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      Chapter One

      He contrived, as usual, to be on the platform at six fifteen, edging through the knots of homegoing City stragglers, the wine-bar
         happy-hour crowd, and the creeps who never switch off their desk lights until the office gauleiter has left for the day.
     

      
      She was there, as usual, at the far end. He assumed she aligned herself with the leading coach because it came to a stop opposite
         the exit at her destination – wherever that was. He deduced that she was not careless with her time.
     

      
      He had never discovered where she got off because his own route ran only from St Paul’s to Shepherd’s Bush, eleven stops straight
         as a thrusting bayonet under West London.
     

      
      What was her destination? Did she go on beyond the Bush? Why could he never remember?
     

      
      Weaving his way along the platform, he positioned himself behind and slightly to one side, where he could appreciate the rounded
         half-profile of her left breast. She was wearing the crimson linen suit and the black stockings that gave off a sheen almost
         intense enough to call a glitter. He experienced a pleasurable flick inside his trousers.
     

      
      As usual the train came worming out of the tunnel at precisely six twenty and, as usual, he trailed her into the carriage
         and sat opposite. She crossed her legs. As her stockings came into contact and rubbed together he picked up the tiny screeching
         sound even above the rumble of the doors closing. Another flick. He remembered she’d done this to him before. She had a half-smile on her face which hovered provocatively in shadows. Had an
         overhead light gone? He couldn’t quite get her into focus.
     

      
      He looked around the carriage at the usual cast of characters: the cud-chewing dims who only come alive when the music starts
         to bounce, the counting-house lackeys, resenting every moment of enforced wage-earning, the aggressively suited company men
         returning to their stuccoed homes in Holland Park … They depressed him. He was as trapped in the grey hustle for daily bread
         as any of them. Nothing unique. It grated that, in this morose company, he was just another bloody trooper.
     

      
      Only she was special.

      
      All he wanted was to devour the sight of her, but custom and manners always prevailed. As if programmed, he opened his evening
         paper. He always did that as the train left Chancery Lane. He simply couldn’t understand himself being so craven. His battered
         good looks had always triggered women’s curiosity; had drawn them to him.
     

      
      Holborn … Tottenham Court Road … Oxford Circus … Bond Street. He peeked occasionally. She shifted slightly and recrossed her
         legs.
     

      
      The longest uninterrupted section of tunnel ran between Marble Arch and Lancaster Gate. He’d made this journey so often that,
         even with his eyes closed, he could judge almost to the second the approach to each station.
     

      
      He glanced up for the arrival at Lancaster Gate but his timing must have been off. Perhaps the train was going slow, although
         it seemed to be rattling along at a fair speed. Odd. He returned to his newspaper.
     

      
      A minute went by and suddenly he felt bothered. He looked up to see that other passengers – but not her – were glancing around, ill at ease. One of the dims, a rust redhead,
         whined to her friend, ‘Takin’ its time, innit?’
     

      
      But it wasn’t. The train ploughed on, the bolted iron ribs of the tunnel flashing by the windows with strobe-like hypnotic
         effect. Several passengers stood up and shuffled to the doors in anticipation of the Lancaster Gate platform sliding into
         view.
     

      
      A tall pin-striper, puzzled, stooped to peer through the window. He was confronted by the grimy tunnel wall and the horizontal
         power cables still flashing by when he clearly expected to be coming into the station. He turned, a questioning look on his
         waxy face.
     

      
      Others were picking up his concern. A woman asked loudly, of no one in particular, ‘This is the Central Line, isn’t it?’ None
         of the passengers now searching for signs beyond the carriage windows bothered to reply. On rattled the train.
     

      
      He worked out that ten minutes or so must have elapsed since they’d left Marble Arch. Something was wrong. He folded his paper
         and laid it beside him on the seat.
     

      
      As if reading his thoughts, a grey-haired matron said, ‘Something’s wrong. I don’t understand.’ She pulled a Selfridge’s shopping
         bag onto her lap and cuddled it.
     

      
      ‘Wot she mean?’ the dim asked her friend. She stopped her rhythmic gum-chewing.

      
      Two backpacking youths with buttery Scandinavian complexions shrugged at each other. One said, ‘Please, Lancaster Gate is
         next. Yes?’
     

      
      ‘Don’t ask me, mate,’ said a youth. ‘I’m going to Notting Hill. But we do seem to have been in this bleeding tunnel a long
         time.’ The train roared on.
     

      
      Another five minutes elapsed and the scene of ill-suppressed hysteria reminded him of the time he had been on a charter flight to Miami and the plane had flown into clear air turbulence. Only this time there was no pacifying
         cabin crew and no seat belts.
     

      
      The interconnecting door with the next carriage opened and a white-faced group pushed forward. ‘This can’t be right,’ said
         the leader, a bullet-headed authority figure. ‘What’s the driver playing at?’ He shouldered his way down the carriage and
         pounded on the metal door separating them from the driver’s cabin. There was no response.
     

      
      Bullet Head muttered a curse, then said, ‘Christ! He must have had a heart attack.’

      
      A small woman in a hat quavered, ‘That may be so, but wouldn’t the train have gone through Lancaster Gate anyway? I didn’t
         miss it, did I? We haven’t reached it yet, have we?’
     

      
      The woman with the Selfridge’s bag began rocking and crying. This galvanized Bullet Head, who tugged at the red emergency
         handle and began to attack the driver’s door with his feet and fists. Each blow simply bounced back at him. The train ploughed
         on.
     

      
      He watched Bullet Head’s perspiring efforts and, for the first time, felt the icy douche of fear swilling around his innards.
         There was something … something he should know that was tantalizingly just beyond his ken.
     

      
      Bullet Head said, ‘The bloody fool must have diverted us into a side tunnel.’

      
      ‘Maybe it’s a bomb scare,’ said someone.

      
      The tall man, who’d been waiting to alight, abruptly lost his composure and pointed angrily at the tube map. ‘What diversionary
         tunnel? Do you see any damned diversionary tunnel?’
     

      
      Bullet Head turned puce and roared, ‘They don’t mark them on the passengers’ maps. There has to be some place where they park
         the trains at night.’
     

      
      
      The carriage was becoming oppressively packed as more and more agitated passengers pressed forward from the other carriages.
         He could no longer see the woman clearly through the bodies. From his seated position, he caught only the occasional glimpse
         of those mocking crossed knees.
     

      
      People tugged open the slit windows for ventilation. Curiously, although the iron ribs continued to hurtle by outside, he
         could feel no incoming blast of air on his face, only the sort of gut-twisting paralysis he’d felt the first time he came
         under Iraqi shower-and-spray machine pistol fire. Despite an urgent desire to run to the kharsi, he’d stayed long enough to
         ventilate two of those bastards with neat groups in trunk and head.
     

      
      The only way he could stand up now was to climb onto his seat. He glanced at his watch. Jesus! They’d left Marble Arch at
         least twenty-five minutes ago. At this speed they should have gone through a dozen stations and be breaking into daylight
         and suburban Middlesex.
     

      
      Women were screaming and several had fainted. An elderly woman in a hat began to pray out loud.

      
      ‘Oh, do shut up!’ said a chic brunette, dressed in lawyer black.

      
      A girl in school uniform began to sob. Through shuddering breath, she cried, ‘I know what this is. It’s like that book.’ Her
         denimed Neanderthal boyfriend took her by the shoulders and shook her until her head lolled. ‘What are you talking about,
         you silly cow?’
     

      
      ‘The one where all these people are on a ship. They think they’re trapped in the fog. Only they’re not.’

      
      ‘We’re not in a fog. We’re in a sodding tunnel, and in a minute we’ll be coming into a station,’ said the Neanderthal. The
         girl began to sob again. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘I think we’re condemned to be on this train for all eternity.’
     

      
      
      ‘You wicked little girl!’ exploded the woman, crushing her Selfridge’s bag in her rage and anxiety. ‘That’s blasphemy!’ And
         then she threw back her head and began a horrifying keening that spread, like a contagion, the length of the suffocating coach
         and beyond.
     

      
      He wanted to yell above their heads that it was too absurd, to say give it a bit longer, keep calm. To say … pray.

      
      In front of him the press of bodies suddenly divided and he stepped down onto the carriage floor. The muck sweat was sluicing
         off his cheeks and chin. Somehow he knew exactly what he had to do. He faced the woman calmly. Now he knew how it ended –
         had always known but, like the goldfish with its two-second memory, had to relearn the scenario each time.
     

      
      She uncrossed those exquisite legs, smiled up at him and said, in a siren’s purr, ‘You should listen to that little girl.’

      
      She started to laugh directly into his shocked, uncomprehending face. In her open mouth he could see only darkness. He reeled
         back, fell into his seat and began to scream.
     

      
      The train thundered on. Outside, the iron ribs relentlessly followed one upon another, a monster drawing him into its black
         bowels on the ripples of its iron gullet.
     

  



      
      Chapter Two

      
      Jack Boulder’s heart leapt in his chest, trying to escape its mountings. He was wide awake in an instant, lying in a sweat
         puddle, his head throbbing. Grace was already leaning over him, her long, pewter-blonde hair hanging forward over her sleep-dazed face. ‘My God, Jack, what is it? Just look at the time – it’s not yet five.’
     

      
      He swung his feet to the floor and rested his damp head in his hands. She touched his bare, hunched shoulders and could feel
         the heat and moisture coming off his body.
     

      
      She slithered off the mattress, her nightgown dragging upwards to reveal her elegant legs. It fell back into place as she
         padded to the bathroom and returned with two towels. She had wetted one and now dabbed it over his brow and the triangular
         torso that still thrilled her every time she ran her hands over it. As she dried him off, she asked, ‘Was it the same dream?’
     

      
      Jack nodded. ‘It’s the third time in a week. It’s so vivid, so terrifying.’

      
      Grace’s brow knitted. Terrifying was an unlikely word for Jack to select. He was fearless – too fearless sometimes.

      
      She looked down at his dishevelled hair. ‘Was it the same woman?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      She hesitated, and then said, ‘Is it someone you’ve met, Jack? Someone you’ve become … interested in? I mean, you really fancy
         her, don’t you, wanting to get a look at her tits and so on …’
     

      
      He raised his head to meet her gaze. ‘Grace, men are always wanting to look at women’s tits. She’s just some witch from a
         dark pit inside my head. A figment. Nothing more.’ His arms encircled her thighs and he pulled her close so that his head
         was against her belly.
     

      
      She stroked his hair and heard him say, ‘I’ve only ever been in love with one woman and, at the moment, she is rummaging through
         my hair to see if I’ve started a bald patch.’
     

      
      Grace said, ‘Oooh!’ and yanked at a forelock. She began to giggle. ‘I’ll start a patch for you if you keep dreaming about this harpy. Why can’t you dream about fancying me?’
     

      
      His heartbeat had returned to normal and he pulled back his head grinning roguishly. ‘Who says I don’t?’

      
      ‘Really?’ Grace brightened. ‘You never mention it. What do I wear in your imagination?’

      
      ‘Oh, the usual stuff,’ said Jack airily. ‘School tunic, blue knickers, thick black stockings …’

      
      ‘Pervert!’ said Grace.

      
      As he spoke, Jack’s hands slipped under his wife’s nightgown and pulled it over her head.

      
      ‘Do you know what the time is?’ she murmured.

      
      ‘You’ve already told me,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘We’ll have to be quiet or we’ll wake the boys.’

      
      ‘The clap of doom wouldn’t get those two out of bed at this hour …’

      
      Afterwards Jack, a veteran of early reveilles, said, ‘I’ll never get back to sleep. I’ll go for my run.’

      
      Dawn was not even a suspicion in the sky as he loped from the house to begin his regular three-miler. As he jogged along the
         empty pavement, there was nothing untoward to draw his attention to the house displaying the for-sale sign. Head down, watching
         for dog turds, he failed to notice the upstairs curtains shifting minutely as if someone had moved in the room, causing a
         small displacement of air.
     

      
      He got back to find that Grace had embarked on her daily act as a female sergeant major, and was shouting up the stairs for
         the children to stir themselves.
     

      
      She said to Jack, ‘Do you think you ought to see a doctor?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘He’d only tell me to stop eating cheese at night.’

      
      The boys clattered in and Grace said no more. They were both fair-headed but after that any similarity between them ceased. Ben was twelve and already a serious boy, a reader
         who asked questions; Malcolm at eight still had no inkling of the kind of world that awaited him and therefore lived in a
         state of infant bliss.
     

      
      Mal headed straight for the cereal box, but Ben stood by the kitchen sink, slapping the back of his head, attempting vainly
         to make a rebellious tuft on his crown lie down.
     

      
      ‘Ben, for goodness’ sake stop hitting yourself like that. Your eyeballs’ll pop out.’

      
      ‘It keeps sticking up. They call me names at school.’

      
      ‘What names?’

      
      ‘Never mind.’

      
      ‘Mum, they call us both Bog Brush,’ piped up Mal.

      
      ‘Oh, dear! But I’m afraid your father doesn’t like you looking like a pair of sheepdogs. You’re his little soldiers.’

      
      Grace’s flip tone invited a response but Jack held his tongue. She took a comb from her bag and ran it under the tap, then
         raked it through Ben’s recalcitrant locks, flattening them successfully against his skull. Breakfast resumed.
     

      
      The telephone call came minutes after she’d packed the boys off to the local primary where she herself had taught until Mal
         arrived. She lifted the receiver. ‘Hello?’
     

      
      A woman’s voice, cool and neutral, said, ‘Please may I speak to Captain Boulder?’ For no logical reason, Jack’s word-picture
         of the woman on the train flashed into her head.
     

      
      ‘Whom shall I say?’ Her formal tone was a sure sign to Jack that she had a dubious caller on the line. He often teased her
         about it, saying she sounded like someone who’d taken elocution lessons.
     

      
      ‘It’s a business matter,’ said the measured voice.

      
      Grace opened her mouth to make an acid retort to the dismissive tone, then changed her mind. She held out the receiver and said, ‘For you. Sounds like someone selling insurance.
         You’ll be late if you’re not out of here in five minutes.’ She had made no attempt to cover the mouthpiece.
     

      
      The voice said to Jack, ‘I’m not selling insurance, Captain Boulder. This is a serious matter that I do not wish to discuss
         with your wife listening in. You have, I believe, made numerous applications recently for jobs a little more rewarding than
         manager of a gun club. Please just answer yes or no.’
     

      
      ‘Yes’, said Jack. And added, ‘I don’t use my rank any more. I’m a civvy now.’

      
      ‘Very good,’ said the woman. ‘Thank you for your discretion. Ask me no questions now but, as an expression of my seriousness,
         you will receive an envelope in tomorrow’s mail containing five hundred pounds. Do not show this to your wife. Do not discuss
         this conversation with her. If you do, you will be squandering a rare opportunity. Your good fortune will come to an abrupt
         halt with the money that will be in your hands tomorrow.’
     

      
      ‘How—’ began Jack, mind racing, but the woman spoke over him.

      
      She said, ‘If all is satisfactory, I shall arrange a further conversation with you. Goodbye for the moment.’ She rang off.

      
      Grace was staring at him. He hung up. ‘You didn’t have much to say for yourself. Who was she?’

      
      He said carefully, ‘You were right. Some insurance pitch. I put the phone down on her.’

      
      ‘This early in the morning? Strange, isn’t it?’

      
      Jack shrugged. ‘I think they try to get you before you leave for work.’

*

      
      
      In the house across the road, one of the listeners said, ‘Good. He hasn’t told her. And he thinks on his feet.’

      
      All the same, he was followed on the tube into the City and a daylong check maintained for unusual contacts or any mention
         of his curious telephone call.
     

      
      ‘Nothing,’ reported the team.

  



      
      Chapter Three

      
      The observers watched Jack take his early run and then linger on the corner jogging on the spot.

      
      ‘Good man,’ said one. ‘Tough-looking johnnie, isn’t he? He’s waiting to waylay Postman Pat.’

      
      It was ten minutes before Jack spotted the postman in the distance hauling his trolley, and jogged along to meet him.

      
      They watched Jack being handed his mail, watched him finger the package and slip it into the waistband of his tracksuit trousers
         under the jacket before trotting back to the house.
     

      
      They turned to the earphones, listened to the domestic clatter, Grace urging Ben and Mal to hurry, Jack claiming the bathroom,
         and even caught the sound of ripping as he opened the package. They imagined his stunned look as he fanned out the banknotes,
         now realizing for the first time that the call had been no hoax.
     

      
      ‘Nothing works as well as the old green-backed convincer, does it?’ murmured the senior man.

      
      Jack left the house fifteen minutes earlier than usual, leaving Grace still coping with the pre-school pandemonium. At St
         Paul’s he positioned himself at the phone box specified in the typed note that had accompanied the money. He lifted the receiver on the first ring.
     

      
      ‘Good morning, Captain Boulder,’ said the woman. It was an upper-class accent, with a drawl that spoke of worldliness, the
         voice of someone easily bored. He wanted once again to correct her salutation but instinct told him to let it go and listen.
     

      
      ‘You were your regiment’s rifle champion. You shot at Bisley, and were runner-up for the Queen’s Prize.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Jack. So that was it. He knew that at this point he should ask for an address where he could return the money.
         He didn’t.
     

      
      ‘Why didn’t you win?’

      
      ‘Bit of bad luck, really. You need to be in the right frame of mind for shooting at that level. My father had been killed
         earlier that week in a traffic pile-up. I wanted to pull out altogether but there was pressure from the regiment who were
         mad keen to have another pot to add to the regimental silver collection. So I played the brave little soldier.’
     

      
      ‘Tell me, Captain Boulder, under what circumstances did you leave the Army?’

      
      ‘Look,’ said Jack, ‘I like to find five hundred quid in the post as much as the next man. But I don’t think you’ve bought
         the right to my life story.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, but I’m about to,’ she said calmly. ‘I’m about to offer you a week’s work for which you will be paid one hundred thousand
         pounds.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, sure,’ said Jack. ‘Who do I have to kill?’ Even as the words escaped his mouth he knew he had asked the right question.

      
      ‘Please do not be flippant. This is a matter, as I told you yesterday, of great seriousness. You may correct me if I’m wrong
         in any detail, but is it not true that you were invited to resign your commission after Sean McGurk, a known IRA leader, came to his front door one morning in the Irish Republic and was shot dead from a great distance by a single
         shot? The same Sean McGurk whose active service unit had been responsible for the deaths of two of your own men. I’m told
         the shot was placed so precisely between the eyes that at first the Garda could not believe it had not been fired at close
         range. A beautiful shot,’ she added almost dreamily. ‘So neat. So perfectly formed. Just like that little red spot Hindi women
         sport on their foreheads.’
     

      
      Jack attempted to butt in, but she gave him no space. She went on, reprovingly, ‘Your fine handiwork may have made you a hero
         to your men and brother officers but the Paddies had to be extremely cross with someone so they picked on the poor old British
         Government who, in turn, were extremely cross with you – especially as there was talk of a ceasefire in the air.’
     

      
      ‘No one ever proved it was me,’ grunted Jack, as she drew breath. ‘British officers don’t go man-hunting without authorization.’

      
      ‘Don’t they now?’ She sounded both dry and amused.

      
      ‘How do you know all this?’ said Jack. ‘I was allowed to leave the Army without any fuss. They weren’t going to give me up
         to Dublin and cause an even bigger stink. There was nothing in the papers.’
     

      
      She said, ‘I know a great deal about you, Captain Boulder. And be assured you have my respect. I’m only sorry that a man of
         your talents spends his days in a soundproofed basement among all those stockbrokers nursing fantasies that they, too, could
         be Sheriff of Tombstone. Rather pathetic, don’t you think?’
     

      
      ‘It’s a living,’ said Jack. ‘Don’t you think it’s about time you stopped playing games with me? Who are you?’

      
      ‘You may call me Mrs Canning.’

      
      ‘You want me to bump off your husband. Is that it?’

      
      
      She laughed lightly. ‘Nothing so bourgeois. But you really don’t believe you can earn a hundred thousand pounds without, shall
         we say, a considerable tussle with your conscience, do you?’
     

      
      ‘I was coming to that,’ said Jack.

      
      She cut in, ‘You have a forty-thousand pound mortgage, you have two sons aged eight and twelve to educate, you have little
         money in reserve and you’re often unable to clear your monthly credit-card bills. You last took your wife to a restaurant
         five weeks ago.’ Anticipating his reaction she added, ‘Don’t be alarmed. All that information is readily available to credit
         agencies and private detectives with access to computer networks.’
     

      
      Jack glanced at his watch. He was already late. He licked his lips. A hundred thou? Christ! He said, ‘Can we meet?’

      
      ‘Not just yet. Do you wish me to go on?’

      
      Jack said slowly, ‘Well, I’m listening. This is all something of a thunderbolt. Okay, I realize this is more than a practical
         joke. You wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to find out so much about me. Although some of what you said is bullshit. You
         didn’t get my Army record from any credit agency.’
     

      
      She did not reply.

      
      Finally, he said, ‘I’d like to hear more.’

      
      ‘This phone, same time tomorrow,’ she snapped, and left him listening to the dialling tone.

  



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      The boys were upstairs, grappling with their homework. Grace swept crumbs from supper off the table into her cupped hand and
         looked at him curiously.
     

      
      ‘All right, Boulder,’ she said. ‘What’s on your mind?’

      
      The listeners paused in their game of pocket chess.

      
      Jack said, ‘What do you mean?’

      
      Grace said, ‘You’ve not said a word either to me or the boys all evening. You’re somewhere in outer space. What’s up?’

      
      ‘I’m just feeling a bit low,’ said Jack. ‘I miss the guys, the comradeship. Don’t you?’

      
      The listeners resumed their game, cocking half an ear, backed by the reel-to-reel recorder doing its stately eavesdrop.

      
      Grace brushed her hands clean over the swing-bin. ‘The Army can get stuffed as far as I’m concerned. I never knew when some
         embarrassed colonel was going to call on me to say you’d driven over a landmine and ask how I’d like the pieces delivered.’
     

      
      They had been married fourteen years. Her Jack was no pretty boy but his weatherbeaten face and nose broken in a battalion
         boxing tournament had left him with the kind of ruggedness that triggered near delirium in some women.
     

      
      She assumed that from time to time he must have been tempted to stray, even if only in his head, especially when soldiering
         took him away from home – but his behaviour had never given her any reason to think that he actually had. On home ground he
         was a model husband. His impetuosity was boyish; it never involved adventures with other women. She knew how much temptation was thrown in his path,
         had seen the way women reacted to him even when she was within face-slapping distance … And it had been the same qualities
         in Jack that attracted other women – his sheer animal masculinity and his blindness to his own sex appeal – that had drawn
         her to him in the first place.
     

      
      Grace could see genuine naivety in his face about female predatory instincts and this, she realized with a stab of resignation,
         was another part of the challenge.
     

      
      They had met at a wedding: Grace was just out of teacher-training college and was taking infant classes while Jack was a second
         lieutenant. He was in his dress uniform with his just-earned parachute wings. One of Grace’s girlhood friends was marrying
         a fellow officer from Jack’s regiment.
     

      
      In the marquee, after the toasts and the speeches, when most of the wedding party were tipsy, she had observed no fewer than
         three bridesmaids and a couple of older women twittering around Jack. He was gazing raptly at his admirers under their wide-brimmed
         hats and floral circlets.
     

      
      Grace was sitting in a little gilt chair, watching the group and thinking, idly, that Jack must be the most conceited man
         on earth, when suddenly he turned and headed straight for her. She stared him in the eye as he advanced towards her, looking
         so grim that she was already giggling before he reached her. He said, awkwardly, ‘You need a refill.’ She burst out laughing.
         He looked like a man going over the parapet in the face of enemy guns.
     

      
      ‘Look here,’ she said, teasingly, ‘isn’t your presence required over there?’

      
      He glanced back guiltily at five angry pairs of eyes, then said, ‘I couldn’t help myself. I needed to meet you,’ so simply that it certainly wasn’t a practised line.
     

      
      Four months later they were married and living in Germany. Grace found a job teaching at a school for the children of NATO
         personnel.
     

      
      The revenge execution of Sean McGurk – Grace refused to call it murder – and its aftermath had been shattering for both of
         them. The army and his family had been Jack’s life and it had been hard for him to adjust to the civilian jungle. She saw
         his terrible nightmares as just one symptom of his inner turmoil.
     

      
      Now, Grace knelt by his chair and laid a hand on his knee. ‘Look, Jack, the only thing we can thank the Army for is the cover-up.
         You must have been insane. If there’d been any advantage in it for the brass and the politicians, you’d be doing life in an
         Irish prison. And how long do you think it would have taken for the Provos to get to you?’
     

      
      ‘Quite right, my girl,’ murmured the senior man, taking black’s remaining bishop.

      
      Jack said, ‘It’s just this gun-club job. These people I teach to shoot are clowns from Fantasy Island. What the hell goes
         on in their heads? I mean, toting .44 Magnums and Browning automatics as a hobby. It’s crazy. And in that dungeon I don’t
         see daylight from clock-on to clock-off.’
     

      
      Grace massaged his knee soothingly. ‘You’ll just have to keep trying for something better. For God’s sake, Jack, don’t spoil
         this one. We’re the original beggars who can’t be choosers. Think of the boys.’
     

      
      Jack nodded glumly. Then he brightened and said, ‘Oh, by the way, some good news. Some fool paid me extra for giving him fast-draw
         lessons. I earned every penny – he nearly got me in the foot!’
     

      
      He was not comfortable with the glibness of the lie but he’d caused Grace enough anxiety with the McGurk affair. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a wad. ‘There’s five
         hundred there,’ he said.
     

      
      ‘Naughty, naughty,’ said the senior man. ‘She’s not going to go for that.’

      
      But Grace exclaimed, ‘Wonderful! That’s great timing. It’ll almost clear the Visa bill.’ Then she climbed into his lap and
         rubbed herself against his chest, saying mischievously, ‘I think the kids are asleep. Let’s go upstairs …’
     

      
      ‘Ah,’ said the senior man. ‘A spot of slap-and-tickle to brighten the dying hours of the day … Pity we couldn’t get those
         stick lenses into the walls.’ His queen’s knight made a crooked advance. ‘Checkmate!’ he purred.
     

  



      
      Chapter Five

      
      ‘We’re not talking about a job stacking supermarket shelves,’ said Jack. ‘Why can’t we meet?’

      
      ‘Eventually,’ she said, in the same measured tone. ‘I still have to be certain that you’re the right man. Do you have a bothersome
         conscience?’
     

      
      ‘No more nor less than the next man,’ said Jack. ‘If you’re SIS and have in mind some rat who deserves all he gets, I can
         do the business.’
     

      
      ‘Maybe,’ she said. She paused, then said, ‘Suppose the object is someone who doesn’t deserve a bullet? Could you have stood
         in Oswald’s shoes at the Texas Book Depository window?’
     

      
      ‘No,’ said Jack.

      
      ‘And another thing. You assume the object is male. Could you “do the business” to a woman?’

      
      
      Jack sighed at the complexities. ‘Unlikely. Unless she was a proven out-and-out evil bitch.’

      
      ‘That would be too convenient, wouldn’t it? You’d have declined to “do the business” to Helen of Troy but just think of the
         thousands of lives that would have been saved in the Trojan Wars if you’d put one lovely little vent in the middle of her
         forehead before she ever set eyes on Paris.’
     

      
      Jack found this kind of dialogue vaguely irritating, a toying with the outer ring rather than going for the bullseye. He said,
         ‘I don’t think Homer would have been too pleased with me. What would he have been left with to write about?’
     

      
      He hoped the bored note in his voice would encourage her to come to the point. But she went on, ‘Ever see a film called The Third Man?’
     

      
      ‘No,’ said Jack. ‘I only like Westerns. They don’t make ’em any more.’

      
      ‘There’s a scene,’ went on Mrs Canning, as if he had not spoken, ‘high up in a fairground Ferris wheel. One man points out
         to another how insignificant people appear at that height, how, if one were to be eliminated, no great harm would have been
         done. The world would go on turning. That’s what’s involved here. A speck disappears. The sun rises the next morning just
         the same.’
     

      
      ‘Look,’ said Jack, ‘my experience is that too much talking and too much thinking make people hesitate and trip over themselves.
         As you’ve already delicately pointed out, my life is up Crap Alley and I’m ripe for a proposition. I’ve forced myself not
         to think any deeper about it than that. If you start giving me psychological tests, I’m liable to start thinking consequences.
         So let’s get to it. I take it that you’re acting on behalf of the Security Services. Is it Five or Six who don’t want mud
         on their doormat? You put up the money, convince me that we can get away with it, and I’ll do the business. Fair enough?’
     

      
      She made no immediate reply. He could hear her making a disapproving tsk-tsk noise. She said, ‘Now you worry me. You sound
         too cocky by half. Listen, once you’ve been cast, you’re bound to a play-or-pay contract.’
     

      
      ‘What happens if the play’s interrupted by a member of the audience?’

      
      ‘Well, you obviously know the score. You know what a cut-out is?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘For a hundred thousand pounds, the cut-out is you. If the play doesn’t reach the final curtain for the target, you’re on
         your own.’
     

      
      Then she added abruptly, ‘There’ll be another five hundred in your post on Monday. I shall spend the weekend thinking about
         you.’ She gave him another phone-box location in Cornhill and hung up.
     

      
      That night Jack had the dream again. But now he fancied he had a name to put to the woman he followed so slavishly onto that
         coffin train. Mrs Canning.
     

  



      
      Chapter Six

      
      They monitored him closely during the weekend. They lived through a tiff with Grace when he backed out of a promise to take
         the boys to a Fulham home game. They could hear the puzzlement in Grace’s voice: Jack was a loving father who enjoyed his
         Saturday afternoons on the terraces as much as their boys.
     

      
      
      There was a second minor clash that weekend when the conversation took a military turn. Grace came into the living room just
         as Ben was asking, ‘Dad, why is it better to wound the enemy rather than kill him?’
     

      
      Apparently Jack did not regard this as an odd question from a boy of twelve. He said, ‘Kill a man, and all it does is make
         a few hours’ work for a burial party and the chaplain. Wound him badly enough, and many people will be involved in saving
         him – stretcher party, doctors, nurses, surgeons, ambulance drivers, artificial-limb makers … The enemy is compelled to commit
         huge resources to an activity that won’t help win the battle. Your own wounded are, to tell a truth that no one likes to admit,
         a darned nuisance.’
     

      
      Grace broke in, ‘Really, Jack! Do you have to fill their heads with blood and guts?’

      
      ‘Aw, Mum, leave Dad alone,’ Ben wailed. ‘This is real-life stuff, it’s interesting.’

      
      ‘Quite right,’ said Jack, ruffling his hair so that it shot up into the hated spikes. To Grace he said, ‘I don’t want them
         falling for that paths-of-glory guff. The military life is what I know and if they want to follow me I want them to be clear
         in their heads about what they’re letting themselves in for.’
     

      
      After the boys had gone out, he sat brooding over his latest conversation with Mrs Canning. Grace was preparing to go shopping.
         He said, ‘Could you pop into the video club and see if they have a copy of The Third Man?’
     

      
      The listeners registered Grace’s curiosity. Jack never watched old movies. And this one was really old. ‘I just fancy it,’
         he said lamely.
     

      
      They watched from the window as Grace Boulder, in a flimsy summer frock, swung down the road. At the corner, the sun caught
         her and, in silhouette for a second, they had the illusion that she was naked. ‘Oh, to be in Jack’s shoes,’ said the senior man.
     

      
      ‘Oh, to be in Jack’s bed,’ corrected his colleague.

      
      Two hours later they were listening to the familiar, sinuous dialogue – Orson Welles murmuring into Joseph Cotton’s ear, ‘Look down there. Would you really feel any pity if one of those dots stopped moving for ever? If I offered twenty thousand
            pounds for every dot that stops, would you really, old man, tell me to keep my money? … It’s the only way you save nowadays.’
     

      
      Jack shifted uneasily. There was something of Mrs Canning in this scene.

      
      ‘In these days, old man, nobody thinks in terms of human beings. Governments don’t, so why should we? They talk of the people
            and the proletariat, and I talk of the mugs. It’s the same thing …’ 
     

      
      On Monday he met the postman again. And, again, the money was there. This time he did not hand any to Grace. She wasn’t going
         to believe he had more than one fast-draw idiot on his books.
     

      
      On a noisy phone, Mrs Canning got down to some detailed business. Over what distance did he regard his marksmanship as effective?

      
      ‘I shoot twelve hundred yards at Bisley. More is possible, especially with a decent scope. Is this an indoor or outdoor shoot?’

      
      ‘Outdoor.’

      
      ‘In that case, you have the windage to reckon with. Over a thousand yards, a ten-knot wind can deflect a bullet by as much
         as eight feet. You wouldn’t think it possible with a sharp-nosed metal object travelling at something approaching Mach Three.
         What about the weather?’
     

      
      ‘It won’t happen unless it’s fine.’

      
      
      ‘That could be another headache. Get a heat haze and you may find yourself having a cabby at a mirage.’

      
      ‘Unlikely,’ she said. Jack noticed she didn’t query the Army slang for potshot. She knew.

      
      He asked, ‘What distance are we talking here?’

      
      ‘It is difficult to know at this stage but, from what you say, we have to assume that the task will be at the limit of your
         capabilities. That’s why you’ve been headhunted for this job. You know you’re good; we know you’re good. That’s why you’re
         being offered such a ridiculous sum of money.’
     

      
      Jack had a further thought. ‘Will the object be moving at the time?’

      
      ‘Yes, but not particularly fast. You will, at least, have one advantage. The object will be in clear view.’

      
      ‘Which brings us,’ said Jack, ‘to the object’s identity.’

      
      ‘No, it doesn’t,’ said Mrs Canning sharply. ‘You will not know the identity of our target until after the event. You will
         not know whether it is man, woman, youth or child. If you want this money, you’d better reconcile yourself to my rules of
         engagement. This conversation brings us only to one point, where I ask you for your total commitment. Any doubt, and I’d prefer
         that you back off. You keep the thousand you already have and you never hear from me again. In or out, Captain Boulder?’
     

      
      Jack pressed his brow against the cool glass of the telephone booth. He could see himself stepping onto the tube train in
         the woman’s wake and the doors rumbling closed behind him.
     

      
      ‘Will this person’s death be a good thing for our country?’ he said at last. He listened to his own uncertain voice and thought
         he sounded like a schoolboy who’d been force-fed Boy’s Own yarns of derring-do missions against the Boche.
     

      
      ‘It’ll be an excellent thing for our country.’ Her voice left no room for doubt. ‘You’ll have performed a significant public service. This particular person has done Britain great
         harm but cannot be brought to book in any conventional way. By comparison, your Sean McGurk was a minor irritant. So what’s
         it to be, Captain Boulder? In or out?’
     

      
      ‘In,’ he said finally.

      
      With that moment of his pledge, he mentally boxed away all reservation. He was surprised at how galvanized he felt. He hadn’t
         felt this alive since he had settled himself in a copse on the brow of a hill and waited for Sean McGurk to come to his front
         door.
     

      
      ‘Splendid,’ she said in that upper-class way, as if she were complimenting a servant on the shine of the silver. She said,
         ‘I want you to get rid of that regimental haircut. Let it grow long. And cultivate a moustache, a bushy one.’
     

      
      ‘How do you know about my hair?’ said Jack, but she put him down immediately.

      
      ‘Don’t ask questions. Just do it.’

      
      At Mrs Canning’s insistence, Jack returned to open-range shooting to bring his skills up to competition pitch. At weekends
         he commuted to Pirbright. On one day he scored 373 out of a possible 375 at ranges up to 1,000 yards and at 2,000 he was achieving
         a consistent two out of three in the bull on a stationary target.
     

      
      ‘Christ, Jack,’ said the manager, Greg Rankin, ‘you’ve never been better. Pity you can’t go back to Ireland to give the Micks
         another demo.’ He laughed. He knew the story.
     

      
      ‘What are you talking about?’ said Jack, well satisfied with his day’s work.
     

      
      As instructed, he put himself on the holiday list for three weeks in May. No, said Mrs Canning, she wouldn’t tell him any
         more at this stage. It was his job to keep hitting those bullseyes and to prepare his equipment so that it was in perfect functioning order by that date. And, oh yes,
         did he possess clothes of casual sophistication – suitable for a warmish climate? If not, get some with the money he was now
         receiving every Monday.
     

      
      ‘Include a wide-brimmed Panama,’ she said, as an afterthought. ‘They make a wonderful shield from security cameras in public
         places.’
     

      
      He worked out that, by the end of April, he would have received five thousand pounds. Mrs Canning told him he would receive
         a further fifteen thousand on 1 May, to total a fifth of his promised fee in advance.
     

      
      He was still taking all his instructions in various telephone boxes around the City and felt somewhat reassured by his mysterious
         employer’s elaborate care. He himself was now observing equally secure routines. He allowed Mrs Canning to open on his behalf
         an untraceable Sparbuch bank account in Vienna, with his own code word, in which to deposit his growing savings. The account
         was in a bogus name of his own choosing and he always kept the passbook with him.
     

      
      The mention of lightweight clothes had alerted him to the difficulties involved in taking his equipment abroad: although he
         had firearms certificates, he couldn’t take his gear out of the country without official sanction.
     

      
      ‘It’s all arranged,’ said Mrs Canning, when he raised the matter. ‘Of course, there’s no way you can fly with your weaponry
         going undetected. You’ll be driving via the Channel Tunnel, with everything safely stowed.’ She refused to elaborate. ‘Everything
         at the right time, Jack,’ she said. At least she’d stopped the Captain Boulder routine, which, he reckoned, was intended to
         plant him firmly among the junior ranks.
     

      
      He hadn’t had the dream for some weeks – not since he’d said yes to Mrs Canning.

      
      
      He did not know it, but growing confidence was being expressed in his conduct. His household, the watchers and listeners confirmed,
         had continued along its humdrum domestic way. He had made no suspicious phone calls, had met no unaccountable persons, posted
         no dubious letters. He was their very good boy.
     

      
      As a consequence, the bodies were withdrawn – although the voice-activated recorders were still in situ.

      
      On the tapes they heard Grace’s growing concern at Jack’s edginess. They had lived together too long for him to be able to
         hide his preoccupation successfully. Once, she lost her temper when he announced he had to go shooting rather than take the
         family swimming.
     

      
      Jack’s mother-in-law had belatedly told him, an hour after the nuptials were over, ‘Our Gracie always did have a bit of a
         tongue on her,’ and now she was haranguing him. ‘I thought you’d put that Pirbright rifle-shooting obsession behind you. It’s
         a waste of time that you could be spending with your family, Jack. I’ve never liked having those guns in the house. I don’t
         want the boys taking them up as a hobby.’
     

      
      Jack looked at Ben and Mal, who had both assumed exaggerated expressions of innocence. He was relieved that they were both
         keeping their mouths firmly closed. He had taken them through the routines of small-arms maintenance on a number of occasions
         and, on Saturday mornings, had allowed them to fire real bullets on the indoor range. They had been thrilled but Jack had
         warned them, ‘If you tell your mother, she’ll kill me and take away your Nintendo. This is our secret, so don’t drop me in
         it. Cross your hearts?’
     

      
      They had both solemnly done so.

      
      Jack fended off Grace as best he could. ‘It’d be a shame to let my sharp-shooting skills slip,’ he said.

      
      They could hear Grace making sounds of exasperation. ‘Jack, for pity’s sake, what use is it except in a fairground? The Army is over and done with. You’re a civilian now. You
         only need side-arms skills for those would-be cowboys you instruct.’
     

      
      Jack tried to mollify her. He said, ‘You’re right about the influence on the boys. Security is much tighter at the club –
         I’ll keep my stuff there.’
     

      
      He felt pleased with his low cunning. He still had to find a reason for going away alone in May but at least he wouldn’t have
         to explain why he was taking a rifle, ammo and tools with him.
     

      
      Jack hummed that old Johnny Cash number about not taking your guns to town.

      
      Then he stopped abruptly, remembering Billy Joe’s fate.

  



      
      Chapter Seven

      
      The postman was beginning to give him questioning looks. Jack had been jogging down to the corner of Hellespont Road to meet
         him every Monday for the past two months. This time there was more than the five hundred pounds in his package.
     

      
      He waited until he was in the privacy of his office before examining the other contents. There was a set of Volvo car keys,
         travel papers and a well-worn blue-and-gold British passport in the name of James Canning who was 6 feet 1 inch tall with
         brown eyes. Just like Jack. His profession was given as company executive.
     

      
      The passport had been issued in August 1990. So how come he was gazing down at a passable photograph of himself, head against
         a neutral background, hair enhanced by an unknown artist and a full moustache skilfully painted in? He experienced a leap of apprehension in his gut:
         he felt the presence of a ruthlessly efficient organization behind Mrs Canning’s honey-for-tea Home Counties accent.
     

      
      He held up the pages to the light, squinted along the side of the photo where it was overlaid with the official stamp. He
         could detect no sign of forgery or that his image had been substituted for the original holder’s.
     

      
      Mrs Canning actually laughed. It was so unexpected that it brought home to Jack with a rush just how intense and narrowly
         focused their conversations had been for all this time.
     

      
      ‘You’re my husband, James,’ she said.

      
      ‘So why the long separation?’ said Jack. ‘Does this mean we get to meet at last?’

      
      ‘Quite soon,’ she said.

      
      Jack said, ‘I have a worry. I’m keeping my weapons and new travelling clothes at work but I don’t know how to break the news
         to my wife that I’ll be disappearing in May for a holiday alone. She’s no fool.’
     

      
      There was a silence on the line. Finally, Mrs Canning said, scornfully, Jack thought, ‘You really should have learned to keep
         your woman in order, Captain Boulder. I’ll work something out.’ Mrs Canning was evidently not a member of the sisterhood.
     

      
      The Captain had returned. ‘There’s no need to be so bloody rude,’ he said stonily. ‘My wife is her own woman. She doesn’t
         need to be kept in order by me. If anything, I’m the one who sometimes has to be kept in order by her.’
     

      
      ‘How very New Man of you. Do you take your turn at the washing up?’

      
      Jack held his tongue. But he was stirred by the idea that he was actually going to come face to face with … who? Her name would no more be Canning than he was her husband.
     

      
      ‘What do I call you?’ he said.

      
      ‘Well, it says Jane on my passport. And I shall call you James. There! How nice and simple. We’ve both been christened.’

      
      Mrs Jane Canning was impressively fast to furnish her solution to his problem with Grace. She had evidently latched on to
         the fact that, although he was out of the Army, he was still a reservist. A seemingly authentic OHMS buff envelope arrived
         by post. Inside was another envelope stamped Sealed Orders and Secret. Grace watched, curious. The letter was certainly official-looking,
         with a Ministry of Defence heading, and required Captain Boulder to report to the Ministry, off Whitehall, where he would
         be transported onward to a secret destination to participate in a weapons appraisal programme. His duties would necessitate
         his absence from home for the better part of May.
     

      
      Wordlessly, he held out the movement order to Grace. ‘They kick you out,’ she said bitterly, ‘but they still keep you on their
         leash. Suppose you refuse to go?’
     

      
      ‘Can’t do that,’ said Jack, endeavouring not to look relieved. ‘It’s a court-martial offence.’

  



      
      Chapter Eight

      
      He felt indecently happy as he drove the Volvo estate up the ramp at Folkestone and manoeuvred it into the long, narrow coach
         of the Tunnel train. Then he remembered his lies to Grace and the moment passed.
     

      
      All had gone as Mrs Canning had decreed. He’d left his own car at home in Hellespont Road, found the Volvo where she had said – in a car park off Ludgate Hill – and reparked
         it in the underground bay next to the shooting range. The concealed well under the floor had been expertly cut. His equipment,
         bubble-wrapped against rattle, fitted snugly. He dropped the lid back into place and threw his innocuous luggage, Panama included,
         on top, together with the set of golf clubs she’d supplied so that he could carry the rifle in the bag without detection.
         Jack was not a golfer but he had to admire her foresight.
     

      
      He had tried not to make too big a meal of leaving home and had taken care not to give the impression that this was any more
         significant than a hundred other partings necessitated by the military life.
     

      
      He gave Ben and Mal a hug, kissed the tops of their unruly heads, and uttered the time-honoured words, ‘You be good boys for
         your mother.’
     

      
      If Grace harboured any suspicions, none showed. Her attitude was one of surrender to the hopeless nature of men who preferred
         to play boys’ games. They embraced and she admonished him the way wives usually do on such occasions: ‘Behave yourself,’ she
         said.
     

      
      Routine. Domestic normality. Nothing untoward.

      
      Grace had approved his longer hair and the moustache. ‘Mmmm. That ’tache really suits you.’ She briefly pressed her breasts
         into his chest. ‘Just a reminder of what you’ll be missing while you’re far from home, soldier boy,’ she murmured, out of
         earshot of their sons. ‘Try not to have any more dreams of that mystery woman.’
     

      
      Jack had jumped when Mrs Canning – Jane, as he must get into the habit of calling her – had given him his destination: the
         Cannes Film Festival in the South of France.
     

      
      
      ‘We’re going to do this thing in the middle of a film festival?’ He couldn’t keep the disbelief from his voice.

      
      ‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘The town will be crawling with strangers. All eyes will be on the stars. No one will be paying
         any attention to us.’
     

      
      As if to confirm her assessment, en route no one had even bothered to open his phoney passport. He’d waved it in the air a couple of times but had barely merited a
         glance from officialdom.
     

      
      He had a queasy half-hour as the train plunged into the tunnel and the walls began to slide past his window. In his head the
         stations of his personal Via Dolorosa unspooled. St Paul’s … Chancery Lane … Holborn … Tottenham Court Road … When the train
         shot out into sunlight on the French side, Jack was damp from his tousled hair to his new sportif moccasins.
     

      
      It was only as he headed south in the Volvo from Calais that it occurred to him Cannes would be bursting with French security
         police to ensure that all those heavenly bodies returned to Hollywood intact. He wondered how this would affect Mrs Canning’s
         venture.
     

      
      He left the Route Nationale once to eat and catnap, but eighteen hours after leaving the Channel, he was easing the Volvo
         down the Boulevard Carnot into a madhouse. An army of blue-dungareed workmen had descended on the seafront, La Croisette,
         and were swarming over palm trees and towers of scaffolding, erecting forests of billboards. Posters were being hauled up
         on cranes to smother the façades of the great hotels that faced the mile-long curve of the beach. The town’s elegant frontage
         was being transformed into a giant advertising hoarding.
     

      
      Outside the famous Carlton Hotel, which even Jack recognized from television documentaries, lurid film advertisements revolved
         on a gigantic drum while the porte-cochère of this wedding-cake hotel had disappeared under a thirty-foot placard showing a fantasy girl with her legs astride cuddling
         a ray gun. To enter the building, one had to pass under her barely concealed vulva. The subliminal message was not lost on
         Jack. He smiled thinly. Most of the posters depicted violence and firearms, which offered ample confirmation of his own view
         of turbulent human nature. Pity Grace wasn’t there to have this pointed out to her.
     

      
      He located the Hotel Berthier a short distance along La Croisette from the Carlton. He noted with approval its panoramic view
         of the bay and drove into its underground car park.
     

      
      The foyer was as chaotic as the scene outside. Handsome marble columns were being utilized as props for yet more placards
         and the place was jammed with jabbering groups of film-industry pitchmen. Mrs Canning had been right. Who would notice the
         pair of them in this frenzied atmosphere?
     

      
      The black-coated receptionist took his passport, gave him a guest form to fill in, and said, ‘Welcome to the Berthier, sir.
         Your wife has already arrived.’ The man punched his bell and handed the key to the porter. ‘Suite 720 for Monsieur Canning,’
         he snapped.
     

      
      Jack felt a tremor, part excitement, part curiosity. In a few minutes he would at last be able to put a face to his employer.
         He had slung the zipped golfbag over his shoulder. The Panama was firmly jammed on his head. He did not look up to check for
         security cameras. If he stared at them, they would be staring back at him.
     

      
      He had to slip the golfbag from his shoulder to ease into the crowded lift. A silver-haired man in a superbly cut jacket eyed
         the bag with delight. Was he a film star? A Hollywood tycoon? For once Jack wished he knew more about the cinema. The man
         exposed perfect teeth in a smile and said, ‘Hell! I was beginning to think I was the only golf nut in town. Tennis at dawn is more what happens
         here.’
     

      
      Jack grinned guardedly.

      
      The man said, ‘What do you play off?’

      
      What the hell was he talking about? Jack hazarded a guess. ‘Any old club that will admit me,’ he said.

      
      The man chuckled. ‘There’s a decent course up at Valbonne – only a short drive. If you’re in need of a partner, give me a
         call. Let’s swap cards.’
     

      
      Jack said hurriedly, ‘I don’t have mine at hand. I’m in 915.’

      
      But the porter understood English and corrected him. ‘Oh, no, Monsieur. Your suite is 720. The hotel casino is on the ninth
         floor.’
     

      
      Jack could have throttled him. He shrugged helplessly. The man – American? Canadian? – chuckled again. He had not taken the
         error as a snub. With difficulty in the crush, he fished a card from his pocket, scribbled his room number and the word ‘Golf?’
         on the reverse side, and alighted with a friendly wave at the fifth étage.
     

      
      At the seventh, Jack was led to a carved mahogany door marked 720. The porter tapped respectfully with the key tag, and Jack
         felt like a bridegroom.
     

      
      Suddenly, she was there. ‘James, darling! Here you are at last!’

      
      The sensation was dizzying. He had an impression of a soignée woman in heavy horn-rimmed spectacles before she flung her arms around him. He felt a peach-soft pressing of lips against
         the corner of his mouth and her breasts pushing into his chest. He was reminded, fleetingly and guiltily, of Grace.
     

      
      ‘Er, hello, Jane,’ he stumbled.

      
      The porter placed his luggage on the slatted ledge in the small foyer of the sunlit suite. Jack studied her back as she pressed a fifty-franc note into the man’s hand and said, ‘Bien, merci.’ She closed the door and whirled, smiling, to face him.
     

      
      Mrs Canning was tallish – around five seven – with a lean body and high rounded breasts under wide shoulders. She wore a long,
         belted shantung dress in dark green and her raven hair was dragged back in a bun. He judged her to be in her mid-thirties,
         and almost certainly a little older than he was.
     

      
      The hair gave her a severe look, but when she removed the glasses he could see how magnificently the style emphasized her
         cheekbones. She was no longer a girl but she was what any clubman would have called a handsome woman. He tried to fix on her
         eyes but they were dark and somehow elusive, as if the irises had leaked their colour into the eyeballs.
     

      
      As he stared at her, she examined him. She deployed a brisk, authoritarian air. ‘Well, my husband, your home movies don’t
         do you justice,’ she said. Could she really have seen them? Jack held his tongue.
     

      
      She circled him as if she were examining a prize bull, took in his lightweight fawn suit, the plain linen shirt and yellow
         striped tie. Finally, she said, ‘An elegant roughneck.’
     

      
      ‘What?’ said Jack, genuinely puzzled.

      
      ‘It is Scott Fitzgerald’s description of Gatsby,’ she said.

      
      ‘Is this another movie?’

      
      ‘Oh dear,’ she said.

      
      Jack didn’t care for her tone, which was dismissive but at the same time a little mocking.

      
      ‘I got The Third Man on video, but I don’t watch movies much.’
     

      
      ‘It’s from a book, Jack. Do military men read only Clausewitz and Caesar’s campaigns in Gaul?’

      
      
      She locked the door and ushered him from the foyer into the sitting room with its tall french-windowed balcony overlooking
         the bay. The furniture was hotel classical, the hard-wearing kind, vaguely Louis XV, that travellers encounter from Hong Kong
         to New York. He peered into the bedroom. Two luxurious beds with painted headboards were separated by a side cabinet. He made
         no comment.
     

      
      She said, in that controlled voice he’d come to know so well, ‘You’d better let me see what you’ve brought with you.’

      
      Jack slipped off his jacket, loosened his tie and opened the golfbag, from which he lifted out the clubs one by one. Lastly,
         out came stock, ’scope, magazine, bipod, bolt and trigger section and barrel of the Super Magnum. She watched as he handled
         the pieces with something approaching reverence.
     

      
      He said, ‘Assembled, you will be looking at a .338 Super Magnum sniper rifle with Schmidt and Bender sights. If you know what
         you’re doing and using special accuracy ammunition, it’s still effective at over two thousand yards. It’s a lovely piece of
         shooter’s gear.’
     

      
      Fascinated, Mrs Canning stroked the barrel. He noticed that her hands, surprisingly, were not of the slender, feminine type
         that went with the rest of the picture. They looked powerful. Her nails were square-trimmed and businesslike, the lacquer
         palest pink. The only jewellery was ‘their’ wedding band.
     

      
      ‘You mentioned special ammunition,’ she said. ‘Does that mean mercury-tipped bullets – the ones that do the most body damage?’

      
      Jack looked at her. Her evident relish was not appealing. ‘Christ! No it does not. Give the poor bastard a sporting chance.’

      
      Mrs Canning’s bonhomie vanished and she erupted in fury. ‘This isn’t a gentleman’s sporting event. We are here to kill someone,’ she hissed. ‘The fact that neither you nor I
         has ever met the target doesn’t make it a game. This is a business transaction. You do your job efficiently and you get paid.
         Let’s hear no more rubbish about sporting chances.’
     

      
      She subsided abruptly, as if she had prematurely revealed too much of herself to him. She nodded at the weapon. ‘Get it fitted
         together,’ she said curtly. ‘Then we’ll talk.’
     

      
      A strained silence hovered between them as she watched him open his toolkit and wipe each segment before clipping or screwing
         it to the preceding piece. The bipod to the body; the elevation and windage turrets to the twelve-power sight; the finely-oiled
         bolt to the chamber, the box magazine, with its match-grade Lapua Magnum rounds, clipped beneath; the customized leather cheek
         pad to the butt. He was a study in quiet concentration.
     

      
      He took a soft cloth and polished each deadly round as if it were Georgian silver. ‘The rounds are the first of a new batch
         off the machine, taken before the minor distortions of mass production set in.’
     

      
      Still watching, she sat and crossed her legs. Jack shuddered: someone had passed over his grave. Her elegant tan stockings
         had made the same screeching noise as those of the woman on the train. He shivered again, dropped a tiny club screw onto the
         carpet and had to kneel in search of it. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her smooth knees shimmer in their nylon.
     

      
      ‘A formidable-looking weapon,’ she murmured, as Jack stepped back from the slanting rifle, its muzzle pointed towards the
         room’s elaborate cornice. The sight of it glinting dully under the crystal chandelier seemed to have restored her good temper.
     

      
      
      ‘Before we talk,’ he said, ‘I have some preliminaries of my own.’ He began a careful examination of the suite. Apart from
         the foyer, it consisted of two high-ceilinged rooms, a marble bathroom of considerable splendour and a tiny kitchen that also
         served as a bar. Alongside the bar stood an aluminium cube, the size of a packing case, marked FRAGILE, CAMERA EQUIPMENT. Jack unclipped its fasteners and raised the lid. Apart from the sponge rubber lining, the cube was empty. Its red-letter
         labels marked it for return to a furniture repository in Battersea, southeast London.
     

      
      ‘It’s a prop for the business we’re supposed to be in – movie camera supplies,’ she volunteered. ‘Scores of these cases go
         back to London in a juggernaut after the festival. It will be useful if there’s anything awkward we need to ship out – your
         rifle, for instance.’
     

      
      Jack nodded. He worked his way through the two wardrobes and the drawers, most of which were empty. Touch alone told him that
         her clothes were expensive. He recognized some of the labels from Grace’s fashion magazines: Jil Sander, Donna Karan, Emporio
         Armani, Calvin Klein. He even went through her underwear.
     

      
      ‘What are you looking for?’ she said.

      
      ‘I just want to be certain,’ said Jack, running his hands down a blue dress on its hanger, ‘that the only firearm in this
         suite belongs to me.’
     

      
      ‘And why do you need to know that?’ she said coolly.

      
      He turned to face her. ‘I’ve been sacrificed before for what others saw as a wider interest. I just want to be sure it won’t
         happen again. Once this job is completed, I’ll be expendable, and I’d hate the chambermaid to find that poor Monsieur Canning
         requires an undertaker from room service.’
     

      
      She returned his level gaze. Her eyes seemed wreathed in a dark mist. ‘You should trust me, Jack. I’m making you rich.’
     

      
      He stepped up to her and said shortly, ‘So you say. You’ll excuse me for a moment.’

      
      She could not suppress a blink of surprise as his hands travelled at waist level round the soft fold of her dress where it
         overlapped a gold belt – the only place on her torso where a small sidearm might be concealed.
     

      
      Then, without apology, he went down on one knee and slid his hands up the inside of her legs, under the hem of her skirt to
         the warm, bare flesh above her stocking tops.
     

      
      Recovering her poise, Mrs Canning surprised him by shifting her feet so that she was standing legs apart to facilitate the
         passage of his hands. She gazed down at him and laughed. ‘My, my. We are a bold bad fellow, aren’t we?’
     

      
      Jack stood up and said impassively, ‘Show me the money.’

      
      ‘It’s in the hotel’s safe deposit. We’ll have to go down.’ She watched him place the weapon and his tools in a wardrobe, run
         a thin steel chain through the double handles and secure it with a brass padlock. He pocketed the key.
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