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  Chapter 1




  In appearance, at least, she was so dramatically, so extravagantly concupiscent that for his first six months in the city William ignored her. He believed himself susceptible

  only to subtlety and indirection, and therefore impervious to such shameless blazing beauty.




  He only ever saw her from a distance. Once, in the old quarter of quiet squares and crumbling government buildings, the tall faded doors of the treasury opened for her, narrowly and

  inexplicably. Twice he saw her in the streets where the traders from the country had their stalls, once coming out of a bar near the cathedral. On a brisk afternoon in an avenue that led to the sea

  she was talking to some other girls when the wind flung her dark hair across her face and harried her skirt about her thighs. All the girls tottered and laughed, clutching at their clothes. She

  wore red gloves.




  By then it was winter, his first in South America. Many of the women huddled in needless furs, the men in sheepskin jackets and berets, but for William it was like a cool summer’s day in

  England. The sky was blue and white, the sun pleasantly warm and there were welcome sea breezes. During his evening walk home across the golf course he could view the sea on one side and the angled

  red roofs of the city on the other. It was a small city, tolerant of trees and green spaces, its wide unhurried avenues fed by winding cobbled streets and alleyways. Often in the early evening

  there would be black clouds over the sombre tranquil sea, their undersides reddened by the sun. He would linger by the stunted trees before taking the coast road home. He could easily have driven

  to and from work, but saving time wasn’t the point; he was in no hurry either way.




  That morning he left the office for lunch earlier than usual; there was little point in remaining. For the third day running there was no post; the telephone was still out of order; there had

  been no customers in the shop below and no response from any of the potential clients he had contacted. Ricardo, the young man he had been obliged to employ as his assistant, had not returned since

  taking some parcel orders to the post office two hours before. He would be at home drinking coffee with his mother, or with one of his married sisters, or drinking brandy with his father, or with

  some girl.




  There was an anticipatory bustle in the streets as the lunch interval approached. Cars pulled up and parked anywhere, people walked with a shade more purpose, waiters laid tables rather than

  taking trays of brandies and coffees to the civil servants in their offices. William ambled, clutching his latest week-old copy of the Telegraph. It was a good city in which to amble; in

  London you felt in the way, but here there were things that kept pace with you – horses and carts, street traders pushing their barrows, even some of the cars. These were mostly of 1930s and

  40s vintage, the results of a few decades of prosperity and international competitiveness, but years of cannibalising meant that many were of an age and type indeterminate to any but the

  enthusiast. There was nothing like an MOT system and no one paid any road tax. It seemed a tolerant and sensible system. William strolled among the decrepit and dignified beasts, ignoring –

  as they appeared to – the intrusion of a few Mercedes and BMWs, and a rather larger number of Japanese cars.




  Beneath plane trees in a small square fruit traders spread oranges, apples, bananas and lemons. The traders were short, wizened, cheerful people who at this time of the year huddled beneath

  scarves and sheepskins. Most of them were drinking maté, a green tea which was sipped through tubes stuck in gourds. The gourds were topped up with hot water from flasks clutched in mittened

  hands. There was a universal and – judging by the nasal evidence – wholly unfounded belief that maté prevented colds. William had meant to try it but Sally, his wife, was very

  keen on hygiene.




  It was not with any thought of seeing the girl that he went to the covered market that day. He thought no more about her than he thought about the sun; when it was there he felt it, when it

  wasn’t he didn’t think about it. Buried deep in his mind, though, there was perhaps a connection between her and the market. It was the city’s great meeting place, particularly

  during the lunch interval which occupied the middle third of daylight hours. Ricardo said that everyone went there – lawyers, bankers, businessmen, prostitutes, even the new president and his

  generals. Being Ricardo, he had of course implied that there was an intimate connection between presidents and prostitutes, and William knew him well enough now to know that the other three

  categories were simply the next in his list of most important persons. Nevertheless, like many of Ricardo’s assertions and exaggerations, this had taken root.




  It did so because buried even deeper in William’s mind was the connection between beauty and prostitution. It was not that his experience suggested any correlation – indeed, casual

  observation in Shepherds Market and around Kings Cross station in London had suggested the reverse – but there was an unconscious assumption that beauty so startling could not be freely

  available. It was too marketable.




  The covered market was actually a British Victorian railway station minus trains, platforms and rails. It was a small Liverpool Street with the same massive girders and towering pillars and in

  the middle a clock tower that looked like an iron Big Ben and always said ten past four. It had been built near the docks in 1901, having been destined for Paraguay or somewhere – Ricardo was

  always vague about places – but a revolution in Paraguay or somewhere meant that it never got there. The building was now given over to the national obsession: eating. Steaks fit for giants

  were barbecued on great wooden charcoal fires tended by loud happy fat men. They poured red wine from old whisky bottles, splashed coffee into tiny cups, expertly slid huge sizzling steaks on to

  huge plates, threw salads, sheep intestines, tomatoes, thyroids, mushrooms, sausages and bull’s penises on top, shouted, smoked cigars, drank and knew everybody. Each fire was surrounded by a

  wooden bar at which customers sat elbow to elbow on high stools. Between the barbecues were tobacconists’ kiosks and tiny places selling just drinks or coffee. Frequent power cuts cast the

  building into a cavernous gloom, lit only by the fires. Smoke coiled around the clock face and among the high girders. In London, William reflected, it would have been condemned as a fire risk.




  He eased himself on to a stool. The weight problem, already established in London, had increased alarmingly during the past six months. The abundance and cheapness of red meat and wine had

  caused a sudden shrinkage of clothes, chairs and even doors. The trouble was, he felt more comfortable like that; and Sally seemed to have given up complaining.




  He sat watching the sweating, busy men. They were fatter than he and with less excuse since most of them looked younger. William was 35 which meant – if the days of the week were to be

  accorded with the seven ages of man – that he was at Thursday lunch-time. The weekend was not far ahead. By Thursday lunch-time a man had a right to a little expansion. Anyway, the

  padrón was considerably fatter than he was and looked as if he might only be on Thursday afternoon, evening at most. The only irritant was the two men seated on either side of him.

  They ate and drank hugely while talking to their neighbours in prolonged bursts; they were almost unforgivably thin. But this was a place in which to eat and drink, to meet and talk. That was what

  it meant to be alive in this city, unlike London where being alive meant working and hurrying. William forgave them.




  His order was scribbled on a piece of paper which disappeared. Orders were always written, but later always paid for without any reference to paper. He had to shout above the noise. It had been

  good for his Spanish, all this competitive shouting in recent months, not because it increased his vocabulary but because shouting the language had given him confidence. He did not order wine this

  time, since red wine at lunch meant a heavy afternoon in which he could neither work nor sleep. Despite this, a glass was banged down before him and abruptly filled from an old Johnnie Walker

  bottle. Perhaps they remembered his earlier visits? A different hand pushed bread across the counter; he broke it resignedly and dipped it in the wine.




  It was in fact her friend he noticed first, a big girl with big white teeth and bushy red hair. She was laughing at him. Embarrassed, he looked up and down so quickly that he noticed nothing

  apart from that; he did not even see that she was not alone. A woman’s voice shouted something and he glanced up again, this time seeing her companion. The big girl was shouting at the

  padrón but she – her – was looking at him. She was dark, watchful, poised. They were seated across the other side of the fire and she had moved her stool back, perhaps

  to keep out of the smoke. She looked away from him, smiling slightly, and spoke to the other girl who laughed and looked directly across, shouting something he still couldn’t catch.




  The padrón was before him, bald and grinning.




  ‘They want to know, señor, are you a priest?’




  ‘No, I am English.’




  The padrón shouted the information and another question was shouted back.




  ‘They want to know, is it English custom to take mass in the market?’




  They all laughed and William smiled. He nearly essayed a reply on the some-men-live-by-bread-alone theme, but was not sure how it would translate.




  ‘You wait for your food?’ asked the padrón, his eyes glistening.




  ‘Yes, but I am in no hurry.’




  ‘It is ready.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘There.’ The padrón pointed to a place which had been cleared next to the two girls; a plate of steak filled it. Other steaks were put before the girls.




  William took his wine and sat next to the big girl. Her smile enveloped him.




  ‘You come from England to join us?’




  ‘Especially for this.’




  ‘You speak Spanish very well.’




  ‘Not very well.’




  ‘No, but for un Inglés.’ She turned her hand, heavily beringed. ‘I am Ines. This is Theresa.’




  William introduced himself and they shook hands. Theresa’s hand was firm but quickly withdrawn. He talked rapidly to Ines, who asked many questions. Yes, she knew the English Bookshop, now

  renamed Britbooks by the parent company in London. What did it mean, Britbooks, and why had they changed? If William did not like it, why had he agreed? Surely he could paint it out and put back

  the old name that everyone knew? And why did they not sell so many books now, why was there so much paper, so many envelopes? What did wholesale mean? Why did he leave London to come and be manager

  here when London was so much bigger a city? Was he married? Why had he no children?




  They ate as fast as they talked, like everyone else. All around them chunks of meat were being pushed into mouths, great slabs sizzled on the fire, even greater slabs and sides, inches thick and

  feet across, hung waiting to be cooked. The air was thick with smoke and voices. Sally had never been to the covered market, though he had once tried to tell her about it. She had gone vegetarian

  about a year before.




  William kept talking. Ines needed everything explained, which was useful at that moment but made him suspect that she was boring. He wanted to talk to Theresa, but she ate and said nothing.

  Perhaps she was boring, too, in a different way. Sometimes she looked round, but not as if for anyone in particular. Perhaps it was he that was boring. Once or twice, though, he felt her eyes upon

  him but when he looked up her eyelids were lowered and she too was pushing meat between her lips.




  More wine came. He asked Ines what she did but didn’t listen to the reply because he was thinking of how he had never been unfaithful to Sally. Maybe he was afraid or maybe he had never

  really wanted to. Whatever it was that Ines was explaining, it didn’t sound like very much. She kept repeating the words for ‘sometimes’ – ‘de vez en

  cuando’. He had never seriously considered having an affair. He wasn’t doing so now; he wasn’t even talking to her.




  The voices around them quietened. Ines whispered to Theresa and they both looked away. Others did the same. The source of the growing silence was something he couldn’t see. Heads and

  shoulders turned and he got off his stool and stood. Both women had their backs to him.




  It was a group of military men wearing olive greens and caps with long peaks. Three or four carried sub-machine guns with exaggerated nonchalance, the others puffed at fat cigars and wore beards

  like young Castros. They walked slowly, smiling and greeting people. At their head, young, handsome and hatless, was the new president, General Calvaros. He looked as if he had stepped out of his

  own newspaper photographs, slim and smiling, a sensitive, intelligent face marred by a loose undisciplined mouth. Educated in England and Sandhurst-trained, he and his junta of colonels had seized

  power about a year before from the corrupt but elected Liberal Democrats. The putsch was now called a revolution but it had never had popular support. Nor had it met with real opposition apart from

  certain sections of the press, at first.




  The party disappeared behind Ines’s bush of hair as she turned to William.




  ‘The general, our new president,’ she said, smiling hugely.




  The group continued to move slowly, stopping to talk to people. They had at first promised elections within months once certain economic measures had been taken, necessary because of the widely

  acknowledged corruption and inadequacy of the previous administration. There was less talk of that now, though; rather, the talk was of the new political party, the People’s Party, which had

  been formed by the junta. Elections would be held when arrangements were complete. The old Liberal Democrat leaders would be released when their financial positions had been fully investigated and

  accounted for.




  William waited for the group to reappear from behind Ines’s hair. Yes, there was no doubt. President Calvaros walked with his hands clasped behind his back and grinned with impersonal

  goodwill, like any British Army officer at any military open day. His cohorts kept reaching out to shake hands with and good-naturedly slap surprised onlookers. The guards were relaxed and pleased

  with themselves. Yet despite the good humour and jokes a silence surrounded the junta’s advance. Talk ceased at their approach, people were fearful in their presence, subdued when they had

  passed.




  Ines turned her head again and whispered: ‘The president is walking with his colonels to meet the people.’




  ‘I had heard that he does this.’




  She looked pleased. ‘He likes to meet people.’




  Behind the president was a tall calm man whose smile showed teeth as large as but more regular than Ines’s. Ines whispered to Theresa.




  The president stopped by Theresa and spoke. William watched the back of her head as she replied.




  ‘Also on Wednesdays?’ the president asked.




  ‘Yes.’




  The president’s smiling young eyes moved to Ines. ‘You, too. I have seen you at the same place.’




  ‘Yes, I am there also.’




  ‘I will come again.’




  His eyes moved to William. ‘William Wooding.’




  ‘Carlos.’




  ‘What are you doing here?’




  William explained. The whole party stopped and looked at him. He stumbled in his Spanish, partly because the sentences he tried to form were interspersed by memories of Carlos at school in

  Shropshire: Carlos pale and reluctant on the rugby field, crying in a maths lesson. He had long wondered if it could be the same man but the name was common and many of the officer class had been

  educated in Europe or America. There was no mistaking the vulnerable mobile mouth, though, nor the hazel eyes of his English mother. He remembered helping Carlos with his English prep in return for

  chocolate.




  ‘I am pleased you are bringing business to our country,’ Carlos said when William had finished.




  William inclined his head. ‘As you brought some to mine.’




  ‘But your company must not bleed us. You must give as well as take.’ Carlos spoke more loudly than before.




  ‘At present we take nothing. We put money in.’




  ‘Neither do we want your charity. Remember that.’ Carlos looked about him. ‘We ask no charity of anyone. Only honest dealing, non-interference and the chance to achieve social

  justice.’




  His escorts nodded to the crowd. The tall man looked at Carlos who looked back at William, smiled and switched into English.




  ‘Actually, I enjoyed my time in England. People were kind to me. I think I was popular, especially with women. You were not always so fat?’




  ‘No, I wasn’t. It’s since coming here.’




  ‘But you were always quite fat.’




  ‘I suppose I was.’




  ‘See you.’




  He spoke the words as if they were chic or daring, and moved on.




  The tall man stopped before William. ‘I am sorry, señor, I did not hear your name.’




  He spoke with courteous deliberation. When William had introduced himself the man shook hands, once, very firmly.




  ‘I am pleased to have met you, Señor Wooding. My name is Manuel Herrera.’




  The presidential party left. Cigars were re-lit, wine poured, conversation began again. A number of people stared at William.




  ‘You know the president?’ asked Ines, wide-eyed.




  ‘We were at school together in England.’




  ‘And he remembers you?’




  ‘So it seems.’ He caught Theresa’s eye. ‘Who was the man, the tall one?’ he asked her across Ines.




  ‘Manuel Herrera.’




  ‘Is he part of the junta – of the government?’




  ‘Yes, he is one of the colonels. But he was trained in Cuba.’




  She spoke slowly, perhaps for his benefit. He wanted to go on talking but quite suddenly they were leaving, their steaks unfinished.




  ‘What do you do?’ he asked hurriedly, addressing both. ‘Where do you work?’




  They hesitated.




  ‘We are singers,’ replied Ines. They both said ‘chau’ and left.




  William went back to his steak. His appetite returned with eating. When he paid, the bald padrón took his money.




  ‘Gracias, señor. And the señoras?’




  ‘Have they not paid?’




  The padrón smiled with his head on one side. ‘Señor, you are far from England.’ He held out his hand.




  







  Chapter 2




  The office was above the shop and that afternoon William continued his task of cleaning the window-panes. Having sorted out the stock, the filing system, the records and the

  stores, this was all that was left for him to do when there was no Ricardo, no telephone and no customers. Every five minutes or so he picked up the telephone to see if it had come on again.

  Meanwhile, by turning his creaking wooden swivel chair – with arms, a definite improvement since in London he had had an uncomfortable modern contraption with no arms – he could reach

  each of the twelve small panes in the bow window by his desk. He cleaned them with an old shirt he had found in the ‘complaints’ file, scratching with his fingernail at every speck of

  ingrained grime. Ten panes were now spotless. In the cold sunlight of the street below was a solitary stall laden with hundreds of oranges; by it a huddled figure sipped the inevitable maté

  from a gourd. No one went and no one came. Farther up the street was the wreck of a 1930s Dodge saloon, rusty and lopsided with one headlight hanging loose like a disgorged eye. Unlike the

  orange-seller, it had not been there yesterday.




  From downstairs came the sound of the two shopgirls giggling. They often giggled. At first he had thought it was at him, then that it was because Ricardo flirted with them. Now he had concluded

  that they simply giggled. There was little else to do. It was over fifty years since the London company had set up the English Bookshop with its small paper mill and packaging factory out of town.

  For most of that time the operation had run quietly into the ground, largely unnoticed by London. The Britons who had been sent to manage it had been either misfits or casualties of the greasy pole

  that led some to the Board. Several had been re-treads looking for a quiet life.




  None had retired. All had died in harness, usually of heart attacks or strokes brought on, it was said, by too much eating and drinking. Stress was not thought to be a factor, although one had

  had his final moments in a bordello. Wicks, William’s immediate predecessor, had actually reached retirement age alive but had then refused to retire, refusing also all summonses to return to

  London. Dixon of Personnel had been sent out to see him but something had gone wrong; Dixon had stayed three weeks instead of three days, had returned in order to resign and get divorced and was

  now said to be living with a dance-hall girl in La Paz. Wicks had died shortly afterwards in the usual way.




  The Board’s attention had thus been drawn to the operation. Because decline had been gradual, people had become accustomed to the idea of losses that were only now, suddenly, seen to be

  significant. This coincided with a fashion for restructuring, rationalising and retrenching, and a review of the company’s operations worldwide. At the same time the military take-over had

  brought in laws forbidding the withdrawal of capital and compelling foreign-owned businesses to employ local people at managerial level. This was a popular move which meant that many younger sons

  of members of the People’s Party were now possessed of more money and status without having to do anything for it. It was part of what the government called ‘democratic

  socialism’. The result was that William had to employ managers at the mill and the factory and have Ricardo as his deputy.




  He had been sent out with a simple brief: get a grip of the operation, turn it round and make it pay or it would be wound up, capital transfer difficulties notwithstanding. He had been selected,

  he was told, because he was a relatively young man still at the point of his career where he could make his name if he wanted; it was his big chance. Afterwards he had discovered from one of the

  clerks in Personnel that he was the fifth person to have been asked. The previous four had turned it down because it was seen as a dead end, perhaps not only metaphorically. Also, it was far from

  England and a foreign tongue had to be learned.




  For William, though, there was the romantic appeal of running a book-shop, something he had always thought he would like even though it wasn’t in Marlborough or Norwich or Harrogate and

  even though there was a mill and a factory attached. Further, it meant escape from daily humiliation by British Rail, a sentence otherwise destined to last – according to his way of measuring

  age – from now, Thursday lunch-time, until retirement at Sunday lunch-time, followed by death by Sunday evening. Sally, whose job was teaching English as a foreign language, had been keen on

  the idea at first but had become less enthusiastic as the time approached. Now that they were there he couldn’t tell whether she was happy or not; she didn’t say much.




  There was a shout from below followed by thundering on the stairs. Ricardo entered with his usual rush, his young face bursting.




  ‘You know the president?’




  It was not often that William could impress or surprise Ricardo. ‘Well, yes, though we haven’t seen much of each other for some years.’




  ‘But he speaks to you?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Also Manuel Herrera. Already you are a famous man.’




  Ricardo spent so little time at his desk that whenever he sat at it he did so with relish. He would pick up the papers, shuffle them, move them from one tray to another, sign a few, then tip his

  chair back on its hind legs, put up his feet and talk.




  ‘How’s business?’ He always tried to make it sound like a technical question.




  ‘So-so.’




  ‘You were trying to telephone someone?’




  ‘The factory. Still no dialling tone.’




  ‘Give up. There’s no one there anyway. They’ve all gone home.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘They’re all striking. Today is cold; they want to go home.’




  William replaced the receiver. ‘How did you know I had seen the president?’




  ‘Everything in the market is public. That is why he goes there. He wishes his people to see him.’




  William wanted to talk about Theresa and Ines, but asked instead about Manuel Herrera.




  ‘He’s from an old family, he has great influence with the president. The other colonels, they don’t like him so much, but for the president he is a good friend because he knows

  the Cubans. The Cubans have strong military. Also he knows the Russians and they can give help for the economy. But no one knows what the president is really thinking.’




  While he was speaking Ricardo threaded a biro between the fingers of his left hand, straightened his arm and abruptly clenched his fist, breaking the biro. He grinned.




  ‘Also you were with two women?’




  ‘I had lunch with them.’




  ‘Two women are better than one.’




  ‘I didn’t know them before.’ William paused. ‘What do they do?’




  Ricardo shrugged and pursed his lips, affecting a connoisseur’s disinterest. ‘They live as all women would live if they could. They dance and they sing. They are

  comfortable.’




  ‘Dance and sing?’




  ‘Of course, it’s part of it. Ines’s father makes clothes but he was put in prison by the old government. He killed a man with the scissors for the cloth. Ines was very bitter

  against the old government and now she likes the president, but her father is still in prison.’




  William didn’t like Ricardo knowing the girls. ‘What’s happened at the factory? Why are they on strike? It can’t simply be the cold.’




  ‘Nothing has happened. They are fed up. They want more money, less work – what all workers want.’




  ‘What does Miguel say?’ Miguel was the manager.




  ‘Nothing. He is not there. Those two men from the ports have made the workers angry.’




  The two men were union officials. The new government had taken a great interest in the unions and had strengthened them, particularly in the foreign-owned companies. Union members could not be

  sacked except by their unions.




  Ricardo threw the broken pieces of his pen like darts into the wastepaper bin. ‘We must sack those two men.’




  ‘We can’t.’




  ‘Put things in their clothes and cars – stolen things or drugs.’




  ‘No.’




  This method was now the only way to get rid of anyone and was increasingly used, judging by the talk in the Foreign Traders’ Association. William would not contemplate it, but he had no

  idea what he would do if trouble-makers made the operation unworkable. He felt slightly guilty at not being more ruthless and consoled himself by saying that there was nothing he could do about it.

  Because of the new laws he had no authority over the factory or the mill, although as far as headquarters in London was concerned he was still responsible. They refused to understand.




  ‘That’s where you’ve been, is it – the factory?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes.’ Ricardo stood, stretched and looked at his fingertips.




  There was nothing to be gained by confronting him with his lie. He hardly ever went to the factory or the mill and had no doubt got his information from someone in the town; but demonstration of

  a falsehood only increased the fervour with which Ricardo asserted it. It was easier to get him to contradict himself later, provided the contradiction was not pointed out.




  Ricardo lingered by the door. He obviously wanted to go but was probably uncomfortable at having only just arrived, and so thought of something to say instead.




  ‘There have been no customers in the shop today?’




  ‘There were two this morning.’




  ‘Did they buy any books?’




  ‘One bought some paper.’




  ‘There were more customers when Señor Wicks was here.’




  William was sensitive about this. He had no adequate explanation.




  ‘But then it was called the English Bookshop; everyone knew it. Britbooks is not the same.’ He had not forgiven the company for forcing that upon him, nor for the envelopes, the

  coloured wrapping, the knick-knacks, the toys and ‘gifts’ that they called diversification.




  ‘It was because of the pornography. Señor Wicks was famous for that. It was a very big secret; everyone knew and they all came to the shop.’




  ‘Pornography? Here?’




  ‘Of course.’ Ricardo raised his slender eyebrows. ‘He kept it in boxes behind your desk. It was free to anyone who bought a novel. There were many customers.’




  William was sure they didn’t know that in London. ‘We’re not selling pornography.’




  Ricardo shrugged. He probably felt he could leave with honour now. ‘I will go the factory again tomorrow and report.’




  ‘You’ll be in late, then?’




  Ricardo looked injured. ‘Not late.’




  ‘Later, I mean.’




  Ricardo grinned. ‘Yes, later. Chau, William.’




  William returned to the unfinished window-cleaning. The small figure with many oranges had not moved. William wondered if he was being prudish in ruling out pornography. Would London regard that

  as lack of initiative? Would they think pornography an acceptable diversification? But surely one should be able to sell books – novels – without that? Novels were, after all . . .

  well, they were important. If the time came when we needed pornography to help sell them, then the world had no place for novels any more. Oranges – even oranges – could still be sold

  on their merits, or so it appeared. Perhaps it would be better to sell oranges. He’d never actually seen the little man make a sale.




  A loud clatter and a cloud of blue smoke announced that the lopsided Dodge up the street was not after all abandoned. It jerked away from the kerb, gear-box crunching, loose headlight banging

  against the mudguard. As it passed he saw a flash of eyes and a cloud of dark hair – not enough of her to recognise, strictly speaking, but he knew. No one else blazed like that. He felt a

  surge of confidence. Of course he could make the shop work, the factory and the mill were not a hopeless drain on the whole operation, novels would be sold, he would not be defeated; he would see

  her again. Things would happen.




  







  Chapter 3




  A plate slipped in the kitchen and Sally swore. William asked if she wanted a hand. There was a muted negative.




  He was out on the balcony with his binoculars and would have gone in but his presence in the kitchen annoyed her. The room’s narrowness did not well accommodate his width and she became

  flustered if he hung around when it was her turn to cook. She had so often remarked that he was always in the way wherever he stood that now, metaphorically and literally, he tiptoed around her. It

  did not help that he was the better cook.




  The rest of the flat was spacious and light. It was on the corner of the building and every window had a view of the sea. There were balconies on either side and from one William could look down

  into the trees bordering the golf course. Large green parrots lived in them. After six months he had still not tired of watching the birds. They were unnaturally vivid, almost surreal.




  This evening he was using the binoculars to try to see a man he had christened Señor Finn, a tramp who lived a kind of Huckleberry Finn existence amidst clumps of very tall

  pampas grass just off the beach. He had a shack made of driftwood, a chair, a table, pots and pans hanging on sticks and an old upturned rowing-boat. When William walked home from work, coming off

  the golf course and along the coast, the elderly Huck would be sitting over his fire, bulky and red-faced, a grey kitten and a scruffy terrier at his feet. Their acquaintance had developed from

  nodding to waving to bidding good day or good night to – very recently – the exchange of a word or two about the weather. Even the terrier now barked only once and with a kind of gruff

  familiarity.




  But this night Señor Finn had not been there. His fire was unlit and there was no sign of dog or cat. The boat was in its place. William was uneasy. He liked routine, drawing

  from it a sustaining strength, and felt obscurely threatened by the old man’s disappearance. There was no need, he told himself, since the precariousness of Señor Finn’s

  foothold on the beach was probably only apparent and his place in the world, being anywhere, was perhaps more secure than William’s own. Nevertheless, William was sufficiently concerned to

  spend thirty minutes out on the balcony while Sally cooked. It was better to be out of the way, anyway.




  The sea was brown that night, indicating rain inland. Mud brought down by the great river spread from the estuary for miles along either coast and as far out as could be seen. Corpses of cattle

  and horses were sometimes washed up on the beach. In the days of civil war they had apparently been outnumbered by the friendless bodies of unburied men. According to Ricardo, it had started

  happening again but only in ones and twos; and only according to Ricardo.




  The sun slid down beneath the indigo clouds and its rim touched the horizon. The sea reddened as if heated by a furnace. Señor Finn’s hut was now in deep shadow, but as the

  sun sank William saw something on the beach that might have been firelight. He watched for some minutes in case it was a maverick reflection; but, no, it was definitely firelight.




  The banging of plates on the table indicated supper. Sally had said that morning that she’d do them both a salad, which was partly how he had justified lunching at the covered market, but

  when she got home she declared for spaghetti bolognese. He said he liked ‘spag bog’, but it had irritated her to hear it called that and she had altered course for mince, potatoes and

  brussels. Sally’s brussels sprouts were William’s least favourite food. Suspecting that she cooked them so often because they were easy and less likely to trouble her than something

  equally easy but less familiar, he had maintained through four and a half years of marriage a self-sacrificing silence. Sally, being now a vegetarian, had salad for herself.




  ‘Lovely,’ he said. He could see that the mince was half-cooked but kept silent because it probably represented a generous intention. There was no wine, though. She thought he drank

  too much, which he did because wine was good and cheap, but he had to have something with the food. He fetched a bottle and a couple of glasses.




  ‘Would you like some?’ She shook her head. The wine bubbled happily into his glass.




  ‘You really do drink too much,’ she said.




  ‘Less than I did.’




  ‘Still too much. You’ll end up with cirrhosis of the liver, like the French.’




  ‘How was work today?’




  ‘I resigned.’ She smiled at his surprise. ‘That is, I told them I’d leave if I didn’t get a move.’




  ‘Where to?’




  ‘One of the more advanced classes. It’s boring, what I’m doing, boring and repetitive, and when I started they said I’d be doing more advanced work within weeks.

  It’s been six months now.’




  She worked at an American-owned school of English which had flourished in the gap left by the closure of the British Council school. She was well qualified and felt she was wasted.




  ‘What did they say?’ he asked.




  ‘Nothing much. They’re going to ask the executive vice-president.’




  ‘Isn’t he the one you don’t like – the Hitler man?’




  ‘Hueffer, Max Hueffer. I never said I didn’t like him. I said I thought he didn’t like me.’




  ‘Will he now?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ She pushed back a strand of hair that had escaped from the elastic binding her pony-tail.




  William returned to the subject when they were washing up. ‘Did you feel any better for having said it?’




  She brightened. ‘I did, actually, the more so for not having planned it. I just came out with it when old Riley asked how I was getting on. It quite shook him, I think. About time

  something did.’




  ‘What happens now?’




  ‘I’m going to see Max tomorrow.’




  ‘Sounds as if they might want to keep you.’




  ‘I don’t know. I don’t mind much either way. It’s up to them.’




  Later, as William sat down with a book, she put on a medley of local dance tunes. He could not read and listen, so took out his stamps instead.




  ‘Why don’t you get a home computer?’ she asked.




  ‘What for?’




  ‘Something for you to do in the evenings.’




  ‘Is that what they’re for?’




  ‘It’s what people seem to do with them. It would make a change from reading and stamp-collecting.’




  ‘I suppose it would.’ So would dancing, he thought, listening to the tango. He used to do a lot but Sally was a stiff and awkward dancer, more so when with him. It was odd because

  her movements were normally graceful. Perhaps knowing that he danced well spoiled her confidence or perhaps she felt awkward because of his bulk although, like many men of his size, he had rhythm

  and poise on the dance floor. Anyway, they never danced now.




  ‘Oh, someone from the embassy was after you,’ she said.




  ‘Which embassy?’




  ‘Ours, of course. He was one of those two secretaries or whatever they are that everyone’s always on about. I never know which is which.’




  ‘Feather and Nightingale.’




  ‘Yes, one of them. He wanted you to go and see him. He was trying to get you after lunch and eventually rang me. Wouldn’t say why.’




  ‘I must have been out.’




  ‘Do you think they are?’ she asked after a pause.




  ‘Everyone says so.’




  ‘I didn’t think it was allowed in the diplomatic service.’




  ‘Used to be traditional.’




  ‘Really?’




  William smiled. ‘No, not really.’ Her occasional literal-mindedness had always attracted him. It made him feel protective.




  ‘I’m going to have a bath.’ She turned up the music so that it would carry.




  The British Embassy was an old white house built for bankers in more prosperous days. It stood out from similar houses in the street because it was festooned with cameras and

  anti-terrorist devices. In the entrance hall was a magnificent chandelier that was lit day and night.




  ‘The inspectors tried to make us turn it off when they were out last year,’ said Nightingale, the youngest and, because of his flamboyant bow-ties, best-known of the embassy staff.

  ‘They also tried to make us move into some awful modern building with glass all over the place but Nigel made one of his great Feather fusses and they took fright, poor things.’ He

  laughed. ‘Of course, the ambassador having been on the panel of inspectors in his last post helped a bit. We actually got an increase in allowances. Only one in the world this year. I wonder

  where the beast is?’




  ‘Who?’ They were climbing a wide curving staircase and William, who had the outer lane, was finding it hard to keep up.




  ‘Peter, the ambassador. Not that he’d be very keen to do it himself, but he’d probably like to squeeze hands.’




  ‘Do what?’




  Nightingale appeared not to hear. He touched his bow-tie which, that day, was blue with white spots and very floppy. They turned off along a corridor and into an office where a girl sat at a

  desk reading the horoscope in the Daily Mail.




  ‘Angie, dear, is Peter in?’




  The girl did not look up. ‘Don’t think so, no.’




  ‘Oh, drat, he’s such a nuisance. Do you think he’ll mind not being introduced to William?’




  She glanced at William. ‘Shouldn’t think so.’




  ‘We can always say we tried.’




  The stairs narrowed and wound more tightly upwards and Wiliam was happy for Nightingale to go first. ‘Peter’s a bit of a stick-in-the-mud but he’s not bad really,’

  Nightingale said. He had thin lips and an unrelenting smile. ‘Came up the commercial side. Not very bright but terribly pleased to have got a bit of status. Rather touching. Nice enough so

  long as you make him feel he’s been consulted, like all these commercial people.’ He hesitated, then turned to William with sudden enthusiasm. ‘Of course, you’re in business

  yourself, aren’t you? How very interesting that must be. It’s a jolly good thing to make ambassadors out of commercial officers; they know what’s important.’




  The stairs gave on to a narrow corridor in the roof. ‘Used to be the maids’ quarters,’ Nightingale continued. ‘They were used for lumber and old files for years, but we

  thought they were so much nicer than the chancery rooms that we nagged Peter into letting us move. We’re both much happier here, so much more private.’ They entered a sitting room with

  a sofa and armchairs and matching curtains over dormer windows. ‘The main problem was the admin. officer. He fought with native Celtic guile and an obstinacy all his own. In the end we won

  him over by letting him have the chancery rooms all to himself. Enormous increase in status. We’re all so very corruptible, aren’t we?’ He laughed. ‘Actually, Peter was the

  only loser because now he has to work within spitting distance of the said awful admin. officer. But then someone in life always loses. Nigel had to explain that to him. I expect you’re

  wondering what all this is leading up to?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Thought you were. Awfully restrained of you not to have asked before.’ Nightingale put his finger to his thin lips and pointed at the door at the far end of the room. ‘In

  there, in the office – the scriptorium, we call it – there’s a little man called Box who’s come all the way from London to see you. Nigel’s making him

  happy.’




  ‘What for?’




  ‘Oh, just being friendly, you know. Don’t want London to think we don’t like their little people.’




  ‘I mean, what does Box want to see me for?’




  Nightingale held up his hands in mock horror. ‘My dear, I can’t possibly tell you that. All frightfully hush-hush. We had a telegram, one of those eat-before-reading ones.

  You know what they’re like. Perhaps you don’t. Come on, I’ll wheel you in, then scuttle off with Nigel.’




  Two more armchairs and another sofa, this time larger and leather, were grouped round a fireplace at the far end of the room. The sofa had its back to the door. By the window two desks faced

  each other, one very tidy, the other strewn with papers, mugs, bottles and glasses. Feather was a big man in a stained and crumpled white suit. His tie hung loosely round his unbuttoned collar, his

  hair was long and he was unshaven, giving the effect of an ageing Baudelaire. He sat in one of the armchairs with a Turkish cigarette and a glass of brandy, addressing the sofa.




  ‘Nigel, what a sight for our visitors!’ Nightingale exclaimed delightedly. ‘I told you this morning this would probably be William’s formative experience of the inner

  workings of diplomatic life. You’ll leave a lasting impression.’




  Feather turned towards William. ‘Brandy?’




  ‘No, thanks.’




  ‘Coffee?’




  ‘Yes, please.’




  A percolator bubbled by the fireplace. Nightingale hurried to it and sniffed. ‘Nigel, it’s not Brazilian.’




  Feather stared for a long time like a dying man trying to remember. ‘Is it not?’




  ‘No, it is not and I went to the market especially when I knew we’d have guests. I do wish you’d pay a little more attention sometimes.’




  Feather’s gaze traversed slowly back to the sofa. His eyes were the most melancholy that William had seen, dark holes in a handsome, dissolute face. It was impossible to tell whether he

  was contemplating the futility of all human endeavour or simply having trouble formulating a thought.




  ‘Don’t need us, do you?’ he said to the sofa. He got up and shuffled past William to the door. ‘Leave that now,’ he told Nightingale.




  ‘But it’s not ready yet.’




  ‘They can do it themselves.’




  Nightingale followed him crossly out of the room.




  William stared at the back of the sofa. There was a movement and then a very short man stood and faced him as if from behind a parapet. The man was the contrary of Feather in every particular:

  small and dapper with thining dark hair pressed ruthlessly down upon his skull, gold-rimmed glasses and a disciplined moustache. He wore a dark three-piece suit with a thin gold watch-chain across

  the waistcoat, a tight triangle of white handkerchief showing above the breast pocket and a half-inch of white cuff beneath the sleeves. His face had a London pallor.




  He held out his hand. ‘Arthur Box.’ They had to negotiate the sofa before contact could be made. Box looked around the room. ‘Is there anywhere we can go?’




  ‘Go?’




  ‘To talk.’




  ‘Can’t we talk here?’




  ‘Walls.’




  ‘Walls?’




  ‘Have ears.’




  Box went to the window. It was set high in the eaves and he had to go up on his toes in order to peer out. He turned and put his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets, standing very upright, then

  nodded at something behind William. ‘That’ll do.’




  Behind the door was an old white sink, probably Victorian. Box strode over and tried to turn the tap. He had to use both hands and another handkerchief taken from his trouser pocket. After a

  couple of splutters, water gushed out.




  ‘Better than nothing,’ he said. He indicated to William to stand at the other side of the sink, then continued in a low voice. ‘Apologies for the irregularity, but we need your

  help. You no doubt know where I’m from?’




  ‘London?’




  ‘What I represent, I should say.’




  William thought. He had sometimes imagined being asked to work for the Secret Service but not like this. The suggestion should have been made on a yacht or a ski slope or, since he had never

  been on either, in an expensive bar, preferably by someone who looked like Theresa. ‘The Secret Service?’




  Box shook his head. ‘Nearly but not exactly, at least not any more. There’s been a recent change. We’re now Special Information Services plc; we’ve been privatised. A

  very successful flotation. Surprisingly. Her Majesty’s Government is still the major shareholder, of course, as well as our major customer. They buy most of our information. That’s why

  I’m here.’




  For William, spies began with Bulldog Drummond and ended with Bond. After that they were all victims. Nevertheless, it was a call to be answered. He would rather have been on Her Majesty’s

  Secret Service but if Special Information Services plc was the nearest to it that Her Majesty would permit, so be it. He waited for Box to explain. They stared at each other across the gurgling

  tap.




  ‘Why are you here?’ William asked eventually.




  ‘Cobalt.’ There were raised voices in the next room and a door slammed. Box took no notice. ‘You’ve read about cobalt?’




  ‘Not recently.’




  ‘You are in business?’




  ‘Yes, but books and paper, that sort of thing.’




  ‘Nothing to do with cobalt?’




  ‘No.’




  Box leaned across the sink. He lowered his voice further and rapidly explained that problems in Zaire had led to a world shortage of cobalt, that this was one of the very few countries with

  sufficient unexploited reserves to make up the shortage, that there were worrying signs that the Russians were moving in to corner the market and starve the West of a mineral essential for

  rocketry, certain kinds of jet engine and, as everyone knew, artificial hips. Indeed, the Russians seemed to be doing more than that: they had negotiated a fishing agreement highly favourable to

  themselves, had influenced the way this country voted in the UN, were secretly training elements of the armed forces and were believed to have the new president at least half-way into their pocket.

  Whether he was being pocketed willingly or under pressure or through mere foolishness no one knew – but being pocketed he was. Cubans were in evidence, East Germans were about, the Russian

  Embassy was being enlarged into a fortress, there were food shortages in rural areas caused by the diversion of grain to the Soviet Union – in short, all the symptoms of a further expansion

  of Russian imperialism, a generally fatal disease. It was not only bad for the country, it was bad for the free world as a whole and for Britain in particular.




  ‘That’s why I needed to talk to you,’ he concluded. ‘It’s a very big contract, this one, a bonus job. If we can stop this place going down the drain, we’ll

  keep the Firm going for the next few years while we build up the private sector commercial intelligence side.’




  There were sounds of sobbing in the next room. Another contrast with Feather, William noticed, was Box’s eyes: they had neither depth nor expression and, being an uncertain mixture of grey

  and white, seemed not quite to achieve a proper colour.




  ‘That’s if you wouldn’t mind helping out Queen and country and whatever,’ added Box. His neat white hands gripped the edge of the sink.




  ‘Not at all.’ William was embarrassed. ‘Very happy.’




  ‘Some people don’t these days, you see. Don’t seem to care any more.’




  ‘I can imagine that.’




  ‘Could be something in it for you, too, of course. Not that that’s important, I know.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘But the Firm would see you all right.’




  There was renewed altercation in the next room, cut short again by the slamming of a door. After a soft knock, Nightingale’s thin face appeared. He looked upset and his bow-tie flopped

  more on one side than the other.




  ‘Feather’s impossible. I’m at my wits’ end. I hope we haven’t disturbed you.’ His eyes sought the running water. ‘Oh, it is you. I said it

  couldn’t be. How embarrassing. Would you mind awfully if I asked you to turn it off? Don’t want to be more of a bore than I am’ – he smiled – ‘but it’s

  coming through the ceiling below. They think we do it deliberately. They get frightfully upset.’




  Box put both hands to the tap. ‘We’ll go into the garden.’




  There were two buckets catching water in the corridor below and a green plastic bowl on the desk of the girl who had been reading. Nightingale left them in order to placate her. As they

  descended the stairs they heard his plaintive tones and her irritated protests eclipsed by harsh croaking admonitions from Feather. Everyone was saying that they were going to tell Peter.




  The garden was large and well kept. An almost English lawn sloped down to burgeoning banks of shrubbery. Box clasped his hands behind his back and sniffed the air.




  ‘I think a stroll, don’t you?’ he said loudly. They paced the perimeter of the lawn as far as the first corner. Box turned to face the embassy. ‘This should be okay. No

  one’s watching. You stay where you are while I check.’ He ducked into the bushes.




  A green parrot flew across the lawn and perched in a tree. William had heard about this bird. It lived at the embassy and was famous for its imitations of staff being rude about each other and

  their guests. It stared at him and slowly raised one claw. William raised his hand.




  ‘Someone coming?’ Box’s voice was urgent.




  ‘It’s all right, I was waving at the parrot.’




  When Box spoke again his tone was gentler. ‘Just pretend you’re enjoying the garden. I’ll stay in here so that we’re not seen together. We can talk like this, but try not

  to move your lips too much. If anyone does see you, they’ll think you’re talking to yourself.’
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