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New York, February 15th 1993


ANTONIO CAVALLI stared intently at the Arab, who he considered looked far too young to be a Deputy Ambassador.


‘One hundred million dollars,’ Cavalli said, pronouncing each word slowly and deliberately, giving them almost reverential respect.


Hamid Al Obaydi flicked a worry bead across the top of his well-manicured thumb, making a click that was beginning to irritate Cavalli.


‘One hundred million is quite acceptable,’ the Deputy Ambassador replied in a clipped English accent.


Cavalli nodded. The only thing that worried him about the deal was that Al Obaydi had made no attempt to bargain, especially as the figure the American had proposed was double that which he had expected to get. Cavalli had learned from painful experience not to trust anyone who didn’t bargain. It inevitably meant that they had no intention of paying in the first place.


‘If the figure is agreed,’ he said, ‘all that is left to discuss is how and when the payments will be made.’


The Deputy Ambassador flicked another worry bead before he nodded.


‘Ten million dollars to be paid in cash immediately,’ said Cavalli, ‘the remaining ninety million to be deposited in a Swiss bank account as soon as the contract has been carried out.’


‘But what do I get for my first ten million?’ asked the Deputy Ambassador, looking fixedly at the man whose origins were as hard to hide as his own.


‘Nothing,’ replied Cavalli, although he acknowledged that the Arab had every right to ask. After all, if Cavalli didn’t honour his side of the bargain, the Deputy Ambassador had far more to lose than just his government’s money.


Al Obaydi moved another worry bead, aware that he had little choice – it had taken him two years just to get an interview with Antonio Cavalli. Meanwhile, President Clinton had settled into the White House, while his own leader was growing more and more impatient for revenge. If he didn’t accept Cavalli’s terms, Al Obaydi knew that the chances of finding anyone else capable of carrying out the task before July the fourth were about as promising as zero coming up on a roulette wheel with only one spin left.


Cavalli looked up at the vast portrait that dominated the wall behind the Deputy Ambassador’s desk. His first contact with Al Obaydi had been only days after the war had been concluded. At the time the American had refused to deal with the Arab, as few people were convinced that the Deputy Ambassador’s leader would still be alive by the time a preliminary meeting could be arranged.


As the months passed, however, it began to look to Cavalli as if his potential client might survive longer than President Bush. So an exploratory meeting was agreed.


The venue selected was the Deputy Ambassador’s office in New York, on East 79th Street. Despite being a little too public for Cavalli’s taste, it had the virtue of proving the credentials of the party claiming to be willing to invest one hundred million dollars in such a daring enterprise.


‘How would you expect the first ten million to be paid?’ enquired Al Obaydi, as if he were asking a real estate agent about a down-payment on a small house on the wrong side of the Brooklyn Bridge.


‘The entire amount must be handed over in used, unmarked hundred-dollar bills and deposited with our bankers in Newark, New Jersey,’ said the American, his eyes narrowing. ‘And Mr Obaydi,’ Cavalli added, ‘I don’t have to remind you that we have machines that can verify . . .’


‘You need have no anxiety about us keeping to our side of the bargain,’ interrupted Al Obaydi. ‘The money is, as your Western cliché suggests, a mere drop in the ocean. The only concern I have is whether you are capable of delivering your part of the agreement.’


‘You wouldn’t have pressed so hard for this meeting if you doubted we were the right people for the job,’ retorted Cavalli. ‘But can I be as confident about you putting together such a large amount of cash at such short notice?’


‘It may interest you to know, Mr Cavalli,’ replied the Deputy Ambassador, ‘that the money is already lodged in a safe in the basement of the United Nations building. After all, no one would expect to find such a vast sum deposited in the vaults of a bankrupt body.’


The smile that remained on Al Obaydi’s face indicated that the Arab was pleased with his little witticism, despite the fact that Cavalli’s lips hadn’t moved.


‘The ten million will be delivered to your bank by midday tomorrow,’ continued Al Obaydi as he rose from the table to indicate that, as far he was concerned, the meeting was concluded. The Deputy Ambassador stretched out his hand and his visitor reluctantly shook it. Cavalli glanced up once again at the portrait of Saddam Hussein, turned, and quickly left.
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When Scott Bradley entered the room there was a hush of expectancy.


He placed his notes on the table in front of him, allowing his eyes to sweep around the lecture hall. The room was packed with eager young students holding pens and pencils poised above yellow legal pads.


‘My name is Scott Bradley,’ said the youngest Professor in the Law School, ‘and this is to be the first of fourteen lectures on Constitutional Law.’ Seventy-four faces stared down at the tall, somewhat dishevelled man who obviously hadn’t noticed that the top button of his shirt was missing and who couldn’t have made up his mind which side to part his hair that morning.


‘I’d like to begin this first lecture with a personal statement,’ he announced. Some of the pens and pencils were laid to rest. ‘There are many reasons to practise law in this country,’ he began, ‘but only one which is worthy of you, and certainly only one that interests me. It applies to every facet of the law that you might be interested in pursuing, and it has never been better expressed than in the engrossed parchment of The Unanimous Declaration of the Thirteen United States of America.


‘“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” That one sentence is what distinguishes America from every other country on earth.


‘In some aspects, our nation has progressed mightily since 1776,’ continued the Professor, still not having referred to his notes as he walked up and down tugging the lapels of his well-worn Harris tweed jacket, ‘while in others we have moved rapidly backwards. Each of you in this hall can be part of the next generation of law makers or law breakers –’ he paused, surveying the silent gathering, ‘– and you have been granted the greatest gift of all with which to help make that choice, a first-class mind. When my colleagues and I have finished with you, you can if you wish go out into the real world and ignore the Declaration of Independence as if it were worth no more than the parchment it was written on, outdated and irrelevant in this modern age. Or,’ he continued, ‘you may choose to benefit society by upholding the law. That is the course great lawyers take. Bad lawyers, and I do not mean stupid ones, are those who begin to bend the law, which, I submit, is only a step away from breaking it. To those of you in this class who wish to pursue such a course I must advise that I have nothing to teach you, because you are beyond learning. You are still free to attend my lectures, but “attending” is all you will be doing.’


The room was so silent that Scott looked up to check they hadn’t all crept out. ‘Not my words,’ he continued as he stared at the intent faces, ‘but those of Dean Thomas W. Swan, who lectured in this theatre for the first twenty-seven years of this century. I see no reason not to repeat his philosophy whenever I address an incoming class of the Yale Law School.’


The Professor opened the file in front of him for the first time. ‘Logic,’ he began, ‘is the science and art of reasoning correctly. No more than common sense, I hear you say. And nothing so uncommon, Voltaire reminds us. But those who cry “common sense” are often the same people who are too lazy to train their minds.


‘Oliver Wendell Holmes once wrote: “The life of the law has not been logic, it has been experience.”’ The pens and pencils began to scratch furiously across the yellow pages, and continued to do so for the next fifty minutes.


When Scott Bradley had come to the end of his lecture, he closed his file, picked up his notes and marched quickly out of the room. He did not care to indulge himself by remaining for the sustained applause that had followed his opening lecture for the past ten years.
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Hannah Kopec had been considered an outsider as well as a loner from the start, although the latter was often thought by those in authority to be an advantage.


Hannah had been told that her chances of qualifying were slim, but she had now come through the toughest part, the twelve-month physical, and although, despite her background, she had never killed anyone – six of the last eight applicants had – those in authority were now convinced she was capable of doing so. Hannah knew she could.


As the plane lifted off from Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion airport for Heathrow, Hannah pondered once again what had caused a twenty-five-year-old woman at the height of her career as a model to want to apply to join the Institute for Intelligence and Special Tasks – better known as Mossad – when she could have had her pick of a score of rich husbands in a dozen capitals.


Thirty-nine Scuds had landed on Tel Aviv and Haifa during the Gulf War. Thirteen people had been killed. Despite much wailing and beating of breasts, no revenge had been sought by the Israeli Government because of some tough political bargaining by James Baker, who had assured them that the Coalition forces would finish the job. The American Secretary of State had failed to fulfil his promise. But then, as Hannah often reflected, Baker had not lost his entire family in one night.


The day she was discharged from hospital, Hannah had immediately applied to join Mossad. They had been dismissive of her request, assuming she would, in time, find that the wound healed. Hannah visited the Mossad headquarters every day for the next two weeks, by which time even they acknowledged that the wound remained open and, more importantly, was still festering.


In the third week they reluctantly allowed her to join a course for trainees, confident that she couldn’t hope to survive for more than a few days, and would then return to her career as a model. They were wrong a second time. Revenge for Hannah Kopec was a far more potent drug than ambition. For the next twelve months she worked hours that began before the sun rose and ended long after it had set. She ate food that would have been rejected by a tramp and forgot what it was like to sleep on a mattress. They tried everything to break her, and they failed. To begin with the instructors had treated her gently, fooled by her graceful body and captivating looks, until one of them ended up with a broken leg. He simply didn’t believe Hannah could move that fast. In the classroom the sharpness of her mind was less of a surprise to her instructors, though once again she gave them little time to rest.


But now they’d come onto her own ground.


Hannah had always, from a young age, taken it for granted that she could speak several languages. She had been born in Leningrad in 1968, and when fourteen years later her father died, her mother immediately applied for an emigration permit to Israel. The new liberal wind that was blowing across the Baltics made it possible for her request to be granted.


Hannah’s family did not remain in a kibbutz for long: her mother, still an attractive, sparkling woman, received several proposals of marriage, one of which came from a wealthy widower. She accepted.


When Hannah, her sister Ruth and brother David took up their new residence in the fashionable district of Haifa, their whole world changed. Their new stepfather doted on Hannah’s mother and lavished gifts on the family he had never had.


After Hannah had completed her schooling she applied to universities in America and England to study languages. Mama didn’t approve, and had often suggested that with such a figure, glorious long black hair and looks that turned the heads of men from seventeen to seventy, she should consider a career in modelling. Hannah laughed and explained that she had better things to do with her life.


A few weeks later, after Hannah had returned from an interview at Vasser, she joined her family in Paris for their summer holiday. She also planned to visit Rome and London, but she received so many invitations from attentive Parisians that when the three weeks were over she found she hadn’t once left the French capital. It was on the last Thursday of their holiday that the Mode Rivoli Agency offered her a contract that no amount of university degrees could have obtained for her. She handed her return ticket to Tel Aviv back to her mother and remained in Paris for her first job. While she settled down in Paris her sister Ruth was sent to finishing school in Zurich, and her brother David took up a place at the London School of Economics.


In January 1991, the children all returned to Israel to celebrate their mother’s fiftieth birthday. Ruth was now a student at the Slade School of Art; David was completing his studies for a PhD; and Hannah was appearing once again on the cover of Elle.


At the same time the Americans were massing on the Kuwaiti border, and many Israelis were becoming anxious about a war, but Hannah’s stepfather assured them that Israel would not get involved. In any case, their home was on the north side of the city and therefore immune to any attack.


A week later, on the night of their mother’s fiftieth birthday, they all ate and drank a little too much, and then slept a little too soundly. When Hannah eventually woke, she found herself strapped down in a hospital bed. It was to be days before they told her that her mother, brother and sister had been killed instantly by a stray Scud, and only her stepfather had survived.


For weeks Hannah lay in that hospital bed planning her revenge. When she was eventually discharged her stepfather told her that he hoped she would return to modelling, but that he would support her in whatever she wanted to do.


Hannah informed him that she was going to join Mossad.


It was ironic that she now found herself on a plane to London that, under different circumstances, her brother might have been taking to complete his studies at the LSE. She was one of eight trainee agents being despatched to the British capital for an advanced course in Arabic. Hannah had already completed a year of night classes in Tel Aviv. Another six months and the Iraqis would believe she’d been born in Baghdad. She could now think in Arabic, even if she didn’t always think like an Arab.


Once the 757 had broken through the clouds, Hannah stared down at the winding River Thames through the little porthole window. When she had lived in Paris she had often flown over to spend her mornings working in Bond Street or Chelsea, her afternoons at Ascot or Wimbledon, her evenings at Covent Garden or the Barbican. But on this occasion she felt no joy at returning to a city she had come to know so well.


Now, she was only interested in an obscure sub-faculty of London University and a terraced house in a place called Chalk Farm.
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ON THE JOURNEY BACK to his office on Wall Street, Antonio Cavalli began to think more seriously about Al Obaydi and how they had come to meet. The file on his new client supplied by their London office, and updated by his secretary Debbie, revealed that although the Deputy Ambassador had been born in Baghdad, he had been educated in England.


When Cavalli leaned back, closed his eyes and recalled the clipped accent and staccato delivery, he felt he might have been in the presence of a British Army officer. The explanation could be found in Al Obaydi’s file under Education: The King’s School, Wimbledon, followed by three years at London University reading law. Al Obaydi had also eaten his dinners at Lincoln’s Inn, whatever that meant.


On returning to Baghdad, Al Obaydi had been recruited by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He had risen rapidly, despite the self-appointment of Saddam Hussein as President and the regular placement of Ba’ath Party apparatchiks in posts they were patently unqualified to fill.


As Cavalli turned another page of the file, it became obvious that Al Obaydi was a man well capable of adapting himself to unusual circumstances. To be fair, that was something Cavalli also prided himself on. Like Al Obaydi he had studied law, but in his case at Columbia University in New York. When that time of the year came round for graduates to fill out their applications to join leading law firms, Cavalli was always shortlisted when the partners saw his grades, but once they realised who his father was, he was never interviewed.


After working fourteen hours a day for five years in one of Manhattan’s less prestigious legal establishments, the young Cavalli began to realise that it would be at least another ten years before he could hope to see his name embossed on the firm’s masthead, despite having married one of the senior partners’ daughters. Tony Cavalli didn’t have ten years to waste, so he decided to set up his own law practice and divorce his wife.


In January 1982 Cavalli and Co. was incorporated, and ten years later, on April 15th 1992, the company declared a profit of $157,000, paying its tax demand in full. What the company books did not reveal was that a subsidiary had also been formed in 1982, but not incorporated. A firm that showed no tax returns, and despite its profits mounting year on year, could not be checked up on by phoning Dun & Bradstreet and requesting a complete VIP business report. This subsidiary was known to a small group of insiders as ‘Skills’ – a company that specialised in solving problems that could not be taken care of by thumbing through the Yellow Pages.


With his father’s contacts, and Cavalli’s driving ambition, the unlisted company soon made a reputation for handling problems that their unnamed clients had previously considered insoluble. Among Cavalli’s latest assignments had been the recovery of taped conversations between Sinatra and Nancy Reagan that were due to be published in Rolling Stone and the theft of a Vermeer from Ireland for an eccentric South American collector. These coups were discreetly referred to in the company of potential clients.


The clients themselves were vetted as carefully as if they were applying to be members of the New York Yacht Club because, as Tony’s father had often pointed out, it would only take one mistake to ensure that he would spend the rest of his life in less pleasing surroundings than 23 East 75th Street, or their villa in Lyford Cay.


Over the past decade, Tony had built up a small network of representatives across the globe who supplied him with clients requiring a little help with a more ‘imaginative’ proposition. It was his Lebanese contact who had been responsible for introducing the man from Baghdad, whose proposal unquestionably fell into this category.


When Tony’s father was first briefed on the outline of Operation ‘Desert Calm’ he recommended that his son demand a fee of one hundred million dollars to compensate for the fact that the whole of Washington would be at liberty to observe him going about his business.


‘One mistake,’ the old man warned him, licking his lips, ‘and you’ll make more front pages than the second coming of Elvis.’
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Once he had left the lecture theatre, Scott Bradley hurried across Grove Street Cemetery, hoping that he might reach his apartment in St Ronan Street before being accosted by a pursuing student. He loved them all – well, almost all – and he was sure that in time he would allow the more serious among them to stroll back to his rooms in the evenings for a drink and to talk long into the night. But not until they were well into their second year.


Scott managed to reach the staircase before a single would-be lawyer had caught up with him. But then, few of them knew that he had once covered four hundred metres in 48.1 seconds when he’d anchored the Georgetown varsity relay team. Confident he had escaped, Scott leapt up the staircase, not stopping until he reached his apartment on the third floor.


He pushed open the unlocked door. It was always unlocked. There was nothing in his apartment worth stealing – even the television didn’t work. The one file that would have revealed that the law was not the only field in which he was an expert had been carefully secreted on his bookshelf between Tax and Torts. He failed to notice the books that were piled up everywhere or the fact that he could have written his name in the dust on the sideboard.


Scott closed the door behind him and glanced, as he always did, at the picture of his mother on the sideboard. He dumped the pile of notes he was carrying by her side and retrieved the mail poking out from under the door. Scott walked across the room and sank into an old leather chair, wondering how many of those bright, attentive faces would still be attending his lectures in two years’ time. Forty per cent would be good – thirty per cent more likely. Those would be the ones for whom fourteen hours’ work a day became the norm, and not just for the last month before exams. And of them, how many would live up to the standards of the late Dean Thomas W. Swan? Five per cent, if he was lucky.


The Professor of Constitutional Law turned his attention to the bundle of mail he held in his lap. One from American Express – a bill with the inevitable hundred free offers which would cost him even more money if he took any of them up; an invitation from Brown to give the Charles Evans Hughes Lecture on the Constitution; a letter from Carol reminding him she hadn’t seen him for some time; a circular from a firm of stockbrokers who didn’t promise to double his money but . . .; and finally a plain buff envelope postmarked Virginia, with a typeface he recognised immediately.


He tore open the buff envelope and extracted the single sheet of paper which gave him his latest instructions.
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Al Obaydi strolled onto the floor of the General Assembly and slipped into a chair directly behind his Head of Mission. The Ambassador had his earphones on and was pretending to be deeply interested in a speech being delivered by the Head of the Brazilian Mission. Al Obaydi’s boss always preferred to have confidential talks on the floor of the General Assembly: he suspected it was the only room in the United Nations building that wasn’t bugged by the CIA.


Al Obaydi waited patiently until the older man flicked one of the earpieces aside and leaned slightly back.


‘They’ve agreed to our terms,’ murmured Al Obaydi, as if it was he who had suggested the figure. The Ambassador’s upper lip protruded over his lower lip, the recognised sign among his colleagues that he required more details.


‘One hundred million,’ Al Obaydi whispered. ‘Ten million to be paid immediately. The final ninety on delivery.’


‘“Immediately”?’ said the Ambassador. ‘What does “immediately” mean?’


‘By midday tomorrow,’ whispered Al Obaydi.


‘At least Sayedi anticipated that eventuality,’ said the Ambassador thoughtfully.


Al Obaydi admired the way his superior could always make the term ‘my master’ sound both deferential and insolent at the same time.


‘I must send a message to Baghdad to acquaint the Foreign Minister with the details of your triumph,’ added the Ambassador with a smile.


Al Obaydi would also have smiled, but he realised the Ambassador would not admit to any personal involvement with the project while it was still in its formative stage. As long as he distanced himself from his younger colleague for the time being, the Ambassador could continue his undisturbed existence in New York until his retirement fell due in three years’ time. By following such a course he had survived almost fourteen years of Saddam Hussein’s reign while many of his colleagues had conspicuously failed to become eligible for their state pension. To his knowledge one had been shot in front of his family, two hanged and several others posted as ‘missing’, whatever that meant.


The Iraqi Ambassador smiled as his British counterpart walked past him, but he received no response for his trouble.


‘Stuck-up snob,’ the Arab muttered under his breath.


The Ambassador pulled the earpiece back over his ear to indicate that he had heard quite enough from his number two. He continued to listen to the problems of trying to preserve the rainforests of Brazil, coupled with a request for a further grant from the UN of a hundred million dollars.


Not something he felt Sayedi would be interested in.
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Hannah would have knocked on the front door of the little terraced house, but it was opened even before she had closed the broken gate at the end of the pathway. A dark-haired, slightly overweight lady, heavily made-up and with a beaming smile came bustling out to greet her. Hannah supposed she would have been about the same age as her mother, had Mama still been alive.


‘Welcome to England, my dear. I’m Ethel Rubin,’ she announced in gushing tones. ‘I’m sorry my husband’s not here to meet you, but I don’t expect him back from his chambers for another hour.’ Hannah was about to speak when Ethel added, ‘But first let me show you your room, and then you can tell me all your plans.’ She picked up one of Hannah’s bags and led her inside. ‘It must be such fun seeing London for the first time,’ she said as they climbed the stairs, ‘and there will be so many exciting things for you to do during the next six months.’


As each sentence poured out Hannah became aware that Ethel Rubin had no idea why she was in London.


After she had unpacked and taken a shower Hannah joined her hostess in the sitting room. Mrs Rubin chatted on, barely listening to Hannah’s intermittent replies.


‘Do you know where the nearest gym is?’ Hannah had asked.


‘My husband should be back at any moment,’ Mrs Rubin replied. But before she could get the next sentence out, the front door swung open and a man of about five foot three with dark, wiry hair and even darker eyes almost ran into the room. Once Peter Rubin had introduced himself and asked how her flight had been he didn’t waste any words suggesting that Hannah might have come to London to enjoy the social life of the metropolis. Hannah quickly learned that Peter Rubin didn’t ask any questions he realised she couldn’t answer truthfully. Although Hannah felt sure Mr Rubin knew no details of her mission, he was obviously aware that she hadn’t come to London on a package holiday.


Mrs Rubin, however, didn’t allow Hannah to get to bed until well after midnight, by which time she was exhausted. Once her head had touched the pillow she slept soundly, unaware of Peter Rubin explaining to his wife in the kitchen that in future their guest must be left in peace.
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THE DEPUTY AMBASSADOR’S chauffeur slipped out of the UN’s private garage and headed west through the Lincoln Tunnel under the Hudson in the direction of New Jersey. Neither Al Obaydi nor he spoke for several minutes while the driver continually checked his rear-view mirror. Once they were on the New Jersey Turnpike he confirmed that no one was following them.


‘Good,’ was all Al Obaydi offered. He began to relax for the first time that day, and started to fantasise about what he might do if the ten million dollars were suddenly his. When they had passed a branch of the Midlantic National Bank earlier, he had asked himself for the thousandth time why he didn’t just stop the car and deposit the money in a false name. He could be halfway across the globe by the following morning. That would certainly make his Ambassador sweat. And, with an ounce of luck, Saddam would be dead long before they caught up with him. And then who would care?


After all, Al Obaydi didn’t believe, not even for one moment, that the great leader’s outrageous plan was feasible. He had been hoping to report back to Baghdad after a reasonable period of time that no one reliable or efficient enough could be found to carry out such a bold coup. And then the Lebanese gentleman had flown into New York.


There were two reasons why Al Obaydi knew he could not touch one dollar of the money stuffed into the golf bag that rested on the seat beside him. First, there were his mother and younger sister, who resided in Baghdad in relative comfort and who, if the money suddenly disappeared, would be arrested, raped, tortured and hanged – the only explanation being that they had collaborated with a traitor. Not that Saddam ever needed an excuse to kill anyone, especially someone he suspected might have betrayed him.


Secondly, Al Obaydi – who fell on his knees five times daily, faced east and prayed that Saddam would eventually die a traitor’s death – could not help observing that Gorbachev, Thatcher and Bush had found it considerably more difficult than the great Sayedi to cling on to power.


Al Obaydi had accepted from the moment he had been handed this assignment by the Ambassador that Saddam would undoubtedly die peacefully in his bed while his own chances of survival – the Ambassador’s favourite word – were slim. And once the money had been paid over, if Antonio Cavalli failed to carry out his side of the bargain, it would be Al Obaydi who was called back to Baghdad on some diplomatic pretext, arrested, summarily tried and found guilty. Then all those fine words his law professor at London University had uttered would turn out to be so much sand in the desert.


The driver swung off the turnpike and headed for the centre of Newark as Al Obaydi’s thoughts returned to what the money was being used for. The idea had all the hallmarks of his President. It was original, required daring, raw courage, nerve and a fair degree of luck. Al Obaydi still gave the plan no more than a one per cent chance of even reaching the starting blocks, let alone the finishing tape. But then, some people in the State Department had only given Saddam a one per cent chance of surviving Operation Desert Storm. And if the great Sayedi could pull this off, the United States would become a laughing stock and Saddam would have guaranteed himself a place in Arab history alongside Saladin.


Although Al Obaydi had already checked the exact location of the building, he instructed the driver to stop two blocks west of his final destination. An Iraqi getting out of a large black limousine right in front of the bank would be enough of an excuse for Cavalli to pocket the money and cancel the deal. Once the car had stopped, Al Obaydi climbed over the golf bag and out onto the pavement on the kerb side. Although he only had to cover a couple of hundred yards to the bank, this was the one part of the journey that he considered was a calculated risk. He checked up and down the street. Satisfied, he dragged the golf bag out onto the pavement and humped it up onto his shoulder.


The Deputy Ambassador felt he must have looked an incongruous sight as he marched down Martin Luther King Drive in a Saks Fifth Avenue suit with a golf bag slung over his shoulder.


Although it took less than two minutes to cover the short distance to the bank, Al Obaydi was sweating profusely by the time he reached the front entrance. He climbed up the well-worn steps and walked through the revolving door. He was met by two armed men who looked more like sumo wrestlers than bank clerks. The Deputy Ambassador was quickly guided to a waiting lift that closed the moment he stepped inside. The door slid open only when he reached the basement. As Al Obaydi stepped out he came face to face with another man, bigger, if anything, than the two who had originally greeted him. The giant nodded and led him towards a door at the end of a carpeted corridor. As he approached, the door swung open and Al Obaydi entered a room to find twelve men waiting expectantly round a large table. Although conservatively dressed and silent, none of them looked like bank tellers. The door closed behind him and he heard a lock turning. The man at the head of the table stood up and greeted him.


‘Good morning, Mr Al Obaydi. I believe you have something to deposit for one of our customers.’


The Deputy Ambassador nodded and handed over the golf bag without a word. The man showed no surprise. He had seen valuables transported in everything from a crocodile to a condom.


He was, however, surprised by the weight of the bag as he humped it up onto the table, spilled out the contents and divided the spoils among the other eleven men. The tellers began counting furiously, making up neat piles of ten thousands. No one offered Al Obaydi a seat, so he remained standing for the next forty minutes, with nothing to do but watch them go about their task.


When the counting had been completed, the chief teller double-checked the number of piles. One thousand exactly. He smiled, a smile that was not directed at Al Obaydi but at the money, then looked up in the direction of the Arab and gave him a curt nod, acknowledging that the man from Baghdad had made the down-payment.


The golf bag was then handed back to the Deputy Ambassador, as it had not been part of the deal. Al Obaydi felt slightly stupid as he slung it over his shoulder. The chief teller touched a buzzer under the table and the door behind him was unlocked.


One of the men who had first met Al Obaydi when he had entered the bank was standing waiting to escort him back to the ground floor. By the time the Deputy Ambassador stepped out onto the street, his guide had already disappeared.


With an enormous sigh of relief, Al Obaydi began to stroll the two blocks back to his waiting car. He allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction at the professional way he had carried out the whole exercise. He felt sure the Ambassador would be pleased to learn that there had been no mishaps. He would undoubtedly take most of the praise when the message was relayed back to Baghdad that ‘Operation Desert Calm’ had begun.


Al Obaydi collapsed on the sidewalk before he realised what had hit him: the golf bag had been wrenched from his shoulder before he could react. He looked up to see two youths moving swiftly down the street, one of them clutching their prize.


The Deputy Ambassador had been wondering how he was going to dispose of it.
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Tony Cavalli joined his father for breakfast a few minutes after seven the following morning. He had moved back into their brownstone on 75th and Park soon after his divorce. Since his retirement, Tony’s father spent most of his time pursuing his lifelong hobby of collecting rare books, manuscripts and historical documents. He had also spent many hours passing on to his son everything he’d learned as a lawyer, concentrating on how to avoid wasting too many years in one of the state’s penitentiaries.


Coffee and toast were served by the butler as the two men went about their business.


‘Nine million dollars has been placed in forty-seven banks across the country,’ Tony told his father. ‘Another million has been deposited in a numbered account with Franchard et cie in Geneva, in the name of Hamid Al Obaydi,’ he added, buttering a piece of toast.


The father smiled at the thought of his son using an old ploy he had taught him so many years before.


‘But what will you tell Al Obaydi when he asks how his ten million is being spent?’ the unofficial chairman of Skills enquired.


For the next hour, Tony took his father through Operation Desert Calm in great detail, interrupted only by the occasional question or suggestion from the older man.


‘Can the actor be trusted?’ he asked before taking another sip of coffee.


‘Lloyd Adams still owes us a little over thirty thousand dollars,’ Tony replied. ‘He hasn’t been offered many scripts lately – a few commercials . . .’


‘Good,’ said Cavalli’s father. ‘But what about Rex Butterworth?’


‘Sitting in the White House waiting for his instructions.’


His father nodded. ‘But why Columbus, Ohio?’ he asked.


‘The surgical facilities there are exactly what we require, and the Dean of the Medical School has the ideal qualifications. We’ve had his office and home bugged from top to bottom.’


‘And his daughter?’


‘We’ve got her under twenty-four-hour surveillance.’


The chairman licked his lips. ‘So when do you press the button?’


‘Next Tuesday, when the Dean is due to make a keynote speech at his daughter’s school.’


The butler entered the room and began to clear the table.


‘And how about Dollar Bill?’ asked Cavalli’s father.


‘Angelo is on his way to San Francisco to try and convince him. If we’re going to pull this off we’ll need Dollar Bill. He’s the best. In fact no one else comes close,’ added Cavalli.


‘As long as he’s sober,’ was all the chairman said.
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THE TALL, ATHLETIC MAN stepped off the plane into the US Air terminal at Washington National Airport. He carried only hand luggage, so he didn’t have to wait at the baggage carousel where someone might recognise him. He needed just one person to recognise him – the driver who was picking him up. At six foot one, his fair hair tousled and with almost chiselled fine features, and dressed in light blue jeans, cream shirt and a dark blue blazer, he made many women rather hope that he would recognise them.


The back door of an anonymous black Ford was opened as soon as he came through the automatic doors into the bright morning sunlight.


He climbed into the back of the car without a word and made no conversation during the twenty-five-minute journey that took him in the opposite direction to the capital. The forty-minute flight always gave him a chance to compose his thoughts and prepare his new persona. Twelve times a year he made the same journey.


It had all begun when Scott was a child back in his home town of Denver, and he had discovered his father was not a respectable lawyer but a criminal in a Brooks Brothers suit, a man who, if the price was right, could always find a way round the law. His mother had spent years protecting her only child from the truth, but when her husband was arrested, indicted and finally sentenced to seven years, the old excuse ‘there must have been some misunderstanding’ no longer carried any conviction.


His father survived three years in prison before dying of what was described in the coroner’s report as a heart attack, without any explanation being given for the marks around his throat. A few weeks later, his mother did die of a heart attack, while he was coming to the end of his third year at Georgetown studying law. Once the body had been lowered into the grave and the sods of earth hurled on top of the coffin, he left the cemetery and never spoke of his family again.


When the final rankings were announced, Scott Bradley was placed first in the graduating class, and several universities and leading law firms contacted him to ask about his plans for the future. To the surprise of his contemporaries, Scott applied for an obscure professorship at Beirut University. He didn’t explain to anyone why he needed a clean break with the past.


Appalled by the low standard of the students at the university and bored by the social life, Scott began to fill his hours by attending courses on everything from the Islamic religions to the history of the Middle East. When three years later the university offered him the Chair of American Law, he knew it was time to return to the United States.


A letter from the Dean of the Law Faculty at Georgetown suggested he should apply for a vacant professorship at Yale. He wrote the following day and packed his bags when he received their reply.


Once he had taken up his new post, whenever he was asked the casual question, ‘What do your parents do?’ he would simply reply, ‘They’re both dead and I’m an only child.’ There was a certain type of girl who delighted in this knowledge – they assumed he would need mothering. Several of them entered his bed, but none of them became part of his life.


But he hid nothing from the people he was summoned to see twelve times a year. They couldn’t tolerate deception of any kind, and were highly suspicious of his real motives when they learned of his father’s criminal record. He told them simply that he wished to make amends for his father’s disgrace, and refused to discuss the subject any further.


At first they didn’t believe him. After a time they took him on his own terms, but it was still to be years before they trusted him with any classified information. It was when he started coming up with solutions for problems in the Middle East that the computer couldn’t handle that they began to stop doubting his motives. When the Clinton Administration was sworn in, the new team welcomed Scott’s particular expertise.


Twice recently he had penetrated the State Department itself to advise Warren Christopher. He had been amused to see Mr Christopher suggest on the early-evening news a solution to the problem of sanctions-busting by Saddam that he had put to him earlier that afternoon.


The car turned off Route 123 and drew to a halt outside a pair of massive steel gates. A guard came out to check on the passenger. Although the two men had seen each other regularly over the past nine years, the guard still asked to see his credentials.


‘Welcome back, Professor,’ the uniformed man finally offered before saluting.


The driver proceeded down the road and stopped outside an anonymous office block. The passenger climbed out of the car and entered the building through a turnstile. His papers were checked once again, followed by another salute. He walked down a long corridor with cream walls until he reached an unmarked oak door. He gave a gentle knock and entered before waiting for a reply.


A secretary was sitting behind a desk on the far side of the room. She looked up and smiled. ‘Go right in, Professor Bradley, the Deputy Director is expecting you.’
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Columbus School for Girls, Columbus, Ohio, is one of those establishments that prides itself on discipline and scholarship, in that order. The headmistress would often explain to parents that it was impossible to have the second without the first.


Breaking school rules could, in the headmistress’s opinion, only be considered in rare circumstances. The request that she had just received fell into such a category.


That night, the graduating class of ’93 was to be addressed by one of Columbus’s favourite sons, T. Hamilton McKenzie, Dean of the Medical School at Ohio State University. His Nobel Prize for Medicine had been awarded for the advances he had made in the field of plastic and reconstructive surgery. T. Hamilton McKenzie’s work on war veterans from Vietnam and the Gulf had been chronicled from coast to coast, and there were men in every city who, thanks to his genius, had been able to return to normal lives. Some lesser mortals who had trained under the Nobel Laureate used their skills to help women of a certain age appear more beautiful than their maker had originally intended. The headmistress of Columbus felt confident that the girls would only be interested in the work T. Hamilton McKenzie had done for ‘our gallant war heroes’, as she referred to them.


The school rule that the headmistress had allowed to be waived on this occasion was one of dress. She had agreed that Sally McKenzie, head of student government and captain of lacrosse, could go home one hour early from afternoon class and change into clothes of a casual but suitable nature to accompany her father when he addressed the class later that evening. After all, the headmistress had learned the previous week that Sally had won an endowed national scholarship to Oberlin College to study medicine.


A car service had been called with instructions to pick Sally up at four o’clock. She would miss one hour of school, but the driver had confirmed that he would deliver father and daughter back by six.


As four chimed on the chapel clock, Sally looked up from her desk. A teacher nodded and the student gathered up her books. She placed them in her bag, and left the building to walk down the long drive in search of the car. When Sally reached the old iron gates at the entrance to the drive, she was surprised to find the only car in sight was a Lincoln Continental stretch limousine. A chauffeur wearing a grey uniform and a peaked cap stood by the driver’s door. Such extravagance, she knew only too well, was not the style of her father, and certainly not that of the headmistress.


The man touched the peak of his hat with his right hand and enquired, ‘Miss McKenzie?’


‘Yes,’ Sally replied, disappointed that the long winding drive prevented her classmates from observing the whole scene.


The back door was opened for her. Sally climbed in and sank into the luxurious leather upholstery.


The driver jumped into the front, pressed a button and the window that divided the passenger from the driver slid silently up. Sally heard the safety lock click into place.


She allowed her mind to drift as she glanced out of the misty windows, imagining for a moment that this was the sort of lifestyle she might expect once she left Columbus.


It was some time before the seventeen-year-old girl realised the car wasn’t actually heading in the direction of her home.
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Had the problem been posed in textbook form, T. Hamilton McKenzie would have known the exact course of action to be taken. After all, he lived ‘by the book’, as he so often told his students. But when it happened in real life, he behaved completely out of character.


Had he consulted one of the senior psychiatrists at the university, they would have explained that many of the anxieties he’d kept suppressed over a long period of time had, in his new circumstances, been forced to the surface.


The fact that he adored his only child, Sally, was clear for all to see. So was the fact that for many years he had become bored with, almost completely uninterested in, his wife Joni. But the discovery that he was not good under pressure once he was outside the operating theatre – his own little empire – was something he could never have accepted.


T. Hamilton McKenzie became at first irritated, then exasperated, and finally downright angry when his daughter failed to return home that Tuesday evening. Sally was never late, or at least not for him. The journey by car from Columbus should have taken no more than thirty minutes, even in the rush-hour traffic. Joni would have picked Sally up if she hadn’t fixed her hair appointment so late. ‘It’s the only time Julian could fit me in,’ she explained. She always left everything to the last minute. At 4.50 T. Hamilton McKenzie phoned Columbus School for Girls to check there had been no late change of plan.


Columbus doesn’t change its plans, the headmistress would have liked to tell the Nobel Laureate, but satisfied herself with assuring him that Sally had left school at four o’clock, and that the limousine company had phoned an hour before to confirm that they would be waiting for her at the end of the drive by the main school gates.


Joni kept repeating in that Southern accent he had once found so attractive, ‘She’ll be here at any minute, jus’ you wait. You can always rely on our Sally.’


Another man, who was sitting in a hotel room on the other side of town and listening to every word they exchanged, poured himself a beer.


By five o’clock, T. Hamilton McKenzie had taken to looking out of the bedroom window every few moments, but the path to their front door lay obstinately unbeaten.


He had hoped to leave at 5.20 p.m., allowing himself enough time to arrive at the school with ten or fifteen minutes to spare. If his daughter did not appear soon, he would have to go without her. He warned his wife that nothing would stop him leaving at 5.20 p.m.


At 5.20 p.m. T. Hamilton McKenzie placed the notes for his speech on the hall table and began pacing up and down the front path as he waited for his wife and daughter to come from opposite directions. By 5.25 p.m., neither of them was at his side and his famous ‘cool’ was beginning to show distinct signs of steaming.


Joni had taken some considerable time to select an appropriate outfit for the occasion, and was disappointed when she appeared in the hall that her husband didn’t even seem to notice.


‘We’ll have to go without her,’ was all he said. ‘If Sally hopes to be a doctor one day, she’ll have to learn that people have a tendency to die when you keep them waiting.’


‘Shouldn’t we give her just a li’l longer, honey?’ asked Joni.


‘No,’ he barked, and without even looking back set off for the garage. Joni spotted her husband’s notes on the hall table and stuffed them into her handbag before she pulled the front door closed and double-locked it. By the time she reached the road, her husband was already waiting behind the wheel of his car, drumming his fingers on the gear lever.


They drove in silence towards Columbus School for Girls. T. Hamilton McKenzie checked every car heading towards Upper Arlington to see if his daughter was in the back seat.


A small reception party, led by the headmistress, was waiting for them at the foot of the stone steps at the school’s main entrance. The headmistress walked forward to shake hands with the distinguished surgeon as he stepped out of the car, followed by Joni McKenzie. Her eyes searched beyond them for Sally. She raised an eyebrow.


‘Sally never came home,’ Dr McKenzie explained.


‘She’ll probably join us in a few minutes, if she’s not already here,’ suggested his wife. The headmistress knew Sally was not on the school premises, but did not consider it courteous to correct the guest of honour’s wife, especially as she had just received a call from the car service that required an explanation.


At fourteen minutes to six they walked into the headmistress’s study, where a young lady of Sally’s age offered the guests a choice of dry sherry or orange juice. McKenzie suddenly remembered that in the anxiety of waiting for his daughter he had left his notes on the hall table. He checked his watch and realised that there wasn’t enough time to send his wife back for them. In any case, he was unwilling to admit such an oversight in front of this particular gathering. Damn it, he thought. Teenagers are never an easy audience, and girls are always the worst. He tried to marshal his thoughts into some sort of order.


At three minutes to six, despite there still being no sign of Sally, the headmistress suggested they should all make their way to the Great Hall.


‘Can’t keep the girls waiting,’ she explained. ‘It would set a bad example.’


Just as they were leaving the room, Joni took her husband’s notes out of her handbag and passed them over to him. He looked relieved for the first time since 4.50.


At one minute to six, the headmistress led the guest of honour onto the stage. He watched the four hundred girls rise and applaud him in what the headmistress would have described as a ‘ladylike’ manner.


When the applause had faded away, the headmistress raised and lowered her hands to indicate that the girls should be seated again, which they did with the minimum of noise. She then walked over to the lectern and gave an unscripted eulogy on T. Hamilton McKenzie that would have surely impressed the Nobel Committee. She talked of Edward Zeir, the founder of modern plastic surgery, of J.R. Wolte and Wilhelm Krause, and reminded her pupils that T. Hamilton McKenzie had followed in their great tradition by advancing the still-burgeoning science. She said nothing about Sally and her many achievements while at the school, although it had been in her original script. It was still possible to be punished for breaking school rules even if you had just won an endowed national scholarship.


When the headmistress returned to her place in the centre of the stage, T. Hamilton McKenzie made his way to the lectern. He looked down at his notes, coughed, and then began his dissertation.


‘Most of you in the audience, I should imagine, think plastic surgery is about straightening noses, removing double chins and getting rid of bags from under your eyes. That, I can assure you, is not plastic but cosmetic surgery. Plastic surgery,’ he continued –to the disappointment, his wife suspected, of most of those seated in front of him – ‘is something else.’ He then lectured for forty minutes on z-plasty, homograting, congenital malformation and third-degree burns without once raising his head.


When he finally sat down, the applause was not quite as loud as it had been when he had entered the room. T. Hamilton McKenzie assumed that was because showing their true feelings would have been considered ‘unladylike’.


On returning to the headmistress’s study, Joni asked the secretary if there had been any news of Sally.


‘Not that I am aware of,’ replied the secretary, ‘but she might have been seated in the hall.’


During the lecture, versions of which Joni had heard a hundred times before, she had scanned every face in the room, and knew that her daughter was not among them.


More sherry was poured, and after a decent interval T. Hamilton McKenzie announced that they ought to be getting back. The headmistress nodded her agreement and accompanied her guests to their car. She thanked the surgeon for a lecture of great insight, and waited at the bottom of the steps until the car had disappeared from view.


‘I have never known such behaviour in all my days,’ she declared to her secretary. ‘Tell Miss McKenzie to report to me before chapel tomorrow. The first thing I want to know is why she cancelled the car I arranged for her.’
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Scott Bradley also gave a lecture that evening, but in his case only sixteen students attended, and none of them was under the age of thirty-five. Each was a senior CIA field officer, and as fit as any quarterback in America. When they talked of logic, it had a more practical application than the one suggested when Scott lectured his younger students at Yale.


These men were all operating in the front line, stationed right across the globe. Often Professor Bradley pressed them to go over, detail by detail, decisions they had made under pressure, and whether those decisions had achieved the result they’d originally hoped for.


They were quick to admit their mistakes. There was no room for personal pride – only pride in the service was considered acceptable. When Scott had first heard this sentiment he thought they were being corny, but after nine years of working with them in the classroom and in the gym, he’d learned otherwise.


For over an hour Bradley threw test cases at them, at the same time suggesting ways of how to think logically, always weighing known facts with subjective judgement before reaching any firm conclusion.


Over the past nine years, Scott had learned as much from them as they had from him, but he still enjoyed helping them put his knowledge to practical use. Scott had often felt he too would like to be tested in the field, and not simply in the lecture theatre.


When the session was over, Scott joined them in the gym for another workout. He climbed ropes, pumped iron and practised karate exercises, and they never once treated him as anything other than a full member of the team. Anyone who patronised the visiting professor from Yale often ended up with more than their egos bruised.


Over dinner that night – no alcohol, just Quibel – Scott asked the Deputy Director if he was ever going to be allowed to gain some field experience.


‘It’s not a vacation job, you know,’ came back Dexter Hutchins’ reply as he lit up a cigar. ‘Give up Yale and join us full time and then perhaps we’ll consider the merits of allowing you out of the classroom.’


‘I’m due for a sabbatical next year,’ Bradley reminded his superior.


‘Then take that trip to Italy you’ve always been promising yourself. After dining with you for the last seven years, I think I know as much about Bellini as ballistics.’


‘I’m not going to give up trying for a field job – you realise that, Dexter, don’t you?’


‘You’ll have to when you’re fifty, because that’s when we’ll retire you.’


‘But I’m only thirty-six . . .’


‘You rise too easily to make a good field officer,’ said the Deputy Director, puffing away at his cigar.
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When T. Hamilton McKenzie opened the front door of his house, he ignored the ringing phone as he shouted, ‘Sally? Sally?’ at the top of his voice, but he received no response.


He finally snatched the phone, assuming it would be his daughter. ‘Sally?’ he repeated.


‘Dr McKenzie?’ asked a calmer voice.


‘Yes, it is,’ he said.


‘If you’re wondering where your daughter is, I can assure you that she’s safe and well.’


‘Who is this?’ demanded McKenzie.


‘I’ll call later this evening, Dr McKenzie, when you’ve had time to calm down,’ said the quiet voice. ‘Meanwhile, do not, under any circumstances, contact the police or any private agency. If you do, we’ll know immediately, and will be left with no choice but to return your lovely daughter –’ he paused ‘– in a coffin.’ The phone went dead.


T. Hamilton McKenzie turned white, and in seconds was covered in sweat.


‘What’s the matter, honey?’ asked Joni, as she watched her husband collapse onto the sofa.


‘Sally’s been kidnapped,’ he said, aghast. ‘They said not to contact the police. They’re going to call again later this evening.’ He stared at the phone.


‘Sally’s been kidnapped?’ repeated Joni in disbelief.


‘Yes,’ snapped her husband.


‘Then we ought to tell the police right away,’ Joni said, jumping up. ‘After all, honey, that’s what they’re paid for.’


‘No, we mustn’t. They said they’d know immediately if we did, and would send her back in a coffin.’


‘A coffin? Are you sure that’s what they said?’ Joni asked quietly.


‘Damn it, of course I’m sure, but they told me she’ll be just fine as long as we don’t talk to the police. I don’t understand it. I’m not a rich man.’


‘I still think we ought to call the police. After all, Chief Dixon’s a personal friend.’


‘No, no!’ shouted McKenzie. ‘Don’t you understand? If we do that they’ll kill her.’


‘All I understand,’ replied his wife, ‘is that you’re out of your depth and our daughter is in great danger.’ She paused. ‘You should call Chief Dixon right now.’


‘No!’ repeated her husband at the top of his voice. ‘You just don’t begin to understand.’


‘I understand only too well,’ said Joni, her voice remarkably calm. ‘You intend to play Chief of Police for Columbus as well as Dean of the Medical School, despite the fact that you’re quite unqualified to do so. How would you react if a State Trooper marched into your operating theatre, leaned over one of your patients and demanded a scalpel?’


T. Hamilton McKenzie stared coldly at his wife, and assumed it was the strain that had caused her to react so irrationally.


The two men listening to the conversation on the other side of town glanced at each other. The man with earphones said, ‘I’m glad it’s him and not her we’re going to have to deal with.’


When the phone rang again an hour later both T. Hamilton McKenzie and his wife jumped as if they had been touched by an electric wire.


McKenzie waited for several rings as he tried to compose himself. Then he picked up the phone. ‘McKenzie,’ he said.


‘Listen to me carefully,’ said the quiet voice, ‘and don’t interrupt. Answer only when instructed to do so. Understood?’


‘Yes,’ said McKenzie.


‘You did well not to contact the police as your wife suggested,’ continued the quiet voice. ‘Your judgement is better than hers.’


‘I want to talk to my daughter,’ interjected McKenzie.


‘You’ve been watching too many late-night movies, Dr McKenzie. There are no heroines in real life – or heroes, for that matter. So get that into your head. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Yes,’ said McKenzie.


‘You’ve wasted too much of my time already,’ said the quiet voice. The line went dead.


It was over an hour before the phone rang again, during which time Joni tried once more to convince her husband that they should contact the police. This time T. Hamilton McKenzie picked up the receiver without waiting. ‘Hello? Hello?’


‘Calm down, Dr McKenzie,’ said the quiet voice. ‘And this time, listen. Tomorrow morning at 8.30 you’ll leave home and drive to the hospital as usual. On the way you’ll stop at the Olentangy Inn and take any table in the corner of the coffee shop that is not already occupied. Make sure it can only seat two. Once we’re confident that no one has followed you, you’ll be joined by one of my colleagues and given your instructions. Understood?’


‘Yes.’


‘One false move, Doctor, and you will never see your daughter again. Try to remember, it’s you who are in the business of extending life. We’re in the business of ending it.’


The phone went dead.
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HANNAH WAS SURE that she could carry it off. After all, if she couldn’t deceive them in London, what hope was there that she could do so in Baghdad?


She chose a Tuesday morning for the experiment, having spent several hours reconnoitring the area the previous day. She decided not to discuss her plan with anyone, fearing that one of the Mossad team might become suspicious if she were to ask one question too many.


She checked herself in the hall mirror. A clean white T-shirt and baggy sweater, well-worn jeans, sneakers, tennis socks and her hair looking just a little untidy.


She packed her small, battered suitcase – the one family possession they’d allowed her to keep – and left the little terraced house a few minutes after ten o’clock. Mrs Rubin had gone earlier to do what she called her ‘big shop’, an attempt to stock up at Sainsbury’s for a fortnight.


Hannah walked slowly down the road, knowing that if she were caught they’d put her on the next flight home. She disappeared into the tube station, showed her travel-card to the ticket collector, went down in the lift and walked to the far end of the brightly-lit platform as the train rumbled into the station.


At Leicester Square she changed to the Piccadilly line, and when the train pulled in to South Kensington, Hannah was among the first to reach the escalator. She didn’t run up the steps, which would have been her natural inclination, because running attracted attention. She stood quietly on the escalator, studying the advertisements on the wall so that no one could see her face. The new fuel-injected Rover 200, Johnnie Walker whisky, a warning against AIDS, and Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Sunset Boulevard at the Adelphi glared back at her. Once she’d emerged into the sunlight, Hannah quickly checked left and right before she crossed Harrington Road and walked towards the Norfolk Hotel, an inconspicuous medium-sized hostelry that she had carefully selected. She had checked it out the day before, and could walk straight to the ladies’ rest room without having to ask for directions.


Hannah pushed the door open, and after quickly checking to confirm she was alone, chose the end cubicle, locked the door, and flicked open the catch of the battered suitcase. She began the slow process of changing identity.


Two sets of footsteps entered and left while she was undressing. During that time, Hannah sat hunched up on the lavatory seat, continuing only when she was confident she was alone.


The exercise took her nearly twenty minutes. When she emerged, she checked herself in the mirror and made a few minor adjustments.


And then she prayed, but not to their God.


Hannah left the ladies’ room and made her way slowly up the stairs and back into the lobby of the hotel. She handed over her little case to the hall porter, telling him she’d collect it again in a couple of hours. She pushed a pound coin across the counter, and in return she received a little red ticket. She followed a tour party through the revolving doors and seconds later was back on the pavement.


She knew exactly where she was going and how long it would take to reach the front door, as she’d carried out a dry-run the previous day. She only hoped her Mossad instructor was right about the internal layout of the building. After all, no other agent had ever been inside before.


Hannah walked slowly along the pavement towards the Brompton Road.


She knew she couldn’t afford to hesitate once she reached the front door. With twenty yards to go, she nearly decided to walk straight past the building. But once she reached the steps she found herself climbing them and then boldly knocking on the door. A few moments later, the door was opened by a bull of a man who towered a full six inches over her. Hannah marched in, and to her relief the guard stepped to one side, looked up and down the road and then slammed the door closed.


She walked down the corridor towards the dimly lit staircase without ever looking back. Once she reached the end of the fading carpet, she slowly climbed the wooden staircase. They’d assured her that it was the second door on the left on the first floor, and when she reached the landing she saw a door to the left of her, with peeling brown paint and a brass handle that looked as if it hadn’t been polished for months. She turned the handle slowly and pushed the door open. As she entered, she was greeted by a babble of noise that suddenly ceased. The occupants of the room all turned to stare at her.


How could they know that Hannah had never been there before, when all they could see were her eyes?


Then one of them began talking again, and Hannah quietly took a seat in the circle. She listened carefully, and found that even when three or four of them were speaking at once she could understand almost every word. But the tougher test came when she decided to join in the conversation herself. She volunteered that her name was Sheka and that her husband had just arrived in London, but had only been allowed to bring one wife. They nodded their understanding and expressed their disbelief at British Immigration’s inability to accept polygamy.


For the next hour, she listened to and discussed with them their problems. How dirty the English were, how decadent, all dying of AIDS. They couldn’t wait to go home and eat proper food, drink proper water. And would it ever stop raining? Without warning, one of the black-clad women rose and bade her friends farewell. When a second got up to join her, Hannah realised this was her chance to leave. She followed the two women silently down the stairs, remaining a few paces behind. The massive man who guarded the entrance opened the door to let the three of them out. Two of them climbed into the back of a large black Mercedes and were whisked away, while Hannah turned west and began to retrace her steps to the Norfolk Hotel.
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T. Hamilton McKenzie spent most of the night trying to work out what the man with the quiet voice could possibly want. He had checked his bank statements. He only had about $230,000 in cash and securities, and the house was probably worth another quarter of a million once the mortgage had been paid off – and this certainly wasn’t a sellers’ market, so that might take months to realise. All together, he could just about scrape up half a million. He doubted if the bank would advance him another cent beyond that.


Why had they selected him? There were countless fathers at Columbus School who were worth ten or twenty times what he was – Joe Ruggiero, who never stopped reminding everybody that he owned the biggest liquor chain in Columbus, must have been a millionaire several times over. For a moment, McKenzie wondered if he was dealing with a gang that had simply picked the wrong man, amateurs even. But he dismissed that idea when he considered the way they’d carried out the kidnap and the follow-up. No, he had to accept that he was dealing with professionals who knew exactly what they wanted.


He slipped out of bed at a few minutes past six and, staring out of the window, discovered there was no sign of the morning sun. He tried to be as quiet as he could, although he knew that his motionless wife must surely be awake – she probably hadn’t slept a wink all night. He took a warm shower, shaved, and for reasons he couldn’t explain to himself, put on a brand new shirt, the suit he only wore when he went to church, and a flowered Liberty tie Sally had given him two Christmases before and which he had never had the courage to wear.


He then went down to the kitchen and made coffee for his wife for the first time in fifteen years. He took the tray back to the bedroom where he found Joni sitting upright in her pink nightgown rubbing her tired eyes.


McKenzie sat on the end of the bed and they drank black coffee together in silence. During the previous eleven hours they had exhausted everything there was to say.


He cleared the tray away and returned downstairs, taking as long as he could to wash and tidy up in the kitchen. The next sound he heard was the thud of the paper landing on the porch outside the front door.


He dropped the dishcloth, rushed out to get his copy of the Dispatch and quickly checked the front page, wondering if the press could have somehow got hold of the story. Clinton dominated the headlines, with trouble in Iraq flaring up again. The President was promising to send in more troops to guard the Kuwaiti border if it proved necessary.


‘They should have finished off the job in the first place,’ McKenzie muttered as he closed the front door. ‘Saddam is not a man who works by the book.’


He tried to take in the details of the story but couldn’t concentrate on the words. He gathered from the editorial that the Dispatch thought Clinton was facing his first real crisis. The President doesn’t begin to know what a crisis is, thought T. Hamilton McKenzie. After all, his daughter had slept safely in the White House the previous night.


He almost cheered when the clock in the hall eventually struck eight. Joni appeared at the bottom of the stairs, fully dressed. She checked his collar and brushed some dandruff off his shoulder, as if he were about to leave for a normal day’s work at the university. She didn’t comment on his choice of tie.


‘Come straight home,’ she added, as she always did.


‘Of course I will,’ he said, kissing his wife on the cheek and leaving without another word.


As soon as the garage door swung up, he saw the flickering headlights and swore out loud. He must have forgotten to turn them off the previous night when he had been so cross with his daughter. This time he directed his anger at himself, and swore again.


He climbed in behind the wheel, put the key in the ignition and prayed. He switched the lights off and, after a short pause, turned the key. First quickly, then slowly, he tried to coax the engine into action, but it barely clicked as he pumped the accelerator pedal up and down.


‘Not today!’ he screamed, banging the steering wheel with the palms of his hands. He tried a couple more times and then jumped out and ran back to the house. He didn’t take his thumb off the bell until Joni opened the door with a questioning look on her face.


‘My battery’s flat. I need your car, quickly, quickly!’


‘It’s being serviced. You’ve been telling me for weeks to have it attended to.’ T. Hamilton McKenzie didn’t wait to offer an opinion. He turned his back on his wife, ran down the drive into the road and began searching the tree-lined avenue for the familiar yellow colour with a sign reading 444 4444 attached to the roof. But he realised there was a hundred to one chance of finding a cab driving around looking for a fare that early in the morning. All he could see was a bus heading towards him. He knew the stop was a hundred yards away, so he began running in the same direction as the bus. Although he was still a good twenty or thirty yards short of the stop when it passed him, the bus pulled in and waited.


McKenzie climbed up the steps, panting. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Does this bus go to Olentangy River Road?’


‘Gets real close, man.’


‘Then let’s get going,’ said T. Hamilton McKenzie. He checked his watch. It was 8.17 a.m. With a bit of luck he might still make the meeting on time. He began to look for a seat.


‘That’ll be a dollar,’ said the driver, staring at his retreating back.


T. Hamilton McKenzie rummaged in his Sunday suit.


‘Oh, my God,’ he said. ‘I’ve left . . .’


‘Don’t try that one, man,’ said the driver. ‘No cash, no dash.’


McKenzie turned to face him once again. ‘You don’t understand, I have an important appointment. A matter of life and death.’


‘So is keeping my job, man. I gotta stick by the book. If you can’t pay, you’ve gotta debus ’cause that’s what the regulations say.’


‘But –’ spluttered McKenzie.


‘I’ll give you a dollar for that watch,’ said a young man seated in the second row who’d been enjoying the confrontation.


T. Hamilton McKenzie looked at the gold Rolex that had been presented to him for twenty-five years’ service to the Ohio State University Hospital. He whipped it off his wrist and handed it over to the young man.


‘It must be a matter of life and death,’ said the young man as he exchanged the prize for a dollar. He slipped the watch onto his wrist. T. Hamilton McKenzie handed the dollar on to the driver.


‘You didn’t strike a good bargain there, man,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘You could have had a week in a stretch limo for a Rolex.’


‘Come on, let’s get going!’ shouted McKenzie.


‘It’s not me who’s been holding us up, man,’ said the driver as he moved slowly away from the kerb.


T. Hamilton McKenzie sat in the front seat wishing it were he who was driving. He looked at his watch. It wasn’t there. He turned round and asked the youth, ‘What’s the time?’ The young man looked proudly at his new acquisition, which he hadn’t taken his eyes off for one moment.


‘Twenty-six minutes after eight and twenty seconds.’


McKenzie stared out of the window, willing the bus to go faster. It stopped seven times to drop and pick up passengers before they finally reached the corner of Independence, by which time the driver feared the watchless man was about to have a heart attack. As T. Hamilton McKenzie jumped off the steps of the bus, he heard the clock on the town hall strike 8.45 a.m.


‘Oh God, let them still be there,’ he said as he ran towards the Olentangy Inn, hoping no one would recognise him. He stopped running only when he had reached the path that led up to reception. He tried to compose himself, aware that he was badly out of breath and sweating from head to toe.


He pushed through the swing door of the coffee shop and peered around the room, having no idea who or what he was looking for. He imagined that everyone was staring back at him.


The coffee shop had about sixty cafe tables in twos and fours, and he would have guessed it was about half full. Two of the corner tables were already taken, so McKenzie headed to the one that gave him the best view of the door.


He sat and waited, praying that they hadn’t given up on him.


[image: Section break symbol]


It was when Hannah arrived back at the crossing on the corner of Thurloe Place that she first had the feeling someone was following her. By the time she had reached the pavement on the South Kensington side, she was convinced of it.


A tall man, young, evidently not very experienced at shadowing, bobbed rather obviously in and out of doorways. Perhaps he thought she wasn’t the type who would ever be suspicious. Hannah had about a quarter of a mile in which to plan her next move. By the time the Norfolk came in sight, she knew exactly what needed to be done. If she could get into the building well ahead of him, she estimated she only needed about thirty, perhaps forty-five, seconds at most, unless the porters were both fully occupied. She paused at the front window of a chemist’s shop and stared at the array of beauty products that filled the shelves. She turned to look towards the lipsticks in the corner and saw his reflection in the brightly polished window. He was standing by a newspaper stand at the entrance to South Kensington tube station. He picked up a copy of the Daily Mail – amateur, she thought – which gave her the chance to cross the road before he could collect his change. She had reached the front door of the hotel by the time he had passed the chemist. Hannah didn’t run up the steps, as it would have acknowledged his existence, but mistakenly pushed the revolving door so sharply that she sent an unsuspecting old lady tumbling onto the pavement much sooner than she’d intended.


The two porters were chatting as she shot across the lobby. The red ticket and another pound were already in her hand before she reached the porters’ desk. Hannah slammed the coin down on the counter, which immediately attracted the older man’s attention. When he spotted the pound, he quickly took the ticket, retrieved Hannah’s little case and returned it to her just as her pursuer was coming through the revolving doors. She headed in the direction of the staircase at the end of the corridor, clutching the little case close to her stomach so the man following her would be unaware that she was carrying anything. When she reached the second step of the staircase she did run, as there was no one else in sight. Once down the staircase she bolted across the corridor and into the comparative safety of the ladies’ room.


This time she was not alone. A middle-aged woman was leaning over a washbasin to check her lipstick. She didn’t give Hannah so much as a glance when she disappeared into one of the cubicles. Hannah sat on the top of the lavatory, her knees tucked under her chin as she waited for the woman to finish her handiwork. It was two or three minutes before she finally left. Once Hannah heard the door close, she lowered her feet onto the cold marble floor, opened the battered suitcase to check everything was there and, satisfied that it was, changed back into her T-shirt, baggy sweater and jeans as quickly as she could.


She’d just managed to get her sneakers on when the door opened again, and she watched the lower part of two stockinged legs cross the floor and enter the cubicle next to hers. Hannah shot out, and buttoned up her jeans, before checking herself quickly in the mirror. She ruffled her hair a little and then began checking round the room. There was a large receptacle in the corner for depositing dirty towels. Hannah removed the plastic lid, took out all the towels that were there and forced her little case to the bottom, then quickly covered it with the towels and put the lid back in place. She tried to forget she had carried the bag from Leningrad to Tel Aviv to London – halfway across the world. She cursed in her native tongue before checking her hair in the mirror again. Then she strolled out of the ladies’ room, attempting to appear calm, even casual.


The first thing Hannah saw when she stepped into the corridor was the young man sitting at the far end reading the Daily Mail. With luck, he wouldn’t even give her a second thought. She had reached the bottom of the stairs when he glanced up. Rather good-looking, she thought, staring back at him for a second too long. She turned and began to climb the staircase. She was away; she’d made it.


‘Excuse me, miss,’ said a voice from behind her. Don’t panic, don’t run, act normally. She turned and smiled. He smiled back, almost flirting with her, and then blushed.


‘Did you by any chance see an Arab lady when you were in the rest room?’


‘Yes, I did,’ replied Hannah. ‘But why do you ask?’ she demanded. Always put the enemy on the defensive whenever possible was the standard rule.


‘Oh, it’s not important. Sorry to have bothered you,’ he said, and disappeared back around the corner.
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