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THE RUSSIAN AMBASSADOR watched Starin trot down the steps of the Trade Mission, and felt an odd mixture of envy and distaste. The man was certainly very fit for his age; but all the same, wasn’t there something of a posture about such alertness, a sort of advertisement that he was still totally in command of his squalid job? Yes, there was. The Ambassador took a deep breath and prepared to be pleasant.


The Ambassador’s driver held the door and Starin got in, without breaking step. The door closed. The driver walked away and stood in the sunshine.


‘I was just passing,’ the Ambassador said. ‘So I thought I’d call.’


‘You could have come inside, Mr Ambassador. We’re not burning anybody with cigarette ends today. I know how the smell sets off your asthma.’ Starin sounded pleased with himself.


‘No doubt,’ the Ambassador said, ‘but I make it a rule never to go inside departments such as yours. I suppose some people might consider that cowardly, but I’ve found it eliminates a great many problems, and problems are never in short supply, are they?’


‘Ah,’ Starin said. ‘I have a feeling that we are about to come to the point.’


‘Yes, we are. You’ve probably heard that the British are becoming restless once more, and if you haven’t heard then I’m telling you now, officially.’


‘What d’you mean, “restless”?’


‘You know what I mean, Starin. They see too many people like you in London. Also too many Czechs, Poles, Hungarians, East Germans, Bulgarians, and Romanians, all of them quote diplomats unquote. They are terribly polite, the British. They keep sending us little notes about the parking problem and how much worse it becomes when we leave our cars in the wrong place. What they mean is kindly stop parking your big Communist noses in our secrets.’


‘That’s their problem, not your problem.’


‘It’ll be my problem if they decide to purge our Embassies. Again.’


Starin spread his hands. ‘If I can help in any way, Mr Ambassador,’ he said, ‘you have only to ask.’


The Ambassador looked out of the window. He was tired of this interview already; he had known that it wouldn’t work, and now it wasn’t working, so why keep trying? ‘My accounts department say they advanced a lot of money to you,’ he said. ‘And they still don’t know where it went or what we got for it’


‘We got?’


‘All right, then, you got.’ The Ambassador rapped on the window.


‘Information is what I got. That’s what I’m here for.’


‘And they’re here to balance the books. And I’m here to carry the can.’


His driver opened the door. Starin got out. He stood for a moment in the sunshine, snapping his fingers to a Latin beat, and then turned away. He spoke as he went. ‘All accountants live in the past, Mr Ambassador,’ he said. ‘They’re actually half dead. If I had my way I think I’d finish the job.’


*


‘Thank you, Stanley,’ Major Divine said. He took the six green files and propped them on the edge of his desk and the bottom of his waistcoat. Hubbard went away to the middle of the room and stood looking intelligent but not clever.


Divine read each file, grunting meaninglessly for Hubbard’s benefit as he closed one and opened the next. At the end he said, ‘And who would you choose?’


Hubbard took off his glasses and polished them with the end of his tie. ‘Eady or Boyle,’ he said. He put his glasses on to see how well he had done.


‘Splendid fellows both,’ Divine said. ‘Smart and experienced agents. In this case, I think we need somebody a bit more second-rate. I think we’ll have … Hale.’


‘David Hale? He’s not very experienced—’


‘But enough, Stanley, enough.’ Divine opened the file. ‘Twenty-six, Oxbridge, degree in languages. Cover job in merchant banking – Flekker Handyside, just down the road. No particular politics or religion. No wife, no kids, both parents dead and his next of kin is about seventeen times removed and lives in Buenos Aires. He’s as free as the wind, and nobody will give a damn if he dies tomorrow. Perfect.’ He turned the pages, glancing at the paragraph headings. ‘You don’t agree,’ he murmured.


‘I’m sure you’re right, Major. It’s just that… at twenty-six and not terribly experienced, this would seem to be a rather challenging task.’


Divine grunted; he was still stocktaking. ‘Hale had a love affair last year,’ he said. ‘His first grand passion, apparently. He spent several months in the furnace and came out looking like a piece of wrought iron.’


Hubbard clicked his tongue.


‘He’ll have got over all that by now, though,’ Divine said. ‘He’ll be all wound up and ready to go. Get him in, as soon as you can.’


*


David Hale slid a sheet of paper from his document wallet and pushed it across the desk. ‘That’s the outline of the Lavagarde deals,’ he said. ‘He and I hashed it out between us.’


Brandon, his boss, looked slightly startled. ‘Already?’ he said. He scanned the paper. ‘I thought Lavagarde was in Montreal.’


‘Yes, he is; staying at the Saint Pierre. That’s where I phoned him.’


‘Did you, by God? Whose idea was that?’


‘Mine. I got him at breakfast. I heard he’s usually at his best at breakfast.’


‘Yes, so it seems … Well, that’s not a bad start, certainly.’ He gave the paper back. ‘Lavagarde thinks the project’s worth nine million, does he? I’d have settled for eight, myself, but…’


‘As a matter of fact, he reckons it’s worth ten and a half,’ Hale said, ‘and we can go to eleven if necessary.’


Brandon raised his eyebrows. ‘More strength to your collective elbows,’ he said.


Hale went back to his office. He looked at his appointment book, at his watch, and at the man waiting for him. ‘I can only give you ten minutes, Jeremy,’ he said.


‘Right. I’ll stick to genuine scandal and leave out the wild rumours.’ He opened his briefcase.


Hale watched him and wondered where he got his information. Jeremy Sanders was a freelance financial consultant who was said to know more about the international rackets in exchange currencies than anybody still at large. Once a month he visited Flekker Handyside and briefed the account executives. He was an interesting little man, a few years older than Hale, with a face like a collapsed rubber ball: not impressive, but not without appeal, either.


‘Ready?’ Sanders said. Hale nodded. The telephone rang as Sanders opened his mouth. Hale answered it.


‘Hubbard here,’ a man said.


For a second the name meant nothing; and then it meant everything. ‘Yes indeed,’ Hale said. ‘I’ll come over straightaway.’ Already he was half-standing.


‘What a pity,’ Sanders said. ‘Just when something strange is about to happen to the Australian dollar.’ Hale waved goodbye from the door.


*


Hale felt the first flicker of excitement as he passed through the security check on the fourth floor of the office block in Tottenham Court Road. Divine’s room was on the sixth floor, which was as high as Hale had ever been; he knew that K2 had two more floors above that, but he didn’t know what went on up there.


One woman and four men were waiting to see Divine. Hubbard steered Hale past them, knuckled the door once, delicately, to remove any flies which might have been resting on the other side, and showed him in.


Divine shook his hand and at the same time gave him a glossy eight-by-six print. ‘Mikhail Starin,’ he said. ‘Taken at London Airport a couple of weeks ago while he wasn’t looking.’


Hale looked at the picture. It showed a short, strong man, about five-foot-eight or -nine, with a trim figure and a pleasant face. His mouth seemed willing to smile, there was plenty of brow, and his eyes were alert. He wore his hair short, with a modest wave at the front, and his slightly snub nose gave him a boyish air. The camera had caught a few lines at the corners of the eyes and some creases in the neck. Hale guessed he was in his fifties. The way he was standing – feet slightly apart and weight equally divided, hands clasped behind him – he might have been a games master at an up-and-coming boys’ school. ‘Mikhail Starin,’ Hale repeated.


‘A most dependable man is Starin,’ Divine said. ‘He never knocks anybody down unless he plans to kick them in the teeth. We know of a minimum twenty-four people he’s killed, not counting immediate family. He had his mother shot in 1937. She was Irish, she’d married a Russian merchant seaman and settled there. They raised Starin to be bilingual. Perhaps that’s why he hates the British so much.’ He gave Hale another photograph. ‘Tell me what you make of him.’


It was a portrait shot, full face, and the first thing Hale noticed were the eyes: pitiful and hard-done-by, the eyes of a man who has just mopped a thousand floors and watched ten thousand dirty feet march over them. The eyes were guarded by steep, suspicious brows above and dark concentric rings below, ripples pushing outwards to contact a hostile shore. But what the eyes began the rest of the face could not maintain. The nose was too long and twisted one way, the mouth was too narrow and twisted the other. The chin began a controlled retreat in the general direction of the Adam’s apple, and the retreat became a rout. It was a face that could obey but would never trust; scepticism was its last surviving privilege.


‘He looks like the man who cleans out the lavatories at Euston Station, sir,’ Hale said.


‘His name’s Kamarenski. Georg Kamarenski.’ They sat down, Divine at his desk, Hale on a sofa. ‘Couple of weeks ago Starin turned up in London and set up shop in a brand-new Trade Mission which the Russians opened in Islington, of all places. It raised a few eyebrows, because we all thought Starin was getting pensioned off, or at least busy throwing snowballs back home in deepest Disneyland.’


Divine found a telegram lying on the floor and began making an aeroplane out of it.


‘Now, one reason we’re so good at making the Russians behave themselves in this country is that we know a lot of people they send here before they ever arrive. In this case we have no idea what Starin’s up to.’ Divine squinted at Hale down the half-finished aeroplane. ‘But we do have a man inside their Mission. He’s Georg Kamarenski, and I’ve had a message to say that he’s on to something. I want you to find out what.’ Divine spoke these words flatly and finally, like a man informing his mistress that he has been unfaithful. Hale blinked.


‘How on earth did you get Kamarenski inside, sir?’ he asked. ‘I thought they always brought everybody with them.’


‘So they do. They brought Kamarenski. You’re probably too young to remember, but the RAF had a couple of airfields in Russia during the last war. Kamarenski worked at one of them. He picked up quite a bit of English, which is why they’ve brought him here now.’


‘Why is he risking his neck for us?’


Divine shrugged. ‘There’s a good reason - something typically agonizing in the way of psychological thumbscrews, which we can apply any time we want to. That’s the main reason. We also give him fifty quid a week, for the sake of appearances.’


Hale looked at Kamarenski’s photograph. ‘He doesn’t look very bright,’ he said.


‘Quite true. Kamarenski is indeed stupid, but he’s not foolish, and he has a remarkable memory. That’s how he learned his English.’ Divine studied his aeroplane, and did some more work on the wings. ‘What’s more, they’ve made him general handyman at the Mission, so he potters about and fixes things, like door handles and light bulbs and sticky windows. We’ve given him some special tools, all very battered and used-looking, with cameras hidden in the handles. He points his screwdriver one way and takes a picture the other.’


‘And you think he’s done it? He must have nerves like anchor chain, sir.’


‘Well, most men can be brave when they have no alternative. Kamarenski has something to help him: he stammers like the very devil. What good d’you think a bad stammer would be, David?’ Divine began experimenting with the tail section.


Hale said, ‘The only thing I can think of is camouflage. It must be hard to know whether a man with a stammer is panicking or just stammering.’


‘Right. A stammer is an excellent mask – which of course is the reason why stammerers do it. What other reward does your stammerer get from his affliction?’


Hale looked across at Divine. The man shaved his face right up to the cheekbones, he noticed, giving it a polished, wooden look. It was a strong, unblinking face; if you could hit it hard enough you might break it, but it would never crack or warp, never mellow. Its structure was too rectilinear: the brows ran parallel to the mouth, the angle of the nose matched the angle of the chin, the jaws and the cheeks met in flat, exact planes. His eyes were as dispassionate as a child’s; they offered nothing and concealed nothing. ‘Pity,’ Hale said with more force than he meant.


‘Right again. Stammers, stutters, cleft palates, hare-lips, amputees – I’ve used them all. They’re not only cheap, they’re foolproof. They never forget themselves. Kamarenski is a truly pathetic person. He could get past anybody’s guard.’ Divine straightened the aircraft’s nose. ‘Except, perhaps Starin’s.’


Hale stared. ‘But that’s exactly where he is, sir.’


‘Yes, that’s exactly where he is.’ Divine gave his model a final squeeze and launched it towards the light. It fell on its nose, hard, halfway across the room. ‘You’ve to meet him on Sunday in the gallery of Saint Nicholas’s Church, off Fleet Street, during Evensong. Don’t look so thrilled, I don’t suppose he’s got anything. Goodbye. Send the next customer in.’


*


Hale went to a party that night. It was given by a man who worked for Pan Am, and there were many girls there, mainly stewardesses resting between flights. By midnight Hale was sick of telling girls who had just flown from Canberra via Tahiti, Atlantis and Shangri-La that he had a job in merchant banking. He got himself a fresh drink and saw the girl in the yellow dress.


She was lithe rather than slim; her sunburnt arms in the sleeveless dress looked sleek with a kind of fluid grace which suggested strength rather than weakness. The dress was a cool-looking faded-daffodil yellow in a linen weave, beautifully fitted so that hints of the body beneath it came and went in faint, oblique lines as she moved. Her hair was blonde and long to the chin; too blonde to be true but glossy with weight, until she pushed it away from her face and broke the gloss. Her face was small and simple; it had the delicacy and toughness of a child disguised in adulthood. She was talking and smiling to a man in a dinner jacket. She looked happy.


Hale was deeply disturbed by the girl. She was so vulnerable, she invited protection; yet she was so untouchable, what could you say to her? He spent a quarter of an hour sidling about the room so that he could study her from all angles. She still looked happy. The dinner jacket danced with her. She had other friends.


Eventually Hale gave up. It was absurdly lopsided, a waste of time, he might as well forget it. He turned away and found himself in front of a girl with a see-through dress and a radiant smile. ‘If this is Thursday you must be Francesca,’ he said. She dazzled, and said nothing.


‘Can I get you a drink, or vice versa?’ he asked.


‘Oh, no.’ She dazzled some more.


‘I just strangled my grandmother.’ The girl gave a little laugh. Her earrings tinkled.


‘I’ll swop you two dead frogs for a Russian destroyer,’ he offered. She looked down, modestly. ‘Oh, Christ,’ he said, and walked away. It was time to go home. Tomorrow was a working day.


He found the Pan Am man and said good night. His coat was in the bedroom. So was the girl in the yellow dress. It seemed an amazing coincidence.


‘Are you leaving?’ he asked. She put her head on one side and considered his question, and him. He was very intense. Her eyes were wide. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Are you?’


‘I am.’


‘Then so am I.’


He helped her on with her coat. As they went down in the lift, he said, ‘You were the only interesting girl there.’


‘And you were the only interesting man. Why didn’t you come and talk to me?’


They went out into the street. It had been raining, and the cab made a high, clear, sheening sound on the soaking tarmac.


‘I’m David Hale.’


‘Carol Blazey.’


‘We should meet again.’


‘Yes, please.’ She was calm and completely enjoyable. ‘We haven’t really met at all, yet.’


‘Tomorrow?’


‘Yes again. You could call me. I work for the airline.’ She told him the number. He put her in a cab and watched it cruise away. He felt astonished; light-hearted. The day had ended with something of a small triumph.


*


The cultural attaché was tipsy. ‘I’ll tell you what gets on my left tit, Mikhail, old son,’ he said. ‘Goddam cocktail party last night.’ He beat himself weakly on the chest to dissipate his heartburn.


‘I know what gets on your left tit,’ Starin said.


‘No, no.’ The cultural attaché gestured negatively and ash flew from his overloaded cigarette. ‘Not the cocktail parties. Caviare. Tubs of the bloody stuff. Best quality. Know where they get it?’ He drained his already empty glass.


‘Yes,’ Starin said. ‘From us.’


‘They get it from us. We sell it to them! Now, I’m going home tomorrow. Think I’ll be able to get caviare like that at home? Think I will?’ He drained his empty glass again.


‘For God’s sake,’ Starin said, ‘pour your own.’ He put the bottle beside the cultural attaché and walked away. The cultural attaché irritated him because he got drunk too easily and then his broken-down, overweight body looked even worse. They’d taken half his stomach out and still he ate too much. Now that the alcohol had reddened his swollen face he looked like a pig, one that felt sorry for itself because it had a terrible shaving rash which it absent-mindedly picked at while it stared at nothing and thought about going home to second-rate caviare.


Starin should have been pleased that the cultural attaché was being retired; he’d known him for thirty years, on and off, and any calibre of caviare was too good for him. What angered Starin now was the fact that the cultural attaché had come to say goodbye because Starin was only a year or so younger, and he thought Starin might appreciate his views on life as they both shuffled towards retirement. That made Starin very angry.


‘Not bad stuff, this,’ the cultural attaché said. ‘French, eh? What did we give them for it?’


‘Machine tools.’


‘There you are again. Machine tools! All that labour, all that sacrifice, all those five-year plans, and where does it get us? Swopping first-class Russian machinery for a few barrels of French grape-squeezings. It gets right on my left tit, Mikhail, old son.’


‘There’s a reason for it,’ Starin said. ‘These things are worked out.’ He walked around the room, straightening files, tearing up old envelopes, squaring books.


‘No, no, no.’ The cultural attaché drank deep. ‘Time to face up to it, old son. You and I – relics of the past. Remember the good old days, eh? Remember when it was a clean, straight fight, and any dirty trick was OK as long as it worked? Remember?’ He tried to smile bravely, but that blight of a shaving rash moved with the smile and deleted it. ‘No room for old-fashioned warriors like us any more, Mikhail.’


‘Speak for yourself.’


The cultural attaché was deaf with nostalgia. ‘A man knew who his friends were in those days. Not any more. Know what my job is now? I mean, was now? Trying to stop bloody silly ballet dancers from bloody defecting. I ask you.’


‘You sound as if you’re ready to retire.’


‘Mikhail, old son – I am. More than ready. Frankly, I don’t know what’s going on any more. I don’t know whether we’re supposed to be kicking them in the crotch or kissing them on the ass. Do you?’


Starin looked at his fuddled, sincere stare with distaste. ‘No,’ he said curtly.


‘Course you don’t. And I’ll tell you why.’ He pointed his glass at Starin; wine slopped onto the carpet. “Cause we’re over the hill. Pair of old farts like us. Don’t know which way is up any more.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ Starin muttered. He looked away. It sickened him to see a Russian representative so dilapidated and defeatist.


Unexpectedly, the cultural attaché chuckled. ‘Come on, be your age. We’re in a dying industry, you and I. They don’t need us any more, it’s all done with transistors these days. Obsolescent craftsmen, that’s what we are.’


‘I wish you’d damn well go.’


‘Tomorrow’s plane, old son. Plenty of time. Besides, you don’t want to waste the rest of this bottle. No, I saw it coming long ago. I shall be all right. Pottery … always been interested in pottery.’


‘Look, I have work to do.’


‘It occurred to me … since we’re neither of us married … you might like to split the cost of a cottage. I mean, I could start looking around for a place …’


‘Good Christ, no thanks.’


The cultural attaché was surprised. ‘Well, none of us goes on for ever, you know. If I were you I’d start making some plans. Honestly I would.’ He sucked at his wine, frowning. ‘It’s not like it used to be. If I were you—’


Starin grabbed an ashtray and hurled it at the cultural attaché’s head. He missed by a yard. The ashtray bounced off the wall and skidded across the waxed floorboards.


The cultural attaché gaped. Then he burst out laughing. ‘See what I mean?’ he said. ‘You’ve lost your touch, old son. Can’t afford to miss, you know.’ Still laughing, he got up and waddled away. Starin stood and listened to him cackling all the way along the corridor to the front door.


*


Hale waited for Carol outside her office block. He was restless with expectation and at the same time surprised by the force of his emotion: it was almost as if he were seventeen again, and that had been a very uncomfortable age. When she came out of the revolving doors he felt his eyebrows twitch. She stood out like a solitary crocus in a grubby lawn. It was remarkable that he could breathe normally and talk sensibly.


‘Hallo, David Hale.’ She took his arm and they walked. He concentrated on relaxing. ‘Thank God it’s Friday,’ she said. ‘No, I shouldn’t have said that, it reminded me. New York. That was my favourite bar for a while. T.G.I. Friday’s.’


‘You mean there really is a bar called… ?’


‘Yes, Santa, there really is a T.G.I. Friday’s.’


‘New York, New York, it’s a wonderful town.’


‘The Bronx has blown up and the Battery’s run down.’ She stopped at an art gallery and looked in the window. ‘That’s not original; they used to sing it in the office. How rich are you?’


‘Not very. Credit-card rich, that’s all. But I wouldn’t buy that, even if I could afford it.’ The painting showed a rustic inn beside a river, with cattle fording, anglers fishing, and drinkers quaffing; it would have made a fine jigsaw puzzle.


‘No, I agree, let’s not buy it. But I’d like to go there. Or to somewhere like it. Can we?’


‘I don’t know. I suppose so. I think I’m rich enough for that.’


‘Have you got a car?’


‘Yes, just around the corner.’


They set off in the car. ‘This may take a little time,’ he said. ‘Rush-hour, and all that.’


‘I don’t mind.’


‘Have you had a hard week?’


‘Drive, David. You don’t really want to know about my week, and I don’t want to talk about it, so let’s not talk until we get there.’


Hale wanted to know everything about Carol Blazey’s life, down to her size in socks; but he did her will and drove, refreshing himself occasionally with a quick glance at her splendid face, her small, slim hands in her lucky lap, and her sleekly muscled legs.


They drove for nearly two hours. By that time Hale could have drawn her profile from memory. He stopped the car at the end of the bridge so that she could see the inn on the other side of the river, and then drove across and into the car park. She got out and walked through the garden until she stood on the bank directly above the old millrace. The setting sun spilled gold leaf down the tumbling water. Rose bushes threw out soft explosions of colour along the stone balcony which opened out from the inn, and the inn itself was so mossed and lichened and ivied that it seemed to be rooted rather than founded. ‘Is this what you had in mind?’ Hale asked.


‘Exactly. How clever of you. Is it tremendously old?’


‘I think they put it up last Tuesday. It was all done with a kit of parts, you know. Made in Hong Kong, most of it.’


She liked the place even more after they’d had a drink, and towards the end of dinner Hale realized that the evening was going remarkably well. He talked about himself a good deal, because she wanted to know a good deal about him: who brought him up after his parents died, where he was educated, what he did at college, why he went into merchant banking. The facts were ordinary, so he spiced them up in places. His parents had died in a road accident when he was four; he killed them off in a plane crash when he was eighteen months. His guardian had retired and gone abroad; Hale sent him to jail for embezzlement; and so on. Carol enjoyed it all, until he came to Flekker Handyside, where there was little he could do but tell the truth. ‘I’m good at it, and I enjoy it,’ he told her. ‘I enjoy making big things happen.’


She studied his face for a moment, and then added more cream to her last two strawberries. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I can’t see you in a merchant bank. All they do is move enormous, boring fortunes around between people who already have enormous, boring fortunes. It’s like shifting slag heaps from one field to the next.’


‘Certainly not. That’s like saying that airlines keep flying the same people from one country to the next.’


‘Well, so they do, it’s quite absurd.’


‘Ah, but some of them are merchant bankers, on errands of mercy.’


‘Carrying briefcases full of slag.’


‘Only for self-defence, in case they get attacked by foreign competitors. Then they beat them off with their slaggy briefcases. You’ve no idea what a savage, ruthless world it is.’


‘Is that why you’re so stern?’


The question surprised him. ‘Stern? Am I stern?’


‘Oh, fiercely stern. You have a way of looking at people as if they’re about to let the side down.’


Hale frowned, and shook his head. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘I can’t accept that.’ The waiter arrived and poured their coffee. Hale watched him so closely that the man became nervous, and spilled some. When he had gone, Carol said, ‘There you are, you see.’


‘What? Where?’


‘You absolutely terrified him.’


‘Nonsense. The fellow was a shambling incompetent. If I hadn’t kept an eye on him, he’d have tipped the stuff straight into the ashtrays.’


‘Well, what’s wrong with a bit of incompetence? There are only about three things in the world that I’m any good at.’


Hale looked interested. ‘Really?’


Carol started to reply, then decided against it. She stirred her coffee. ‘Perhaps when we know each other better,’ she said.


He tried to look crushed. ‘How stern you can be. How terrifyingly, brutally stern.’


‘David, you’re a rotten actor. Terrible, frightful. You’re absolutely muscle-bound with integrity.’


‘Am I really?’ Hale said. ‘That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said all week. I’m going to write that down.’


‘D’you know a game called “Journey to a House”?’ she asked.


‘How does it go?’


‘Oh, it’s just one of those idiotic games people end up playing at parties at two in the morning. You have to describe a journey through a wood, across a river, over a wall, and up to a house. In detail.’


‘Hmm.’ Hale closed his eyes. ‘This wood … it’s really a forest. Tremendous great oaks and beeches, with the occasional giant redwood. The undergrowth is dense, very dense, but I hack out a path and I reach this stream.’


‘Just a stream?’


‘Well, it starts as a shallow stream with stagnant pools but it soon becomes a raging torrent with thundering waterfalls leading to a mighty river which dwindles to a trickle in the dry season. OK?’ He looked up.


‘Yes, if that’s the way you see it.’ Carol’s eyes were large with enjoyment.


‘Anyway, I swim across. That takes about three hours. On the other side is a high wall—’


‘Wait a minute. Is there a door in it?’


‘I’ll have a look… Yes.’


‘Locked?’


‘Padlocked, and it’s a combination lock. You can only open it if you know the secret word, which has seven letters. Did I mention that the wall is made of glass bricks? So everyone can see the house on the other side, a vast and sinister mansion, like a cross between Wuthering Heights and Euston Station.’ He sat back and nodded.


‘Very interesting.’


‘Wait, I nearly missed something: the east wing is on fire.’


‘Oh, perfect. Now d’you want to know what it all means?’


‘Please.’


‘Well, the house indicates how you see yourself.’


‘Oh my God.’


‘Yes, it looks pretty forbidding, doesn’t it? All gloom and doom, with a touch of disaster. Poor you.’


‘Never mind … What about the wall?’


‘That shows how you think you get on with the rest of the world. Some people don’t have any wall at all; I suppose they’re complete extroverts.’


‘My wall is very high.’


‘But transparent.’


‘Yes, absolutely. What d’you make of that?’


‘It sounds to me rather like a love-hate relationship.’


‘Ah … Is that why I set fire to the house, d’you think?’


‘Maybe. No, probably not. Setting fire to the house is obviously a cry for help.’


‘Yes… You know, if only that damn wall weren’t so high, we could carry water from the stream.’


‘I wouldn’t, if I were you. That stream represents your sex life.’


‘Really? I’ll let the old dump burn to the ground. Can you dredge anything interesting out of my stream-torrent-river?’


‘Oh, plenty. You’re either impotent or normal or insatiable or … or phenomenal. Or confused. Or bragging.’


‘Oh my God again.’


‘It all sounds very uncomfortable. I really think you ought to make up your mind, don’t you?’


‘It’s out of my hands,’ Hale said. ‘If you’ll pardon the expression.’


She laughed. ‘At least you’re not queer.’


‘Don’t speak too soon, I’ve just remembered the whirlpools.’


‘Whirlpools? Rubbish!’


‘Funny you should say that. “Rubbish” is the secret word that opens the padlock.’


‘What? Oh… I’d forgotten.’


‘Ah, but I hadn’t. Rubbish is the key to it all. I know, you see. I’ve played this game before.’


‘What a swindle.’


‘Aren’t you going to finish me off? You haven’t done the forest yet.’


‘No, and I’m not going to.’


‘Pity,’ Hale said wistfully. ‘I felt rather proud of my giant redwoods. What is it they represent? Virility?’


‘I’m not going to tell you.’


‘Perhaps you’re right. It can be dangerous to probe the Unknown. Besides, we’ve only just met, so it’s a shade premature to go shooting the rapids.’


‘Premature?’ Carol thought about the word. ‘Premature. I was premature. I shouldn’t be here at all, so they said. It’s a funny feeling, knowing that. It makes you want to get on and do everything, quickly. I suppose it makes you greedy.’


‘I find it hard to believe that you’re greedy,’ Hale said.


‘Do you swim?’ she asked.


‘Yes, quite a lot. Do you?’


‘No, I hate swimming. But I’d like to watch you swim. Do you wear tight trunks, or shorts like footballers?’


‘Trunks.’


‘Oh.’


Hale waited for her to go on, but apparently that was all she had to say about swimming. Still the evening was a success. As they drove into London he felt pleased and capable. ‘About tomorrow,’ he said. ‘How do you feel about a film?’


‘I have a date tomorrow,’ she said.


‘Oh.’ They drove for a couple of miles in silence, while he digested the news. He stopped at a red light, cleared his throat, and said, ‘Sunday?’


For a moment she looked at him without speaking; then said, ‘David, have I got good legs?’


‘Very good legs.’ The lights changed. ‘Wonderful, marvellous, superb legs.’


‘All right. It’s just that… every so often I feel the need to open your safety valve. You’re so wound up. We should spend an hour just talking about my legs, so that you can relax a bit.’


Hale squinted at an oncoming headlight, and grunted.


‘I’m sorry,’ Carol said. ‘Greedy again, you see. But yes to Sunday. Why don’t you come round in the evening?’


‘OK. I’ll get us tickets for something.’


When they reached her flat she asked him up to meet the other girls, three stewardesses. But when she opened the door the atmosphere was hostile and the faces were stiff. ‘Oh dear,’ Carol said. ‘Trouble.’ Hale left.


*


St Nicholas-hither-Fleet was a handsome old church, lost in the tangle of alleys and narrow streets between the bottom end of Fleet Street and the Thames. Evensong was at six-thirty. Hale got there at six in order to have a good look round. He stood in the middle of the aisle and took in the tattered battle standards, the marble memorials, the brass plaques. He wondered who had chosen St Nicholas’s as a rendezvous, and why. The air was still and ancient, and the place smelled like the Archbishop of Canterbury’s old toy-room.


By six twenty-five the church was nearly half-full. Hale climbed the stairs to the gallery at the far end from the altar. The stairs were steep, and he found only a few people up there; Kamarenski was not one of them. Hale sat in the middle, on his own.


Midway through the opening hymn, Kamarenski arrived.


He went very slowly to a pew two rows in front of Hale and made no attempt to join in the singing, but stood staring at the people below. Hale edged towards the gangway, and in the business of settling down when the hymn ended, moved forward and sat in front of Kamarenski. Nobody paid any attention. The usual prayers followed, the minister and the congregation serving phrases to each other with the competence of tennis players warming up. Then a psalm was announced. Hale fumbled with his prayer book, and finally turned to Kamarenski for help. The man leaned forward, Hale showed him the passport-type print taken from Kamarenski’s own photograph which he was holding between the pages; he checked the page in Kamarenski’s book just for the sake of form; smiled; and turned back to the chant. Kamarenski’s prayer book was trembling like the last leaf of autumn, and the rosettes of muscle at the corners of his jaw were bunched up tight. He had looked at Hale with great fear, as if Hale might reach out and scar him.


The psalm ground on, stopping and starting like rush-hour traffic. Hale wondered what Kamarenski made of all this. He wasn’t singing. Perhaps his stammer prevented it.


The psalm ended. More prayers. Hale did not kneel, but sat more or less upright with his head well bowed. Kamarenski knelt and put his elbows on the back of Hale’s pew and held his head in his hands. The smell of his sweat made Hale’s nostrils twitch.


Under cover of a heavy response by the congregation, Hale muttered sideways, ‘What have you found?’ There was a brief solo from the minister, then the congregation was off again. Hale heard Kamarenski’s teeth chatter gently as he strained to speak; then there was a fast shuddering of breath. Hale could hear the air whistling in and out of Kamarenski’s long nostrils; he glanced back and saw the man’s fingers pressed hard against the damp skin. Kamarenski’s face was a shiny grey, like fresh cement. Hale hoped he wasn’t going to faint.


The prayers changed key: a long set-piece by the congregation began, uncertainly at first, then settling into a gloomy rhythm. Hale tried again. ‘What’s going on?’ he muttered. Kamarenski opened his mouth, but nothing came out except a fine spray of saliva, which flecked Hale’s back. Hale listened to the noisy breathing, broken occasionally by a swallow, and wondered what to do next. Take him somewhere private, probably. Perhaps drive him around London while he talked. If he talked. If he came.


Kamarenski’s forehead struck the rounded top of the pew with a smack like a steak on a butcher’s block. Hale turned and half-rose. A few faces looked across curiously, their mouths still praying. He took hold of Kamarenski’s shoulders, his hands gripping the bony flesh under the old brown suit, and shoved him back. The eyes were closed but the mouth was open; Hale glimpsed gold, and a thin dribble stretching between the bloodless lips. Holding him steady with one hand, he climbed into the other pew and hoisted him onto the seat, shoving the skinny buttocks back, and, with his leg, forced the feet apart so that he could stuff Kamarenski’s head between his knees. He sat beside him, holding him by the neck, and with his free hand searched for the pulse in his wrist. But before his right hand could find the pulse, his left hand had found the hole in the back of Kamarenski’s neck, and the hotness that came seeping out of the hole. He looked behind him but there was nobody there. He let everything go and ran along the pew and up the stairs to the little landing outside, while Kamarenski slipped sideways and slid quietly to the floor. Some people had stood up, uncertain whether to risk the embarrassment of interfering. Hale plunged down the outer stairs, grabbing pillars as they came, and pounded across the empty vestibule and into the empty street. Perhaps he heard a car; perhaps it was just the organ. He ran back upstairs. He reached Kamarenski just as the first person was about to touch him, and grabbed the man’s arm. ‘Go down and call an ambulance,’ he said. ‘I’m a doctor. Go now.’


*


The inside of the ambulance stank of that purple antiseptic raw-alcohol smell you get in the bloodier parts of hospitals. It was worse in the ambulance because it was enclosed and there seemed to be no ventilation, but maybe that was all in Hale’s mind, which was also enclosed and lacking ventilation. All he could think of was failure. Divine had sent him on a simple job and he had allowed someone to shoot the job dead in the back of the head. Total failure.


He found a handkerchief and wiped his face. His head was sweating but his body was cold. It had taken a little while for the sickness of death to catch up with Hale. He had never seen a shattered skull before; he had never before touched with his fingers the actual seeping cavity through which death had just entered at approximately two thousand miles an hour. It had not been easy to grasp the fact that he had been sitting only three feet away while a tiny act of demolition was performed on the back of Kamarenski’s skull; a calculated, craftsmanslike act, involving a small calibre and an economical charge, since the bullet had remained inside Kamarenski’s brain instead of punching a good deal of it out. All this had not been easy to grasp, and once grasped it turned out to be impossible to discard.


Hale tried not to look at the lumpy red blanket spread over the stretcher; that colour, and the way the lumps slid from side to side as the ambulance turned corners, seemed to strengthen the purple hospital smell, as if it were an aura being released by the body.


‘You all right, are you?’ the ambulanceman asked. Hale nodded. He wiped his face again. It felt as if he had walked through strings of fine cobwebs. ‘You don’t look too good,’ the ambulanceman said. ‘In fact, you look bloody awful.’ He watched Hale for a moment, and then reached under his seat for a plastic bowl. ‘Just say the word if you need this,’ he said. ‘Don’t be shy.’ Hale looked at it and nodded. His stomach felt too numb to move. His whole body felt stunned. Coming like this - silently, invisibly, casually, brutally - death was an obscenity which made life seem a presumption.


The ambulanceman watched him obliquely. It’s all very well for him, he thought. He doesn’t have to clean it up afterwards.


*


The police car followed the ambulance into the hospital, and the policemen followed Hale and the stretcher into a white-tiled room. The ambulancemen put Kamarenski on a table and removed their blanket and went out.


One of the policemen ran a finger along Kamarenski’s toes. ‘What happened to his shoes?’ he asked.


‘They must have fallen off,’ Hale said. The shoes were in his raincoat pockets.


‘Lucky you happened to be sitting next to him, Doctor,’ the other policeman said. ‘Not that there’s anything anyone could have done.’


‘I’m not a doctor,’ Hale said, ‘and I’ve got to go now.’ They looked at him sharply, resenting the loss of initiative. Hale took out his wallet. ‘You’d better see this,’ he said.


They took his K2 credentials and read them. They did not like them. ‘I’ll have to see about this,’ one of them said. He went out to the car.


‘You’ve got the evidence of the people in the church,’ Hale said. ‘You know I didn’t kill him.’ The other policeman said nothing. He looked at Hale and played a tune on his teeth with his ballpen and said nothing.


His colleague came in. ‘I might have bloody known it,’ he said. He gave Hale back his papers. ‘All right, Superman, fly away.’ He sounded disgusted. ‘Why do you always have to do it on somebody else’s doorstep? You should have sent for the dustcart, not the police.’


Hale picked up his raincoat. The shoes in the pockets bumped against his side.


‘Where does your skinny friend belong, anyway?’ the other policeman asked.


‘He’s a Russian,’ Hale said. ‘Try the Embassy.’


‘That sounds familiar,’ the policeman said. ‘I must have seen the film. Who was in it, again?’


The other policeman straightened Kamarenski’s tie. ‘It wasn’t Shirley Temple, anyway,’ he said.


*


Divine had already reached his office when Hale got there. The lights were on, and he was talking into the telephone. Hale saw that he was wearing bottle-green golfing trousers and an Arran Island sweater. A pair of string-backed driving gloves lay on the desk.


‘Knowing your well-deserved talents for putting the diplomatic boot in,’ Divine was saying, ‘I’m sure we can depend on you to wear size twelves at the very least… Good. Yes. I will.’ He hung up and looked at Hale. ‘Well, David. A touch of the thud-and-blunders. Are you all right?’


‘Yes, fine. Sorry to bust into your weekend like this, Major.’


‘You don’t look all right. You look quite frightful. You’d better have a drink, before one of us bursts into tears.’ He took a bottle of whisky out of a filing cabinet and made two drinks. Hale had a good swig and felt it flickering hotly as it went down.
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