ways back home. I walked with Mark completely at ease. There was no need to speak. We each knew what the other felt. After the turmoil my mind had been in, it was a state of spiritual peace. When we parted, he hugged me and kissed my cheek.

‘Take care. Don’t worry. Keep calm. Dream of Roxanne. Let’s meet for the film tomorrow. About five at the Rostoff Bar. I guarantee nothing much will happen tomorrow.’

‘OK. Thanks, Mark. See you then.’

I often wondered why we did not share a house together. In my state I could have done with the companionship. Yet reality demanded our individual investments in the property markets and an intuitive necessity to keep some parts of our private lives to ourselves.

I sometimes wondered if Mark worked secretly for the intelligence service. You have to remember that Greville Wynne’s wife never knew that he was a spy. He kept the knowledge from her. He was a fanatical extremist but, to an extent I suppose, we all have to be a little like him towards those whom we hold most dear.
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