NQA
James Ross

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events,
locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or
used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
punk/presse
(C) 2013

“I can see he's not in your good books,' said the messenger.
'No, and if he were I would burn my library.”

William Shakespeare,
Much Ado About Nothing

Chapter 1
Nothing is more guaranteed to spoil a dinner date with a beautiful woman
than three guys at the next table playing Flick the Gravy. I mean, in principle
I’m all for participation in team sports and I have nothing in principle against
gravy, sauce or condiments, but when it lands splat on the beautiful, milkwhite nape of my date’s neck it’s apt to spoil the mood. And that couldn’t be
allowed to happen. You see, I was in love. Well, actually, it was pure lust, but

that’s beside the point, you’d be in love too if you could have seen how
luminously beautiful Lara was. She had copper hair, milky white skin and the
body of a woman designed by God. Designed by God, that is, if God had been
working in collaboration with Robert Mapplethorpe, with structural advice
from assorted BDSM fetishists. I wanted to get to know her in a most unbiblical fashion, and having her hosed down in beef-gravy wasn’t part of my
seduction plan. But even then, the situation could have been saved if there’d
been a cessation of gravy flicking and a brief apology. But when I looked over
to the Chief Flicker, a burly, pink-faced rugger-bugger who, by the expensive
cut of his suit and the three empty bottles of champagne that littered the table,
I guessed was some sort of merchant banker, or at the very least the recipient
of a few generations of financially-cossetted entitlement, he just looked in my
direction, gave a sort of gravy-edged grin and mumbled, ‘What?’

And it was not in any sense an apologetic ‘What?’ It was more a ‘Master of
the Universe deigning to speak to a member of the vermin class’ sort of
‘what?’
I looked at my date who, not realizing the source of her new-found liquidity,
was using a tissue to wipe the gravy-speckled beauty of her neck, said,
‘Excuse me a moment,’ and stood up. I had no idea what I was going to say at
this point, and I had less than three paces in which to rehearse some sort of
speech in my head before I arrived at Meatball Stadium, but I stood up and
walked over anyway. When I got there the big guy paused, mid-flick, a halfmeatball loaded onto spoon and all ready to go, looked up at me and
repeated, ‘What?’
Then he flicked.
We both watched as it flew through the air and landed with a silent splat on
the back of my date’s white silk dress and rolled down like a tiny cookedmeat boulder, leaving a trail of gravy and disappointment on the snowy
slopes of Lara’s dress. The meaty chunk paused for a second as it reached the
top of the chair-back, then dropped silently to the floor behind her. The
Flicker grinned at this, gravy sauce rimming the edge of his lips running
down the corner to his chin. ‘Har, har,’ he said. ‘Har har.’ Then he took out his
wallet, opened it and ostentatiously peeled off a wad of fifties, slapped them
down on the table, looked up at me with a look of overweening arrogance
and announced, ‘Buy your tart a new dress.’ He gave a sly smile to his pals,
‘Or better still, maybe I’ll buy her from you.’
‘You couldn’t afford her,’ I said.

‘I could afford the contents of the whole fucking restaurant,’ he said, voice
braying loudly, ‘Including dessert. And your whore.’
Then he laughed.
His two friends laughed too, loud and long, a strident display of wealth,
entitlement and arrogance that was focused on the wad of money that lay on
the table in front of me. I think I was expected to accept the cash in lieu of a
small thing like a pleasant evening with a beautiful woman. Maybe the
money was supposed to be a metaphor for our different stations in life.
Perhaps, I mused, I was supposed to just tug my forelock and thank him for
his generous offer of droit de signeur. For a moment I paused while I thought
of a suitably witty retort. Nothing came to mind.
So I punched him in the mouth.
Twice.
The first punch split his lip and loosened a couple of teeth; I actually felt them
give a little. The second punch was a tad firmer, I was getting warmed up,
and it broke his nose too for good measure. Blood and gravy flew everywhere
and he fell backwards over his chair, but then rose from the floor almost
immediately, roaring, snorting a mix of blood, tears and gravy. He was bigger
than I thought, and angry too. His friend shouted something so I turned and
punched him in the eye. It ‘s hard to land a decisive knockout punch to the
jaw when your opponents are all sitting down, which meant I’d punched two
of them, and hard, but they were still in the match. Then the third one clipped
me across the temple with the bottom edge of an almost empty bottle and I
dropped to one knee, seeing sparks, frothy wine from the bottle foaming in
the air. For a weird moment I found myself sitting talking to Greener in his

office and he was wearing a white suit, ‘Why you wearing a white suit?’ I
asked.
‘You should get back in the room, man,’ he replied, and even I had to agree
that my mind should be somewhere else so I dragged my focus back to the
restaurant, where I became aware of Lara screaming, and then someone
kicked me across the head, releasing even more stars into my field of vision. I
heard Greener’s laugh fading and did the only thing I could think of, which
was to roll forward into a head-down charge and sort of pile into the three of
them, and we all hit the floor in a flurry of punches, elbows, kicks, headbutts,
bites and eye-gouging. Those last were mainly courtesy of me, but when
you’re one on three and you’re already so stunned you think you’re in a room
chatting to a friend there’s got to be no questions asked.
None of us heard the sirens until the flashing blue lights appeared outside the
restaurant window, at which point all three members of Meatball United
stood and legged it out through the back kitchen. I clambered to my feet,
ready to follow, but paused when I heard Lara shout, ‘Don’t you fucking dare
leave me here, Mark Barrett!’
I don’t know about you, but the sound of a beautiful woman talking dirty
always makes me pause to reflect. Which is how I found myself, minutes later,
cuffed and in the back of a police car. The night just wasn’t panning out as I’d
hoped, and as the police car pulled away with me inside I saw Lara standing
at the door of the restaurant staring balefully in my direction with a stained
dress and a look that told me I was never ever going to get biblical with her. I
felt like a man who’d washed the shirt containing his winning lottery ticket

and ended up with a wedge of faintly pink cardboard where there should
have been a slip of paper worth millions.
‘That your date?’ the police constable driving the car asked, checking his rearview mirror as he spoke.
I nodded.
‘Pretty girl,’ he said.
I nodded again. My jaw ached, my skull was sore, my knuckles and various
other parts of my body were throbbing. The street-lights of London wrapped
their shadows around us as we drove to the station.

Chapter 2
‘They’ve got CCTV?’ I said. ‘In a five-cover restaurant?’ I was pretty amazed
at that level of security in a restaurant that could barely fit twelve paying
customers.
‘Just watch,’ the detective said, and she popped in the USB and pressed play.
Watching the unfolding scene, fascinated, I had to concede it looked pretty
damning.
Earlier, around eleven, they’d booked me into the cell, and at about one in the
morning I’d been given a cup of tea. At ten past three I was led to an
interview room where the detective, a short woman with a brisk haircut and a
fatigued smile, showed me the record of my crime that I was now studying
with the rapt attention of a movie critic threatened with the sack if he didn’t
discover something interesting to say about a completely impenetrable
subtext of a silent French movie. Whoever said the camera does not lie is
wrong. Dead wrong. The CCTV, which must have been placed above the
kitchen door, was pointing at the back of my head, Lara was visible and,
behind her, the chief Meatball Chucker was almost hidden at his table in a
shallow alcove. One other table was busy and the rest were set but empty. The
segment of film I watched showed Lara and me eating, drinking and chatting
for a while, the detective scrolled through then let it play from the bit where it
showed me standing up, walking over to the table and, with barely a pause,
just punching the guy backwards over his chair. It was a pretty good punch, I
thought, as was the one that followed, which showed the guy was tougher
than I might have liked, because almost immediately he began to get up.
Then, still on CCTV, I punched one of the other guys too. There was no

sound, no images of flying foodstuffs, meat-related or otherwise, no insults or
‘har-hars’ and absolutely no mitigating circumstances, just me punching two
total strangers for no apparent reason. And then all hell broke loose as my
rough approximation of a prop-forward in a scrimmage turned the restaurant
into the gastronomic equivalent of an MMA cage.
‘Classy,’ the detective commented, and paused the picture as a flurry of
punches began to rain down on my head. You could clearly see me sticking
my thumb into someone’s eye. ‘The pictures speak for themselves,’ she said.
‘Would you like to make a statement, before we charge you?’
‘I think I’d like to speak to my lawyer first,’ I said.
She nodded. ‘Probably a wise move. Want me to call him?’
It was half three on a Sunday morning and I didn’t want to call him right
then. Truth is, he’s my older brother and he’d be seriously pissed if I dragged
him from his bed to bail me on an assault charge at that time of day. Or night.
And his wife hates me anyway. ‘Can I call him in the morning?’
She nodded. ‘We’ll charge you when he gets here.’
‘No rush, I said.
I was led back to my cell. They’d already taken my laces, my belt, tie, wallet,
phone and everything else that was of value, either in monetary terms or as a
possible makeshift method of suicide. I tried to put on a brave face, add a bit
of levity; ‘Can you give me a wake-up call at ten?’ I said to the duty officer,
who ignored me. ‘Poached eggs for breakfast, two, with black coffee. Maybe a
fruit juice. A couple of paracetamol.’
He slammed the cell door as he walked out.

‘Bring me a woman too,’ I said to the spyhole in the off-white painted metal.
‘I’m feeling seriously unrequited in here.’
The spyhole in the door didn’t reply.
I spent the rest of the night sleeping fitfully on an unfriendly bench and woke
with a numb right arm and a crick in my neck when someone opened the cell
door. I looked up, groggy, ‘Time for my phone call?’
‘You’re out of here,’ the officer said, shaking his head, though whether more
in sadness or anger I couldn’t tell. He did tell me the charges had been
dropped though, and then took me to a holding area where I signed for my
stuff, pulled on my shoe and belt, shoved my phone, wallet and tie in a
pocket and made for the door.
Sitting in the foyer was a fair-haired man of about my age dressed in a dark
suit and a winter overcoat, and as I passed he stood up and asked, ‘Mr.
Barrett?’
I stopped and turned, ‘Yes?’
‘Managing Director of NQA Courier services?’
And sole employee I added silently, ‘Yes. Can I help you?’
He paused, looked a little embarrassed, ‘I was looking for you last night and
was told you could be found here.’
I nodded.
‘Are you recovered?’ he asked.
‘I’m not being charged,’ I replied. That was recovery enough.
‘Quite,’ he said. We stood looking at each other for a moment then he said, ‘I
have a business proposal for you, Mr. Barrett.’

I glanced up at the wall clock. It was eleven minutes past seven on Sunday
morning. ‘Now?’
‘Do you have any other plans for today?’
Sleep, I thought, as I followed him out of the station. And call Lara.
‘If you have an hour, I’d like to run a proposal past you. I can still have you
home by nine,’ and he gave me a little smile as though he’d been reading my
mind, ‘to catch up on your sleep.’
I knelt to fasten a shoelace.
‘It’s an important job,’ he told me.
‘How important?’ I asked.
‘Fifty thousand Euros for five days’ work.’
I paused to think, stood up, still only at the top of the station steps, allowing
the numbers to sink into my slightly befuddled mind. ‘When do you want me
to start?’ I asked.
He smiled again, and I saw there wasn’t much humour in his eyes. ‘Come
with me,’ and we walked down the steps and through the early December
slush to his car. It was a nice car, and we drove in quality Stuttgart silence
through town, and along the Strand. The streets were quiet too, as we turned
into a hotel.
‘The Savoy?’ I asked.
He nodded and I noticed that each smile contained a little less warmth than
the last, like a colour photocopier that was running out of toner. We got out
and he tossed the keys to a valet.
‘I have a slight confession,’ he told me.
‘You do?’

‘I’m not the client,’ he said. ‘I too work for the client.’
‘The client?’
‘Mr. Maundy.’
I followed him through the doors and across the entrance foyer, and we
waited for the lift. Stepping inside we went upwards for what seemed quite
some time, the silence only broken when Blondie asked, ‘What does NQA
stand for?’
‘National Qigong Association,’ I answered, staring at the lights that indicated
which floors we were passing.
He raised an eyebrow, ‘Really?’
I nodded.
Exiting the lift we turned left toward a double door. ‘Jack Maundy?’ I asked.
The blonde man nodded, ‘Commissioner Maundy,’ he corrected.
For the benefit of anyone who doesn’t read the newspaper, surf the net, follow
twitter, watch TV or listen to the radio, that should probably read Disgraced
EU Commissioner Jack Maundy, due for trial on charges of fraud, bribery,
corruption and all-round general venality on a scale that would make the
combined wealth of the Triads, the Mafia and the Colombian drug baronetcy
weep with envy.
‘Right,’ I said.
This was beginning to get interesting.
Blondie opened the door and we entered Jack Maundy’s penthouse suite.

Chapter 3
As I stepped through the door of Jack Maundy’s suite at the Savoy I realized
that I already knew quite a bit about him from what I’d seen recently on TV
and in the newspapers. A Glaswegian and a Barnardos Boy, he’d started
adult life as a squaddie in the PBI during the Irish troubles of the 70’s, and out
of that experience he’d become politicized; he educated himself, ferociously
and pretty successfully it must be said, for he ended up in Colchester Army
prison for various acts of sedition and mutiny. After being bounced out of the
Army he entered the world of local politics up in Scotland, joined the Scottish
Nationalists, and then moved across the channel to become a Euro MP.
Promotion followed promotion and gradually his radical politics faded, until
he ended up a European Commissioner, one of that tiny group of unelected,
ultra-powerful people who pull a lot of the strings and never have to answer
awkward questions in the House.
In the space of about twenty-five years, he’d risen from being an army grunt
to being one of the rulers of Europe. And if he was not quite the biggest
Eurocrat on the block, he was probably their biggest thief. A trial was due to
start some time soon because when, after twenty-plus years of failing to do so,
post-Brexit, a team of forensic accountants had finally managed to balance the
European Union financial accounts, they discovered an eighty-one billion
shortfall in the cash deposits overseen by The Department of European
affairs.
Maundy’s department.
And he was in the frame.

Maundy-money, the press called it. No one knew where it had gone or who it
had gone to but Maundy’s name was on the oak-paneled door in the
Strasbourg office of the Department of European Affairs, so it was supposed
that either he had it, or he knew where it was being had. And then, after
months of speculation, in a surprising turn of events, Maundy had moved
from being the chief suspect to main witness for the prosecution. So Jack was
probably a turncoat, as well as the biggest thief in history.
Blondie shut the door quietly behind me. We were in a hotel room that was
bigger than my entire apartment, decorated in a style that could best be
described as Arab-Sheik Chic; nothing that could be decorated, wasn’t. Goldleaf, polished wood, shag pile-carpets and burnished steel everywhere, megascreen TV, enough comfortable chairs to seat a decent-sized harem, a
polished-wood table large enough to hold an extraordinary general meeting
of the ECB. When they decorated this suite they hadn’t stinted. The suite
appeared to contain just about everything, and that included a disgraced
Eurocrat and a couple of hired guns. For near the window stood a man, much
the same age as me, and much the same sort as Blondie. Both security
specialists, I guessed. This was confirmed when Blondie took off his topcoat
to reveal the butt of an automatic pistol poking out from his jacket, in an
inside-the-waistband holster. The other security guy was dark where Blondie
was not, and he carried a revolver in a shoulder holster, very old-school, but
they were of a type. Not police, I thought, not Interpol even, though I couldn’t
say why. Then Blondie said something to the other guy in French, it was so
quick and guttural I barely caught it, but it was a friendly insult of sorts. Ex

military, I guessed. Euro-cops don’t tend to go for piss-taking macho banter.
Too many German and Danish staff. Too PC.
A door opened and Maundy entered the room.
He was a short, vigorous bulldog of a man, with a liverish face that hung like
a sack from the bones of his skull. Like a devil, sick of sin, I thought, quoting
Owen to myself. And while he carried an impressive air of authority and
energy he was, nevertheless, looking hunted, furtive almost. But defiantly so.
‘Hello, Mr. Barrett,’ he said.
‘Hello, Mr. Maundy,’ I replied.
He held out his hand, ‘Pleased to meet you.’
We shook hands.
‘I’m very sorry to dragged you away from your sleep,’ he continued, ‘But I
have some rather urgent business that needs taking care of and I need
someone like you to do it.’
‘Someone like me?’
‘A courier. A man with a track record of getting things delivered. A man with
experience of how the world is,’ he said, ‘And you come well-recommended.’
I nodded, thinking I do? But not knowing what to say at this point. He
continued, ‘You may have seen my face in the news.’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘You know what I’m accused of?’
‘Losing eighty-odd billion Euros.’
‘A tidy sum,’ he said, and I had to agree with him there. He walked over to
the bar, poured himself a coffee. ‘Would you like one?’ he asked.
‘Yes,’ I said.

He turned and raised a questioning eyebrow and I added, ‘Cream, two large
sugars.’
He poured us both a cup and then said, ‘Take a seat, Mr. Barrett.’
I was tempted to ask him to call me Mark but decided that he probably
wouldn’t want to, so I sat down instead. I noticed that Blondie stood near the
door, almost behind me, and the other guy, Frenchie as I thought of him,
stood by the window. Between them they had the whole room and everyone
in it in clear line of sight. Somehow that didn’t make me feel safer. Maundy
sat down across the table from me and he placed both cups on it, careful to
position the cups on paper mats. He took a sip from his cup and I did
likewise, out of sheer politeness as I didn’t really want coffee at this moment. I
wanted to hear his pitch.
He said, ‘Mark Barrett, resident of Battersea. And most recently of Agar Street
Police Station.’
‘Yes.’
He studied me with heavy-lidded eyes. I felt like a Wilderbeast approaching a
croc-infested river. He looked at Frenchie and nodded. Frenchie brought over
a MacBook and Maundy lifted the lid. He’d already cued up a film on
Youtube. ‘Recognise this?’ he asked me.
I sat forward and watched the film clip. It showed an embedded Sky news
reporter called Magda Bushby interviewing a British Army Colonel at a
forward base in Afghanistan. Lined up behind him was a Company of Foot
Guards from the Mech-I, all in their shiniest Number 6 uniforms. The Colonel
spoke with the authority of a man born to lead, the progeny, in fact, of
generations of men born to lead, and the Sky reporter gazed at him with rapt

attention. The Army had wisely chosen their most handsome, old-Etonian
and highly decorated Guards Colonel to work with Sky’s embedded top
reporter and, clearly, she was smitten. But as he spoke of troop movements,
reconstructing a war-shattered country, building relationships with the
indigenous people etc. etc., from stage left someone with the appearance of a
tramp entered the picture. He might have been a homeless person, or maybe
an alcoholic, or maybe just someone who didn’t pay much attention to the
subject of personal admin; he was scruffy and unshaven and he sort of
walked diagonally across the parade area, into camera shot and just behind
where the handsome Guards Colonel was talking, and began picking his way
through the four ranks of troops that stood impassively ignoring, him. The
tramp was carrying a Socom 16 carbine of the type favoured by some
helicopter pilots for its portability, accuracy and stopping power, and he was
dressed in the remnants of some sort of uniform.
He was wearing only one boot.
Maundy looked up. ‘Recognise yourself?’
I did.
For the tramp was me.
I’d seen the clip a thousand times, though not for a year or two, and I knew
what happened before, during and after the clip.

Before, about four days before in fact, I’d been delivering some Steely-Eyed
Dealers of Death, Special Forces to you, cab-fares to me, to an LZ where they
were going to go out on a murder-mission, and after that I was due to drop off
four crates of mixed ordnance to a frontline base. It was late winter and the

days were short, the weather was closing in and I was hoping to be back in
my bunk before it got dark. Unfortunately, mid-way between stops, in one of
the most god-forbidden places on earth, we were ambushed in a hail of
brightly coloured tracer rounds, wildly aimed RPGs and generally optimistic
small-arms fire. Unfortunately for us, some of the small-arms fire was as
lucky as it was optimistic and I took a hit that twisted the front rotor of my
Chinook and I was forced to autorotate us down into a gully, and from there
we dashed to a nearby, deserted compound where we hastily set up a sort of
hardshell firebase and where we were kept under continuous and intense
small arms fire. We were unable to establish contact with my base camp, the
weather came in quickly and we were physically cut off from close airsupport. Three-dozen jihadists wanted our deaths recording for their YouTube
channel, and bad weather was lending them a helping hand. For the first few
hours, as night spread around us, it was touch and go, and the four crates of
.556 and .762 ammunition proved to be our saving grace, if high-velocity, fullmetal-jacket bullets fired from automatic weapons can be said to have any
sort of grace, but we dug in and hurled lead at anything that moved, and kept
doing so for the next three days and nights. In that sort of situation, bad luck
meant death, inattention meant death, a slow rate of fire meant death; sleep
meant death. So we fought for our lives, we kept firing, we shot anything that
moved. And we stayed awake.
Eventually, early on Friday morning, we were baled-out by a Pathfinder
Group; two of the Special Forces guys were wounded, one had been killed the
day before, and I got tinnitus from firing my bloody Socom from Tuesday
teatime until first-light Friday without the benefit of ear-defenders. Between

us we fired about fifteen thousand rounds, and the barrels of our guns were
worn smooth. We were all starving and dehydrated too but with help from
the PFs we managed to leg it out to the safety of some APCs, still under
intense fire, and when we arrived at the nearest camp some thirty-five miles
away, after another bone-jarring three hours crammed into a Bulldog along
with what felt like thirty tooled-up teenage grunts, I hadn’t slept in seventyeight hours.
We’d killed, according to those people who count these things, somewhere
between thirty and thirty-five children of Allah, wounded dozens more and
shot the living shit out of an eight-hundred metre circle of Afghanistan.
Reconstruction it was not.

So when I walked into the frame of Magda Bushby’s shot looking all
windswept and war-weary, she sort of lost interest in the photogenic Colonel
and told the cameraman to film me instead. Truth was, as I picked my way
across that improvised parade ground I was further beyond tired than I’ve
ever been before or since. I was still alert, painfully so, on some basic, caveman level, but I don’t think I was really awake. I was functioning, but barely.
My carbine was hanging arse-end up from a sling made of webbing I’d
rescued from the chopper when a grenade frag split my original strap, my
ears were ringing constantly like there was a cathedral calling the faithful to a
Sunday Mass in my head. And I’d lost a boot. An Altberg boot too. Made to
measure at the workshop in Richmond. So when I wandered across the
camera shot and meandered through the shining lines of Guards I really
wasn’t thinking of spoiling a good interview, I was just thinking of bed. Any

bed would do. And of sleep. Acres of sleep spreading out around me; none of
it under fire from murderous hordes. And when the Colonel ran over and
began to harangue me about the lack of respect I was showing his troops I did
what any battle-weary sleep-famished person would do. I cut the discussion
short.
I don’t actually remember smashing my forehead into the handsome
Colonel’s face, I don’t remember him staggering back nursing a broken nose,
and I don’t remember four guards giving me a thirty-second stand-up
kicking, I think I’d technically fallen asleep at that point, but Sky TV caught
every moment in all its glory. It ruined my career of course, and it meant I
never got the medal I’d been promised by the Major in charge of the Steelyeyed Dealers of Death, and it meant I spent the next three weeks in a cell,
well, a guarded tent, awaiting trial for assault on a senior officer. A charge for
which, in a warzone, the penalty is still officially death by firing squad.
But I got some sleep. And a month later I was flown home, court-martialed
and dishonourably discharged.
The only thing I still clearly remember of the actual event is, as I was led away
in a double-armlock by two of the biggest military policemen I’d ever seen,
and as the Guards company was shouted back into formation by the RSM, a
voice from the rear shouted, in his best mock-German accent, ‘Cooler!’ and
the whole parade began to laugh and hum the theme from the Great Escape
until the RSM told them to shut it. In fact, in the last Sky TV shot of me as I’m
being led away, you can see I’m smiling. My eyes are closed, but I’m smiling.

Maundy closed the Macbook lid. ‘You should have been decorated for your
action but instead you were thrown out of the army in disgrace.’
‘I was guilty.’
‘Guilty of what? Exhaustion?’
‘Guilty of being caught on camera.’
‘That will do it,’ he said.
The video clip had gone viral and for a week or so after the event I was on
every news programme, and this time there really were questions in the
House. Rather than shoot me, the Army decided to keep me on ice for a
month and then quietly get rid. Suited me. I still reckoned it was a fair trade
for the twelve hours sleep I got immediately after being arrested.
‘But you don’t get caught on camera now,’ Maundy said, ‘Do you?’
I shook my head. ‘Learned my lesson.’
‘And three years ago you set up your courier service. Which is reasonably
successful, I believe.’
‘Reasonably.’
He put down his coffee. ‘I’d like to offer you a job,’ he said. ‘Five days work,
and I’ll pay you well,’ he paused and attempted a smile, which came out as
more of a grimace, ‘But I’d make a request. Try not to get arrested. And try
not to get caught on camera.’
That’s two requests actually, I thought, and I guessed he was trying to make a
bit of a joke, but his still-coarse Glasgow accent and his lugubrious face let
him down on that point.
‘Tell me about the job,’ I said, and he began to speak but his phone rang. He
picked it up, looked at the number and said to me, ‘I need to answer this.’ He

looked over at Blondie and said, ‘Will you get Mr. Barrett whatever he needs;
breakfast, coffee...’
Blondie nodded.
Maundy went into another room to speak on the phone.
‘Would you like anything?’ Blondie asked.
‘Breakfast would be nice,’ I said. ‘Eggs. Mushrooms. And maybe a fresh pot
off coffee.’ He went to the hotel phone and ordered room service for me.
About five minutes later Maundy returned, pulling on his coat, ‘I have to go
out for a half hour,’ he told me. ‘Could you wait until I return?’
I nodded, ‘I’ve got nothing planned for today.’ Apart from sleep and call Lara, I
thought. But business wasn’t so good that I could turn down a year’s wages
for one week’s work. Maundy nodded toward Frenchie, who dragged on a
woolen cap, zipped his coat to the point where you couldn’t see the piece
strapped beneath his left armpit, and they both left the suite.
Blondie and me were saved from an awkward silence by the arrival of room
service, who’d thoughtfully sent up about a kilo of freshly scrambled eggs
and fried mushrooms, as I’d requested, plus a litre of coffee, with cream and
soft brown sugar.
‘Do you mind?’ I asked Blondie.
He shrugged so I sat down to my first proper meal proper in eighteen hours;
last night’s being barely consummated, as it were. Halfway through the eggs
Blondie sat at the table opposite me and poured himself a coffee.
‘Legion D’Etranger?’ I asked him, between mouthfuls.

He nodded, smiled a little too, like there was some colour coming back into
his toner. ‘Very perceptive,’ he said. ‘And yes. Ten years,’ he told me.
‘Parachute Regiment. Then this.’
‘This?’ I said.
‘Bodyguard work.’
It struck me that the closer he was to Maundy the less smiley he became, but
with Maundy out of the hotel he was almost chatty. ‘And you were British
Army? Helicopter pilot?’ he said.
I nodded, took up a large forkful of mushrooms and began chewing. He
smiled, ‘You were famous for your assault on that Colonel.’
I swallowed, ‘Briefly.’
‘Why did you do it?’ he asked.
Why indeed. I thought for a moment, then told him the truth, ‘I’d been in a
four-day firefight. I was so tired it was easier to hit him than try to explain.’
He shrugged. ‘Four days without sleep. Sounds like basic training in the
Legion.’
I smiled to myself. No one outdoes the Legion when it comes to boasting.
Especially about their basic training. They’ve even made Hollywood movies
about it. ‘It was, probably. But with live rounds and added maniacs who
wanted to cut off my head and film the event for posterity.’ It was my turn to
shrug. ‘It’s ancient history now. I haven’t seen that clip for two or three years.’
He paused for a moment, drank his coffee, poured me a refill. ‘Do you miss
the army? Do you miss the war?’ he asked.
‘Doesn’t everyone?’
He grinned, nodded agreement.

I finished what I could of the eggs, put down my knife and fork and sat back.
My stomach was thanking me for the treat. I leaned forward and picked up
my coffee. ‘What piece do you carry?’ I asked.
He glanced at his waistband. ‘Springfield XD. Compact.’
‘Can I have a look?’
His eyes narrowed the tiniest bit but he said, ‘Sure,’ and lifted it from the
holster, dropped the magazine into his left hand, ratcheted the slide to eject
the live shell and a couple of times more just to be safe, then handed it to me.
I took it from him and had a good look. ‘I’ve heard about these but, being out
of the game for a few years, I haven’t ever fired one.’
‘The army still uses the FS92?’
‘So I believe.’
Blondie’s gun was the Compact .45 ACP model. Big bullets. For dishing out
serious damage. The end of the barrel protruded from the slide about a half
inch, designed for fitting a suppressor. ‘Sub-sonic rounds?’ I asked.
‘Yes. In this line of business they work best.’
You can tell a lot from the gun a man carries. Blondie’s was purely a killing
gun. Small, powerful, with a fitting for a sound-suppressor that, with the
subsonic rounds he used, would make less than a ticking noise every time he
squeezed the trigger. Should he decide to use it, it would murder someone
with brutal efficiency. From the brief glimpse of the magazine I could see he
was using hollow-points, so no chest shots, in case the targets were wearing
body-armour, which would be very likely. It’d be head-shots every time. But
what impressed me more than his weapon-of-choice wasn’t the caliber or the
suppressor fitting, it was the way he’d drawn it from its holster, unfussy but

smooth and quick. Like the gun just wanted to be in his hand. Blondie was
what the old timers might have called a killing-gentleman, I guessed. The gun
felt lovely in my hand too, I could understand why he carried it; ergonomic,
much smaller than the military issue Beretta FS92 I’d been used to carrying
but carrying a much heavier-load, a real piece of work.
I handed it back. ‘Nice,’ I said.
He reloaded it and popped it back into the holster. ‘You find out what you
needed to know?’ he asked.
I nodded. ‘Want another coffee?’
‘One’s enough for me,’ he said, putting his hand over his mug. I poured
myself one, knowing I’d regret doing so in an hour. Blondie stood and went to
the window, looking down at the traffic and the river beyond.
‘Nice view?’ I asked, thinking he must be looking down on Cleopatra’s
Needle and the river beyond.
He nodded. ‘I never get tired of London.’
As I drank my coffee, I mused, Blondie wouldn’t have handed over his only
gun, unloaded or not. He would have a spare piece, an emergency-rig with
maybe a .32 super-compact or perhaps a hammerless five-shot revolver. I
wondered if his spare was in a pouch at the small of his back or tucked into a
trouser leg. And Frenchie was armed too. This was serious business I was
getting into.
No doubt, working for Maundy, they both had some sort of diplomatic license
to carry firearms, but the fitting for a silencer, carried as standard, had my
mental alarm bells, if not actually ringing furiously, then certainly chiming in
the distance. Whatever paperwork Blondie and Frenchie might carry, they

were hired guns, and if Maundy had a tenth of the money people thought he
did, they’d be the best hired-guns available. And he was up before the
International Court in eight day’s time.
It was getting interesting.

Chapter 4
Maundy returned about fifteen minutes later, looking even more lugubrious
and impatient than before. But he was polite; ‘Have you had enough
breakfast, Mr. Barrett?’
‘Ample, thankyou,’ I said.
He sat down at the table beside me. ‘I’ll make this brief,’ he said, ‘And I trust
that my words will go no further than these four walls. Agreed?
That’s one thing we could agree on. ‘Client confidentiality,’ I told him. ‘It’s
absolute.’
‘Good.’
He sat back, crossed his hands over his stomach and held me in his gaze. ‘One
week from tomorrow I will appear in court as main witness for the
prosecution in an investigation into the misappropriation of eighty-one billion
Euros.’
I said nothing.
‘There are people who want to hear what I have to say,’ he said. ‘Important
people. But there are also,’ and he paused for a moment, choosing his words,
‘people who would rather I wasn’t heard. And those too are important
people.’
I poured myself the last of the coffee and added cream and a couple of spoons
of soft brown sugar, figuring I’d need the caffeine rush to keep me focused on
what was being said. Maundy took a spectacle case from his pocket and put
on a large, thick-lensed pair of glasses, turned and reached into an old leather
briefcase that was sitting on a sideboard. He took out a small, well-worn
notebook. ‘This is a copy of my memoirs,’ he told me, flicking through the

pages. ‘There are four copies in all, hand-written, or rather, hand-copied, by
me.’
‘Memoirs?’ I said.
‘You might just as easily call them my insurance policy.’
For eighty-one billion, you just might, I thought.
‘I’d like you to deliver a copy of this notebook to three people. One each to
three people.’ He repeated this last line carefully, as though checking each
word for flaws, then continued, ‘I need them delivered, by hand, before
lunchtime Friday. I will pay you fifty-thousand Euros.’
I nodded.
He opened the notebook. ‘How good is your memory?’
‘Excellent,’ I said. ‘Bordering on eidetic.’
It is too. I remember just about everything I need to remember. Always have
done. From the leaves of the book he took out a slip of paper on which were
written three names, each alongside an address. I silently repeated each one
carefully, slotting it into my memory, allocating it a key so that I could forget
it now and access it later when I needed it.
The final address was a problem though, and I frowned. ‘I’m not sure I can
take the contract,’ glancing down again at that address.
‘Why not?’ Maundy asked, his eyes large and lugubrious, suspicious behind
the thick lenses.
‘One of the addresses. Riga.’
Maundy nodded, stared, waiting.
I pursed my lips; ‘I’m not well-liked in Riga.’

Maundy’s voice was flat. ‘Mr. Barrett, in the brief time I’ve known you, I’ve
discovered that you’re not popular in certain London restaurants either, and
that the British Army liked you so little they threw you out.’ His eyes became
cold, and once again I felt like a Wilderbeast, moving ever-closer to that crocinfested river where I must drink. ‘I’m paying you fifty thousand for five
day’s work,’ he said; ‘For that you can live with being unpopular.’
I thought about it for a few moments: Three packages, three countries. One
week. In and out. ‘You’re right,’ I said, finally. ‘I can live with it.’
‘Deal then?’
I nodded.
We shook hands.
Maundy sat back, allowing himself a moment to look a little tired then spoke
again. ‘Geert will drive you home. If you can come back tonight we’ll sort out
the payment details and I’ll give you the packages.’ Blondie pulled on his
outdoor coat, the better to hide the weaponry he carried. Geert, I thought.
Dutch.
I stood up and went to the door. ‘I’ll come back around seven,’ I said. ‘That
should give me time to make plans.’
‘I need absolute discretion on this, Mr. Barrett. Light footsteps if you don’t
mind. Leave as little trace as you can. No arrests, and no YouTube, if you
please.’
‘I’ll leave no trace,’ I said.
He smiled, first proper one of the day, I could tell from the wrinkles it left
around the loose skin of his eyes. ‘No trace would be best of all.’ He walked

me to the door of the suite, a distance of about thirty yards. No matter which
way I looked at it, his hotel suite was bigger than my flat in Battersea.
‘Just out of interest,’ he said, ‘What does NQA stand for?’
I said, ‘Northern Quilting Association.’
He looked at me for a moment. ‘Goodbye then,’ he said.
‘See you at seven,’ I said, and we left the room.

Blondie, Geert, drove me back over the river and I made it home about eleven
in the morning. Opening my front door I’d been right about a couple of things
so far: firstly, it was getting interesting and, secondly, the caffeine was kicking
in big time and I knew there was no way I’d be able to rest, never mind catchup on my police-cell interrupted beauty-sleep.
Back inside my apartment I stripped off last night’s suit, pulled on a t-shirt
and an old pair of jeans and checked my phone. There were three messages;
one from Greener to see how my date had gone, one from my mobile phone
company to say they were cutting me off if I didn’t pay my bill, and one from
my brother asking me if it was true I’d been arrested last night. I deleted all
three.
There was no message from Lara.

Chapter 5
London is full of couriers: couriers on pushbikes, couriers on motorbikes,
couriers driving vans, ten year-old couriers delivering Class A drugs, taxidrivers delivering prostitutes, guys on scooters delivering pizzas, the list is
endless. And every breed of courier has an associated sub-culture with it’s
own rules, uniform and value system. My own sub-culture is pretty small
though, consisting, so far as I know, of me. I operate in that twilight world
somewhere between barely and legal, delivering stuff too valuable to entrust
to skinny guys with bug-eyes, shoulder-bags and fixed-wheel bikes, and a
shade too legal to entrust to under-age gangsters in hoodies and low-slung
jeans. I’m socially mobile; I need to able to enter 30 St. Mary’s Axe without
attracting undue attention, chat to the general factotum of an oil billionaire in
a penthouse suite at the Hylton, and make friends with every concierge,
Maitre d’ and desk dolly, male, female or indeterminate, in a 40-mile wide
corridor between Gravesend and Windsor. And that’s just the local stuff. I
can ride, drive or fly just about any machine ever made, as a kid I used to
dream of flying, and I’ve always loved being on the move, it’s my thing, I
suppose, though in this job, as often as not, I’m a passenger. Over the last
three years I’ve delivered packages to just about every country in Europe as
far north as Finland and as far east as Turkey and, I know, before you tell me
that Turkey isn’t Europe, but you get my point. The job involves travel, and
the main personal requirements for me are an ability to blend-in unnoticed, to
get along with strangers, to think on my feet and to get the job done with as
little fuss as possible. I own three copies of my own passport, plus a couple of
fakes that I generally don’t use, I’ve still got my army ID, which comes in

handy sometimes and is a liability at others, and I can access cloned phones
for those times when I don’t want to be tracked, which is fairly often, and the
same goes for whichever laptop I want to take with me, should I need to take
one. I pay for all expenses in cold cash and I don’t hand in receipts. I tend to
wear light grey pants and a dark sweater over a lighter t-shirt, making me
look like an inoffensive media type, or a geography teacher; I wear
comfortable boots that I can run, drive or walk in, and when I’m working I
carry enough on me to get me just about anywhere I need to be. That means
cash, ID, credit cards, clean underwear and a small, completely non-ferrous
ceramic knife as a bare minimum.
I have an outstanding memory.
As a matter of principle I don’t deliver drugs, weapons or people, though I
did once accompany someone, more as chaperone than bodyguard, and that
job went to shit. Generally I don’t deliver things I can’t actually carry myself; I
did deliver an Old Master a couple of months ago which, for reasons of
confidentiality, I can neither name nor divulge the whereabouts. The point is,
I deliver things. It pays my rent and allows me to take out beautiful,
intelligent and feisty girls like Lara to restaurants in Covent Garden, usually
ending in a situation more pleasant than a one-against-three brawl and a
police cell. Yet despite my CV, the offer of work from Jack Maundy had me
troubled. The amount he was offering was equal to an average year’s wages,
and he was paying too much. The deal was simply too good. For him to offer
me that much money to delver three notebooks there had to be some serious
issues involved. He’d virtually admitted as much; there were people who
would rather he did not appear in court the following week, and if Geert and

Frenchie were anything to go by, these people would have serious help in
stopping him giving out inappropriate or embarrassing information. I
guessed that included whatever was in the notebooks I was to deliver. So
merely delivering three packages was slightly underselling the job; it was
more than that, but how much more I couldn’t yet gauge, and that troubled
me. I like to have a rough idea of what I’m letting myself in for. On the other
hand I couldn’t turn it down because a) I’d agreed to do it and couldn’t go
back on my word and b) it was too much money to turn down. Which was
what worried me in the first place. Stymied for an appropriate response, I got
on with packing my travel stuff into my favorite rucksack, a lightweight
goretex job with lots of little pockets and a toughened inner compartment for
my laptop and, on that topic, I texted Greener to see if he could have a blank
laptop delivered to me before 6. He texted back to say it was on its way. We
have a thing whereby for a fee I borrow a laptop from him when I need it and
hand it back undamaged, at which point he formats the disk and puts it back
in storage. It means I can work from a computer that is fresh and, more
importantly, untraceable, both before and after the event.

I took a shower, which felt extremely nice after being in the same clothes for
almost eighteen hours, pulled on some shorts, then my jeans and t-shirt and
sat down with my own laptop to check the Met office for weather reports.
With that information, I sorted out what I needed for the trip. The three
packages were to be delivered to Fort William in Scotland, Barcelona in Spain,
and, finally, Riga, Latvia. Being December, I had to prepare for bad weather,
so that meant packing the most warm clothing I could stuff into the rucksack

while still leaving room for my other equipment. Then I did a brief online
recce of the possible routes, including flights, trains and car-hire.

After thirty minutes study it seemed to me that it was easiest to do Fort
William first, keeping my options open about whether to fly to Riga or
Barcelona after that. I was tempted to do Riga first, get it out of the way, but
that meant doubling back on myself and, on principle, I didn’t do that unless I
had to. I checked my phone for messages and there were none since I’d
checked earlier, so called a local takeaway to order some Chinese food and, as
a way of calming myself and allowing my subconscious to process the various
options while I thought of something else, I went downstairs to check my
bike.

My apartment is a ground floor flat, what estate agents call a Garden Flat, but
it comes with a basement too, that acts as a sort of garage-cum-workshop, and
I was busy renovating a 1975 Moto Guzzi 850T, the Café Racer version. Aircooled V-Twin with a nominal 85BHP, when new. I’d got it to the point where
it looked good, not quite concourse but nice and clean-looking, and it ran well
but for, reasons I’d yet to discover, it kept cutting out at random moments,
which could be embarrassing if you were on the midpoint of a roundabout,
and was downright dangerous if you were doing fifty on the slip road coming
off the A1 after a short trip to St. Albans. But I’ve got a thing for big old
machines; I learned to ride on my dad’s Norton Dominator, ancient when he
bought it, learned to drive in a Zephyr Zodiac owned by my grandfather, and
I learned to fly in the RAF, where they’ve turned the maintenance of decrepit

machinery into a business model. I checked the bike wasn’t leaking fluid of
any kind, gave it a kick-start and revved it a few times, then let it idling on the
stand while I opened the basement door to let in some fresh air. Still in my
jeans and t-shirt, I padded to the back gate and checked it was locked and
bolted, my breath hanging in the chill night air, did a visual check of the
broken glass that ran the entire perimeter of the high garden wall, went back
inside and checked all my toolboxes were locked and secure, this is London
after all, and then I turned off the engine. I locked the outside door, secured
the four bolts using padlocks, and then went back upstairs, triple-locking that
door too, stashing all the keys in a box that I then stowed in a small wall safe.
After listening to litany of locks that you might think that I’m a bit obsessed
with security but, of the two apartments above me, the middle floor is
occupied by students and their associated friends, and the top floor by
someone I assume to be a middle-ranking drug dealer of some sort; not the
sort who stands on street corners but more the type who takes calls, sends
people to addresses and, possibly, breaks the occasional finger. He’s a friendly
guy though, and I think his presence might deter more people than it
encourages. But when I go away I like to think my apartment is fairly secure
from most opportunist burglars, smack-heads and other assorted recidivists.

The takeaway arrived and I was sitting eating, listening to a repeat of
Question Time on the iPlayer when one of Greener’s nephews arrived with
my laptop, ‘He said you might need this too,’ he told me, taking a phone from
his pocket and I asked him to thank Greener for it. Back in my kitchen I put
the laptop and phone on the table and checked everything was working ok,

packed them into my rucksack along with the rest of my kit and then went to
get dressed in my travelling clothes.
I left my apartment around five-fifteen, slamming the door, walking down the
steps and onto the street. It’s a good hour’s walk to the Strand, but I felt like
some fresh air and the walk would give me time to think. The streetlights
were on and it was already full dark, the air was fresh and cool enough that I
pulled on a pair of gloves, but all-told I was beginning to feel good. I felt
lightened, happy almost.
I was back doing what I liked best.
Moving.

Chapter 6
Blondie had given me a business card before he dropped me off this morning,
blank except for a cell number. I called it, it rang twice before someone
answered: ‘It’s Mark Barrett,’ I said. ‘I’ll be there in ten minutes.’
‘Meet me at the Pier,’ a voice said, it was Geert, ‘We’ll go in through the rear
entrance.’
The rear-entrance to the Savoy is used mainly by tradesmen, indiscreet
celebrities and libidinous princes, so I guessed it was appropriate for
disgraced politicians too. I turned left off Waterloo Bridge and doubled back
the quarter mile toward the Savoy Pier. Geert was waiting there and when he
saw me he nodded, and without a word we crossed the road and walked
together through the little park and headed for the rear entrance. Once inside
we cut up a flight of stairs and caught a lift on the second floor, all the way up
to Maundy’s suite. Geert stood facing the lift doors and when they opened he
gestured that I should lead the way. The absence of a smile or any sort of
friendly conversation told me that Maundy was in residence, but even if
Geert had been wearing a clown suit, big shoes and riding a children’s tricycle
I would have felt uncomfortable turning my back on him. It struck me that
99% of the time he was probably very safe to be around, that his presence, in
fact, ensured that whichever room he was in was just a little bit safer. But I
didn’t want to be there for that 1% when he became unsafe. I’d worked
alongside one or two stone-killers in the army, and it wasn’t always the guys
you expected. Back when I was still employed by HM Armed Forces we had a
chef at one base, used to save up his leave and then, maybe once every two or
three months he’d take a trip out into the badlands with the Special Forces

guys. Carried a .50 rifle and three or four days’ worth of supplies with him.
He’d peel off from the SF and go his own way, up into the hills somewhere,
and there’d be reports of all sorts of shootings and carnage; maybe a half
dozen followers of the religion of peace, with AKs strapped to their backs or
delivering IEDs on mopeds, would have their nefarious plans rudely
interrupted and find themselves instead at the gates of paradise, to be
entertained for all eternity, no doubt, by a few dozen virgins. Or a handful of
dried fruit, depending on your interpretation of the holy book. The point is
though, this chef was a stubby guy, not particularly fit and never likely to be
able to join the SAS or anything, but he enjoyed killing and he’d found a niche
that allowed him to do just that. Geert struck me as someone similar, except
he was Special Forces trained too, and I had no doubt that if his gun
malfunctioned he could kill you with any one of a hundred different unarmed
combat techniques too. He’d be able to kill you with anything in the room.
The thought amused me and I began to recite a list in my head of the various
weapons he might use: ballpoint pen, coffee mug, plant-pot, TV remote
control, picture frame…
‘You’re smiling.’
I turned, how had the hell he seen me smile? But by then we were at the door
of Maundy’s suite; Geert stepped past me and knocked, twice.

Maundy was deep in conversation with someone in a suit, the very model of
a bureaucrat, I thought, but he looked up briefly and waved me over toward
the coffee pot where Geert kindly poured me a mug full. ‘Milk and two
sugars, right?’ he asked, handing it to me.

Aah, memory, I thought. I’ve got one of those too. ‘Right,’ I said smiling,
dropping my rucksack onto the floor and taking the mug. Maundy’s
conversation was low and urgent and with the room the size it was I could
barely make out a word but after five minutes the man in the suit rose and left
without another word. Maundy watched him go and then turned to me.
‘Come over and join me, Mark,’ he said, a model of affability.
I picked up my mug and rucksack, and joined him, sitting opposite in one of
the plushly upholstered leather armchairs that dotted the room like benign
man-traps. A small table between us.
‘Now then,’ he said. ‘Are you ready for you, mission, Mr. Barrett?’
‘All set,’ I said.
‘Good.’
He reached down for an old leather briefcase and from inside he took three
small, thick, expensively-bound A6 notebooks which he laid on the table.
Then he took out three small padded envelopes. The envelopes were blank
except that each one had a letter; a B an F and an R. I could guess what they
stood for. He placed a notebook inside each envelope, sealed the envelopes
and placed them on the table in a neat pile. Looked at me intensely for a
moment. ‘I’m entrusting a lot to you.’
‘I know.’
‘More than you know,’ he said. ‘But I believe you are a man who, pardon the
pun, delivers.’
‘I am.’
I picked up the packages, pushed them deep inside my rucksack. He watched.
I said, ‘I’ll have the job done by Friday lunchtime.’

He nodded.
‘I won’t give you details of my route,’ I said. ‘But they’ll be there on schedule.’
‘I believe you,’ he said.
I wondered if he had other couriers doing the same thing. Insurance on his
insurance, so to speak. Or maybe I was the other courier. I glanced at my
watch, ‘I need to go.’
He nodded.
There was something very contained, but desperately sad, about Jack
Maundy at that moment. I sensed also that he did not much like being a
passive observer; that he’d much prefer to be doing this sort of thing himself.
I remembered he’d been a soldier too and that, like me, he’d gotten kicked out
of the army.
‘Can I get a lift to Euston?’ I asked.
He nodded.
Geert went for the car.
Maundy watched him go and then stood. He held out his hand. ‘Be careful,’
he said.
I stood too; we shook hands. ‘I will.’
He walked me to the door. He opened it for me, paused and then said, ‘I
wonder what history will make of me, Mr. Barrett? A thief? A turncoat? A
symptom of some greater malaise?’
I said, ‘A soldier, maybe?’
He looked at me and a slow smile spread across his face, ‘A soldier. Aye, that
would be nice.’ He patted my arm and I left him there and walked to the lift.
Getting off at the second floor I walked down the stairs to the back door.

Geert was waiting in the Merc and I climbed in. ‘Euston.’
We were there in ten minutes; he stopped at a taxi bay. As I got out he gave a
wry smile and said, ‘Bon voyage.’
‘You too.’
I walked into Euston alone, went upstairs and into a café, walked down the
back stairs, went into the M&S and out through a side door, went down the
escalator and walked through the tunnel to Kings Cross where the 8.15
sleeper to Glasgow was waiting. The platform was reassuringly busy as I
climbed onto the train. I showed the conductor my ticket, found my berth and
shut the door behind me. I peeled off my rucksack, jammed a small wedge
beneath the door, lay down on the bunk and relaxed. About ten minutes later
I heard the guard’s whistle and the ground beneath the train began to
shudder as the train moved off.
I settled in for the journey.

Chapter 7
I woke, and for a moment I did not know where I was or even who I was. It
sounds strange, but it’s a thing that happens to me regularly and it’s one of
the more pleasant experiences in my life, that feeling of being benignly
dislocated from the outside world – I wake, and for a few seconds I don’t
have a clue about myself or the world around me. It’s kind of like being
cocooned in a lovely world without any cares or responsibilities.
Sadly, it never lasts.
Looking at the white ceiling of my berth I couldn’t get a fix, but turning to
look down at the rucksack on the floor told me I was on a train, going
somewhere, working probably. Then my conscious memory returned and I
remembered where I was and what I was doing there. The rhythm of the train
had lulled me to sleep. I checked my watch, it was after eleven and I’d been
asleep for almost three hours. I rubbed my eyes, sat up on the bed and began
to methodically check my personal admin: unpacking my rucksack, I checked
that everything was where it should be, and then repacked it, carefully.
Pocketing my wallet I stood, kicked out the wedge from beneath the door
and, grabbing my bag, lurched a little unsteadily into the train corridor.
By the time I found the restaurant car three carriages down, I’d become used
to the rocking motion of the train and felt both steady on my feet and
reasonably awake. I took a corner table, ordered a pot of coffee and some
whole-meal toast and sat down to do some work. Hertz in Glasgow was shut,
this being almost midnight on Sunday, but it was only mid-afternoon in Los
Angeles so I called them direct, explained the situation and, once they were
over the surprise of speaking to an English guy trying to book a car in

Scotland, they promised to book me a hire car for collection in Glasgow at
8am the following morning. I used fake ID and stolen credit-card details to
confirm the booking, which helps cut down on any chance of a paper-trail
that would lead back to me, but I told Herz LA that I’d prefer to pay cash
myself when I went to collect it: I’m not a thief. That done I opened the laptop
Greener had sent me and google-mapped the route I’d take tomorrow. It was
pretty straightforward: from Glasgow take the A82 and follow it north for
about one hundred and twenty miles through some of the most beautiful and
forbidding landscapes in the world, to Fort William, drop off the package,
then return to Glasgow where I could fly direct from Glasgow International or
scoot across to Edinburgh airport, if it proved more convenient; I had routes
planned from both. I then checked the Met office forecast for the A82 and it
promised below-zero temperatures and the chance of snow by tomorrow
evening, so I wanted to be away from Fort William no later than 1pm. I didn’t
fancy driving across Rannoch Moor in the snow. My coffee and toast arrived,
and the catering staff hadn’t skimped, providing extra butter, jam and
marmalade, as well as cream for the coffee, so I spent and enjoyable half hour
devouring that while reading the newspapers online. As with all the
computers I rent, this one was a one-off special-edition ‘Q’ model. Going by
the outside box it looked like some piece of ancient mass-produced PC junk; it
was bulky and a bit grubby-looking, the keys were ingrained with greasy
fingermarks; the battery compartment was secured by electrician’s tape and a
lump of blue-tack, and two of the functions keys were missing. When you
powered up it took about a minute and a half to boot up a version of
windows that was at least eight years old, and when it did eventually decide

to start working properly it ran at about half speed. However if you held
down the f6 and f8 buttons together for about five seconds, it started up as
something entirely different, something pretty fast and techy and very, very
sweet to work with. Hence, a ‘Q’ computer.
With a ghost of a smile on my face, I held down both keys and counted to
five.
When I work on a more involved job, and this was potentially very involved, I
take pains to ensure that my movements are untraceable, if at all possible, and
this includes use of phone and laptop. I try my best to be invisible. Every
computer leaves a digital fingerprint and, should anyone care to follow this
one, it’d tell them exactly where it had been and when, but as I’d be handing
it back in about five days I wasn’t too worried about it being traced back to
me. Same with the phone. There’d be no personal information recorded on
any information I requested or sent or just browsed through on the web, and
though there’d be a record of this computer’s activities on a massive harddrive somewhere in California, and with the phone too, my own personal
footprint would be zero.
It couldn’t be tracked back to me.

I decided to check out my first customer, retrieving the details rom my own
personal memory bank: Will Straughan. Fort William. I Googled the name
and found his details fairly quickly. I Wiki’d his name too, just to double
check, and then I checked the register of electors to get some sort of timeframe for how long he’d been living up in the wilds of Scotland. It turned out
that William Straughan had been living up there most of his adult life, which

was a fairly long time, if his wiki-biog was correct. He ran a small law-firm
but was now in semi-retirement, the business now being run on a day-to-day
business by his two sons, Hamish and John. There was an address for the
company and a brief list of their main areas of expertise, which mainly
seemed to be helping crofters win small legal cases against local landowners,
and helping local landowners win small legal cases against local crofters. I
searched for a website and there wasn’t one. All told, Will Straughan didn’t
seem to be the sort of man to involve himself in multi-billion EU fraud cases,
and I wondered what connection he had with Maundy. They were both Scots,
so maybe there was a connection from Maundy’s youth. I Googled both
names together but though there were millions of documents that contained
both those names, despite fifteen minutes of searching I didn’t find a single
one pertaining to both those specific people. I then searched using various
combinations of their names, their occupations and other key words.
Nothing.
At least, nothing I could find.
But there was a connection, there had to be; otherwise I wouldn’t be travelling
six hundred miles to deliver a notebook. I closed the computer lid, sat and
stared out of the window for a while, thinking. The waitress came and offered
me more coffee but I decided to go and get a few more hours sleep instead. I
dropped a tip onto the tray, then stood up, bracing against a sudden increase
in the rocking of the train as it rounded a bend, shoved the computer back
into its pouch and returned back along the train carriages. Inside my berth I
locked the door, shoved the wedge in place, stowed my rucksack beneath the

bunk, stripped off my clothes, had a good wash, cleaned my teeth and then
went to bed. I lay listening to the train for a few minutes, then slept.

Chapter 8
‘Mr Wills?’
I turned. I was standing in the parking zone on Gordon Street outside
Glasgow Central Station and a bright, smiling young man had just driven up
with my hire car. It’s a mile or so from the station to the Rental office and I
didn’t want to walk so I’d called ahead.
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That’s me.’
We did the formalities, and using fake ID in the name of John Wills I paid cash
for the car. ‘It’ll be back tonight,’ I said.’
‘Nae worries, you’ve got it until tomorrow evening.’ He had a soft highland
voice, not a native of Glasgow. ‘Where you heading?’
‘Perth,’ I lied.
‘Aye well, you’ve more chance of getting back tomorrow than tonight.’
‘You think?’
He looked up and studied the sky. It was a uniform grey and the cloud was
low and heavy. The temperature was hovering around zero. ‘Aye,’ he said, in
that Highland tone that is part question, part statement. ‘Anyway,’ he said,
‘You’ll be needing a car like this.’
‘I will,’ I said, and climbed in the car, an A6 All-road, starting the engine.
Wound down the window.
‘It’s got chains in the boot, if the weather gets really bad,’ he told me.
I looked him over, asked ‘Ex-miitary?’
He grinned, ‘Black Watch, until we got folded in with the regular infantry.’
‘You don’t look old enough,’ I told him.

‘I joined up at seventeen, did three tours in ‘Stan, the final one I stepped on an
IED.’
‘Ouch.’
‘Aye,’ he grinned again, ‘It didn’t properly go off, or I’d be standing here on
my knees, but it blew off a large chunk of my right calf and three inches of
shin. So,’ and he grinned again, ‘Here I am.’
‘Here you are, ‘I repeated. ‘You get around ok?’
‘Yeah, fine. Won’t be doing any route marches though, and they say I’ll
probably get arthritis when I’m older but, well,’ he paused, and the slightest
frown slid across his face, ‘I’ve got a few pals who didn’t come back. And
they’d swap with me, if they could.’
‘The whole thing is a fuckup,’ I said.
‘Got that.’ Then he asked, ‘You were out there?’
‘Yeah. Helicopters.’
‘You an officer then?’
‘Was. Captain.’
He took off his woolen cap and shook the excess snow from it, pulled it back
on. ‘I made corporal twice but kept getting busted. On the scrapheap by
twenty-six.’ The grin flicked back on again. ‘Aah fuck it. Life is good. I’m back
in Caledonia. God’s own country.’
I shivered in the freezing wind that was blowing through the window. ‘You
work for Herz full-time?’
‘What? No,’ he told me, ‘I deliver these on a morning, pick some of them up
again on an evening. Drive taxis at weekend. Just make a living.’
‘Work buys beer,’ I said.

‘Got that.’
I climbed in, fastened my seatbelt, shut the door, went to wind the window
up and paused, ‘Want a lift back to the office?’
‘That’d be grand,’ he said and climbed in.
We drove through town and I stopped at the door to the Herz office. As he
undid his seatbelt I said, ‘Hey, I probably won’t need to do this but, well, I can
always use a little bit insurance.’
‘Sure, what?’
‘I took out my wallet. ‘Just in case I get stuck somewhere up North, and I
need a lift back,’ I peeled off five twenties. ‘If I need you, can I call?’
The grin got wider, ‘Sure you can.’
‘I might not call, in which case the money is yours, but if I do need you, I’ll
top that up.’
‘You a spy?’
‘No. I’m a courier.’
‘You deliver drugs and stuff?’
‘Not drugs; information mainly.’
He took out his wallet, folded the money and shoved inside. ‘Industrial
espionage and things like that, then.’
‘Just a messenger.’
He peeled a card from a side pocket in his wallet. ‘Here’s my number.’
I looked at the card. ‘Remy Campbell?’
‘Aye, my mammy is French. My brother is called Emil. The auld alliance we
call my folks, back home.’

‘Well, Remy, for the next couple of days I’m employing you on a retainer. If
you don’t hear from me by Wednesday the cash is yours anyway.’ He nodded,
opened the door. The wind was blowing cold and hard. He leaned in, ‘Have a
good trip, Mr Wills.’ Then he slammed the door, his hand slapping the roof
twice, the universal signal for Go! and I pulled away into the early morning
traffic. I pointed the car north, driving through town, ducked under the A8
and joined the Great Western Road toward Fort William, settling in for two or
three hours of solid driving.

Chapter 9
The car was surefooted and the tank was full, I flicked through the radio until
I found a Southern USA station playing rock music for Good Ole Boys: all
Credence, Kings of Leon and Black Crowes. Good stuff when your driving
through Scotland at half nine in the morning delivering a package that
contains information on the whereabouts of eighty-one billion Euros. I
checked my mirror, suddenly spooked by enormity of what I was doing. It
wasn’t illegal, exactly; no one had formally requested me not to do it but,
beyond the confines of London town this job suddenly appeared much more
clandestine than I’d realised. I stopped at Alexandria an hour later and
bought some stationary materials, I suddenly had a mind to take care of some
insurance of my own, then took the road north again as it skirted along the
banks of Loch Lomond. I switched to a local radio station to keep an ear on
the weather; the clouds looming over the loch were covering the peaks on the
opposite side. It didn’t look like the weather was going to wait until tonight
before changing.
It would be a race against the snow
‘Vorsprung durch technic,’ I said to myself, feeling that old surge of
adrenaline, and smiled, my foot pressing harder on the polished, aircraftgrade aluminium pedal. The next sixty miles flew by and it wasn’t until I saw
Kingshouse in my rear-view mirror and the slab sides of Glen Coe up ahead
that I allowed myself to slow down a bit, reducing my speed to give myself
some thinking time. At the Loch Leven bridge there were only about ten miles
left before I made it to Fort William so I decided to pull over into a lay-by just
to check everything was as it should be. The wheels crunched onto the hard-

packed dolomite as I pulled to a halt. I got out and stretched my legs; the air
was crisp and the car was giving out heat that shimmered up into the
atmosphere. I walked over to a low stone wall and sat down; looked out
across Loch Linnhey. Visibility had dropped and the far bank was hidden
behind a grey sky. Still, no snow had fallen. I sat and took in the atmosphere
for a while, just breathing in the scenery and the moment.
This is a beautiful place, I thought. Forbidding and unforgiving, but if you
adapt to it, if you let it wrap around you, it’d be a good place to spend the rest
of your life. Then I shook my head, smiled at my own incurable romanticism.
There was a time when I’d thought something similar about Afghanistan. I
went back to the car and drove the final miles to meet William Straughan and
deliver the first of the three packages containing Maundy’s Memoirs.

Chapter 10
‘What would you like?’ the girl asked.
I surveyed the arrayed of home-baked buttered scones, caramel-coated
shortbread and that Scottish delicacy they call ‘tablet’ which is, basically,
boiled sugar left to harden and then sliced into bite-sized chunks, and decided
that unless I wanted to return home a good ten pound heavier than when I set
out I’d better stick to the basics: ‘Just a latte please.’
‘Latte?’
‘Milky coffee, he means,’ the woman behind me told her.
‘That’s right,’ I said.
‘One milky coffee. Anything else?’
‘No, thanks.’
I went to find a seat by the window.
I’d arrived in Fort William about half an hour earlier, walked a couple of
streets to orientate myself, popped into a couple of shops. Then came in here
to think. The woman behind me in the queue took a table nearby. ‘You’ll not
be local,’ she said.
I looked up, not sure if that was a question or a statement. ‘No,’ I admitted.
‘English?’
‘Yes. But my father was Scottish.’
She smiled, ‘So the damage isn’t irreparable.’
I shook my head, smiled, ‘Not completely, no.’
‘You said, was Scottish?’
‘Yes. He died a few years ago.’
She nodded, absorbing this information. ‘Where was he from?’

It struck me that any offer of condolences would be dependent on my next
answer.
‘Thurso,’ I said.
‘Aye, well,’ she observed. ‘Someone has to come from there.’ She opened up
her newspaper, the conversation, I guessed, was over.
I waited for my milky coffee and, when it eventually came, it was surprisingly
good. I spent a few minutes planning my next move while watching the few
cars and pedestrians that passed the window, and as I finished off my coffee I
noticed the woman was studying me. I gave her a slight smile; she was at
least twenty years older than me, but looked well for it, slim and still very
feminine. She studied me some more and her eyes twinkled, as though she’d
decided something.
She had.
‘You’ll be Mark,’ she said.
I raised my eyebrows at this.
‘I’m Mr. Straughan’s secretary,’ she said. ‘Have been with him since he arrived
her in Fort William about, well,’ she paused, ‘a long, long time ago.’
I studied her in return. ‘This is a coincidence,’ I said. ‘You being in here when
I arrived.’
‘It’s a small town. You parked opposite our office. I guessed it might be you,
and when I saw you come in here I followed you.’
Hence the questions.
‘You knew I was on my way?’
‘Mr. Straughan did. So I did, yes.’
‘And you know why I’m here?’

‘Something to do with John, I’m guessing.’
John?
‘You mean Jack?’ I said, ‘Jack Maundy?’
‘Yes. But I remember him when he was still called John. He began calling
himself Jack when he became political.’
She said the word ‘political’ like she was peeling a bad taste from the roof of
her mouth.
‘Right,’ I said, ‘Ms., uh…’
‘MacDonald. Jennifer MacDonald.’
‘Ms. MacDonald.’
‘Call me Jennifer, if you like.’
I sensed that behind the forbidding exterior Ms. MacDonald was quite
flirtatious. ‘I’ll need to speak to Mr. Straughan, Jennifer.’
‘He’s expecting you. Are you finished your milky coffee?’
I held up my cup and tipped it over to show it was empty.
‘Then come.’ She stood, crooked her finger at me, and walked briskly to the
door with a swish of her sensible skirt; I followed. We left the café and crossed
the road, passing my car, a branch of RBS and a Wool shop, into an office
doorway, at the side of which was fastened a small brass plaque: W Straughan
& Sons: Solicitors.
‘Stay here,’ she said, indicating a small waiting room while she trotted up a
flight of stairs, her small, sharp heels clippety-clopping as she went. I sat
down and waited, tugging the rucksack strap tight to my shoulder.

Chapter 11
‘Mr. Barrett,’ he said, standing to shake my hand.
‘Mr. Straughan.’
His grip was dry and cool, healthy and strong for a man of seventy years. He
was taller than me, lean as an undertaker with large hands, a large head and
eyelids so droopy they looked like they’d been put on upside down.
Nevertheless he was friendly. ‘Please, sit down,’ he told me, and from behind
I heard Ms. Jennifer MacDonald ask him if he wanted tea.
He shook his head.
When Ms. MacDonald had left the room he glanced out of the window, ‘Snow
looks like it’s ready to fall.’
‘It does. I’m hoping to get back to Glasgow before nightfall.’
‘You have an appointment to keep?’
‘The ten o’clock sleeper back to London,’ I told him.
‘Well, in that case, let’s get down to business,’ he said, sitting back in his chair.
‘What can I do for you, Mr. Barrett?’
I said, ‘You knew I was coming?’
He nodded.
‘So you know why I’m here.’
He looked at me, his gaze even. He said, ‘I believe that Jack sent something
for me.’
‘He did.’
‘What did Jack send me?’
I reached down and opened my rucksack, took out the padded envelope. ‘His
memoirs,’ I said.

‘And what am I to do with these memoirs?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know,’ I said.
I held out the package but he made no attempt to take it from me. ‘Excuse an
old man his foibles but I would like to know a little bit about these memoirs
before I accept them.’
I put the package down on my side of his desk. ‘Jack contacted me yesterday
and asked me to deliver this to you. I’m a courier.’
He nodded, ‘Go on.’
‘He told me that this,’ I motioned at the padded envelope, ‘contains
information about the case for which he is due to appear in court.’
‘As a witness,’ he said. ‘No longer the chief suspect.’
‘No.’
‘An odd change of roles, it seems to me.’
I nodded. ‘It does to me. But I’m just the messenger.’
‘I might ask you,’ he cut across me, ‘If you have any reason to suspect that the
contents of these memoirs contains anything illegal.’
‘Now you’re being a solicitor,’ I observed.
‘I am protecting myself against the possible legal consequences of accepting a
package, the contents of which are unknown.’
I took a breath, exhaled slowly. ‘As far as I am aware, the contents of this
package are not intrinsically illegal. Whether or not they document illegal
activities I could not say.’
He did not reply for a few moments. ‘You can see my difficulty,’ he said,
finally.

Actually I could. If a solicitor accepted documents with potentially illegal
contents he would be legally bound to report it to the authorities. His
reputation, his entire career, his freedom from incarceration, could be at stake
if he did otherwise.
‘It hadn’t occurred to me,’ I admitted.
‘But it has now.’
‘Yes.’
‘I know Jack of old. I know what he has been charged with. I even know a
little about the case, from the few conversations we’ve had over the last few
months.’ He sighed, ‘So, with regret I must refuse to accept that package from
you.’ He crossed his hands in front of his stomach. ‘In fact, I strongly advise
you to take it to the CID in London, on your return.’
I wondered if he was recording this conversation. I decided he probably was.
I shook my head slowly, a small spreading across my face.
‘You’re amused?’
‘I’m sideswiped, to be honest.’ I picked up the package, unsure what to do
with it, then put it back into my rucksack. ‘Here I am taking all sorts of
precautions not to be traced or followed, pleased with myself in getting here
double-quick, doing my job, feeling all professional and stuff.’
His heavy-lidded eyes creased and almost smiled.
‘And not for a moment did I consider you might refuse to accept the package.’
‘Are you upset, Mr. Barrett?’
‘No.’ I zipped up my rucksack. ‘I’m chastened.’
Through the window behind Straughan, I could see the first flakes of snow
falling. I could stay here and attempt to persuade him, or I could move on to

the next address. But either way I’d have to decide before I was snowed in. I
looked Straughan in the eye, ‘Are you sure you can’t accept this? It would
make my life a whole lot easier if you did.’
He shook his head. ‘No. I can’t take it from you.’
I stood; there was nothing else to say; ‘Well it’s been a pleasure, Mr.
Straughan.’
‘You’ve certainly made my day a lot more interesting,’ he said.
‘That’s not a consolation,’ I said and he laughed as he rose stiffly and followed
me to the door. ‘I’ll let you see yourself out,’ he said. ‘My arthritis allows me
to climb those stairs no more than twice a day.’ We said our goodbyes and as
I walked back downstairs I heard his office door shut behind me. At the foot
of the stairs I stopped. I’d never had someone refuse to accept a package
before. I supposed it had to happen some time. Just it would have been better
not to be now.
‘Are you planning on standing there until the thaw?’ a voice asked. I turned
to see Ms. Jennifer MacDonald standing by a door next to the waiting room.
‘Come in here,’ she said and, ever-obedient, I followed her into another office.
She turned to face me. ‘He refused?’
‘Yes.’
‘I knew he would.’
‘I didn’t,’ I said, adding ‘Well, I need to get going before the snow comes.’
‘You’d better give me the package.’
‘Give it to you?’
‘Yes. He can’t accept it, but I can. I’ll pop it in the safe myself.’
‘Will he find out?’

‘He’ll expect me to, you silly boy.’
She smiled and I could see that not so long ago she must have been quite a
fox. ‘I’ve worked for him since before you were born, Mr. Barrett. There are
lots of occasions when he can’t accept something. That’s why his office is
upstairs and mine is down. Clients have to pass me on the way out.’
‘I see. So that charade upstairs is just for the record?’
‘Yes. I am what you might call the element of plausible deniability.’
‘You do it very well.’
‘I do.’
I took out the package and handed it to her. She opened a wall safe and
placed the package inside, unopened. She turned back to me; ‘You’d better get
going, if you want to make it back to London before next weekend.’
She said the word London like it was the dried skin of an old fruit that she had
to prise from the sole of her shoe. She had a neat line in understated venom
and, weirdly, it was a very attractive trait. I had to push aside some thoughts
that were all highly inappropriate on a number of levels.
‘Thankyou, Ms. MacDonald,’ was all I said.
‘Jennifer,’ she said, eyes twinkling again.
‘Thankyou Jennifer.’
‘Now you shush along before the weather bites,’ she told me.

I left the office of Wiliam Staughan & Sons and ten minutes later I was driving
back down the A82, skirting the edge of Loch Linnhe, trying to outrun the
snow. Generally, I was feeling good; things were running smoothly. This job

was turning out to be more straightforward than I thought. Things were
looking good.
Then the snow really began to fall.

Chapter 12
Driving back off Rannoch Moor the snow was falling heavy and visibility was
dropping. After a couple of moments when even the AWD lost traction and
the car went into brief slides I decided to stop at the next available place and
put on the snow-chains. I pulled up at the hotel at Bridge of Orchy, and drove
in behind the hotel and stopped at the rear of the car park, got out, pulled my
hat and coat of out my rucksack, then went to the boot to get the chains. As
Emil the Herz guy had promised, they were there, brand new and ready to
go. I walked round the car and had a look just to make sure none of the tyres
needed inflating or anything and then slipped on the chains. I’d half-expected
to have to jack up each wheel in turn but these babies slipped on as sweet as a
condom after a double dose of Viagra, and if that sounds a bit of an overpriapic description, it sort of describes how pleased I felt about those snowchains at that particular moment. I got back in the car and started it, rolling
slowly back and forward to check they were secure and then headed back
toward the exit. As I drove up to the junction from the car-park I saw two
Discoveries sweep by and something about them made my internal radar
start beeping. Both cars contained a driver and two passengers, and all were
young and fit-looking, and they were driving in a mini-convoy: both cars
were silver-grey, almost new and with virtually consecutive number plates.
Bad guys, I thought instinctively.
My heart began pumping fast, I went to switch off my headlights then
realised I’d forgotten to switch them on. In this snow that meant I’d be almost
invisible. I let the car roll silently back into the car park, switched off the
engine and sat there for a few minutes pondering. Six fit young guys in two

AWD trucks? I thought about it for a few seconds longer wondering what the
options were: threat, coincidence, mere innocent passers-by? Then I looked up
and saw three guys and a young girl coming out of the bunkhouse at the rear
of the hotel. They were young and all fit looking as they loaded gear bags into
the back of a Toyota Landcruiser. Hanging from the bags were ropes,
crampons and, I guessed, inside would be more climbing equipment. I
breathed a sigh of relief: young, fit guys in large AWD vehicles aren’t exactly
unusual in Scotland in the winter. They’d be climbers or skiers or walkers of
some sort. The consecutive number plates meant they were hire-cars, or fleet
vehicles, not transport for bad guys out to get me. More likely to be a works
outing on some sort of team-building exercise. ‘I’m getting stir-crazy,’ I told
myself and, on an impulse, got out of the car, hefted my rucksack and walked
toward the hotel for something to eat. I’d been snacking for most of the last
two days; hadn’t had a proper meal since the scrambled egg and mushrooms
in Maundy’s suite the previous morning. I wanted a plateful of cooked food
and I wanted it now.

Inside, the hotel was warm, the lights were golden and inviting, a fire was
roaring and I found a table that backed against the wall that gave a good view
of the front door. When the waiter came I ordered the local delicacy, which the
menu told me was mince pie, mashed turnip and potatoes. Comfort food, and
very welcome it was too. I checked my watch, it was almost five in the
afternoon, but a plateful of pie and mash seemed most appropriate on a late
afternoon like this, with the light dropping and the snow falling. I’d get back
to Glasgow by eight or nine and then try and catch a flight, though there was

a good chance I’d probably have to hop on a train; the airports wouldn’t hold
out long against this snow.
The food came quickly and I was settling in when the front door opened and
a figure came in, shaking snow from their coat, peeling off gloves and hat. It
was a woman, an attractive woman, and even as I looked at her, she looked
over towards me and she smiled. She had short black hair, huge cheekbones
and pale skin. ‘Cold night,’ she said to me. She hung her coat, an old parka,
next to mine on the free-standing coat hangar.
‘They tell me the pie and mash is nice and hot, I said.
She smiled, ‘Maybe that’s what I’ll get too.’ Her voice had a soft highland
burr to it, a hint of humour too. To my disappointment she took a table some
way away from me; I’d hoped she’d sit near, maybe join me, and we could
talk. I’m never that busy that I can’t talk to a beautiful woman on a winter’s
evening. Not that she was dressed in any sort of glamorous fashion; apart
from the parka, she was wearing faded combats, walking boots and what
looked like three sweaters. I watched her peel off two of them, revealing a
glimpse of her pale, flat stomach as the final one almost lifted off with the
others too. She pulled this one back down, glanced over at me, smiled a little
shyly. Watching women dress or undress, even partially, is never a chore, but
out of some innate sense of decorum I went back to my meal and tried not to
stare at her any more than good manners would allow. I left her to order and
focused on my own needs.
When I’d demolished the pie and mash I ordered a pot of coffee and, when
that arrived, I helped myself to two or three mugfulls; it was strong and, with
added cream and sugar, tasted like nectar. I took out the insulated travel mug

from my rucksack and filled that up with what was left in the pot. As I did
this the door opened again and a tall, red-faced man came lurching in; he
looked a bit tired, a bit hot and bothered, like he’d just hiked in from
somewhere, and he glanced over at me, then went to the counter. ‘Got change
of a tenner?’ he asked the waiter. ‘For the tumble-dryer in the bunkhouse.’
The waiter changed his ten-pound note for coins and he stomped out. Maybe
he was red-faced from sitting in the drying room, I thought.
‘Are you going far?’ someone asked me.
I turned to see the girl with the black hair standing next to me. ‘South,’ I said.
‘You?’
‘Me too. Just come from my parents’ farm, driving back home. I probably
didn’t need to stop but there’s not much food at home and the milk will
probably be sour by now. Haven’t been home since Friday.’
I saw she hadn’t yet pulled on her outdoor clothes. ‘Have you got time for
another coffee?’ I asked.
‘Sure.’
She sat down and I ordered a fresh pot.
‘I’m Janine,’ she told me.
‘Mark,’ I said.
‘English,’ she said.
‘Is it that obvious?’
She nodded. ‘Cute though. London?’
‘Yes. You?’
‘Born up in Ullapool, live down in Crianlarach.’
‘What do you do?’

‘I’m a vet. I come up to my parents’ farm about once a month and check their
livestock. It’s an excuse to visit them, really. But I got caught out in this…’ she
indicated that snow that was falling steadily outside the window.
‘I’ve just been visiting someone up in Fort Augustus,’ I said, referring to a
distant outpost.
‘Really? I’d heard the Great Glen was blocked in?’
I almost kicked myself for being caught out, ‘Is it? It was getting pretty rough
when I left there,’ I lied, ‘must have just made it out.’
‘Work stuff?’ she asked.
‘Yeah. Just paperwork and stuff that needed signing.’
‘You a lawyer?’
‘Me? No, not a lawyer. Just a clerk.’
‘Mark the clerk.’
I smiled.
She smiled.
She had a nice smile, warm and genuine, and she did that thing of holding
my gaze for a few moments longer than were strictly necessary. Only the
requirement to get to Glasgow Airport before the runways were snowed in
stopped me from attempting to chat her up there and then. With the weather
the way it was, and the warmth of the hotel restaurant and the warmth of her
smile, it potentially added up to the sort of evening I’d never normally forego.
But I had to tell myself No.
Don’t even try it.
‘Penny for them?’ she said.

‘I sighed. ‘I have to go,’ I said. ‘And I’d much rather stay here and share a few
beers with you than sit in a car in a blizzard for the next two or three hours.’
‘Aww,’ she said, ‘Poor you.’ My hand was on the table and she reached across
and rested her fingertips on mine. Then she glanced outside, ‘Well, it’s not
actually a blizzard yet, just a wee snowfall. You’ll survive, I’m sure.’
‘I’m sure.’
We shared the rest of the coffee and chatted about stuff but eventually I
glanced at my watch and she noticed, ‘Well I have to go too, and the night
isn’t going to get any warmer,’ she said.
‘You’re right.’
Feeling a mite thwarted, I went over to the counter and paid the bill while
Janine pulled on her numerous sweaters, wrapped a scarf around her neck
and pulled on her parka. It was a Swedish army model, goretex, very warm,
and I approved.
‘Let’s walk out together,’ she said.
‘Ok. My car’s round the back.’
‘So is mine.’
‘Land Rover?’
‘Yes,’ and she grinned as we stepped out into the snow, ‘Is it that obvious?’
‘Don’t they come with the job?’
‘Naah, most country vets that I know drive Subarus. Much more economical.’
We walked around to the rear of the hotel, I could see the boxy green outline
of her Land Rover. My Audi was parked a couple of bays away. There were
no cars in between.
‘Shouldn’t you have a dog?’ I asked, smiling. ‘A springer spaniel?’

She laughed, ‘Are you saying I’m a stereotype?’ She paused, as though she
was going to say something more, then stood on her tip-toes and kissed me
on the cheek. ‘It’s been nice knowing you, Mark the Clerk.’
The lights on her truck flashed as she pressed the key fob.
‘You too,’ I said, smelling her perfume for a brief moment. I clicked my key
fob and the brief flash of the sidelights illuminated the car for a moment.
Long enough for me to see that both tyres were flat. I frowned and went to
look round the other side. They were flat too. I glanced behind me then
squatted down; the puncture marks were small and hard to spot in this light,
but they were there.
Someone had slashed my tyres.
‘Problem?’
I looked up to see Janine’s face. She looked concerned.
‘Flat tyres.’
‘All four?’
I nodded.
‘That’s odd.’
‘It is.’
‘I could drive you as far as Tyndrum.’
I shook my head, ‘Thanks, but I’ll sort my stuff out and,’ I paused. ‘I dunno.
I’ll probably stay here overnight.’ I stroked the rubber of the tyre wall.
‘They’ve been slashed.’
‘Who’d slash someone’s tyres around here? That’s madness,’ she sounded
seriously indignant. ‘People could die out here in the snow. You should report
it.’

‘Yeah, but who to?’ I asked.
She thought for a moment, ‘You know, I don’t really know.’
‘Me neither: It’s a hire car. I’ll call them in the morning.’
I stood.
My mind was doing multiple risk calculations at this point, and none of them
were adding up to good news.
Janine asked, ‘Is there something going on, Mark?’
I looked around into the snowfall darkness, ‘I’m not sure,’ I said. Then I said,
‘Look, you’d better get going if you want to make it home. I’ll go back to the
hotel and book a room.’
Her fingertips stroked the sleeve of my coat. ‘I wish I was able to stay with
you,’ she said, ‘But I have to be at work in the morning.’
‘My night just gets worse,’ I said, a wry grin on my face. She smiled, kissed
me on the lips this time, ‘Poor you, she said again, and then went back to her
car. She climbed in, started up the engine and pulled away, waving to me as
she went. I locked the car and glanced around again, seeing only the brawny
red-faced bloke at the door of the bunkhouse, smoking, and I walked back to
the hotel to book a room for the night. Only, I had no intention of actually
staying there.

Chapter 13
I booked the room, paid a deposit and told the desk clerk I was popping out
to my car to get some luggage, then walked out into the snow. Instead of
turning right toward the car-park however, I hitched my rucksack crossed the
road and walked up the lane toward the train station. There was a train due,
and I guessed that the Highland railway service wouldn’t stop for a ‘wee
snowfall’ as Janine had put it. The lane was steep and dotted with the odd
white-painted cottage; there was even a tiny village school halfway up the
bank. All told, it was about a half mile to the station and I made the platform
in ten minutes, cutting through the tunnel beneath the tracks, breathing
heavily with the exertion and the cold. I opened my rucksack and pulled out
my gloves, pulled on my hat and stood in the entrance to the passenger
shelter.
The platform was deserted, the falling snow was covering my tracks already,
deadening all sound, and I checked the time – almost seven pm. I knew from
reading the timetable the previous night that there was a train at quarter past
and just hoped that whoever had slashed my tyres wouldn’t follow me up
here. I’d booked a hotel room yo make them think I was staying for the night,
but I wasn’t so sure the subterfuge would work. Standing there, I was
reminded of a scene from some old movie where a street gang are being
chased by another gang, and they want to make it to the train to escape, but
rather than stand on the platform in open view of their pursuers, they hide in
an alleyway until the train arrives, then dash up the stairs to make it at the
last moment. ‘We don’t wanna get jacked on the platform,’ the leader explains
to one of his underlings. I didn’t want to get jacked on the platform either, I

thought. But here I was. Jackable. My breathing was slowing down a little after
the steep walk uphill but the adrenaline was flowing and I was very much on
edge. I fastened the straps tighter.
I think I knew what was coming.
At ten past seven I heard the soft crump of footsteps in snow and two men
stepped up onto the platform. One was the red-faced guy from the
bunkhouse, the other guy a bit smaller, with the flattened face of an
experienced pugilist. They were both puffing and blowing a bit after coming
up the slope and they only slowed down when they spotted me. I knew
exactly what was going to happen. They ambled toward me and then the
bigger one spoke, ‘Hey pal, got the time?’
I waited until they were only a couple of paces away and asked him, ‘Is that
Greenwich Mean Time or Central European?’
He grinned, thinking of a suitable smart-arse answer and his left hand drew
back his unzipped jacket like a curtain to reveal the butt of a revolver.
In reply I kicked the pugilist in the knee-cap.
The toe of my boot separated the ligament that joined his kneecap to his lower
leg and he fell to the floor howling, I swung a punch at the red-faced guy that
would have taken off his head, had it landed, but he ducked and I missed,
then he swung one back that caught me on the back of the neck and I butted
him smartly in the face, bursting his nose, he howled in indignation and
reached for his gun, I grabbed his wrist and he grabbed me with his other
hand and we fell to the floor, I bit his thumb and the gun slipping out of his
hand and skittering a few feet across the platform. We rolled, grappling,
pummeling and punching in the snow. He was stronger than me, and taller,

and with the element of surprise gone I was struggling to keep up. I’d kicked
his friend to take him out of the game - I didn’t want a stand-up fight with a
boxer - but then this lie-down grapple wasn’t doing me much good either. I
gouged his eye and he yelled and rolled on top of me, slamming his elbow
into my sternum, I would have shouted out in pain but at that moment I
simply couldn’t breath, seeing his advantage he rose up, about to do the same
again and I do believe that this next blow would have smashed my ribcage
into three or four separate pieces, but suddenly there was a almighty bang
and the glass window of the passenger shelter was blown out showering redface and me in thousands of tiny granules of glass.
We both paused and looked up.
It was Janine.
She was holding a double-barreled shotgun, one barrel of which was
smoking. ‘Would you like a lift, Mark?’ she said, her voice gentle, giving me a
sweet smile. Then she looked at red-face, her tone hardening‘And if you do
what I think you’re tempted to do, I promise you I’ll put the next shell
directly through your right fucking eye.’
He paused, grunted and reluctantly climbed off me.
‘You two had better scram,’ she said.
‘And leave the revolver where it is,’ I added.
‘Do you know what you’re getting into?’ Red-face asked Janine as I quickly
moved over to frisk the boxer who was moaning on the ground. He was, it
turned out, unarmed.
‘If you don’t move,’ Janine told red-face, ‘Your corpse will be getting into the
back of my Land Rover, and dumped out there in the Glens.’

Red-face mumbled something else but she jerked the gun in his direction and
he fell silent. He went to help his friend to his feet and, a little shamefaced,
they staggered and stumbled off the platform, down the steps and into the
night.
We waited a few moments to make sure they didn’t return.
‘There,’ she said, finally.
At that moment I was so relieved I think I could have married her. She looked
at me, a quizzical smile on her lips. ‘You’d better close that mouth before it
fills with snowflakes,’ she said.
‘How did you get here?’ I asked.
‘I listened to the weather forecast,’ she told me. ‘The whole area is going to be
snowed in.’ She looked around the platform, ‘The trains are cancelled too. So I
thought you might appreciate a lift to the next town.’
I looked at the shotgun.
‘I’m a country vet,’ she explained, ‘We’ve all got them. And when I saw those
guys running up toward the platform, I thought about your slashed tyres, and
decided it would do no harm to bring my little friend.’
I didn’t ask her how she knew I’d be at the station.
She crooked the gun, broke it open, took out the used shell and dropped it
into a pocket, replaced it, snapped it shut. ‘Come on then,’ she said. I picked
up the revolver and followed her. The Land Rover was parked outside, we
climbed in and she reversed out and into the lane, dropped it into a crawler
gear and let it roll down the hill back toward the hotel.
‘Are you in some sort of trouble, Mark?’ she asked.

‘I didn’t think so until about half an hour ago,’ I said. ‘But it’s beginning to
look a distinct possibility.’
‘Oh,’ she said, but she wasn’t looking at me.
I followed her gaze to see what she was staring at. At the foot of the hill was a
crossroads and blocking the exit were the same two silver Discoveries I’d seen
earlier. Red-face and the boxer were just ahead of us, scurrying down toward
the two vehicles.
‘Stop.’ I said.
The Land Rover wheels bit into the snow and we skidded to a halt.
‘Friends of yours?’ Janine asked.
We were no more than fifty yards away from them and the snowfall was
dense enough so that we couldn’t quite make out what was going on. The
Discoveries were parked in a V-shape, pointing toward us and blocking the
road.
‘No.’ I said.
We watched as red-face got to the first vehicle. He spoke animatedly to the
driver and pointed back up the hill in our direction. The other Discovery
shifted position and shone its full beam directly at us.
‘Not good,’ I said.
Two men got out from one of the vehicles and with red-face they started
jogging toward us. They were in shirt-sleeves, and even in the falling snow I
could see that both were wearing shoulder holsters.
‘Not good.’
‘You just said that.’
They were thirty yards away.

‘Can you get me out of here?’ I asked.
She nodded.
‘Now?’ I clarified.
She popped the Land Rover into reverse but the crawler box only allowed her
to withdraw back up the hill at something approaching walking speed. And
they were running.
‘Do you think you can you go any faster?’ I asked.
‘Be patient.’
I looked at the guys pursuing; we were gradually increasing speed and they
were cold, and they were running in deep snow up a steep hill. After a
hundred metres they began to fall back. By the time we got back to the station
they were out of sight.
She went right past the station car-park. ‘The old Military Road,’ she said. We
can use that.’
I nodded and leapt out at the level crossing to lift the bar, she reversed across
the grid and I put the bar back in place, ran across to the other side of the lines
and jumped back inside. ‘Wait!’ I said, thinking of something, ran back to the
gate, pulled off my rucksack and raked around in one of the pockets, pulled
out a slender, nylon-coated, tempered-steel motorbike lock and locked-shut
the gate at the very bottom rung, almost buried beneath the drifting snow.
With a bit of luck they wouldn’t even spot it until they’d been pushing at the
gate for ten minutes. I ran back and jumped into the Land Rover. Below us we
could see the headlights of one of the pursuing vehicles coming up the hill
after us.
‘North?’ she asked.

‘South,’ I said.
‘Ok,’ and dropped out of the crawler gearbox and into normal, revved the
engine, and spun the truck in a tight j-turn, popped it into first and we took
off just as the Discovery reached the gate. Two men leaped out, they tried the
gate and, finding it locked, simply vaulted it. One took a firing stance directly
behind us. I ripped off my rucksack and pushed it between Janine’s back and
the driver’s seat, ‘Duck!’ I said.
‘Why?’
‘Get down. They’re shooting at us!’
‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’ Janine shouted but nevertheless she slid from
her seat almost into the footwell, her hands on the steering wheel and her
eyes peering over the top of the dashboard.
‘Just keep your head down. And your foot downer.’
‘Downer?’
The Land Rover’s V8 engine howling as Janine floored it, and I glanced back.
The guy with the shooting stance was using a Hammerli, a target pistol, and I
figured he’d be aiming for the driver. Sure enough, I heard the tick, tick tick of
bullets hitting the car followed almost immediately by a whomp whomp
noise as the bullets went through the back of the driver’s seat and slammed
into my rucksack.
Janine screamed, but she kept driving.
Whoever was firing was using a suppressor, and was happily emptying his
magazine in our direction, but the Hammerli mag only takes 6-rounds and the
firing quickly stopped. I guessed he’d reload and begin firing again but either

there was too great a distance between us, or more likely we’d simply
disappeared into the driving snow, because there were no more shots.
‘Those guys must hate clerks,’ Janine shouted over the noise of the engine as
she struggled to keep control on the uneven surface. ‘I mean, really fucking
hate them.’
We sped and bounced along the ancient rutted road for another ten minutes
or so before she slowed to a halt. She switched off the engine and sat and
stared blankly into the distance for a full five minutes.
‘Did that just happen?’ she asked, finally.
In response I got out of the car, taking the revolver with me. I ejected the
bullets and dropped them into an ice-covered ditch at the side of the road,
then removed the cylinder and threw it across the road and into the distance.
Then I threw the rest of the gun in the opposite direction. I got back inside
and shut the door. I’m no fan of guns; I much prefer to use my brain to escape
from a shootout. Or a Landrover.
Janine turned to me and said, ‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on,
Mark?’
I tugged the rucksack from behind her, checking the straps while I tried to
think of a plausible lie, noting the three lead slugs flattened against the hard
shell of the rear.
‘Kevlar,’ I explained, lamely, seeing her staring at the damage.
‘Are they bullets?’ she asked, her voice rising, ‘Are they fecking bullets?’ She
was almost shouting at this point and I couldn’t blame her, it had all
happened so quick and I wasn’t sure what to say so I just nodded and sat
there, trying to calm down by sheer force of will. Now that the moment was

over, I was beginning to feel very scared. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise,
fear of dying never gets easy, no matter how often you experience it. It gets
worse, if anything, once you’ve seen a few corpses. I turned to speak but
before I could answer she’d pulled a tissue out of her pocket and began to
wipe some blood from the corner of my eye. ‘You’re injured,’ she said, her
voice a little softer at the edges.
‘We need to go,’ I said.
‘I know.’
She switched on the interior light to check herself in the mirror, glanced down
and whispered, ‘Jesus Christ, you’re shot.’
I followed her gaze down to my right arm where a bullet had taken a shallow
gouge out of my inner tricep. ‘Fuck,’ I muttered. It must have passed between
my arm and my chest. A couple of inches to the side and I’d have bled out
already.
Janine leaned over and reached into the back of the Land Rover, opened a
bag, pulled out another bag and from inside that took out a large dressing,
‘Here, hold that against the wound.’
I did.
It hurt. Now that I knew I’d been shot, it hurt a lot.
‘I know a place, a safe place,’ she told me. ‘They’ll not find us. We can go there
and you can tell me what’s going on while I clean you up.’
‘Ok,’ I said, feeling the onset of mild shock, not wanting to put up too much
of an argument. She started the engine, put the car into gear and drove us to
the safe place.

Chapter 14
‘A bothy?’ I said.
‘Like it?’ she asked.
We’d turned off the Military road about ten minutes earlier, driven up a
shallow stream bed and then breasted a small hill. The bothy was tucked into
the lee of the hill. Janine turned the Land Rover around so that it pointed back
down toward the road. She looked at me, ‘There are only three ways off the
Military Road, and there were at least two cars full of those friends of yours. I
suggest we stay here until early morning and then scoot.’
‘Scoot?’
‘Or would you prefer an at best one-in-three chance of getting back onto the
main road and avoiding those men with their guns?’
‘You’re right. But we’ll need to set off around five tomorrow,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a
plane to catch.’
‘Deal.’
She got out and left the engine running while we went into the bothy to check
things out. From the outside it was a small stone building with a turf roof and
no windows. Inside it was a single room about fifteen feet wide, roughly
square but with the corners rounded off by the stone walls. ‘It’s a shepherd’s
bothy,’ she told me, switching on a torch she found by the door, ‘Not a hiker’s
lodge. It’s not on any maps, but it’s usually well stocked.’
She was right.
The bunks were rough and ready but they looked like they could take the
weight of a well-built Highland shepherd, I thought momentarily of Remy,
and decided that if it wasn’t for the debilitating results of a roadside bomb

he’d be very suited to this. There was small iron stove at the far end with a
pile of split logs and a couple of boxes of firelighters. There were even a
couple of old iron pans, and a small box filled with tinned food.
‘Cosy, isn’t it.’
‘I feel like a hobbit,’ I said.
She went back to the car and returned with a large kitbag, shut the door and
wedged it firmly shut against the weather. There was a battery-powered lamp
hanging from the middle of the ceiling, she reached up and switched it on.
‘Come here,’ she said. ‘Let me look at your injuries.’
She perched on one of the bunks and I sat down on the dirt floor in front of
her as she inspected my various abrasions. ‘He must have been wearing a
ring,’ she murmured as she cleaned out the cut above my eye with a wet
wipe. ‘It’s not a big cut but it’s deep and if we don’t keep the wound closed it
might open and leave a scar.’
Then she looked at my arm. ‘Not so deep,’ she said, after I’d pulled off my tshirt and exposed it.
‘Hurts like hell,’ I said.
‘Huh,’ she said, opened her bag and took out some fresh dressings and a
couple of bottles of iodine, and then spent about fifteen minutes cleaning and
bandaging my arm.
‘Done,’ she said, finally. ‘You light the fire. We need to keep warm. I’ll sort out
the sleeping arrangements.’ At this I looked up hopefully, but she said, ‘I’m
having that bunk, you can choose any of the others.’
The beds were within arms length of each other but the message was clear
and it was with a heavy heart I opened the stove and began to rake out the

ashes. Thirty minutes later I had a decent little fire burning, Janine had
unrolled two battered looking sleeping bags and laid them on the pallets and
we were sharing my flask of coffee.
‘You were like a pitbull,’ she said with a laugh. ‘I don’t mean big, you’re really
quite slim if anything, but you’re durable. You went at it like an attack dog
when you were fighting that big man.’
‘He nearly killed me.’
‘I thought you had him worried.’
‘Worried he might kill me.’
She laughed quietly and sat back on her bunk. We sat in companiable silence
for a while, watching the flames from the stove dance against the darkness.
‘What now?’ I mused.
‘Now we sleep,’ she said. ‘We wake at five. I drive you to Glasgow.’
‘Just like that?’ I asked.
‘Just one condition,’ she added.
‘Just one?’
‘You tell me what’s going on.’
‘I can’t.’
‘Mark, those men were using guns, and if it hadn’t been for your super-duper
rucksack my ventricles would be pumping bullets. So you do have to tell me
who you are and why those men are chasing you.’
‘Ok,’ I said, ‘I owe you that, I guess.’
‘I guess you do.’
‘I’m a courier,’ I said. ‘I deliver stuff.’
‘Drugs?’

‘No.’ Then I asked, ‘Why does everyone assume that?’
‘Perhaps you look a bit scurrilous?’ she suggested.
I smiled, ‘No, nothing illegal,’ I told her, ‘Mainly information, sometimes
small items of high value. The sort of things that need to be given to someone
by hand.’
‘Good,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you’re not a drug dealer.’
‘I don’t know,’ thinking of the guy who lived upstairs to my garden flat. He
seemed to have a fairly easy life. ‘Dealing drugs has got to be an easier than
this.’
‘Yeah, but think of the downside,’ she said.
‘What,’ I said, rubbing the bandage on my arm, ‘like getting shot?’
She smiled to herself, thought for a moment. ‘So those guys want something
you’ve got?’
‘I guess. Thing is, the thing they want, I’ve delivered it already.’
‘But they don’t know that.’
I shook my head, ‘No.’
Her face was elfin in the lamplight, ‘Have you considered telling them?’
‘I’m not sure they’d listen.’
‘Maybe not.’
She looked at her watch, ‘It’s almost ten; we have a good seven hours before
we leave. They can’t find us and they won’t sit out there all night hoping we
drive by, so we might as well get some sleep.’
‘I thought you had an appointment tomorrow?’ I said.
‘This is much more fun,’ she said.

I sat back on the bunk, staring at the fire burning in the stove, listening to the
wind outside, and nodded. Sometimes you’ve got to forget your plans for a
while, I thought; take your rest where you find it. And this was one of those
moments, there was nothing I could do unless I was prepared to force her to
drive me south, but even then we’d probably run into the Discovery guys
with their guns and things.
A thought occurred, ‘Hey, where …’
‘There’s a wee door over there,’ she pointed.
‘Thanks.’
I pushed open a small side-door and went into a tiny lean-to where, I
discovered, the toilet facilities were functional at best. I was very aware of my
proximity to Janine but the noise of the wind outside covered my blushes.
There was a tin bowl of water in which to wash, after I’d broken through the
half-inch layer of ice that is. When I returned Janine was already tucked up in
her bed but on seeing me return she got up quickly and went to use the
facilities herself. After that the two of us settled into our separate bunks and I
tried my best to get comfortable, the hard wooden pallet digging through the
slightly musty-smelling sleeping bag she’d provided.
‘I usually let my dog sleep on that,’ Janine had laughed, earlier.
‘Thought you didn’t have a dog!’
‘I don’t have a springer spaniel,’ she said.
‘Who’s looking after him?’
‘My boyfriend.’
‘Oh.’

I sat back, feeling like one of those cartoon-strip Foreign Legionnaires,
desperately searching for an oasis of comfort amid a desert-full of mirages.
The fire gradually died down to a few faint flickering shadows and, despite
the burning pain in my arm and the yearning ache between my legs, I was
nodding off when I heard her speak my name.
‘Mark,’ she whispered, again.
‘What?’ I whispered back.
‘I’m cold,’ she said, then louder, impatient even, ‘Come over here. Warm me
up.’
I lay for a moment pondering. The wind had increased, the snow was still
falling and I was going nowhere for the next few hours. An extremely
beautiful woman was requesting my presence in her bed. Try as I might I
couldn’t find a downside to this equation.
I rose and padded over to her bunk, climbed between the quilts and made
myself comfortable beside her. She was completely naked. She took my hand
and placed it between her legs, whispering, ‘Now where else would you
rather be on a cold winter’s night?’
‘Truthfully?’ I whispered, my fingers exploring her. ‘Nowhere but here.’.
She sighed
My last waking memory, a couple of hours later, was of Janine rising from
beneath the quilt, licking her lips as an evil smile spread across her face,
whispering ‘Mark, I want some more.’
No,’ I groaned. ‘No more,’ and rolled over.
And then I slept.

I slept the deep and righteous sleep of a hunted man but, after what felt like
no more than five or ten minutes, I woke to the insistent piping sound of my
watch telling me it was 5 am. I rubbed my eyes, sat up and checked the time,
just in case my watch had proved fallible, or the world had stopped turning in
deference to my sex-induced coma and maybe, just maybe, I was due another
eight hours sleep.
But no.
No mistake.
It was 5am and it was time to get up.
‘Hey,’ I looked around the semi-darkness. ‘Janine?’ I whispered, as my eyes
adjusted to the near-darkness. The stove had almost gone out, the air was
cool, and beneath the quilt it was getting cooler too. My eyes were growing
accustomed the darkness as I peered around the bothy.
‘Janine?’ I repeated.
But she was gone.
And so were the packages.

Chapter 14
I sat on the edge of the bunk and thought for a few moments, before I did
anything else. I needed to clear my head. I reached up and switched on the
storm light to survey the damage. My contents of the rucksack had been
emptied, strewn about the floor of the bothy, the old laptop lay face down and
even the battery compartment had been raided, my clothes and spare
equipment lay wherever they had fallen as Janine had ransacked my bag for
the packages, which had been tucked inside a watertight pocket deep inside
the rucksack. She must have worked quietly and thoroughly in the dark,
going through everything until she found what she was looking for – two
padded envelopes containing small notebooks containing handwritten
information. Then she’d left, very quietly; the Land Rover was pointing back
down the hill so she could let it roll for the first couple of hundred metres and
then start the engine when she was out of sight and out of earshot. I dressed,
thanking god she hadn’t thought to take my boots or my warm-weather
clothes, and went outside. The air was sharp, the snow had stopped falling
and the ground was crisp and white, the surrounding hills creamy and
smooth-topped against the starlit skies. The tyre-tracks had long since
disappeared beneath the most recent snowfall but now the sky was clear. I
guessed she’d left around three thirty. Late enough to ensure I’d be in deepsleep mode and early enough for her to make town, Glasgow or Edinburgh
probably, with the packages before I was able to make any phone calls.
Back inside I searched for my phone but it was gone. As were the batteries
and the internet dongle for the laptop. She’d done a pretty thorough job on
me, I considered, as I repacked the bag and picked up the battered old laptop,

flipped it face-up and opened the lid. I pressed the On button and nothing
happened. Then I turned it over on its back. A competent computer technician
could have stripped it in five minutes but Janine only had a few moments to
do the obvious stuff, like open the battery compartment to steal the batteries,
and it had been dark. She figured that with no phone or internet access I’d
just have to wrap up warm and leg it the four or five miles through the snow
to the nearest village. I thought back to the previous night: Janine had put on
such an intense, personal and deeply erotic display of lovemaking that even
in the midst of it all, I couldn’t quite believe I deserved it. Not me. I’m not bad
looking or anything, and I’m reasonably fit, but women don’t do that sort of
thing for me just out of the blue. It was just too good to be true. Which is why
I didn’t trust her.
Which is why, before she’d woken, quietly dismantled all my kit and
scarpered, I’d woken and taken some precautions of my own. I’d taken
Janine’s phone number and, as I popped the back of the big old laptop case, I
had other arranged precautions too. As I explained earlier, the laptop is old on
the outside, but inside it has some extra goodies. The case is an antique,
archaic, it looks almost big enough to fit four new laptops inside, and the
screen itself is an inch thick. Inside the back of the case there was a spare
battery nestling amongst the innards and I hooked this up, then I plugged in
the spare internet dongle which sat hidden in the back too.
There was also a cellophane-wrapped phone tucked into the corner, complete
with three spare memory cards, and I took this out and started it up. I popped
the case back together and then looked at the screen for a moment. A
thumbnail shoved into the right place and the screen dropped forward

revealing a space big enough to conceal two small packages nestled in a spare
corner. Two small notebooks. Maundy’s notebooks.
They were still there.
Still safe.
The two packages inside the rucksack had been decoys. I’d bought the
notebooks and padded envelopes the day before, in Alexandria. The
notebooks themselves contained nothing but a few numbers and letters on
random pages. Postcodes, map co-ordinates, bank sort-codes and invented
account numbers. God knows what they would make of the concoction I’d
created, whoever they were. I didn’t know who Janine was working for but
she hadn’t tried to murder me in my sleep, nor had she left me stranded in a
wintry Scottish glen without warm clothes, so she wasn’t on the side of evil. I
just didn’t know whose side she was on. I left genuine the notebooks where
they were and pushed the screen back into place, fired up the computer,
pressed the two function keys and held them down for five seconds, allowing
the hidden computer to switch on. I used the phone to geo-locate my position
and then Google-mapped a route out. That done I checked the time, it was
after half five, not too early to make some calls, and I used the spare phone to
make a couple. After that I used the miniature bathroom, re-dressed, packed
away the laptop and phone, pulled on my rucksack and left the bothy,
slamming shut the door behind me, tightening my straps, pulling on my hat
and gloves. Stamping my feet. Then I began the long trudge through the snow
back toward the military road.

Thirty minutes later I had a stroke of good luck: the snow-covered ground
gave way to a short tarred-road, icy but smooth beneath the snow, and I saw I
was approaching a small hydro-electric station. It appeared deserted as I
walked into the compound, there was no-one around, so I headed toward
what looked the office, knocked on the door and went inside. The equipment
was on, the computer screens on standby, but neither of the two seats were
warm. I picked up the phone and made a note of the number. There was a
small kettle plugged into a wall and it was cold. I looked around and saw a
small wooden wall-box, opened it and found what I was looking for: vehicle
keys. I went back outside and looked at three snow-covered vans parked in a
row. Then I went back inside and chose one of the key fobs, went back outside
and clicked it. The van on the left flashed its lights as the doors unlocked. I
shut the office behind me and walked across to the van, climbed in, made
myself comfortable, used the wipers to clear away the excess snow, put the
heaters on full and then reversed it out of the bay. In the middle of winter in
places like this things just aren’t locked up. It’s not lack of care, or laziness, it’s
about survival. People leave things available in case you’re an injured hiker or
a shepherd who needs to use a landline, or a vehicle to get somewhere. I
drove out of the compound, turned it onto the military road, drove for
another half mile, turned down a lane and back onto the A82. Four miles
further on I passed through a village, parked the van near the train station,
pushed a twenty pound note through the key fob and it on the passenger seat,
got out and walked back towards a large café I’d spotted.

I’d intended to walk here and wait for my lift, but the van had saved me the
effort. I checked my watch; not quite seven. I had time for breakfast. And
coffee.
After getting served at the counter I found a seat and used my phone to dial
the number of the Hydro-electric station and left a message explaining that I’d
borrowed a van, telling them where I’d left it. At seven forty-five, after a
well-deserved breakfast and a daily newspaper, my phone buzzed. It was
Remy: ‘I’m outside the Green Welly. You ready?’
‘Five minutes,’ I said.
The Green Welly was the name of the café where I’d breakfasted. I finished
my coffee, went into the rest-room and washed my face, careful not to unseat
the paper-stitches. I needed a shave but it’d have to wait. From a side-pocket I
took out a small toothbrush and, using my left arm, cleaned my teeth
thoroughly. No toothpaste but I could buy some gum. By seven fifty I was
outside. Remy was in a pick-up truck, the bed filled with bags of small logs: ‘I
was up this way, picking up firewood,’ he told me, peering at the cut above
my eye but saying nothing. ‘Stopped at friends in Inveraray or I’d never have
made it this early.’ He nodded toward the load in the back, ‘I sell the wood to
the people in the big houses up the west-end, for their wood-burning stoves.’
He grinned. ‘That lot cost me thirty pounds. Fresh pine. I’ll make about three
hundred pounds.’
‘Let’s go,’ I said.
‘Aye.’

We drove into the main road and the truck pointed south. I took a faded,
dusty baseball cap from the dashboard and swapped my own hat for it.
‘Where to?’ he asked.
‘How long you got?’ I asked.
‘All day. These logs don’t need delivering before it gets dark.’
‘South then. No hire cars today?’
‘Naaw. And for the money you’re paying me, I’d have taken the day off.’
Having been prompted, I took out my wallet, but Remy said, ‘No rush, pay
me when we’re done.’
‘Ok.’
‘How’s the Courier industry?’ he asked.
‘Interesting.’
‘What happened to the car?’
I explained briefly, leaving out the details of why I was up there, my night
with Janine, and the small fact of two truck loads of men pursuing me with
guns.
‘So you weren’t really going to Perth?’ he asked.
‘No,’ I admitted. ‘Further East.’
He grinned again, unperturbed. ‘Disinformation,’ he said. ‘That’s cool.’
It was my turn to smile.
He glanced at his watch, ‘Well, you’ve got me for the next nine hours, so we’ll
head South until you say otherwise.’
The pickup truck wasn’t fast but it wasn’t fazed by the snow either and we
drove at a steady pace for the next half hour. As we passed the quayside at
Tarbet I saw the Loch Lomond Ferry was tied up. Parked next to it was one of

the two Discoveries, and two of the men who’d been pursuing me the night
before were talking to the ferry-master.
I slipped down a little in my seat.
‘Trouble?’ Remy asked.
‘Nothing gets past you,’ I said.
‘In Afghanistan, I used to be point man,’ he said. ‘My job was to go first, look
at the lie of the land and work out where the IEDs were.’ He glanced in the
mirror, ‘I reckon if you were a field in Helmand, I’d be steering well clear.’
The Ferry disappeared in the rear-view mirror.
‘And yet here you are,’ I said.
‘Aye, got that right. My Spidey-sense failed me just once. Lucky only the
detonator went off or I’d have ended my life as a pink mist and a steaming
pile of tripes.’
There was nothing I could say to that.
Remy switched on the radio to check the weather and a few minutes later a
report told us that Glasgow airport was snowed in. The trains were running,
but at a reduced service. Further south, toward England, the snow had mostly
cleared though it was heavy through the Lakes. I made some calculations for
time and distance.
‘I bet there was a girl involved.’
‘What?’
Remy had broken my train of thought. ‘You ending up stranded in the middle
of the Trossachs. Bet there was a girl.’
I nodded confirmation. ‘There was. Your minefield detector is still working
Remy.’

‘Aye. You look like you’re on the back foot.’
I nodded again.
Remy continued. ‘You’re an officer, right?’
‘Was,’ I corrected.
‘Was. Are. Same thing.’
‘Ok.’
‘So what do they teach you in Officer School about what to do when you’re
ambushed. When you’re under attack.’ He looked across at me for a moment.
I felt like I was back at Sandhurst, and thought for a moment. ‘You have to
regain the momentum.’
‘By…’ he encouraged.
‘By counter-attacking,’ I said.
‘Aye. That’s what you do.’
‘Remy,’ I said, ‘You’re wasted as a driver. You should be strategic advisor to
the mafia.’
‘Like Tom Hagen?’
‘Yeah.’
‘He didn’t have the killer instinct.’
This made me smile. People think the average British squaddie is a thick
lump of snarling aggression. But generally he’s not. He’s smart, cunning and
he’s often surprisingly gentle when the need arises. Sitting with Remy as he
chatted was cheering me up. His advice was not unwelcome either.
‘So you reckon I should go on the offensive?’ I said.
‘It improves morale,’ he said, ‘Even if you lose you feel better.’ He shifted in
his seat, ‘Like, there was one time, down in Catterick right? I got into a fight

with three paras and they kicked the living shite out of me. But when I
bumped into them a couple of days later I saw that one of them had a broken
nose and another had a black eye, a real shiner. They might have pasted me,
but I went down fighting. Felt great after that. Felt like I’d won.’
I looked at Remy. He was a big gnarly highlander and I wondered if, perhaps,
he had actually won, and just hadn’t realised it.
‘It’s about perspective,’ Remy said.
‘You’re right,’ I said. I’d been in two fights in less than three days, been
punched, kicked, had my tyres slashed, been shot at, pursued and then had
one of best night’s sex ever with a woman who’d betrayed me immediately
afterwards. I had to turn that into something positive or I’d be nursing a bad
mood for the next three months. Plus, I still had a contract to fulfill. We drove
on for a while.
I said, ‘Fancy a detour?’
‘Sure.’

We pulled up outside the station at almost exactly the same spot that I’d first
met Remy. I was wearing a hi-viz Remy had loaned me and the old baseball
cap I’d found on the dashboard. The entrance to the station was crowded with
people trying to get a space on one of the limited number of trains available
and I was pushed and buffeted and almost carried inside. Despite the crowds,
I easily made the security guys standing by the barriers. There were two near
the ticket machines and, no doubt, there’d be a few dotted around near the
cash machines and exits but the person I was looking for wasn’t there.

I went into Costa and bought two coffees and four chocolate muffins, put
them on cardboard tray, went out through a fire-exit and back out to the
pickup. I saw Remy was chatting to a Traffic Warden, approached with a
smile and offered the Warden a muffin, ‘No thanks,’ he said, ‘I was just telling
your friend that he can’t park here. The traffic is heaving.’
‘We’re off now anyway,’ Remy said. I opened the door, placed the paper mugs
into the cup-holders beneath the dash, shoved the muffins into the glove
compartment.
‘Away you go then,’ the Warden said and Remy started the engine.
‘Find out what you wanted?’ Remy asked me.
‘Sort of.’
We pulled away.
‘Lot of plain-clothed police hanging around.’
‘Yeah.’
I said, ‘Tell you what, park round the corner, will you? Going to give it
another go.’
‘Sure.’
We pulled up round the corner in Union Street. I was beginning to think that
maybe I’d been wrong but I got out and went into the station through a
different entrance, coffee mug in hand and this time I saw her almost
immediately, standing with two men by a ticket barrier. She was dressed in a
dark business-suit and she was wearing an ear-bud, scanning the crowd for
faces. For my face. The men were in dark suits too, and I guessed they’d be
wearing shoulder holsters tucked beneath their left-armpits. I took out my

phone and from memory dialed a number. I watched as Janine gave an
irritated frown and took her phone from her pocket.
I heard her voice: ‘Janine Somers?’
‘You owe me a lift,’ I said, watching her face from a distance.
There was a long pause. Then, ‘Hi Mark. Where are you?’
‘Still waiting for my lift.’
I could see her motion to the two men, pointing at her own phone and
mouthing something I couldn’t make out. I turned and walked back out
toward the exit, still speaking. ‘Did you get what you wanted?’
I almost heard her smile: ‘I thought I had, but I was misinformed.’
‘So was I.’
‘Both of us were led astray,’ she said.
‘We were.’
‘Where are you?’ she asked again.
The station public address system began blaring out information. There’d be a
millisecond delay as my phone picked up the noise, sent it up to a satellite
and back down to her phone, echoing what she’d just heard.
‘Mark?’ she said louder, then the phone clicked off.
She’d placed me at the station.
I walked back to the pickup truck, closed the phone, slipped the memory card
from the back and quietly dropped it into the open bag of a passing shopper. I
opened the door and got into Remy’s truck.
‘Ready?’ he asked.
I nodded and we left the station. In the door mirror I saw Janine and two
plain-clothes running out into the street, looking around desperately for me,

Janine still holding her phone. I could imagine her frustration and smiled to
myself. I’d already made her look a fool to whoever she’d delivered the fake
notebooks and now I’d done it again.
‘Feel better?’ Remy asked a few minutes later as we drove up a slip-road and
onto the motorway.
‘Yes.’
‘Can you open that mug for me?’ he asked. ‘I fancy a coffee.’
I took the paper mug from the holder, opened it and he drove one-handed,
drinking the latte. ‘South, Remy,’ I said.
‘South it is,’ he said, his foot pressing down on the pedal, oblivious of the load
of logs that were packed loosely in the back. While he drove I considered my
position: It was Tuesday morning. I had two packages still to deliver, two
countries still to visit, and already I was behind schedule. Time to go on the
front foot, I thought.

Part 2

Chapter 15.
The sand was soft beneath our feet as we walked along the early morning beach, the
sun warming our skin. Janine took my hand and looked at me, ‘I’m sorry Mark,’ she
whispered and I felt something grip my wrist. I looked down to see that she’d
handcuffed one hand and she grasping my other hand to cuff that too.
‘Hey!’ I pulled my hand away.
‘Senor?’
‘What?’
I opened my eyes and looked up to see the air steward who had been tried to
wake me by lightly grasping my arm. ‘El aeropuerto de Girona.’
‘Oh, right. Thanks, sorry.’
I looked around. The plane was empty; the rest of the passengers had already
disembarked. I unclipped the seat belt, stretched, yawned, and then stretched
some more, wishing I was back in the dream, sure that I could persuade
Janine to release the cuffs, or at least put them to some better, more fun, use. I
stood and stepped into the semi-darkness of the empty aisle, hefted my
rucksack, ‘Gracias,’ I mumbled, squeezing past the steward, and exited the
plane into the warm evening air, warm in comparison to the highlands of
Scotland at least, feeling disheveled and tired. I walked down the steps and
onto the tarmac; it was dark and the lights of the airport terminal were
beckoning me. I followed the aircrew and walked into the terminal and
through the empty Customs gate. A couple of minutes later I was standing
next to a closed-for-the-night Starbucks watching a guy driving a tiny sitdown electric cleaner, swishing back and forward across the empty floor.
Apart from us the place was empty.

A glance at my watch told me it was after seven but the clock above the
Starbucks outlet told me my watch was lying: it was after nine. Apart from
the six or more hours spent dog-legging from Newcastle to Amsterdam and
from there on to Girona, I’d lost another two hours switching from GMT to
Central European Time.
I walked out of the airport, finding the taxi rank right where every airport taxi
rank in the world was, in front of my eyes, but then I looked up and saw the
Hotel Vilobi a hundred metres away and decided that a night in Girona old
town, with a cosy room in a hotel by the river was a luxury I could do
without. What I needed was a bit of sleep in an anonymous modern hotel
where my face wouldn’t be remembered by staff the following day. And I
needed a chance to think.
I walked to the hotel, went in and approached the foyer. The woman behind
the desk was a statuesque Asian girl in a face-covering red headscarf from
which quite the most dramatically made-up eyes stared at me. Her badge told
me her name was Aisha.
She checked my passport: ‘IT Provider?’ and tapped her long, multi-coloured
nails on the keyboard in a way that combined mild, professional impatience
with faint disdain.
‘That’s me,’ I said.
If you want someone to begin ignoring you very quickly, tell them you’re in
IT. Unless your name ends in Gates or Ives they’ll forget you within ten
seconds, though in Aisha’s case I don’t think I really registered in any sense
other than on the computer she logged my details. She gave the impression
that her intricately colored nails were more interesting than me. Hopefully

they were. I booked a double room for three nights. ‘My partner is arriving in
the morning,’ I told Aisha. I could see her eyes glazing over as she handed
back my passport. ‘Room 311,’ she said.
Earlier in the day, as I waited for my flight from Newcastle, I figured that
seeing as people had been shooting at me, it was time to take the whole jaunt
a little more seriously. I’d seen what guns could do and it was never pretty,
which was why I’d decided to fly to Girona rather than direct to Barcelona,
and pretend I was part of a couple arriving for a midweek break of some sort,
instead what I was, a single male on a murky mission and staying for just one
night. It was also why I wouldn’t be spending any more time in Barcelona
itself than I needed to, it’d be a quick and an out, and then move on. Apart
from Aisha the female concierge, the hotel foyer was empty and quiet, I felt
like I’d arrived in Girona only to find it was shut. I walked across the foyer to
take the lift to the third floor.
At room 311 the key card worked on the fourth attempt and, once inside, the
room itself was simple and light, with a lovely view of the arc-lights from the
freight buildings across the road. I locked the door, put on the chain, jammed
a wedge beneath it, closed the curtains, rang down and ordered a six-pack
and a sandwich from room service, stripped down and went to take a shower.

An hour later I was watching Sky Sports 1 and washing down a hotel
sandwich with the third of six bottles of lager they’d sent up. After a
lackluster first half between two second-rate Dutch teams I picked up the
remote and scanned the radio frequencies until I found the BBC World
Service. Then I poured another bottle of liquid gold into the glass, and sat

back listening to the radio chatter against the background hum of the air
conditioning. Or maybe it was the faint hum of tinnitus always crept that up
on me when I was tired, a legacy of five years flying helicopters, and that
four-day-firefight in Helmand. I close my eyes and wondered for a moment
what those devil-may-care Steely-Eyed Dealers of Death I’d shared a
battlefield with were doing right now. Doing what they were good at I
decided. Killing people. Quietly. I turned my thoughts away from them and
back to the job in hand. Something had been puzzling me. I knew now that
Janine was a cop. The whole rescue/bothy thing had been an elaborate
distraction technique to separate me from the packages I’d been contracted to
deliver; that it hadn’t worked was more luck on my part than skill. I thought
that maybe Janine should have just come right out with it, arrested me, cuffed
me to the bed and confiscated the packages, though perhaps she would have
found that difficult to explain my naked, handcuffed form when back-up
arrived. But then, I thought, maybe she wasn’t at liberty to arrest me at all,
seeing as I’d actually done nothing wrong, at least, officially. So what she was
doing was off the books, I realized, covert, perhaps bordering on illegal.
So then, who were the other guys? The bullets that had been stopped by my
now pockmarked armored backpack had been aimed square at Janine’s back,
all six of them in a neat little grouping, apart from one that had gouged a
furrow across my arm, and I recalled we’d hit a pothole as that particular
bullet struck the car, so maybe my arm was where her back should have been.
At first I’d thought they’d aimed at her simply because she was the driver, but
then again maybe not. Someone who takes the trouble to arm themself with a
Hammerli target pistol doesn’t miss, and they don’t usually choose the wrong

target, so they’d definitely been aiming for her. Whoever those guys
represented, I doubted they were working from the same script as Special
Branch.
I closed my eyes again, thinking it through; there were at least three different
players in this game of pass the billion-euro parcel: Janine’s lot, the guys in
the Land Rovers, and me. Four, if you included the poster-boy of the whole
scheme himself, Jack Maundy, and his two bodyguards. A merry bunch we
were; thugs, cops, bent politicians and ex-soldiers. The playing field was
crowded and I knew I needed to be swift and light on my feet if I was to get
the job done on time, and with the minimum of harm. I wanted the money,
and professional pride meant I wanted to earn it properly. I wanted to finish
the job.
Opening my eyes, I decided to contact the next name on the list: I picked up
my mobile, dredged up a telephone number from the recesses of my memory
and dialed it, then listened while it rang out seven times before going to
voicemail. I paused, wondering whether to hang up or leave a message, and
decided I’d hate to miss the next addressee for the sake of leaving a message
so I spoke: ‘Hello, this is a message for Father Donaldson. My name is Tom
Deayton and I’m in town tomorrow and I’d like to meet you, if possible. It’s
quite important that we speak face to face.’ I thought for a moment, ‘If you’re
able, can we meet at El Café on Torrent D l’Olla? Say half past ten in the
morning?’
I hung up and put the phone by the bed, picked up the laptop, booted it up,
went online and opened a Hotmail address: sheepskull@hotmail.co.uk. There
were no messages in the inbox, or any of the various boxes, in fact it had

never been used to send or receive an email. I wrote a brief message, saved it
to draft and left it unsent. Then I closed down the computer, checked the door
was locked, turned off the phone and climbed into the bed. After switching
off the lamp I closed my eyes, trying to recall some of the more pleasant
events from the previous night, in a snowed-in bothy fifteen hundred miles
north and west of here, with a beautiful, deceitful girl called Janine. My brain
being what it is, however, I went to sleep instead with an image of Jennifer
MacDonald undressing in the firelit dark and climbing into the bothy bed
beside me, whispering, ‘I’m the element of plausible deniability,’ and
giggling. The last thing I heard was the rustle of silk underwear and the
sound of sharp-heeled shoes dropping from her feet onto the floor.
Then I was out.

Chapter 14.
I woke at six am local time, showered and cleaned my teeth, packed, dressed
and went downstairs for a breakfast of scrambled eggs, coffee and orange
juice. As always, the orange juice in Spain was excellent. As I tucked into the
eggs, I opened the computer, logged on using Greener’s Q system and, using
the hotel’s wifi this time, I accessed the sheepskull email address again,
checked the draft box. My draft email had gone but another was there:
two guys came in today. said they wanted to hire a box. started asking about you. I
asked them to leave and they got all squirty on me. showed them the dogs and they
left.
stay frosty.
I checked the time the message was drafted. 11.15pm. So, today meant
yesterday. The draftee was Jacob Greener.
Greener ran a snail-mail forwarding service and private post box-facility from
a disused Methodist chapel in Southwark, which is how we’d come to know
each other, professionally speaking. If you wanted a secure, discreet mail
service then Greener would supply it, for a monthly fee. If you wanted your
mail forwarded to an address that your boss, your business partner, your wife
or the law didn’t know about then, for a monthly stipend, Greener was your
man. He looked like a dissolute Rastafarian and dressed like a superannuated
Olympic hopeful, but he had a sharp mind, a good business brain and a
career path which took little servicing but which earned him a lot of money.
He’d accept and/or forward just about any kind of mail or package, and he
often put work my way. The only rules he had were no drugs and no guns. It
wasn’t a moral thing, he once explained to me; he just knew that if people

started using him for that sort of trade he’d be in jail, or dead, within six
months. Plus, criminals weren’t too keen on setting up direct debits. To this
end, Greener had two dogs, Stevie and Sylvia: Stevie sniffed out drugs, Sylvia
sniffed out hardware and weaponry and both of them snarled and bit people,
when required. They were both would-be police dogs, discarded early in their
training for some reason or another, probably because they were too vicious. I
once asked him bout the choice of names for his dogs and he just said, ‘It’s
obvious, innit?’
It wasn’t to me.
We first became friends after a he forwarded me a job that went a bit bent,
forcing us to work together to fix it, and we found that we performed a useful
role for each other as a mutual support team. That was a couple of years back
and since then I’ve discovered he’s a good friend and a useful ally to have
around. So his problems tend to be mine, and vice versa. I wondered what I’d
landed him in this time, digesting what he’d told me in the unsent email; he
hadn’t told me any more than I already knew, it just added more question
marks to the situation, and it brought a friend of mine into the equation
without his permission, which wasn’t good. Getting Greener involved
without asking him first was just bad form.
Also, he’d want paying.
There were numerous players in this little game of hide-the-notebook, but
how many, and who they represented, I couldn’t be sure at this point. The
geometry eluded me. I deleted the text of the draft email and rewrote:
Names/descriptions? Questions asked?
I was about to close the account but as an afterthought added,

Be careful, “the chicks are packing”
Then I logged off.
It wasn’t the most secure mail system in the world but it was better than most.
Even supposing someone had discovered the email address and hacked it, we
weren’t giving away any details, just vague comments. Even the final
sentence was just a line from a movie. I closed the computer, repacked it in
my rucksack, pausing for a moment to finger the five small dimples made in
the Kevlar back-plate by the .22 target rounds, then finished breakfast and
paid my bill at reception, cash. Then I went outside, considered walking back
and grabbing a taxi but instead, on a whim, jumped the early bus that was
running nightshift workers from the airport back into Barcelona. I settled in
on a window seat and then an old guy who reeked of tobacco and sweat sat
beside me. We didn’t speak.
It was almost seven.

It’s a sixty mile journey from Girona to Barcelona so I didn’t expect to be there
much ahead of the good Father Donaldson but the bus made good time and I
was in town an hour ahead of schedule. Barcelona is an interesting place, a
mix of heavenly churches, ancient apartment blocks, graffiti-stained
doorways and the concrete fixings of half finished buildings, abandoned after
the boom collapsed into bust; it boasts perfect cafes on wide tree-lined
avenues and other, smaller versions that jut out into narrow alleys where the
sun is bright and the shadows dark. El Café is one of the latter. I stepped off
the bus on d ‘Arago and took a detour past La Familia Sagrado, which was
half covered in scaffolding, as usual, then turned up Industria and walked for

fifteen minutes or so until I reached El Café, and ducked inside. The only sign
that it was midwinter, to my northern eye, was the sun hanging low in the
sky; it wasn’t really cold. I peeled off my jacket and hung it over my
backpack.
Maybe I should have scoped out the meeting place out first, maybe I should
have been careful, in case any bad people were already there waiting for me,
but I didn’t. I just walked in.
It’s a bad habit.
It gets me into trouble.
My first flying instructor, a guy named Tom Marshall, once told me that I
displayed all the hallmarks of a third son. Eldest sons, he told me, were
careful, responsible, hard-working, risk-averse and tended to do well within
the rules and expectations of normal society. In terms of flight school, he said,
you gave them the heavy helicopters. In WW2 he said that bomber pilots
tended to be eldest sons: all that responsibility and stuff, they were used to it.
Third sons on the other hand were selfish, sneaky, cocky and liked to make
the dangerous choices. They made good fighter pilots. Or, in modern Army
Helicopter school, they were guys you sent to the hot zones. Guys like me, he
said.
‘What about second sons?’ I asked.
‘Second sons,’ he said, leaned out of the door and spat. ‘Ground crew,’ he
said.
‘Lawyers too?’ I asked.
He laughed. ‘Yes. Ground crew. Or lawyers. Snivellers.’

I laughed too. I’m the youngest of three and I was a would-be hotshot army
helicopter pilot. My eldest brother is a vicar in the Church of England and
you don’t get more responsible than that. My middle brother is a lawyer. He’s
a bit of a sniveler too.
I liked that.
So when I walked straight into El Café I was displaying all the behavioural
hallmarks of my sibling position. Apparently. As it turned out, the café was
quiet. There was music playing; some English dance act with a driving beat
and oddball lyrics that made me smile. I went to the counter with a smile still
on my face.
‘Coffee?’ I asked.
The waitress had navy blue eyes and collar-length hair the color of
butterscotch and she was wearing one of those neutral grey pinafore dress/
white t-shirt ensembles that are way more sexy than the sheerest lingerie. Her
name badge said Ceska and something about the way she moved told me she
wasn’t wearing much underwear. I know, I know, that’s a terrible judgment to
make about someone I’d never met before. I’m a romantic fool.
She nodded for me to take a seat.
The café itself is L-shaped with room for about three tables round the corner
of the L. I looked down the long aisle and then walked to the corner and took
the table just round the corner, where I could see the front door if I leaned a
little, but where I could remain unseen if I wanted to. Ceska the waitress
arrived with my coffee. ‘English?’ she asked me, setting it down.
‘How’d you know?’ I asked.

‘Hmm, let me think. You’re not wearing a coat and it’s winter. And also, you
look English; the haircut, the clothes, everything.’
‘You speak good English.’
She smiled, ‘I have a sister who lives in London.’
‘I’m from London,’ I said.
The doorbell rang and she turned and went back to the counter to serve the
customer who had entered. I poured myself a coffee, added cream, two sugars
and began stirring, and then looked up to see my quarry standing facing me.
‘Father Donaldson?’ I said.
He smiled, ‘Mr. Deayton,’ and extended his hand and we shook. He had a
strong, dry grip.
He was, so his wiki page told me, sixty-six years old, and he looked the
epitome of a catholic priest: short and fit-looking with thick, cropped, saltand-pepper hair; mostly salt, truth be told. He was wearing civilian clothing,
no dog collar, just a short jacket and open neck shirt from beneath which
sprouted a tuft of greying chest hair.
‘Please sit down,’ I said, ‘join me,’ gesturing at the seat opposite. I hitched my
rucksack onto the adjoining seat to give him room. Ceska arrived with
another pot of coffee and a plate of croissants for Donaldson.
‘Help yourself,’ he instructed.
I took one from the plate. He followed, tucking in with much gusto. After a
few minutes of solid eating he paused and asked, ‘So. How can I help you,
Mr. Deayton?’
I wasn’t sure I’d fooled him with the fake name.
I said, ‘You don’t look English.’

His eyes narrowed to a twinkle, ‘My mother was Catalan, my father was from
the Isle of Man.’
‘Ah,’ I said, ‘A Manx.’
‘You know it?’
I did. The Isle of Man is a strange place; a bleak, damp island in the Irish Sea,
midway between England and Ireland, and close to Wales too. I’d been there
a few times for the TT Motorbike Races. I looked him in the eye and said,
‘What’s that old definition of the Isle of Man? Twenty thousand alcoholics
clinging to a rock?’
He took a sip of his coffee, laughed and almost choked. ‘Excuse me,’ he said,
wiping his mouth with a tissue. ‘Haven’t heard that one for a while. Still
funny.’
He was still grinning when he’d recovered from his short burst of laughter,
and he leaned over and around the corner so that he could see the counter
and gestured an order for more croissants. In the five minutes he’d been there
he’d eaten three and almost finished his coffee. While we waited I decided to
get straight to the point; I said, ‘I’m a courier,’ and paused a couple of
moments for the usual comments about drugs or criminals, but none came, so
I ploughed on. ‘On Sunday I was asked to deliver a package to you.’
Again he said nothing, but his eyes darted briefly to my rucksack. The
waitress returned with fresh coffee and a second plate of croissants. Both
Father Donaldson and myself eyed her retreating form appreciatively. ‘Bonita,’
he said quietly, and I suspected that in his time he’d been prone to pleasures
of the flesh, then he turned and winked at me. I liked him better all the time.

‘Go on,’ he said, pouring us both fresh coffee from the pot and then picking
up a fresh croissant, tearing chunks out of it and chewing as I spoke.
‘The man who hired me is Jack Maundy.’ He gave pause in his chewing while
he considered this new information and then nodded, as though to say, again,
go on. ‘And he asked me to bring you a package,’ I said. I reached into my
rucksack and took the package from one of the inside pockets. Handed it to
him. He took it, put it on the table beside him and finished his second
croissant. I don’t know how many he’d already eaten, five or six at least but it
didn’t show; he was lean for an old guy; hardly any stomach, strong forearms
that peeked from his shirt cuffs. I thought he probably played sports.
Whatever he did, he appeared to have the metabolism of a hundred and fifty
pound hummingbird.
Eventually he finished eating and turned to the package, smiled to himself
and opened it to see the notebook inside, flicked through it for a few minutes.
‘Jack’s mea culpa,’ he said, placing it on the table.
‘I don’t know what it contains,’ I told him. ‘He didn’t tell me the contents,
only that he wanted me to deliver it to you before Friday. Before the trial.’
‘And you have.’
I nodded.
‘How is Jack?’ he asked.
I thought about it for a moment. ‘Struggling,’ I said, finally. ‘Fighting gamely,
I think, but struggling. The trial begins on Monday.’
‘So I hear.’ He studied the cover of the notebook, ‘Jack’s always been fighting
the good fight. And now he’s fighting for himself. For his very survival.’
Again he smiled to himself. ‘You know, bearing in mind what appears to have

befallen him this might sound ironic, but I thought at one time that Jack might
take the cloth himself.’
‘He doesn’t strike me as someone of religious conviction.’
He nodded in agreement, but I could see him looking inwards at some
thought. ‘But what is conviction?’ he asked. ‘What is faith?’
I thought he was going to start a sermon.
He was.
‘Two thousand years ago,’ he said, ‘when Jesus Christ himself was alive,
people believed that the world was the center of the universe, the center of
everything, a place designed by God himself, for our benefit. Now we know
that the world could carry on happily without us, and that it’s not in the
middle of anywhere, not even in the middle of our solar system never mind
our galaxy, or the universe. Even our universe might just be one of many, so
we’re told.’ He smiled ruefully, ‘And even if you ignore that slight
cosmographic confusion, I think that if Jesus could come to earth today he’d
be shocked that a billion and a half gentiles follow a religion in his name that
somehow, and on an industrial scale, manages to not follow the central tenets
of his teachings.’
‘You sound like you’ve lost your faith,’ I said.
He shook his head, ‘No. Not really,’ the corners of his eyes crinkled a little. ‘I
believe in God, though I’m no longer sure he believes in us. But then again, I
no longer believe in the Church of Rome, if I ever really did.’
We sat in silence for a while, each in our own thoughts. Then he shook his
head and said, ‘You must forgive me, suddenly hearing of Jack after not
seeing him for so long, and discovering how far he has fallen, that he’s the

front page news in so many newspapers, it brings out the young
revolutionary in me, and the young revolutionary is very disappointed in
what I’ve achieved.’ He smiled to himself and shook his head briefly, ‘The
embers of my Liberation Theology youth are stirring, bringing with them
both fervor, and disapproval. And both of those emotions are, after all,’ and
he looked at me with a sad smile, ‘why I became a priest.’ He turned back to
Maundy’s notebook, took a deep breath, opened it and began to flick through
the pages again, scanning it for information. I sat watching him, his eyes
gleaming, flickering across the pages, eyebrows furrowing at one point. Then
he smiled to himself, closed the book and pocketed it. ‘Eighty one billion
Euros, it says here,’ he said.
‘You could bail out Greece with that,’ I said.
‘Hell, you could buy Greece,’ he said.
‘I thought they already had,’ I said.
He grinned, finishing his coffee, ‘Maybe someone will buy the Isle of Man too.
Maybe I could go home. Buy a bottle of Irish malt and cling to that rock.’
I decided to move the topic on, and said, ‘Look, father, I’ve got to warn you
that there are people after that book, after what it contains. Jack’s trial begins
on Monday and there are some who would rather he not spill the beans. Bad
people.’
He shook his head, ‘This little notebook?’ taking it out and holding it up, ‘I
don’t think it’s what they think it is. I’ll have to read it thoroughly before I can
be sure, but it isn’t quite a detailed list of the whereabouts of the money or
financial transactions or anything like that. There aren’t any Swiss bank
account numbers in here.’ He put it back into his pocket, and in doing so

seemed to decide on something, becoming brisk and businesslike. He
straightened the coffee cup and half empty croissant plate, patted his pocket,
then pushed back his chair, stood up and went to the coat rack, pulled on his
grey Harrington, turned to me and said, ‘Well, if you will forgive me,’ he
glanced at his watch, ‘as illuminating as this has been, I have souls to save,
secrets to acquire, candles to light, Latin to speak and so forth.’
‘Good to meet you,’ I said.
He reached out and again we shook hands. He had a firm grip and a brief,
masculine shake. I liked him a lot. He was honest and thoughtful. He took his
job seriously. I thought that if the devil wanted to grapple with Father
Donaldson, he’d find a tough opponent. Then I thought of Maundy; his
liverish, dissolute face. Donaldson and Maundy. It was like comparing a
terrier with a bloodhound; they were nothing alike. Apart from being roughly
the same age, I wondered what united these two men? Where was the
common ground?
The bell rang as Donaldson left the cafe, dropping a few notes on the counter
as he passed. I sat for a moment or two after he’d gone, deciding whether or
not to enjoy the last of the croissants. I guessed he’d eaten six of them at least.
A plate and a half. There were only two left. I switched seats so that I could
see the door if I leaned over and began to enjoy my second breakfast of the
day. The waitress changed radio stations and rock music drifted toward me.
She went back to her conversation with a guy dressed in a long overcoat, his
hands cupping a paper cup. Two down, one to go, I thought and for a brief
moment I allowed myself to think the job was getting easy. Then I realized I
was probably fooling myself. I thought about the fact that for the second day

running I’d just given a total stranger information pertaining to the
whereabouts of eighty billion euros. And I thought about the two thugs on the
platform the night before last. And the guys with guns trying to kill me and
Janine. I realized now that if they’d killed Janine they would have killed me
too, once they’d acquired the information they needed. As I let that thought
sink in for a moment, my heart began to beat faster; belatedly I was beginning
to realize what I’d gotten myself involved in. The coffee cup rattled as I
picked it up.
‘Are you ok?’
I looked up. It was the waitress. Ceska.
‘You’ve gone pale,’ she said.
‘Have I?’
‘Yes. Is your coffee ok?’
‘It’s fine thankyou.’ I put the mug back on the table, careful that my shaking
hand didn’t spill any.
‘Would you like some fresh croissants?’
‘No, these’re fine.’
‘Are you fine?’
‘I’ve just had a sudden shock,’ I told her.
‘The priest?’
‘How could you tell he was a priest,’ I asked.
The doorbell rang and she turned to wave goodbye at the guy with the long
coat. ‘Easy,’ she said, turning back to me. Then she asked, ‘Girl trouble then?’
I shook my head. ‘Money trouble.’
‘Your money?’

I shook my head again, ‘No.’
She smiled, saying, as she turned to go back to the counter, ‘Then it’s no
trouble.’ She returned moments later and poured me a refill from a large jug.
Then the doorbell rang again and she went back to the counter where I could
just about see that she was serving two Arab guys. I stood and went to the
rack and picked out a newspaper, my heart-rate slowing. Eighty one billion is
such an abstract figure, and things were moving so fast, that I hadn’t
managed to fully comprehend it. Eighty one billion Euros would make
someone the richest person on Earth. I sat down and opened the newspaper
and mechanically picked up the coffee and drank a sip. Eighty one billion was
an astronomic amount. It was a seismic figure, and here I was, gadding about
with a rucksack and some notebooks and wondering why someone should be
using a target pistol to try and kill me, and why a Special Branch cop would
sleep with me in order to steal the information I was carrying. It was bigger
than I’d allowed myself to understand. And now I was in Barcelona. Would
they have followed me?
Too fucking right they would have followed me. They’d follow me and they’d
take whatever I had and they’d want to know what I knew, and then they’d
kill me. It was all, suddenly, seriously scary, and I felt very scared. I stood up,
looked at the waitress, she glanced over, saw my expression and without
asking pointed toward the back door. I went out and found the toilet, shut the
door behind me, leaned against the wall for a couple of minutes, my forehead
against the cool whitewashed bricks, until the panic died away. Then I stood
for a couple of minutes longer, before yawning away the tension, washing my
face and drying it with paper towels. I don’t know how other people panic,

but I like to do it in private and really let it go berserk for a while. Then, when
I’m done, I’m done and I can move on. I wasn’t quite at the move-on stage as I
stared at my reflection in the mirror. Who did I think I was? Being lucky in the
past didn’t make me bulletproof now. At best it just made me lazy.
I’ve been in some scary situations, I’ve been in target-rich environments; I’ve
been in bullet-rich environments. Hell, I once spent a week shepherding
ECHR commissioners around Helmand, two Germans and a Swede if you’re
interested, though you’re probably not, so I’ve been in twat-rich environments
too. But I’d never been in such a geometrically cash-rich situation, with all the
potential for unpleasantness that implied. I took a few slow breaths, got it
together and opened the door of the washroom, turning to pick up my
rucksack.
Which wasn’t there.

Chapter 15.
Suppressing the urge repeatedly knock my head against the whitewashed
brick wall, or just giggle in barely-suppressed hysteria, I opened the door
back into the café just as two men were walking out, the doorbell giving a
small ring as it closed behind them. The music was playing louder now - the
Red Hot Chili Peppers: If You Have To Ask. Track two from their
breakthrough album, Blood Sugar Sex Magik, according to my memory
banks. The album that caused John Frusciante to leave the band. At that point,
standing in the café, thinking I’d lost the rucksack, I too wanted to leave the
band.
I wanted to leave the whole parade.
The waitress was wiping down the counter and she turned to me, a small look
of worry changing to a hopeful smile. ‘You ok now?’ she asked me, taking
some cash from her pocket, ringing it into the till and then walking over. I
looked at my table. Empty of coffee. Empty of rucksack.
‘I’m not sure,’ I said.
She went back to the counter and brought two fresh cups of coffee on a tray
and put it down on the table. ‘Your coffee was cold,’ she said. ‘I took it away.’
I said, ‘I’m not sure coffee fresh will fix my predicament.’
‘Yes it will. We can sit and have a coffee together, before this place becomes
busy. We can talk. About London.’
‘I’ve lost my rucksack,’ I whispered, almost to myself.
‘Oh, your rucksack?’ she said, ‘It’s behind the counter,’ explaining, ‘We get
Romanies coming in, they cause trouble until we pay them off. If they saw
your bag just sitting there they would just take it…’

I didn’t wait for her to finish, was already dashing to the counter, grabbing
the bag from beneath the coffee machine, checking the contents, relief
flooding through me.
‘Romanies?’ I asked going back to the table, ‘At ten in the morning?’
‘They’ve got a gangster work ethic,’ she said.
I zipped up the bag and sat back down, half angry, half relieved. ‘Thanks,’ I
told her. ‘You can’t believe how relieved I am to see this. You really can’t.’
‘I gave you a shock? Moving your bag?’
‘Yes, but….’
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’
‘It’s alright,’ I said. ‘It’s fine.’
‘Good.’ She moved along the bench seat until she was facing me, took a coffee
cup from the tray and cradled it in her hands. We sat in silence for a few
moments. She stirred her coffee with a spoon, said, ‘If I had to guess, I’d say
you were a stressed man, struggling with a big responsibility, and very
possibly you’re in conflict with other, stressed, men.’
‘Your very perceptive,’ I said, my heart-rate slowing down to something like
normal.
‘Well, the way you suddenly went pale, and the reference to money; they
were clues. And those two guys who just left?’ she nodded toward the door,
‘they came in asking for you. They had a photograph. You looked very nice.
And they gave me this,’ and she withdrew a hundred Euro note from her bra.
‘I didn’t know women really did that,’ I said.
‘The bra thing?’ she shrugged, ‘I do. And I think you have problems.’
‘What’s the hundred for?’

‘I’m supposed to call them if you return.’
‘But I haven’t left.’
‘I told them you had.’
‘Thankyou,’ I said, suddenly glad she’d moved my rucksack while I’d been
quietly cracking up in the gents. If those guys, whoever they were, had seen
the rucksack on the table they’d have known someone was returning for it.
They might have waited. Then I frowned, thinking of Janine, who’d also
rescued me from strange men. ‘You’re not a cop are you? I’ve had my fill of
pretty girls who turn out to be cops.’
She snorted, placed the cup firmly down on the table. For a moment I thought
she was going to spit. ‘I’m a Catalan,’ she said, quietly, but angry. ‘I’m twentyseven years old. I have a doctorate. I speak four languages. I used to write
articles for an online magazine, until it got closed down. Too radical, they
said.’ She picked up the newspaper, ‘I even wrote an article for this rag! But
my main job? I was a lecturer. Then came the economic crash. Poof!’ she
gestured the sign for an explosion. ‘The fucking Germans and French have
nearly killed my country, so now I work in a café, because the university
sacked most of the staff in order to pay the bills the country owes the bankers
and the EU. My apartment was repossessed and now I share a crappy little
place with two people I barely know. I can’t afford to run a car. The whole
country is falling apart, and my life with it. If I could, I’d blow up the
Government! She paused for dramatic effect, ‘So if you think I’m a cop, if you
think for one moment I’d work for the Feds, then you really have problems.’
She paused, again quite dramatically, and then in a complete gear-change she
picked up a tissue, reached across and wiped my mouth, gently. ‘There,’ she

said, her voice dropping to a murmur, ‘You look better now. Almost
handsome. Like in your photograph.’ Then, her voice almost a whisper, she
asked, ‘And you think I’m pretty?’
I nodded, ‘Yes, I do.’
‘Prettier than “the cop”?’
‘Sexier too.’ I said, almost to myself, then asked her, ‘What is your doctorate
in?’
‘Economics.’ She gave the smallest of sad smiles. ‘Ironic, huh?’ Then she said,
‘Let me give you the sum total of what I know about economics.’
‘Ok.’
She looked me in the eye. ‘Don’t forget the wisdom I am going to give you
about economics. I used to give lectures on this shit.’
‘I won’t forget the wisdom you’re going to give me.’
‘It will serve you well.’
‘I believe you.’
‘Are you ready?’
‘Yes.’
She took a slow breath, her eyes glittering, and then, emphasizing every word
she said, ‘Economics 101. Ready?’
I nodded.
She looked me in the eye, spoke very slowly: ‘Nobody. Knows. Anything.’
I let that sink in for a moment.
‘Thanks,’ I told her. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’
She smiled, her eyes twinkling. ‘Good. Now let’s get back to you telling me
how pretty I am.’

‘Alright,’ I said, because she was. ‘You are so pretty…’
‘Come closer.’
I leaned forward, so close my face was I could smell the faint scent of oranges
in her hair, and began to whisper, forcing her to lean forward too, and I spent
the next ten minutes dripping honey into her ear. It was easy, I didn’t have to
lie at all, she was gorgeous, and my words dissolved whatever barrier faint
there was between us.
She said, ‘Now tell me how sexy you think I am…’
As I spoke I felt her breathing slow and grow heavy. I glanced down at her
throat and saw that it had flushed pink.
At one point the doorbell rang and she almost leapt up shouting ‘Estamos
cerrados!’ before ushering a little old lady back out onto the street, closing the
door behind her, quickly turning over the Open sign to say Closed and then
bolting the door and pulling down the blinds. She returned quickly to sit
opposite me, looking a little flushed, with a catlike smile playing on her lips. I
was about to start speaking again but she leaned across the table and shushed
me, kissed me, soft and lingering, a hand brushing the newspaper onto the
floor then pushing her thick hair out of her face as she clambered up onto the
table.
I discovered I was right; about the underwear. I can’t help it. It’s the romantic
in me.

Chapter 16.
‘You need a shave.’
‘I do?’
‘Yes. My face is all scratched up.’
‘Shouldn’t you be opening the shop?’
‘Are you bored already?’ her voice took on a playful, whining tone, ‘Are you
jaded?’
I smiled, kissed her. ‘No, I’m extremely content, but we both have work to
do.’
‘Your courier thing? Huh.’
‘My courier thing.’
She stroked her fingers along my upper arm. ‘What is this bird?’
I twisted to look at my tattoo. ‘It’s a Kestrel.’
She frowned.
‘It’s a hunting bird,’ I explained. ‘They’re beautiful, they hover in the air, until
they see their prey and then they swoop down.’
‘Swoop,’ she said, laughing. ‘Swoop.’ Then she asked, ‘Is that you, Mark, the
Kestrel? Do you hover then swoop.’
‘I don’t hover any more,’ I said. ‘I travel’
‘Poor Mark. Always travelling, never arriving.’ She slid from beneath me,
rolled off of the sofa and stood, looking out of the window. ‘Have you always
been a courier?’
‘I used to be a soldier. A helicopter pilot.’
‘Like your kestrel? Hovering, ready to swoop?’
‘Something like that,’ I said.

After the first, frantic bout of lovemaking on top of the table where only
fifteen minutes earlier I’d sat sharing croissants with a priest, we’d walked,
well actually we’d ran, up the stairs at the back of the café to the unoccupied
flat above the cafe. She had a spare key. Then we’d resumed our activities for
a couple of hours more. And now it was well after twelve and I had to get
moving.
‘Is it drugs?’
‘What? My job, no.’
‘Are you a criminal then?’
‘No.’
At least I hoped not.
‘I thought maybe the Priest was involved in drugs too. Which is why you had
money problems.’
‘Do you normally seduce suspected drug couriers in the café?’
She bent over, kissed me, ‘Only when they have pretty eyelashes like you.’
I watched her dress, hating what had to come next. ‘I’m working,’ I said. ‘I
have to go soon. I have to make some deliveries and time is running out.’’
‘In Barce? ‘ her face was hopeful, ‘You could be back by the evening. We could
make love all night. I’ll take the day off work tomorrow.’
‘Across Europe,’ I said. ‘I won’t finish until the weekend.’
‘Oh.’ Her face went blank.
We’d just been extremely intimate with each other in ways that were were not
purely biblical and now it seemed like I was giving her the brush-off. I didn’t
feel good about that and I didn’t want to go, I wanted to stay. I wanted to
move into this empty apartment and spend every day making love with

Ceska. She was open and vital and she had an emotional quickness that
enchanted me. But I couldn’t. I’d taken on a job and I had to see it through.
She pulled on her t-shirt, then her pinafore dress, sat down on a wooden
chair, fastened on her shoes. ‘Well come on then,’ she said, ‘I’ll open the café,
make us some lunch, then you can get on your way.’ Her eyes glittered as she
opened a small mirror, studied herself in the reflection, fixed her mascara.
Then she walked back downstairs without speaking, which was words
enough, I guess.
After she’d gone I clambered off the sofa, pulled on my pants and t-shirt,
fastened my boots, opened the curtains to allow the full power of midday
Spanish sun to enter the room and then went downstairs feeling less happy
than I would have expected, under the circumstances.

As Ceska brewed coffee and made us sandwiches in silence I opened my
laptop and checked sheepskull for messages. There were none. I looked up as
the bell rang and three workmen came in for food and drinks. Watched them
settle at a table near the door, I went back to my laptop to check out flight
times. My studies were interrupted when Ceska dropped a plate heavily onto
my table. ‘Food,’ she said.
‘Will you join me?’ I asked.
‘I’m working,’ she said, emphasis on the word working.
‘I would very much appreciate your company,’ I said.
‘Too busy,’ she said. ‘You should eat your food and go,’ and she looked
pointedly at my rucksack, which was obviously the stigmata of my guilt.
I nodded.

‘Ok.’
She went back to the counter, turned on the radio and some 80’s song told me
that Sarah Smiled. It was a lovely song and made me wish I could have made
Ceska smile. That seemed unlikely, under the circumstances. I bet James Bond
never felt like this when he was leaving some 1962 Florida hotel after tupping
Sally Goodtime, or whoever she might have been, but me, I just felt bad;
Ceska was lovely. I was remiss.
I checked out the plane times, I was making ready to go and I didn’t know if
I’d ever be back. I looked down at the food and from somewhere deep inside,
my army training told me to eat. Guilt I could live with, self-inflicted hunger
was purely unnecessary. I picked up one of the sandwiches and began to tuck
in.
At half-one, just as I was deciding that I should leave in the next five or ten
minutes, a news bulletin came on the radio; my Spanish wasn’t good enough
to keep up with the Catalan accent as I dutifully waded through the second of
the cheese and mushroom sandwiches, which were lovely but seemed to have
three times as much filling as they actually needed. I glanced up in Ceska’s
direction. Perhaps she was trying to kill me of sudden-onset heart disease.
She’d have to be quick, I thought. I’d already penciled in a flight from Barce
airport at five that afternoon. Then I heard something on the news bulletin
and my ears lit up a shining bright pathway to my synapses.
A name.
Donaldson.
Then some words I didn’t catch, save one: cura. Priest. I looked to Ceska for a
translation but she was listening intently too. The radio mentioned La

Sagrada Familia and I thought I caught the word muerte. I looked at her and
she looked back at me, frowning. She went over to the three men sitting near
the door and muttered something in guttural Catalun. Sheepishly they stood,
picked up their food and coffee to go, left the café. She shut the door and
turned the sign. Walked briskly to where I was sitting. ‘You must go,’ she
said.
‘Why?’
‘The Priest is dead.’
‘Dead?’ I was on my feet, following her, waiting for an explanation. ‘We were
talking just a couple of hours ago!’
‘Your drug-dealer friends have murdered him.’
‘Murdered?’
‘He has been stabbed. Dead. Muerte.’
‘I’m not a drug dealer.’
‘Whatever. You must go. They will come back here, your drug-dealer friends,
and they will kill you too, then me, so I need you to go.’ She turned to walk
away.
‘Ceska!’ I grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her round. ‘I’m just a courier.
I gave the father a notebook, that’s all. Now he’s dead. The information in the
notebook, that’s what is important to people.’
‘Why are you telling me this?’
‘I just want you to know I’m not a drug courier.’
‘Drugs. Notebook. It’s the same. The Priest is still dead.’
This stopped me in my tracks. She was right. I could have been delivering a
postcard, or a stuffed toy but he was still dead a result of it. I thought of

Father Donaldson, the impressions I’d formed from our brief meeting; his
thick grey hair, his ongoing struggle with his faith, his solid goodness. And
now he was dead.
I took a breath, nodded, said ‘You’re right. I’ll go.’
I picked up my back, shouldered it and made for the door. All of a sudden she
caught up with me and gave me a hug, a really tight squeeze, whispered, ‘I’m
not angry, Mark. I just wanted you to stay.’ Then she left go of me, ‘but I know
you have to go. So go! Before those men return,’ and she shooed me toward
the door, a warm smile on her face now, ‘But come back to Barce soon,’ she
said.
‘I will,’ I said, meaning it too, turning to kiss her briefly, then stepping out
onto the bright sunshine of the street, blinking a little. I looked left and saw
two men making toward me. They both gave a start as they spotted me.
One shouted my name. The other drew a pistol from a shoulder holster.
Both began running in my direction.

Chapter 17
Quickly I stepped back into the café, pulled down the door blind and bolted it
top and bottom. Ceska looked up from behind the counter, her brief smile
replaced with a frown, a question on her lips.
‘We have to go,’ I said, grabbing her by the arm.
‘What?’
‘Now! We have to go. Bad people are coming.’
‘My bag,’ she hissed, escaping my grip and grabbing her bag from below the
coffee machine.
As we ran to the rear of the cafe we heard banging on the front door and I
glanced back to see two silhouetted shapes peering through the narrow gap
between the blind and the edge of the glass. I kicked open the fire escape door
and we turned left into the alley, hearing the quite distinct sound of two
suppressed-fire gunshots, and the sound of breaking glass coming from the
front of the shop, then we turned right into a narrow, tree-lined avenue that
appeared incongruously picturesque and sunny, despite the situation we’d
found ourselves in.
‘Where are we going?’ Ceska shouted as we ran, winter sunlight dappling
between the trees as we ran, with me still grasping her arm. I didn’t speak as
we darted out between moving cars, horns blaring so loud that we might as
well have been carrying sirens to give away our position. We past another
café and someone waved at Ceska, shouted hello or something, and
incongruously she waved back and shouted a greeting, then we did another
left and right and turned a corner on which were parked numerous scooters
and old motorbikes, over one of which Ceska almost fell.

‘Let go of me,’ she shouted, catching her balance, and we ran together, out
into another street and then turned onto another avenue, keeping to the same
pattern, left-right, left-right, skipping turns when another one was within
twenty or thirty yards but, all the time running a zig-zag version of a pretty
straight line away from El Café and the two men with guns.
Eventually, we emerged onto a wide street and Ceska stopped, bending over,
hands on her knees, breathing heavily, exhausted by the sudden unexpected
exertion. ‘I can’t… continue… like… this,’ she said, struggling to breathe, face
pink with exertion.
I looked around.
Carrer de Bailen.
‘This takes us to La Sagrada? Right?’
She looked up, her breathing still laboring. ‘Yes. Further along. Take a left.’
I took her hand, ‘Come on.’
Her face fell at the thought of more running, ‘Where are we going? La
Sagrada?’
‘I want to see the priest.’
‘Mark!’ she said, ‘if they killed the priest, they’ll kill you too. We have to avoid
La Sagrada.’
She saw the look on my face and muttered, ‘Well at least let’s walk,’ and at
that point she must have ran out of oxygen again because she shut up and
concentrated on breathing. I gave her a moment or two longer to recover
before we started off again, anxiously scanning the street in both directions.
Then, walking briskly, hand in hand once more, we headed north toward
Father Donaldson’s church.

It was ten minutes before she spoke again, we’d just crossed a junction, and
she’d worked up enough breath to put up a decent argument. ‘Mark, think
about it, if these men are after you, someone will be watching the spot where
the priest was killed. Mark, those men, they had guns. I saw them.‘
I ignored this. ‘Did the news say how he died?’
‘He was robbed and stabbed. He bled to death in the street.’
This slowed me down. Now, I hate knives. People who want to shoot you
with guns, they need to take them out, cock them and point them at you,
which often gives you a second or two to perform escape maneuvers, and
even then they can miss you when they shoot. But someone with a knife, if
they mean to use it, they will get very close to you and simply insert it into
your liver, or between you ribs, and then slip away unnoticed as you fall to
the ground wondering why you feel lightheaded and faint. I hate knives;
they’re sneaky, they don’t jam and refuse to work and they don’t run out of
ammunition. I don’t think about death very often but when I do I imagine
dying of old age surrounded by doting great-grandchildren, or at the very
least, exiting this mortal coil rockstar-style, in a bed with two whores and a
desk-top covered in drugs. But if I have to die a sudden violent death I’d
rather be shot than stabbed. I hate knives. They’re sneaky and personal. If you
get stabbed to death, then you lost the fight, big-style, because the guy with
the knife, he got inside your space and he took you out. He won and you lost.
Deep in thought, it wasn’t until Ceska took my hand that I realized I’d left go
of hers. She said, ‘They’ll have covered up his body by now. The place will be
all cordoned off. We won’t see anything.’
‘I have to see where he died. Did they say where it happened?’

‘Outside the Sagrada. At the rear, where the scaffolding is.’ We walked
onward, me tugging her arm as she reluctantly followed. At some point her
phone rang. ‘It’s my boss,’ she said, taking out her phone, but I wouldn’t let
her stop walking as she answered.
‘Ciao,’ she said. ‘Pablo.’ Then she listened, nodding as some people do when
on the phone, ands I liked that about her, then she said something fast and
unintelligible in Catalan, a dialect which, when employed correctly, is the best
argument for independence from Spain I can think of. She switched off the
phone and bagged it.
‘I told him it was the Romanies smashed the place up and that I’ve gone
home.’
‘He has your address?’
She shook her head. ‘No, he has the address of the apartment that was
repossessed by the banks. I haven’t lived there for four months.’
‘But he knows your name, he has your employment details.’ I was thinking
it’d be easy to trace her.
‘I work off the books. He has my name. But it is a very common name.’
‘Ceska?’
‘Francesca.’
‘Ok then.’
The Romany thing was a good cover story, though it wouldn’t bear close
scrutiny if the police retraced Father Donaldson’s steps and discovered where
he’d had breakfast that morning. But it’d give us a couple of hours head start
without official interference. It’d give me time to get out of Dodge. As we
walked I could see flashing lights in the distance, then I spotted the fairytale

spires of La Sagrada Familia and we approached the scene with some caution,
passing through clumps of two and three bystanders, joining the small crowd
who were standing across the road from the blanket-covered body beside
lying next to an ambulance. I stopped to look at the outline of Father
Donaldson’s body beneath the green woolen blanket. I hoped for his sake that
he’d found his god. I don’t have one, I don’t believe in god at all, so I just
stood and looked at him and hoped for a moment or two I was wrong about
that.
It was Ceska who pointed out the obvious. ‘Where are the Feds? The
Carabinero? He’s been dead at least an hour, it was on the news.’
‘There,’ I said as a police photographer clambered out of a car, followed by
two uniformed Carabinero who started unwrapping a spool of crime-scene
tape to cordon off the area. But she was right, this scene felt wrong, felt like it
was happening in reverse. Like they announced it before they did it: news
bulletin first, then ambulance crew arrives, and at some point in between, the
priest is killed. Then the police arrive, and the first one there is a
photographer. It didn’t feel good. It didn’t feel right. One of the ambulance
crew was having a cigarette, he stubbed this out and then approached the
police, speaking loudly, gesticulating angrily, though the traffic drowned his
words. It had been at an hour since he died and they were only getting round
to sealing off the area.
‘We have to go, I said.
She unpeeled my rucksack and wrapped it around her shoulders instead,
then draped her arm around my waist, put her head against me as we
walked.

‘What you doing?’ I asked as she snuggled up.
‘Disguise,’ she said, ‘I’m making us a couple. Making you invisible,’ which I
had to admit was smart thinking on her part. We stopped at a nearby shop
and I bought a blue baseball cap, put it on, then we walked back onto the
street where the police presence was now increasing at a geometric rate and
she said, ‘I know where we can go.’
We turned and headed for the Metro, ducking into the entrance and jogging
down the steps. Ten minutes later we were sitting quietly on an almost empty
metro carriage. Winter in Barcelona. No problem with commuting. I said,
‘Where are we going?’
‘Besos Mar. My apartment.’
‘Why there?’
‘You need to get out of Barcelona. I’ll drive you.’
‘You have a car?’
‘No.’
She made an impatient sound and I thought she was going to give me another
lecture about the iniquities of the current Spanish financial situation which
prevented her from owning a car but instead she said, ‘My boyfriend has a
car.’
‘You have a boyfriend?’ I asked incredulously. She sighed, with a look that
said I just wouldn’t understand, and turned to stare out of the glass and into
the blackness of the tunnel wall as it flashed by.

Chapter 18
Ceska’s apartment block was one of those concrete utility buildings that
municipal authorities throughout the world threw up in the three or four
decades before the end of the last century in the name of modernity and,
whatever country they’re actually built in, are 80% occupied by people of
African origin. We ran up three flights of open-plan concrete steps and onto a
walkway, ‘Is there an alternative way down?’ I asked.
‘No. Only the one set of stairs.’
‘Fire escape?’
She gave a short laugh. We came to the door and she unlocked it and ushered
me inside. I said, ‘We have about ten minutes, maximum,’ as we walked into
a living room where a man was reclining on a sofa.
‘Ciao Max,’ she said, and he barely looked up from his TV as we passed him
on the way to her room. ‘What do I need?’ she asked.
‘Car keys?’
‘I’m talking to myself,’ she said before opening a cupboard and taking out a
large rucksack of her own, and she went on to fill it with clothes, underwear
and other items.
‘Going on holiday?’
‘Those men with guns,’ she said, speaking as if to a slightly stupid child, ‘Do
you think they’ll forget about me after you’ve gone? I’m going to visit my
sister.’
‘In London?’
‘Yes.’
I shook my head. No. ‘We have about six minutes,’ I said.

‘Why the countdown?’
‘We were spotted.’ I said. ‘Some ferret followed us onto the Metro, and off
again. He’s hiding out at the bottom of the stairs somewhere. He’ll have
pegged your flat and then called it in.’
‘Oh.’
She shouldered her bag and walked back out of her room, stopping at a
drawer and opening it to rake about for the keys, which she jammed into her
pocket. She reached up and took her passport from a stone jar on top of a
shelf. ‘The car is parked around the corner,’ she said.
‘Let’s go then.’
She said, ‘Caio, Max.’
He murmured something in reply as we left the flat. ‘What about the man
downstairs? The ferret?’ she asked.
What indeed?
We walked the three flights down, turned and went toward an underpass.
Someone stepped out from a doorway, a man in his mid-twenties wearing a
boyband.t-shirt, ‘Senor?’ he said, his voice mild and unthreatening, his
expression bland, almost inviting me to step closer. In reply I grabbed him by
the lapel and brutally smashed my forehead into his face, two three times,
each impact landing with a satisfying crunch of facial bone, and as he went
down against a low wall I kicked him hard another three or four times, feeling
his ribs crack under the final blows. He was unconscious before he stopped
twitching, and bleeding heavily from nose and mouth and the corner of his
left eye, before I’d finish kicking him. I looked around, saw there were no
witnesses, bent down and searched him, finding a phone, a wallet with cash,

a travel pass and ID.
‘CNI,’ I said, my heart sinking.
Secret Services. What the fuck was going on?
Ceska said nothing.
In his back pocket I found a switchblade. I stood up, stepped back, my
breathing heavy, thinking of Father Donaldson. ‘The news said the Priest had
been stabbed?’
‘Yes.’
I opened the knife, black crusted material coated the inner workings: blood. I
looked around and found a gap in the stone wall where the bricks had parted
and I pushed the knife deep down between the masonry, and then I turned
back and kicked the prone figure in the stomach for good measure. I was
tempted to stamp on his head until he expired of it, but I restrained myself.
‘Come on,’ I said, walking toward the underpass.
‘Where did you learn to fight like that?’ Ceska asked, as she caught up with
me.
‘That’s not fighting,’ I said. ‘Fighting is for fools. That was an assault.’ We
emerged from the subway on the other side of the road and she pointed at a
small green car.
‘MX5,’ I said. Good car.’
‘I’m driving,’ she said.
‘Ok.’
‘Where to?’
‘I dunno. North maybe.’
We got in, belted up and drove north. Moments later we saw police cars

driving in the opposite direction, lights flashing, sirens blaring. Ceska looked
at me. ‘You were right, we had about ten minutes.’
‘We’ll head for Girona,’ I decided. ‘The airport. Park the car in the long-stay.’
‘Ok.’
She turned on the radio. My neck muscles were throbbing now, and my
forehead was beginning to feel sore. I think I’d given myself mild concussion.
I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on deciding what would be the next
move.
‘You ok?’
‘Fine,’ I said.
Ceska switched on the radio.
I needed to find out something. I opened my rucksack and took out the
laptop, booted up the Q program and used the inbuilt dongle to access the
net. Slowly and deliberately I typed in the name William Straughan, followed
by the word Solicitor, Googled it.
A radio bulletin told us the police were looking for an Englishman called Tom
Deayton in relation to the death of Father Donaldson. I was suddenly glad not
to be going to Barcelona, where Tom Deayton had booked a flight at 5pm.
‘Have you heard of Schrodinger’s Cat?’ I asked Ceska as I tapped away.
‘The cat in the box?’ she laughed, like I’d asked a silly question. ‘Yes, why?’
‘I’m about to open the box.’ I pressed the enter key and scanned the articles
that featured Mr. Straughan’s name. The third article down announced his
death.

They talk about people’s blood running cold, and what I think they mean is a

combination of a shock and a cold chill that mixes with a feeling of dread; the
sort of feeling I was having right now. I read the article slowly, thoroughly:
William Straughan, the it said, had gone for an after-work drive on Monday
evening in his specially adapted car; he suffered badly from arthritis in the
knees, back and hips, it said, and his car was modified to suit him. For some
reason, he’d driven out into the wintry Scottish countryside and parked at a
lay-by near a burn, at which point he’d gotten out of the car and, for reasons
unknown, he’d walked straight through the burn and out onto the hills above.
His body was found the following day by a combined police and Highland
Rescue team. He’d died of exposure. Feeling hollow, I logged off and closed
the computer.
The box was open and the cat was dead.
I closed my eyes and thought of William Straughan, thought of him climbing
those stairs every day, despite his arthritis, and practicing his trade as a
country solicitor, a good man who worked hard. I thought of him, pictured
that wily, genial old guy, his big lumbering form being driven to some lonely
spot by persons unknown and being pushed out into the heavy falling snow,
being forced to walk through the freezing waters of the burn, and then being
made to trudge through the snow towards the hills until he collapsed and
died.
I wanted to know how he’d felt. Did he think of his family in those last
moments? I felt a terrible sadness envelope me. The newspapers reported his
death as an odd accident, possibly a suicide, but I knew that he’d been killed.
Murdered by the same people who’d murdered Father Donaldson. And I was
the one delivering the death sentences.

Ceska looked over at me. ‘Mark, are you alright?’
I closed my eyes, my head against the backrest.
‘No.’
I’ve killed people. But that was back in the army and they were in the same
business as me, to one degree or another, and they were people who were
trying to kill me. I’ve been a soldier and I know the business of soldiering is
death. But Straughan and Donaldson were innocent men, they were old guys,
decent old guys too, and they were not involved in any sort of nefarious
business that should result in their violent end. I knew on an intellectual level
that I wasn’t responsible for their deaths but, equally, I knew that if I hadn’t
delivered the packages, those men would still be alive.
I must have drifted off into some sort of sleep, because I was woken by
Ceska’s voice, saying, ‘Will you come with me to London.’
I opened my eyes and looked out of the side window and spotted a jet in the
mid distance, powering up after takeoff. We were close to our destination. I
looked over at Ceska and she glanced in her mirror, then at me. ‘I have a halfsister who lives there,’ she said, ‘I think I need some time away from
Barcelona.’
‘I need to go back to London too’ I said. I’d been planning to make my way
north, toward Riga, and I hadn’t realized it, but even as I said it I knew I had
to go back to London first.
‘Business?’ she asked.
‘I need to see man about a cat,’ I said.
Ceska studied me for a long time. Finally she said, ‘You do it well, you know.’
‘Do what well?’

‘That whole international man of mystery thing,’ she said. ‘The air of danger,
the cryptic comments,’ she shrugged, ‘the whole look…’
She smiled. I shook my head, my own smile freezing on my lips.
It all felt pretty hollow to me.

Chapter 19
I booked a flight using the name on the second of my false passports. The
photograph inside it was mine, but the name, Tom O’Neill, and the details,
belonged to an IT technician from Wicklow, Republic of Ireland. I like using IT
technicians’ details for false passports; it tickles me. The flight wasn’t for an
hour so we went and sat in Starbucks waiting for the call. After two lattes I
left Ceska and went to find a disabled toilet and, once inside, I took out the
passport with the name Deayton and spent five minutes tearing it into tiny
pieces before flushing it down the toilet. Getting comfortable on the disabled
seat next to the toilet I used the Q computer one last time, checked the
sheepskull mailbox draft folder, and finding nothing, decided against leaving
a message of my own. I took out a multi-tool I kept stored at the bottom in my
rucksack and began to dismantle the laptop, dropping the pieces into the
sanitary towel waste bin, then I broke the plastic case into several smaller
pieces and ditched this too, keeping only the hard-drive, which I slotted into a
pocket. Opening the disabled-toilet door fifteen minutes later I got a dirty
look from an elderly lady in a wheelchair who was waiting outside. I ignored
her, going instead to find Ceska still in Starbucks, dropping the hard drive
into the bin attached to the back of one of the floor-polishing carts that was
parked up by a fire-escape door. I’d have to cough the cash to Greener to
replace it, but that was ok.
‘We board in twenty minutes,’ she told me.
I picked up the large Americano she’d ordered for me, then put it back down;
to be honest, even I could only drink so much coffee. ‘You ok?’

She took a long slow breath, composing her answer. ‘Yes. But this has been a
surprising day.’
‘It has, hasn’t it. I’m sorry for involving you.’
‘It wasn’t your fault,’ she said. ‘And I involved myself when I seduced you.’
‘I’m not really complaining about that,’ I said’
‘I thought you seemed interesting;’ she gave me a smile as she sipped her
coffee, ‘and it turns out you are.’
There wasn’t much to say to that. ‘You’ve called your sister?’
She shook her head. ‘Not yet.’
‘Don’t call her until you’re in London. I’ll make sure you get there ok.’
‘Don’t worry, I’ve been to London a lot of times,’ she said. ‘I can find my way
around.’
We sat for a while in an approximation of companiable silence, each deep in
our thoughts. We got along just fine, I realized, but under the circumstances,
our relationship probably wasn’t going to last. I thought of a phrase someone
had once used to describe a similar set of circumstances: “In with the bullet,
out with the heart.” But then, the girl who said that to me was the sister of a
powerful gangland enforcer and, she’d told me, her relationships never
lasted.
Ceska went to a newsstand, returning with a copy of La Vanguardia. I
watched her as she sat down opposite me and began to flick through the
pages, frowning slightly in concentration. I wondered what it was that some
women had that was so bewitching to menkind in general. Whatever it was,
Ceska definitely had it; she was it. I studied the curves of her face, the wide
cheekbones, the small chin, the slight irregularity of her lips, which gave her a

look of a permanent, slight frown but which made her lips turn up at the
corners even more when she smiled.
‘Don’t stare at me.’
‘Sorry.’
She turned the page and folded the newspaper. She had hazel eyes, I noticed,
as she read the paper, and one of them had a flaw in the color, so that her iris
was lollipop-shaped.
Without even looking up she said, ‘Don’t stare at my eye. It has a flaw.’
‘Do you see with it ok?’
‘Perfectly.’
‘Then it isn’t flawed.’
She smiled again, glanced up, satisfied with my reply, then looked back down
at the newspaper.
Some time later the tannoy announced our flight. As we walked to the
boarding gate I wondered if the police were waiting at Barcelona Airport for
Mr Deayton, IT technician, who was booked to board the 6pm flight to Riga.
We sailed through Customs, passed the boarding gate and walked out onto
the tarmac of the runway and up the steps to the plane. The flight was almost
empty and Ceska went and asked the attendant if we could have an upgrade
and two minutes later I grabbed my bag and followed her through the curtain
to sit in the front part of the plane, and we ended up two of only four
passengers in First Class. The two others were businessmen, already bent
over laptops, tapping away at keys.

It was getting dark as I settled in for the flight; I thought briefly of the
switchblade carried by the man who’d approached us back in Barcelona. It
was sleek and well looked-after and I thought, yes, there really were people
like that in the world; people who would cut you up, because it was their job.
I shook this thought from my mind, telling myself that worse people than that
existed too, adjusted my seatbelt for takeoff and sat back listening to the
engines; an old habit.
After takeoff I adjusted my watch; we’d gain two hours flying back to
London. I was glad of the extra time. Ceska leaned her head against my
shoulder and went to sleep for a while, lulled by the movement of the plane.
An hour or more later she stirred, sat up and stretched. Then she took out her
make-up bag and turned to me, ‘Let me fix your face.’
‘My face?’
‘You have a bruise on your forehead,’ she said, surveying my face, ‘from
butting that man. Also a cut below your eye, and your lip is marked.’
The cut eye was from the big Scotsman on the railway platform at Bridge of
Orchy. I think the lip was from Janine; she’d bitten me at some point during
the night we’d spent in the bothy. Ceska took out a tube of something and
sprayed a little of it onto a tissue, with which she cleaned out the cut below
my eye.
‘It stings.’
‘Baby,’ she murmured.
Then she dried it with a clean tissue and used concealer and a little foam pad
to blot out the worst of my recent abrasions. ‘That stings more,’ I said.

She shushed me impatiently and began cleaning my lip with more stingy
stuff. After ten or fifteen minutes more close-up concentration she sat back
and said, ‘There, much better. You look very pretty.’ She giggled and packed
away her make-up, and then picked up her travel bag and went to the toilet,
emerging about thirty minutes later with her hair tied up, wearing a short
wide skirt and a heavy cotton top that managed to hug and drape in exactly
the right places. She had put on fresh make-up too.
‘You look lovely,’ I said as she sat down.
She said nothing, just smiled to herself like it was a given. We reverted to our
previous position of her head leaning against my shoulder. I turned to look
out of the window into the darkness, watched the lights on the wings of the
plane, glowing rhythmically against the grey darkness of the skies.
We were back in English airspace.
I could feel it.

Chapter 20
It was dark when the plane touched down. For the third time in a row,
customs was non-existent and I reflected that this meant the odds were that
the next time I came through an airport I’d be strip-searched, or worse. As we
took the escalator I studied the people on the concourse below.
‘You’re staring,’ Ceska said, as we stepped off.
I was looking for people who might wish to do us harm.
‘Perhaps,’ she said, reading my thoughts, ‘your Kestrel is hovering above us,
ready to swoop.’
‘I hope so.’
‘Flying,’ she said, ‘I can tell. It’s your thing.’
I nodded.
It was my thing.
We walked through the concourse and into the outside air. ‘I’m cold,’ Ceska
said, and I took off my jacket and draped it over her shoulders. I was tempted
to jump the express to Victoria but decided instead to take a cab all the way
home. Maundy could afford it.
Thirty minutes later, as the London streetlights unrolled before us, I began to
relax a little. ‘Is this where you live?’ Ceska asked, a little wide-eyed at the
strangeness of it.
‘Close.’
Ten minutes later we were getting out at my front door. Sitting on the front
step, reading a book by the light of the bright neon lights streaming from the
cornershop next door, was my upstairs neighbor, the middle-ranking drug-

dealer, Tonka. He was wearing a huge, multi-colored hat and a heavy black
coat, and he looked up as I approached, ‘Hey Barrett.’
‘Hey Tonks. Catching the fresh air?’
He glanced at Ceska and she returned his gaze, giving him a frank appraisal
before he looked back at me,’ Just waiting.’
Tonka is six foot three of lean, rippling muscle. He’s handsome too. Overall,
he exudes a barely-contained masculinity that makes me feel like a thirteen
year-old white boy again, walking into the yard on my first day at my new
school, surrounded by black kids who were bigger and tougher and cooler
than anyone I’d ever met.
He said, ‘Oh, yeah, F-Troop been snooping around, looking for you.’
This stopped me. ‘They say anything?’
‘No.’
He picked up his book. Conversation over. I went to the door and unlocked it
and ushered Ceska inside. The place felt a bit musty so I opened the curtains
and windows as wide as they’d go. Ceska walked around the place, checking
it out in the same way as a cat will stalk around new surroundings, looking
for the sweet spot in which to relax. ‘Who is that man?’ she asked.
‘Tonka? He lives on the top floor.’ I watched her trying out different chairs,
walking from room to room before returning and slumping onto my sofa.
‘Now he’s a proper drug dealer,’ I said.
‘Unlike you.’
‘Unlike me.’

She raised her legs and stretched out lengthways on the sofa. She’d found her
sweet spot. She said, ‘I’m cold, Mark,’ so I turned on the fire, and the TV and
went into the kitchen to fill the kettle. ‘Do you want to call your sister?’
‘Do I have to?’
At that moment I’d have been happy to install Ceska in my flat for the rest of
my life, just to enjoy the journey of discovery as I charted her, body and soul,
inch by inch, over the next few decades. I shook my head and put away these
random romantic thoughts. ‘Yes,’ I told her through the door ‘I have things to
do and you’ll be better off out of the way.’
As I stood in the kitchen waiting for the kettle to boil I heard her talking on
the phone. She appeared at the kitchen door a couple minutes later, ‘Can you
take me to the tube?’
‘Sure.’
‘’Thanks,’ she said, kissed me on the cheek, then brushed a mark from my
skin, ‘But can we go into town first? There’s something I have to do.’
‘What?’
‘It’s a secret.’
‘Ok.’
‘Sightseeing,’ she added.
‘Ok.’
I’d dragged her across Europe, I could at least spend an hour or two showing
her round town. I poured us both a coffee and then went to repack my bag.
There wasn’t much going into it this time. No laptop. I could simply shower,
change and go.
Ceska saw me staring blankly at my rucksack. ‘What you doing?’

‘Thinking.’
‘Thinking about what?’
‘Traveling light.’ Then I said, ‘I’m going to take a quick shower. Be ten
minutes.’
‘Have a shave too,’ she shouted after me.
Twenty minutes later I was showered and shaved, dressed in clean clothing,
pulling on my boots, ready to go. I’d been half disappointed she hadn’t
followed and leapt into the shower with me, but I’ve long since given up
trying to predict a woman’s behavior, besides, my shower was small and the
water pressure was low, so it wouldn’t have been as romantic or sexy as it
might have first seemed.
Ceska was watching TV when I went into the living room.
‘Ready?’ I asked.
‘Give me five minutes,’ she said, and went into my bathroom.
She emerged a half hour later, smiling.
‘I’m ready.’
‘Where to then?’
‘I want to go to Soho. And show me some places on the way.’
‘Ok,’ I said. ‘Soho it is. And a mini-tour. We’ll get a cab.’
I went into the hall and grabbed my long coat from the peg, then had a
thought, went back into the living room and said, ‘Try this on,’ wrapping a
coat around her shoulders. ‘It’ll keep you warm.’
‘What is it?’
‘My old combat jacket,’ I said.
‘Your real one? From the army?’

‘Yes, look,’ I pointed at my name badge sewn above the breast pocket. She
allowed me to help her into it. ‘It’s a bit ugly but it’s clean and it’ll keep you
warm and dry.’
‘It’s not ugly,’ she said.
Twenty minutes later we were in a cab, crossing the Albert Bridge. I asked the
driver to pull round and stop. ‘See there?’ I said, pointing at a row of large
houses.
‘Yes.
‘A guy called Dante Gabriel Rossetti lived there, over a hundred years ago. He
was an artist and a poet. A drug addict too. He kept a menagerie in the back
garden.’
‘A what?’
‘A menagerie. Like, a zoo.’
‘A zoo?’
‘A small zoo.’
‘Were the animals happy?’
‘I think they ate each other.’
‘Was he mad?’ she asked.
‘Completely. When his lover died he had all of his unpublished poems buried
with her. No one else could read them.’
‘That’s so romantic,’ she said, almost sighing.
‘Yes, but wait. Later, when he wanted to publish those poems, the only copies
were in the coffin with her so he had her body dug up, to retrieve them.’
‘Urgh,’ she said. ‘He sounds like an idiot,’ she said.
I didn’t disagree.

We drove up Kings Road, I took her round Hyde Park, showed her the house
whose address was simply, “1 London”, which she thought was impressive,
and then we headed for Soho. The taxi dropped us on Wardour street and she
waited until I’d paid him before hugging me. ‘You gave me a sightseeing
tour,’ she said. ‘Thankyou.’
‘Just a little one. Some of the interesting bits on the way into town.’
‘How do you know about that artist?’
‘I was born in a place called Bexleyheath,’ I said. ‘It’s a little town south of
London. There’s a house there, it was built by one of Rossetti’s friends, for
another friend to live in. They were a group of artists who lived and worked
together. They shared lovers too. Everyone in the area where I grew up in
knows about them.’
She kissed me.
‘Did you go to school in Bexleyheath?’
‘No, I went to a really good school in London, called the Oratory. But I was
thrown out.’
‘Why?’
‘I got caught.’
We walked a bit further, ending up in Soho Square, where we took a seat on
the only bench not occupied by a tramp or a polish immigrant. ‘What did you
do after you were thrown out of school?’ she asked, snuggling up.
‘I went to a different school. In Peckham.’
‘What was that like? Was it a good school.’
‘I got educated,’ I said.
She giggled. She said, ‘What does NQA stand for?’

‘Not Quite Acceptable.’
‘You are quite acceptable,’ she replied and leaned across, kissed me on the
cheek.
We sat for a while, chatting. Then we stood up and walked some more, I
showed her Ronnie Scott’s and the Pizza Express jazz club and we walked
past a pub called the Village and I pointed, ‘If you went in there,’ I said,
‘you’d be the only girl in the Village.’ The joke made me smile but she didn’t
get it.
We ambled slowly on, holding hands, her head leaning against my shoulder
at times, flowing with the locals and the tourists. Further along Dean St., as
we passed the Chinese Medical Centre she paused to lean over a gate where
steps led down to a darkened doorway. She tried the gate and it was
unlocked.
‘Come with me,’ she said, leading me into the dark of the doorway at the
bottom of the stairs. She held out her arms and whispered.
‘Here. Now.’
‘You sure? Here?’
‘Of course,’ adding, ‘But don’t wait for me. Just do it to me.’ And I wrapped
my long coat around us both and we made love in that doorway, furtively,
quietly, perfectly, as people walked past a few feet above us. Then afterwards
we straightened our clothes and ran back up the steps laughing together; then
we walked on, arm in arm.
An hour later we were on the platform, waiting for her train. I felt the air
pushing through the tunnel. ‘Here it comes.’
‘What about your coat?’ she asked.

‘Keep it until the next time I see you.’
She stepped closer and kissed me, stroked my cheek tenderly with a fingertip,
that small frown back on her face, whispered, ‘Goodbye, Mark Barrett,’ she
said quietly, ‘Always traveling, never arriving.’
‘Be safe,’ I said.
The train arrived and we stood back to let people off. Then she got on board,
walked to a seat and sat down.
She didn’t look at me.

Chapter 21
An hour later I was walking along the embankment toward the Savoy. The
lights from the Eye across the river were twinkling, it was close to midwinter
and the air was chill, the skies grey and heavy. In other circumstances I would
have felt seasonal, might have stopped off to do some window-shopping.
I walked round to the front entrance, straight in like I lived there, past the
desk and on to the lift. Jumped in and went up to Maundy’s suite. The
corridor was quiet and plush as I knocked on the door, hard, twice.
After a couple of minutes I saw a shadow flicker across the peep-hole, then
the door opened. It was Geert.
‘Mark Barrett,’ he said.
‘I need to speak to Maundy.’
Geert looked past me to the corridor. ‘He isn’t in.’
‘Where is he?’
‘With his Lawyers.’
‘I’ll wait.’
Geert said no more bit simply stood aside to allow me into the suite. Frenchie
was still leaning against a window sill, like he hadn’t moved in four days.
Geert went to the coffee machine and poured us both a mug. He looked at
Frenchie, ‘Jean-Claude?’
Jean-Claude, shook his head. Both men looked tense, they moved with the
uber-slow movements of men who might have to move very quickly, very
soon. I felt like a neighbor who’d walked into the middle of a domestic
altercation, and the household had paused fighting and was putting on a
good show for my benefit, ready to resume the argument immediately I left.

Geert handed me the coffee and I sat down. ‘How long will he be gone?’ I
asked. Geert shrugged.
‘Hey, courier.’
It was the first time Jean Claude had addressed me. I looked over at him, he
said, ‘Have you completed your job, courier?’
‘I’ll discuss that with Maundy,’ I said, ‘when he gets back.’ He gave me the
sly-eye and I went back to my coffee.
The air was electric with tension but it wasn’t anything to do with me. I
wondered what was happening with Maundy. Jean-Claude left his perch and
went to pour himself a coffee.
‘Thought you didn’t want one,’ Geert said.
‘You can’t make coffee’ he said.
I watched him refill the machine and spend ten minutes carefully making
himself a fresh brew. It had to be said, he was a most meticulous coffeemaker; I felt like I was watching the French equivalent of a Japanese teaceremony. Eventually he poured himself a mugful of his brew, tasted it,
smacked his lips and took it back to his window perch. I thought of Ceska’s
comment about my kestrel hovering above me. Well, it was looking down at
these two goshawks and telling me I should go; I should get away. Something
was going down and I didn’t really want to be here. Just then, Frenchie took a
phone call and went outside into the corridor to answer it. Geert watched him
go, waited until the door was fully closed, then looked at me. ‘You should go,’
he said.
‘I need to see Maundy.’
‘Go and finish your job.’

‘How do you know it’s not finished.’
An expression approaching impatience flitted across his face. ‘Mark, I can’t
say too much, but us, you and me, we’re on the same side.’
I paused, coffee mug midway between table and lips, I said. ‘What is going
on?’
‘I can’t explain at the moment.’
‘The two people I delivered to are dead.’
He nodded, I know.
‘I can’t deliver the third, not if it’s going to be a death warrant.’
He looked at me. ‘Deliver the third package. It is important to Commissioner
Maundy that you do. And make that person safe. This,’ he gestured, looking
around the room, ‘this will all be over by the weekend. After that, no innocent
people will be harmed. I promise…’
Jean-Claude walked back into the room, turning off his phone. He looked at
me. ‘Have you got the final package with you?’
‘No.’
He glanced at Geert, who shrugged. ‘Shouldn’t you just go, then?’ I glanced at
my watch, it was after ten. I had a midnight flight to catch. I stood up, ‘You’re
right. Doesn’t look like he’s returning any time soon. I’m going home.’
Frenchie escorted me to the door. I glanced back at Geert, who looked pained.
But about what, I couldn’t tell.
I left the Savoy in a cab, told him to take the Waterloo Bridge back to
Battersea, and then go west along the river. As we drew parallel with
Parliament I said, ‘I’ve changed my mind, I’m going to Heathrow,’ and he
nodded, kept his course, south of the river until we came to the Lambeth

Bridge, where he turned north and west, toward the airport. And just over an
hour later I was hurriedly boarding the last flight to Latvia.
I was going back to Riga.
I was going back to a place I’d promised never to return, I mused, as I
fastened my belt ready for take-off. I was going back to a city where, three
years earlier, someone had borrowed my heart, and forgotten to return it.
Where someone else had promised to kill me if I ever returned. The engines
whined as the plane began moving forward along the runway. My seat began
tilting back as we left the ground. Despite the events of the last three days I
couldn’t help smiling to myself as the plane powered into the darkness. For
the next three hours there’d be nothing but the night-sky and me. No
Maundy, no cops called Janine, no thugs or murderers or victims, no
bodyguards with guns. The flight would protect me from everything.
Until 4am I was safe.
I love flying, I told myself, closing my eyes and soaring into sleep.
It’s my thing.

Part 3

Chapter 22
It was still dark when I got off the plane at RIX. It was cold too and I was
shivering and yawning with a lack of sleep when two Latvian custom guys at
Terminal B stopped me. They were thorough and asked me one or two
searching questions about why I was visiting their lovely country at a quarter
to five in the morning in early December. They were friendly enough though,
standing in the cold in their official winter hats and coats, holding paper
mugs of coffee in gloved hands and when, after checking my bag twice, I told
them I was visiting an English aunt in Jurmala they let me through. I picked
up my rucksack and asked them where I could get some coffee. I’d slept for
maybe two or three hours and needed a boost. ‘Over there,’ one of them told
me in better English than I spoke Latvian and pointed in the direction of the
main terminal area.
The coffee shop was called Miko’s. The waiter couldn’t speak English and I
couldn’t speak Lettish but he understood the Russian, chorny koffee and my
holding up two fingers and making spooning gestures while pointing at one
cup. Minutes later I was perched on a bench, wishing I’d brought a warmer
coat and trying to decide my next move. The coffee was surprisingly good. By
five thirty, having drank two large coffees I went to buy a copy of the Times; I
knew what I had to do and in what order. I took the coffee and newspaper
and went to find a comfortable chair and sat reading about yesterday’s news
events while the airport came slowly to life around me. You have to take the
quiet times where you find them, and before six in the morning at Riga
International is not the time or place to be calling people up on the phone, so
for an hour or more I existed in a peaceful, contemplative bubble of coffee,

contemplation of world events, and the quiet whirring of floor-cleaning
machines.
By seven things had picked up and I spotted my first batch of trolley-dollies
walking in a gaggle across the floor of the terminal. I rose and stretched,
feeling the heavy sleepiness shedding itself from my body and falling away
into the ether; the thought of finishing the job waking me up more thoroughly
than the coffee that was scooting around my system, lighting up my synapses
wherever it touched the sides. I was excited and nervous both. Serious too;
people had died after receiving these packages and I was determined that the
final recipient would not. I was resigned also to the fact that I’d have to face
someone that I really didn’t want to face. Leaving my own phone in my
pocket I went to a callbox and dialed a number. It rang twice and someone
picked it up.
‘Hello?’ A woman’s voice; dark and heavy with sleep.
‘I need to speak to Andris,’ I said. There was a pause for a second or so and
then she said, ‘No one called Andris is on this number.’
I said, ‘Tell him Mark Barrett called.’
She hung up. I stood by the phone waiting. About five minutes later it rang
and I picked up the receiver. ‘Mark Barrett,’ a voice said.
‘Andris,’ I replied.
I could hear the sleep in his voice but there was a smile in there somewhere
too when he asked me, ‘What the fuck are you doing in Riga?’
‘I’ve come to ask you a small favor,’ I said. ‘Well, two actually.’

There was a long pause while I waited for a reply of some sort. Andris is a
businessman and getting calls at seven am from people he hasn’t spoken to in
three years asking for favors is, no doubt, a little disconcerting.
‘You took the red-eye?’
‘I hope that’s ok with you. Me being here.’
Another pause, and this time the smile in his voice was a little more forced.
‘Why don’t I send someone for you, and we can share breakfast?’
‘That’d be great.’
I heard him cover the phone with his hand and speak something I didn’t
catch, some instructions, no doubt to the secretary who was sharing his bed
that night. I couldn’t make out her reply but she did have a sexy voice. The
line went dead. I went and waited by the airport doors.
At seven thirty a car approached me outside the airport terminal. It must be
twenty five years since the Berlin wall came down but the capitalist robberbarons who replaced the communist party apparatchiks at the controls of
power seem to have similar tastes in cars; the one that pulled up beside me
was a Mercedes stretch-limo rather than a smoke-belching Zil but it gave off
much the same aura of power and wealth. A tinted window slid down and
the co-driver looked out at me. ‘Mark Barrett?’
I nodded. The rear door popped and I climbed into the back seat, shutting the
door with an airlock-like ffpp which I found both satisfying and a little scary.
Armoured Mercedes limos are not my usual mode of transport. The driver
glanced at me and coughed, ‘Seatbelt, please.’
I fastened up.

The car had the faint but powerful reek of cigarettes that no daily valet could
fully eradicate, but the seats were comfortable and the men in front gave a
sense of businesslike physical threat that could be mistaken for safety if you
were in the appropriate state of mind.
I wasn’t.
A drive like this could end up in a remote clearing of Scots pine and Norway
spruce with me doing an impression of Adrienne La Cerva before getting a
bullet in the back of the neck. Latvian forests go on for hundreds of miles. No
one would ever find the body.
With this comforting thought I was a little on edge as the car drove along
quiet roads. I could see the Baltic glimmering on the edge of the horizon and
gradually we grew closer to it, my worries of a violent end in a lonely forest
receding, only to be replaced with visions of my body wrapped in chicken
wire and being dumped out in the cold depths somewhere. Too much
imagination is not good when you work with bad people, I told myself, but
then reflected that, on the other hand, paranoia is a healthy and valid
response. Eventually we pulled up at a steel gate that was built into a ten-foot
high stone wall.
I looked around. We were at a waterside lodge built in a style that can only be
described as Soviet-Gothic. It was huge and, even at that hour of the morning,
as we rolled through the gates and they swung shut behind us I could see a
large number of armed men standing at various locations. The whole setup
reminded of the Corleone house in the first Godfather movie, after Vito is shot
and the family is under siege from the Tattaglia family, when they take to the
mattresses. The car stopped outside the house and the co-driver got out and

opened the door for me. He too was wearing a gun, strapped to his left hip in
some sort of cross-draw rig, useful for getting hold of when you’re sitting
down I thought, and pegged him for the permanent co-driving gunman
position in whatever organization Andris was now running.
I climbed out.
‘Mark!’
I turned and there was Andris, walking toward me, arms outstretched, a smile
on his face, he came right up to me and gave me a brotherly hug, which in the
circumstances was both surprising and a little scary, but I hugged him back.
‘Where have you been?’ he asked, ‘I haven’t seen you in three years.’
‘Oh, you know,’ I said, ‘just working and stuff.’
We hadn’t seen each other in three years because he’d told me if he saw me
again he’d cut off my head and mount it on one of his cars as a trophy. This
warm welcome was at the very least, a little unexpected. Hell, I thought, who
knows how the minds of criminal masterminds work? Just go with it, so I
hugged him back and then we stepped apart to survey each other.
‘Come into my house,’ he said. ‘My dacha.’
I wasn’t wrong about the house, I thought. It was pure Soviet: a leftover from
the days when Communist Party members lived like Archdukes. ‘It looks
lovely,’ I said.
‘It looks hideous,’ he told me laughing. ‘But it has high walls outside and the
house itself is built like a bomb-shelter.’
I looked it over as we approached. ‘You’ve done well,’ I observed. ‘Business is
booming?’

‘Business is business,’ he replied as we stepped in through the extra wide
double doors, ‘We’ll have breakfast and then you can tell me what business
brings you here.’ He smiled again and added, ‘Then I will decide whether or
not I still want to decorate my Maclaren with your head.’
‘Maclaren?’ I asked.
‘Bought it in Knightsbridge last year,’ he said as we walked along a plushly
carpeted corridor whose walls were lined with polished wooden panels.
‘You were in London?’ I said. ‘You never called.’
He smiled as we turned into a large dining room where a table was set for
breakfast for two.

Chapter 23
The dining room was large, with a mid-sized chandelier, floor to ceiling
windows at one end, and a highly polished table about twice the size of a
snooker baize in the middle. Andris went and sat at one end and gestured for
me to sit next to him. A moment or two later a maid entered and set the table
for us. He looked at me after she’d left the room and asked, ‘Coffee and
scrambled eggs?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
A moment later the maid reentered with a tray that held a coffee pot and a
two large platters of scrambled eggs and mushrooms. Having set out food in
front of us she left the room and Andris poured coffee for both of us. ‘You
breakfast like this most mornings? Eggs and coffee?’
‘When I can.’
‘I remembered.’
Yes you did, I thought to myself as he tucked into his own plate of eggs and
mushrooms, washing it down with lots of coffee. I used cream and sugar; he
drank his black. As we ate he asked me questions about my business in
general and this journey in particular. He seemed knowledgeable about
Maundy.
‘Have you met him?’ I asked.
He shook his head, ‘I’ve seen him in a meeting. He came here with an EU
delegation. They were spreading largesse.’
Maundy money?, I wondered.
‘Didn’t know you were interested in politics,’ I said.

‘I take an interest whenever someone tries to take over my country. At the
moment it is the EU with their gifts, before that the USSR with their army, and
before that, in my grandparents’ time, the Nazis with their murder squads…’
he paused. ‘You know the population of Latvia is less than fifty per cent
indigenous. The Russians imported a lot of people into this country, but when
we gained independence they didn’t get nationality,’ he smiled, ‘and we
hoped they’d go home to Mother Russia. But they haven’t.’
‘Never thought of you as a Latvian Nationalist,’ I said, spearing the last
mushroom with a fork.
He shrugged, ‘Just a Latvian. And business is business. The Russians are
tough negotiators.’
I glanced out the window, to where a group of men stood chatting below the
high walls, each was wearing an automatic weapon slung over his shoulder.
‘You seem prepared for all eventualities.’
‘Ha!’ he said, ‘All it would take is a sufficient bribe, or one well-aimed threat,
and one of those guys out there would take me out without a second thought.
In my own home too.’
‘So things are difficult at the moment?’
He nodded, wolfing down his food, ‘I’m in a commercial conflict with a
Russian that has degenerated into almost open warfare.’ He put down his
knife and fork, pushed his plate to one side and the maid appeared as if by
magic and cleared away while he finished his coffee.
‘Can I help?’ I asked, hoping he’d say no.
‘No,’ he said quickly, as though he’d already considered that option, ‘though
if I need a pilot I’ll give you a call.’

I noticed that from where he was sitting he had a clear view of the window
and the door. His eyes constantly flickered from me to the window and back.
He looked at me, ‘Now what can I do for you?’

I met Andris in Afghanistan when he was there as part of a small Latvian
Army contingent that had been attached to an American National Guard unit
assigned to work with and prepare the Afghan Army for a future when the
West wouldn't be there to hold their hand. He had maybe thirty troops with
him and they were young, and very tough; very keen to prove themselves in
combat and a lot of them seemed to be armed with extra-curricular weapons:
long-bladed knives their specialty. When frontline combat duties weren’t
forthcoming they quickly got themselves into trouble by picking fights with
any equivalent-sized army unit from any nearby base. Only the National
Guards they’d arrived with were safe from their quick-tempers and even
quicker fists and boots. When one of the fights ended with an American
Ranger losing his spleen as a result of the violent insertion of a Latvian
combat knife their prayers were answered and they were sent in-country to
practice their skills on the enemy and keep the rear bases safe from their
undoubted, if barely continent, fighting skills. They reminded me of Gurhkas,
but with less smiles and stronger cigarettes.
And that’s where I first met Andris, ferrying him about the lines in an army
Lynx. He was a completely focused, highly intelligent and completely ruthless
commander, and his small unit were devoted to him. There were rumors that
up in Helmand, when things occasionally calmed down for a week or two,
Andris would quietly send a four-man squad of hunter-killer out into the

badlands and tell them not to return until they’d killed three times their own
number. He believed in taking the fight to the enemy though the rumours of
scalp-taking were, I believe, unfounded. Eventually the Latvian unit returned
to Latvia and Andris left the army soon afterwards, putting his undoubted
leadership skills to good use in a number of ‘business’ ventures that quickly
made him rich. We kept in touch and, when I left the army too, to set up my
business I did a job for him that went bad.
We hadn’t communicated since.
Until today.

So asking Andris for a favor was a bit like asking a particularly moody
panther if you could sit down and get some shade beneath the tree in which it
was resting. And it was probably not a good idea to compound the issue by
lying to him too.
‘I need protection for someone,’ I said. ‘I’ve been asked to deliver some
packages, three packages, and the first two I delivered resulted in the
recipients dying, on the very same day.’
‘And who is this person who needs protection?’
‘An English woman,’ I said. ‘A retired teacher. She lives in a cottage
somewhere over near Jurmala.’
‘And you have to deliver a package to her that might get her killed.’
I nodded.
‘Does she know about the package?’
‘No.’
‘Does she know about the danger?’

I shook my head.
‘It seems a bit unfair,’ he said, ‘dropping that on her. What do they call that
sort of thing in football?’
‘A hospital pass,’ I told him, feeling a bit gloomy.
He nodded. ‘Indeed.’
He thought about it for a moment, then he stood and said, ‘But yes, of course
I’ll arrange transport for you, and protection for your schoolteacher. For as
long as she needs it.’
‘Thankyou.’
He shook his head like it was nothing, ‘Let me arrange things, and while you
wait I’ll give you a quick tour of the house and grounds. Then you can go and
rescue your retired schoolteacher.’
‘Thankyou,’ I repeated.
‘Don’t thank me. One day I might ask you for a favor in return.’
I suspected that wasn’t a might ask for a favor in return. It was a will ask for a
favor in return.
And I doubted the return favour would be pleasant, or legal.

Chapter 24
The house was large, oak-framed with stone walls and a slate roof. It
resembled the fabled gingerbread house, but turned to wood and stone and
quadrupled in size. It wasn’t pretty but it looked substantial.
‘Did you buy this?’ I asked.
‘I was given it to pay off a debt.’
We passed a group of three men who nodded to Andris. He said, ‘Each group
of three works independently securing the grounds, and I try to employ exsoldiers, with a minimum of one veteran in each squad.’
‘Sounds like a military operation.’
He nodded, ‘It is.’
We walked out through a side door in the walls and down toward the edge of
the water, to a small dock, and he showed me a pair of power boars tied up
and rocking softly on the lapping waters of the Baltic. The sky above us was
grey as we stepped out onto the first one. ‘This is a 500 Royal,’ he told me,
‘Sort of like a sporty family car.’ He turned to the low slung machine on the
other side of the dock, ‘That’s a 52 SL,’ which is more than a little more sporty.
Do you want to go for a quick spin?’
I nodded and he said, ‘Choose one.’
I pointed to the 52SL. I prefer flying to being on boats but, if I must be on a
boat, being on one that virtually flies is a good thing. We stepped off the
Royal and clambered down to the SL. Andris started up the motors while I
shipped the moorings and then he gunned the engines and we were off into
the cold wintry waters of the Eastern Baltic. He took us straight out for about
two miles, the cold spray whipping at us as we half floated across the water,

and then he slowed the engines and then turned them off, asking me to drop
anchor.
‘Is this where I begin repeating the Hail Mary?’ I asked, and I was only half
joking.
‘See this?’ he said, staring out across the water.
‘Yes.’
‘To the north is Estonia, then Finland. To the west are Sweden and Norway,
South is Lithuania.’ He turned to me, ‘All good Scandinavian countries;
liberal, progressive, well-intentioned,’ he shrugged, ‘But to the East is the
Bear.’
‘Russia.’
He nodded. ‘Have you heard that story about how the Cubas opened their
jails and sent all their criminals over the water to Miami, where they claimed
political asylum?’
‘Yes. The crime wave that hit Miami was unprecedented,’ I said. ‘Made for
some good movies too,’ I said, thinking of Al Pacino in Scarface.
‘Well, they,’ and he gave a nod to the east, ‘have begun sending us their
criminals and their thugs. The country is struggling to deal with them. So
businessmen like me act as, ‘ he paused for a moment, ‘quasi-judicial?’
looking at me, I nodded, ‘we act as Quasi-judicial authorities. We deal with
the scum and we get rid of the worst of them.’
‘It’s government sanctioned?’
He raised his fingers to cover one eye, Nelson-style. I nodded, understanding.
‘We’re a border country,’ he said. ‘To the West, Europe. To the East, the Bear.’
He reached low and dipped a hand in the water, ‘And just when I am

expecting Riga’s biggest Russian thug to make a move to take me out, you
arrive, with a story about a schoolteacher. And a package.’
‘You know me,’ I said, ‘Always the bad timing.’
He nodded, ‘I do. And your timing can be appalling, but also it can be very
good. Which is probably why you aren’t dead yet.’ He stared into the murky
depths.
‘How is your sister?’ I asked, immediately wishing I hadn’t, and yet still
desperate to know. He looked up from the grey waters to me, and I was back
with that Panther feeling again. ‘Changed,’ he said, ‘Very much, in fact. She’s
almost a different person’
‘I’m glad.’
I didn’t feel glad.
He turned to the wheel of the boat. ‘You were close,’ he observed. She was
close to me, I thought, I don’t think I ever got close to her. He pressed the
starter button. ‘Let’s go back. I’ll show you my other toy,’ he said, turning the
wheel and goosing the engine.
Ten minutes later we were mooring on the dock and as we stepped off the
boat I again looked at the house, sitting behind the walls. ‘The walls are an
illusion of safety,’ I said.
‘I know.’
‘Unless you have enough men to man every few feet of wall, a determined
opponent will get over. Maybe just sneak over, open a door and let his friends
in’
‘Is that how you would get in?’
I nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘I would come straight through the gates,’ he said. Then he asked, ‘What
would you suggest I do to improve security?’
We walked through the heavy wooden door and back into the grounds of the
house. A man locked the door shut behind us.
‘Dogs,’ I said. ‘And an electrified fence.’
‘Everyone is killable,’ he said, ‘All you need is a man who doesn’t mind
dying. Dogs and an electrified fence won’t fix it.’ We walked to the left and
passed beneath a copse of trees that shaded the north side of the house and
we passed another group of armed men, loitering with intent. Andris gave
them a nod and then we went out through another gate in the wall.
‘I’ve walked into a war,’ I observed. ‘Maybe my schoolteacher wouldn’t be
safe here.’
‘Maybe you shouldn’t deliver the package,’ he countered. ‘As for whether the
teacher stays with me, that’s entirely your decision. And hers of course.’ The
path opened out into a clearing that looked onto the Baltic. Three hundred
meters away down a large slope, was a large shed, maybe forty meters by
forty. I half guessed what the shed indicated and grew excited. ‘You have got a
new toy,’ I said.
When we reached the shed Andris pulled on the doors, which slid back on
wheels to reveal a cavernous interior that, apart from a few boxes and workbenches, contained only one thing of importance inside. It sat quietly, rotors
drooping a little, dressed in blue and grey colours. ‘A squirrel,’ I said. It was a
Eurocopter AS 350 to be more precise, but Squirrel is what the army called
their version.
‘You like it?’

We approached it and I stroked the gleaming paintwork. Andris opened the
pilot’s door for me to get inside. ‘I thought you didn’t need a chopper pilot,’ I
said.
‘I’ve got a guy coming.’
I checked the switches. I wouldn’t touch anything while it was hangered but
it felt good to be in the seat. I stroked the cyclic with my fingertips, closed my
eyes, my left hand dropping to the collective, I took a deep breath, sighed.
When I opened them I saw Andris studying me, a smile on his face. ‘That’s
why I always liked you,’ he said. ‘You love your machines.’
‘I love flying.’
‘How long is it since you sat in a helicopter?’
‘Four years ago,’ I said. Four years, one month and eleven days, I reminded
myself.
‘Come and work for me Mark,’ he said. ‘Be my pilot and my consigliere, you
have a nose for spotting trouble.’
‘Not spotting it,’ I said, ‘just landing in it.’
‘Same thing, just a matter of timing.’
He’d asked me this before.
I let go of the controls, thinking of the armed men in the grounds of his house,
thinking of Andris’ sister, and shook my head, sadly.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘After you have delivered the schoolteacher, you can take me
up in this and we’ll go for a flight, huh?’
‘Sure,’ I said, a grin spreading on my face.
I had time.
‘Good,’ he said, ‘I’ll have it prepped for your return.’

We got out and walked back to the sliding doors. I gave the Squirrel a last
look before we headed back to the house. Andris took out his phone and
dialed a number, spoke rapidly in Latvian, and then hung up. ‘I’ve arranged a
driver to take you to Jurmala,’ he said.
‘Thankyou,’ I said.
He slapped a hand on my shoulder and we walked together back along the
path.

Chapter 25
A car was waiting when we arrived back at Andris’ dacha, and there was a
small, stocky bullet-headed man leaning against the bonnet.
‘This is Toms,’ Andris said, speaking to the man in Latvian. He nodded at
Andris and went to open the rear door for me but instead I went round to the
passenger seat. Toms saw this and grunted. Andris followed me round and
leaned in through the window, ‘He speaks a little English, and he is very
capable.’
I nodded, fastening my seatbelt.
‘See you in a couple of hours,’ Andris said, and went to walk away, back to
his preparations for war, but I called his name and he turned back to me. In a
stage whisper I said, ‘You know this place is not defensible?’
A smile played at the edges of his mouth, he nodded and said, ‘Ever the
soldier, Mark.’
Toms got into the driver’s seat, started the engine and we made off toward
Jurmala. I jotted down the address on a small sheet of paper torn from the
notebook I had in my pocket, and gave it to him. Lake Kanieris, on the far
side of the town is separated from the sea by a narrow strip of land, and about
forty minutes later we were driving along the road that runs between the lake
and the sea, with houses dotted along either side, many half-hidden behind
the fir trees that grow everywhere in this part of the world. Toms slowed to
glance at the address and turned into what appeared to be a disused
industrial estate, negotiating between empty and derelict buildings until we
came to a small path. We stopped and I got out, indicating to Toms that he
should remain.

He nodded.
I looked around for a moment, then began following the path for about five
minutes, ducking between close growing trees and pushing aside
overhanging branches until I came suddenly to a tumbledown cottage that
dangled precariously over the edge of the waters below, sitting astride a small
stream that flowed out from the pine trees and slid beneath the cottage and
out into the water.
There was smoke drifting from a chimney and washing hanging from a small
line and the sound of rock music playing somewhere in the vicinity of what
passed for a back garden. I went to the gate and looked over it for signs of life
and, finding none, rattled it a little, shouting, ‘Sarah? Sarah Woodridge?’
The music went quiet and I heard a voice, ‘Hello?’ followed by a tall thin
woman emerging from the back door. She was wearing a long skirt over
faded trainers, and an old cardigan sweater that was a number of sizes too big
for her, the cuffs rolled over two or three times to meet her slender wrists and
the pockets baggy with use. She had fair hair, going grey, tied back at the nape
of her neck and she was elegant too, like a beauty who’d come to terms with
growing old and had become somewhat graceful with it.
She approached the gate and said, ‘I’m Sarah. Can I help you?’
‘I’m Mark Barrett.’ I said. ‘I’m a courier and, yes, you can help me.’ I was
suddenly relieved that I was just about to complete the contract.
‘You’re English?’ I nodded and she said, ‘Well come inside and tell me how I
can help you.’
I followed her in the door, through a tiny kitchen and into a living room that
managed to be both neat and tidy and extremely messy at the same time. She

turned and said, ‘Take a seat Mark, I’ll go and make us a pot of tea. It’s rare I
get visitors, and even rarer they’re English.’
She went back into the kitchen and the rock music turned up as she boiled a
kettle for tea. Returning a few minutes later she placed a tray on a small table
and pulled up a seat opposite me, began pouring us both a cup of tea. She
gave me milk but didn’t offer sugar. She glanced up as she stirred, ‘I suppose I
should turn down the music.’
‘It’s alright,’ I said.
‘It’s too loud for guests,’ she said and went to turn it down before returning
and siting neatly opposite me and picking up her tea to take a polite sip. I did
the same and, looking around said, ‘I like this cottage.’
‘You do? Most people think it’s a complete mess. And I think that one day it
will simply fall off its pilings and into the lake. Either that or there’ll be a
hundred year tide, at which point Baltic and Kanieris will meet somewhere in
my back garden and I’ll float away.’ She smiled disarmingly.
I put down my cup and sat up. I said, ‘I have a story to tell you.’
‘Oh goody,’ she said. ‘I like stories.’
‘And something to deliver that might, I’m afraid, most likely will, bring you
some danger. Maybe serious danger.’
‘Oh dear,’ she said in a tone that told me she wasn’t in the least fazed. ‘Well
you’d better start at the beginning, Mr. Barrett.’
‘Right,’ I said. ‘Well, last Sunday I was…’
‘Sunday morning, afternoon or evening?’
‘What? Oh, erm morning, early morning.’
‘Whereabouts?’

‘You want the full descriptive story?’ I asked.
‘I want you to tell it to me like a talking book,’ she said, folding her hands
across her lap.
‘Ok then,’ I said, ‘I will.’
I liked her.
‘Well it started when I was on a date with an absolutely stunning woman,’ I
paused, adding some description, ‘a redhead with milky white skin that send
my blood racing…’
‘This is better,’ she said,’ ‘leave nothing out.’
So I told her the whole thing, leaving nothing out. Halfway through the story
we took a break and she went and made more tea, then we resumed the tale
and she leaned forward, listening intently. After two hours Andris texted me
to tell me that Toms was worried. I texted back to say everything was ok.
Forty minutes after that I’d told her the complete story and she sat back in her
chair again, digesting everything I’d said.
The notebook seemed to concern her very little, she hadn’t even asked to see
it, but the deaths of Straughan and the priest moved her deeply. ‘Poor Will,’
she said, ‘All he wanted was to live and work quietly, to do his penance and
make amends the best way he knew how.’ She sighed, ‘And Jimmy was
always such a prisoner of his own conscience.’
She closed her eyes.
I sat quietly, allowing her time to gather herself. After a couple of minutes, she
opened her eyes again and looked at me. ‘You must be wondering what this is
all about, Mark,’ she said.
I nodded. ‘I’m intrigued.’

‘Give me the notebook. I shall read it and then I shall tell you the story of the
four of us; Jimmy, Will, Jack and me.’
I took the package from my pocket and handed it to her, she tore the wrapper
and took out the book, opened it, then turned to pick up a pair of half-moon
reading glasses before studying the text, murmuring, ‘Jack, you always had
such neat handwriting…’
She didn’t speak again for almost an hour. She read carefully, slowly, and
gave the book her full attention. Eventually she closed it, set it down and
looked back at me. ‘I see.’
I waited expectantly for a moment. She said, ‘Come with me, I need some
fresh air. We’ll go out onto the balcony.’ She stood, picked up the notebook
and dropped it into the pocket of her cardigan. I followed her out through the
front door onto a veranda that overlooked the water. Sarah looked out across
the grey expanse, her thoughts elsewhere as she gathered herself. Eventually
she said, ‘I have a story to tell you.’
And she began:
After Maundy had been thrown out of the army in ’73, she said, he went back
to university, which is where she, Sarah, met him. They were both young,
both becoming rapidly and radically political, and they were both searching
for a way to apply the radical ideas they shared. Jack knew Will Straughan
because they’d spent time at the same orphanage, both were Barnardo’s Boys,
‘He was never really a radical,’ she told me, ‘Will was just a friend of Jack’s,
but he was drawn into our group.’ And one day, on a protest march they
bumped into James Donaldson, well, she said, more like they witnessed him
fighting with the police. The next day they went to the magistrates court to

give moral support as James, a theology student, was given a £50 fine for
breach of the peace.
‘And he was in,’ she said. ‘Just like that. He became one of us. We were a gang
of four.’
But Jack and Sarah were the driving force, she told me. They formed an action
committee determined to make some sort of political point. And they were
lovers too and this fuelled their political passion. Sarah was a well brought-up
gel from the Home Counties, Jack was a Glaswegian orphan, ex-army, and he
knew how to destroy things. So they argued and discussed and planned and
plotted and, for want of an alternative, they made a bomb. And they put it in
a London street and they killed some people. Sarah’s eyes glistened with tears
as she spoke. ‘We knew,’ she said, ‘We knew we were doing wrong, but we
were driven by some sort of youthful idealism and, sadly, tragically, three
innocent people were killed. Three people who just happened to be walking
along a street outside an Army recruitment office when the bomb exploded.’
She turned to me, ‘And the stupid, stupid thing was, the army had closed
down the office. They weren’t even recruiting that year. There were a couple
of soldiers upstairs in an office but they were unhurt. So we had killed two
women and a child, a little toddler, for absolutely nothing, for some sort of
youthful, arrogant idea that we knew better than anyone else.’ She rested an
elbow on the safety rail. Head resting against her hand, staring at the grey
sky, lost in a private grief. ‘The child’s name was Stuart. He was three years
old,’ she told me.
After a quiet moment she continued, ‘We were shocked. Absolutely shocked
at what we had done. Scared too, at first, that we’d be caught, scared of the

shame if I’m honest, but this all happened in the middle of the IRA campaign
on the mainland and Jack’s knowledge of bombs had come directly from his
experience of the IRA’s bombs in Ulster, so the bomb experts who
investigated thought it was just another IRA atrocity. Not ours. Not four
stupid undergraduates who thought they could effect change through the
murder of innocents.’
A wind picked up offshore, a breeze, and she pushed back her hair. She said,
‘We got together afterwards and we decided that we had to pay for what we’d
done. Jimmy thought of it. He would have, being the religious one; he was
into repentance and all of that business. None of us were brave enough to
admit to the crime, none of us wanted a trial and a lifetime in jail, so we took
the easy way. We decided we would spend the rest of our lives paying
penance; doing the right thing. Nothing flash, nothing too saintly, just doing
the right thing. Will went back to his law studies and became, eventually, a
solicitor, Jimmy struggled on with his theology, I came out here to be with a
man I’d fallen in love with. I worked as a nurse, then a teacher, and we raised
three children together.
‘And Jack went into politics,’ I said.
She nodded. ‘He did.’
‘And he was the one who failed.’
‘We all failed,’ she said. ‘And we all spent the rest of our lives trying to make
it better in some way. But yes, Jack failed even at that,’ she glanced across at
me, ‘Oh, we had high hopes that he would do some good, that he was in a
position to really make changes. But he didn’t, not really. Instead he was

absorbed into the system. Of the four of us, he aimed the highest and fell the
furthest.’
‘He became part of the system he’d murdered people to fight against,’ I said
and she nodded. ‘We were going to change the world,’ she said, sadly, staring
out across the water. We stood watching the horizon for a while, I scanned the
heavy clouds above, ‘Rain coming,’ I said.
‘Or snow,’ she said. It’s late already.’
I pointed, ‘Look.’ In the distance the clouds had begun to merge with the
horizon in sheets.
‘Then maybe you have to go,’ she said.
‘We have a problem,’ I said. ‘Straughan and Donaldson were killed after they
received these books.’
‘Yes, you already said. So I’m in danger.’
‘You are. But I’ve arranged for you to stay somewhere safe…’
‘Safe?’ she interrupted, shaking the flimsy barrier on which we leaned and
that stood between us and the cold water below, ‘Are you going to fix my
house too? Because that isn’t safe either. When I moved here twenty years ago
the water was four meters away, but gradually it’s eaten away at the banks,
and at the foundations of my little home.’
I quietly shifted my weight so I wasn’t leaning against the fence. ‘People want
the books that Maundy sent. Someone thinks they contain information about
the whereabouts of the money. The 81 billion Euros.’
She took out the notebook from her pocket, ‘There’s nothing of value in this.’
‘No matter,’ I said, ‘it represents a danger to you so I’ve arranged a safe place
to stay. There’s a driver waiting for us up at the end of the path.’

‘It’s just an apology.’
She was still talking about the book.
‘That’s what Father Donaldson said. He called it Jack’s Mea Culpa.’
She opened the book and flicked through the pages, nodding. Then she
sighed, ‘It’s an apology. That’s all it is, an apology to me. To us. The four of
us; for what he became. And for what he failed to become.’
She handed it to me.
I took it from her and scanned through it, not knowing what I was looking for,
but not seeing lists of figures or addresses or names either, just a small
handwritten script. Pages and pages; a notebook full of it.
I handed it back to her. ‘This was what it was all about? An apology?’
She nodded.
‘People have died,’ I said. ‘So that I can deliver a handwritten apology from a
rich, old man?’
‘Yes.’
‘That’s so wrong,’ I said.
‘I know,’ she said. ‘Even at the end, even when he’s trying to make things
right, Jack has managed to screw it up for everyone concerned.’ She held the
book in her palm, held it out at arm’s length and allowed it to drop from her
fingers into the cold water below.
‘There,’ she said. ‘Gone.’
I watched the book sink into the murky waters, thinking of Will Straughan
walking into the snow, feet soaked in the icy waters, and I thought of Father
Donaldson as the knife entered his body. All for that little book. All for the
vanity of a rich, tired, guilty-as-hell old man.

A distant rumble and crackle made me look up at the clouds. ‘Thunder,’ I
noted, though I couldn’t see any lightning flashes yet.
‘Should we go back inside? I’ll have to pack some things if you’re going to
take me somewhere safe. If you think it’s really necessary.’
‘It’s necessary,’ I said.
More thunder.
I turned to look at the house, calculating the distance I’d walked from Toms’
car, maybe three or four minutes at a jog. I turned back to Sarah, ‘We have
about one minute to leave. They’re coming.’
‘What?’ she looked confused.
‘That isn’t thunder,’ I said, ‘It’s gunfire. And it’s stopped, so they’ve got past
the driver, Toms.’ I was looking around for possible escape routes. ‘Which
means they are about two minutes away from getting here and killing us. We
have to go.’

Chapter 26
A wise man once said something about discretion and valor; I knew what he
meant, the whole week had been a crash-course in running for cover. I almost
laughed to myself; this was getting old. Sarah pointed down at a path that
began at the edge of the stream that ran beneath her house and out into the
Baltic and I kicked away one of the fence posts and dropped from her veranda
down onto the path, I helped her down too and we and just flat-out ran. I
could hear voices from her front doorway and then came the unmistakable
crack of a bullet as it flew past my ear and smashed through the leaves to my
right. We ducked through undergrowth and followed what remained of the
path for another thirty yards when I shouted, ‘We need to get off the path!’
and without speaking Sarah ducked to her right and pushed through the
close-packed trees.
I followed.
She could run, for an old girl, she was fit and lean and I guess that thirty years
living in the wilds, keeping her house from falling apart, had given her a bit
of physical strength. After five minutes of forcing our way through brush and
undergrowth we found ourselves looking at the road, maybe fifty yards away.
We stopped for a moment, catching out breath. ‘We can’t go that way,’ I said,
‘They’re bound to look for us on the road. They’ll send a couple of guys to
follow the path and the others will sit in the car and cruise slowly in the same
direction waiting for us to break cover.’
‘You make it sound like they’re hunting us?’
‘They’re hunting you.’
‘And you brought them.’

I nodded, and my guilt brought back my resolve. ‘Wait here,’ I said, and
slipped back the way we had come. The first guy was struggling through the
dense undergrowth, he was a big guy, but a city guy in a city suit and wearing
city shoes, and he was using his gun to push aside the branches and swat the
mosquitos. He was burly and I had no doubt he was tough too so I quietly
picked up a log and squatted down between some shrubs to await his arrival.
As he passed I stood up and smiled.
‘Hi,’ I said, with a broad, friendly smile and he paused with a slightly puzzled
look, unsure who I was.
I smashed the log across his face.
The log was old and dry and didn’t exactly brain him, but it exploded into
powder and splinters, shocking and temporarily blinding him at the same
time. He staggered back, roaring, and fired blindly in my direction and I
ducked to the side and clubbed him across the jaw with a hardest right cross I
could summon. He fell in a heap groaning. Glancing back I saw two of his
friends coming so I picked up his pistol and fired three or four shots in their
general direction. Then I ran, bullets whizzing after me. I found Sarah and we
made the road a couple of minutes later. I had to figure there were no more
than two guys in the following car, maybe even only one, the driver, who
would be tasked to spot us, and no more. So with a gun in my hand the road
was a relatively safe, and swift means of putting distance between us and the
three goons chasing. I had no doubt that the one I’d swiped with the log
would be up and back on his feet and in the chase any moment now. But
they’d be tracking us slower because they knew I was armed.
‘How long is this road?’ I shouted to Sarah.

‘About two miles before it opens out into countryside and then another three
or four back toward Riga.’ She was panting heavily now and I motioned that
she should slow down and walk. Having doubled back we were passing the
side entrance for the industrial estate behind which her cottage stood, and a
thought occurred to me. ‘I don’t think they have a driver, I said.
‘What?’
‘I was overthinking. I assumed they’d come at us from two directions, path
and road. But they wouldn’t have known to plan that.’ I turned to her, ‘Stay
here.’ And with that I ran back along the road and into the industrial estate,
ducking between the buildings and keeping and eye in every direction as I
ran.
I came across Toms, sitting on the ground against the car door, legs splayed,
breathing with difficulty, his shirt wet with blood. The driver of the other car
was in worse condition. Toms must have got out and began firing at the
driver and been hit by return fire.
‘Hey,’ I said, squatting down, ‘You ok?’
He glanced up at me, ‘Ok,’ he repeated slowly, giving me the finger and
thumb sign and managing to crack a smile. I checked his wounds; he was gutshot twice, and that would kill him in an hour or two if he didn’t get medical
help. I opened the passenger door and tried to pick him up, wondering where
the bad guys were and how long it would be before they doubled back. He
was heavy and racked by pain but between us we managed to get him almost
standing and I helped him onto the passenger seat. Slamming his door shut I
ran round the other side and jumped in, started the engine, revved it high and
did a standing j-turn on the lose gravel of the dirt road. As we accelerated

away toward the main road I could see two of the gunmen breaking cover so I
slammed on the brakes, reversed the car, opened the door and shot out two of
the tyres on their own car. Then I put my foot down and we were away.
‘Ok?’ I said to Toms. He gave me a weak smile and raised his hand in the ok
sign. ‘You’re looking good,’ I told him. ‘You’re going to be fine.’
He was looking like hell. He was going to be dead if I didn’t get him medical
help soon. At the entrance to estate I slowed the car and beeped the horn a
couple of times. Sarah ran from the cover of a stand of trees and clambered in
the back seat, gawping at the bleeding figure in front. ‘This is Toms,’ I told
her.
‘Ok,’ Toms mumbled.
‘Is he hurt?’
‘Shot twice in the abdomen. He’s not going to die,’ I reassured her. Not yet, I
told myself.
‘Where now?’
Toms spoke up, his voice a whisper, ‘Slimnica.’
‘Hospital,’ Sarah said, ‘He’s telling you to take him to the hospital.’
‘Guide me there,’ I said.
‘Follow this road for another couple of miles. There’s a left. I’ll tell you when.’
‘What’s the speed limit?’
‘Sixty km, why?’
I dropped the speed to sixty kilometers per hour. ‘I don’t want to get stopped
for speeding by a road cop.’
‘He might die.’
‘Not in the next half hour he won’t.

Toms groaned.
We made the turn about four minutes later and then a couple more and
finally I could see the lights of the hospital in the distance. I drove the car
right up to the ambulance bay, jumped out and ran to the first guy I saw
wearing scrubs. Gesturing frantically I brought him to the car where Toms
was now slumped and he helped me get him out. A couple of other medics
ran over and as they placed him on a stretcher I peeled off and returned to the
car. By the time they’d got him through the automatic door I was reversing
out of the ambulance bay and heading toward the man gates and away. Just
before the gates I pulled up and told Sarah to get in the front seat. She took off
her cardigan and placed it over the bloodstains before climbing in.
‘Where now?’ she asked.
‘I have a friend. Andris.’
‘Andris Salna?’
‘You know him?’
‘Yes. He’s notorious.’
‘Well we’re going to his place.’
‘Do you know where it is?’
‘By the sea.’
‘All of Latvia is by the sea.’
‘No, then. I don’t know where I’m going.’
‘He has a place over by Langieciem, an old Soviet Dacha…’
‘That’s it,’ I said.
‘In that case I think you mean you’re going in the wrong direction.’
‘That’s the story of my week.’

‘It’s an interesting story. Let’s see if we can survive to tell it.’ She peered
forward, ‘You need to take a left at the next junction.’
I took a left at the next junction. ‘How far is it?’
‘About nine or ten miles.’
We slowed down fractionally as two police cars sped past. The passenger in
the second car stared at us, but they kept going. ‘They’re looking for a single
male driver,‘ I told her.
‘Hence me sitting in the front seat.’
I nodded.
‘I thought you were being chivalrous.’
We drove in silence for a couple of minutes. Sarah said, ‘So these guys, they’re
after Jack Maundy’s millions?’
‘Billions,’ I corrected.
‘Maundy money,’ she said, cracking a small smile.
I nodded.
‘If I had it, even a tiny slice of it, I’d rebuild my house,’ she told me. ‘I
wouldn’t want much.’
‘Maybe a new veranda,’ I suggested.
She giggled, with relief as much as anything, because the further we drove the
safer we became.
‘Do you often take women for exciting adventures?’ she asked.
‘It’s becoming a habit,’ I said.
We drove for a few minutes longer and she said, ‘Take a left toward the coast
then we’re almost there. Finally I saw the high walls of Andris’ dacha and we
drove the long narrow road to the front gates, which were open already.

I slowed down.
‘What is it?’ Sarah asked.
I stopped the car at the gates, one of which was lolling on a single hinge. The
other was completely loose and had been shoved up against the wall at an
angle. We rolled slowly and quietly over the threshold, I was barely breathing.
The dacha itself looked battered; windows smashed, the front doors smashed
into splinters as though by an RPG. I thought of Andris telling me that he was
almost at war with another organization, and I realized that he hadn’t been
exaggerating.
This was a warzone.
I’d come straight in through the gates, he’d said. So’d the other guy. There were
three corpses lying in a huddle by a wall and near the door there was another.
Smoke was rising from the engine of a shot-up Landrover that hadn’t been
there when I left. The driver slumped over the wheel, the windscreen nonexistent, bloodied fragments of glass over the bonnet. All of the corpses were
wearing military style clothing. The place had been assaulted by what
appeared to be a heavily armed paramilitary unit. We slid quietly to a halt
outside of the front doors of the dacha. I could see the pockmarks from bullets
around the doors and windows. I knew if I went back and looked there’d be
pockmarks round the gates where the assault team had crashed through. This
had been no sneak attack.
‘Mark,’ Sarah whispered, ‘We have to leave this place.’
‘We’ve got nowhere else to go,’ I said, just as quietly, putting the car into
neutral and getting out. I walked up the steps to the front door, my boots
crunching on glass and wood splinters, and found another body, this one on

his back, his chest riddled with bullets. I tried to place him but I couldn’t. If
anything he looked like an ethnic Russian. I wondered if all the bodies left
behind were Russian. Inside, the rooms were littered with shell casings, the
furniture was smashed and torn and there were splashes and smears of blood
everywhere, but they were otherwise empty. It didn’t make sense, I thought.
The general rule of thumb is four living casualties for each dead one, but
every one of these was dead. Breathing quietly, I went upstairs and found
another corpse, his head almost severed by something exceptionally sharp. I
thought back to Andris’ army unit back in ‘Stan and the large combat knives
that so many of them carried. I remembered spending a couple of nights with
them, in-country, and watching them kill and butcher a sheep in a matter of
minutes, which they then preceded to roast over an open fire, and which we
ate with relish.
‘Another Russian,’ I said to myself.
So where were Andris’ men? Where was he? I jogged back down the stairs
and out into the drive. Sarah was standing looking around, shock beginning
to settle in. ‘Pretty awful in there too,’ I said.
She nodded, eyes wide. ‘What now?’ she asked.
‘What now?’ I repeated.
‘It appears we’ve managed to escape imminent death only to step into the
middle of a war,’ she said. ‘So what do we do now?’
What now? I thought. ‘I don’t know,’ I said, looking up at the grey clouds that
were still threatening rain. I was tired, cold, battered, shocked, and I was
beginning to feel very scared. ‘I’ve completely ran out of ideas.’

I don’t know how long we stood there, amongst the bodies of a Russian hitsquad, it was probably only a few seconds, but in the distance I heard the first
faint sounds of police sirens heading in our direction, and this galvanized me,
I turned to Sarah, ‘Can you cope with a little more excitement?’
‘Yes,’ she smiled, a weary but stubborn smile that told me she wasn’t giving
in. Not quite yet.
‘Come on then,’ I said, taking her by the hand, and we ran toward the trees
that hid the gate in the wall at the far side of the dacha. ‘I’ve got a plan.’

Chapter 27
We broke through the tree cover and into the open area that ran down to the
hangar three hundred yards away.
I had three plans:
Plan A was to find the chopper ready to go and fly away, and then wake up in
the morning to find it was all a dream.
Plan B was just find the chopper and fly away.
We got to the hanger and I pushed at the doors. They were securely locked. I
pushed and pushed but to no avail so I tried kicking them in the hope that
they’d get upset and decide to just open before the police came and arrested
us/gangster returned and killed us/shady EU killers arrived and killed us.
Which was Plan C.
Sarah watched me; ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.
‘Trying to open these doors.’
‘Why?’
‘There’s a helicopter inside.’
She frowned as I continued to kick the doors. In the distance I could tell that
the sirens had arrived at the dacha. They’d go in careful, on account of all the
bodies lying around I guessed, and that meant slow. Which gave me another
five minutes to either kick the door down or break my foot.
‘Is it that helicopter?’ she asked, pointed around to the other side of the
hanger.
I ran to the corner and saw it, the squirrel, just siting there. ‘Yes!’ I shouted.
‘Yes!’
‘Can you fly it?’ she asked.

‘Can I? Can?’ I was feeling ecstatic, ‘Just climb in and find out.’
She got into the passenger seat and I climbed into the pilot’s seat. I closed my
eyes for just a second and then opened them again. Finally. I was flying a
chopper again. My heart leapt.
‘Are you sure you can fly one?’
I checked the dials, flicked a couple of switches to ensure fuel supply was on,
opened the throttle a quarter, waited a couple seconds and then pressed the
start button. The turbines gave a lurch as I lifted off the rotor brake and the
rotors began to turn slowly, picking up speed, and things came back to me
very quickly after that. At 1500rpm the rotor speed match the engine speed
and I pushed the joystick forward, feet fluting against the pedals, twisting the
collective just enough to take us inches of the ground as we rolled forward on
a carpet of air. As we broke the cover of the hangar we were two or three feet
off the ground, and by the time we cross over onto the water we were ten feet
high. I gave the collective a little more to compensate for the cold air coming
off the water, glanced to the side to see two figure running down the path in
our direction and used the pedals to give them my tail, and no clear sight of
the serial number and no way to quickly trace me. We picked up speed,
skirting the edge of the water, staying at about sixty feet until we came to
some pylons where I took it up to a hundred.
Sarah said something.
‘What?’ I’d forgotten how loud these things were. ‘Keep your eyes peeled,’ I
shouted to Sarah.
‘What for?’ she shouted back.

‘Jets. Airliners,’ I said. ‘We’re near the airport and I’m totally without flight
permission here.’
‘Shouldn’t we set down?’ she shouted back.
‘Soon,’ I said, flicking through the flight log on the computer, looking for
somewhere the chopper went regularly that might give a clue as to where
Andris was. I took my phone out and gave it to Sarah, ‘Call the last number,
will you?’
‘What?’
‘Call the last number!’
She did, ‘Voicemail,’ she shouted.
‘Put it to my mouth,’ and when she did I shouted, ‘Andris, it’s Mark and I’m
midair. Get back to me.’
She hung up and we turned and flew inland. Three minutes later she leaned
toward me and shouted, ‘You’ve got a text.’
‘Read it to me.’
‘It’s a series of letters and numbers!’
‘Map co-ordinates,’ I said, ‘Read them out, slowly.’
She read them out, slowly and loud too, she was getting the hang of
helicopter life, and I adjusted my flight path, settled the chopper at fifty above
hazard and pushed the joystick forward.
‘Mark!’ Sarah shouted. ‘We’re too fast and too low!’
‘No we’re not,’ I shouted back. ‘We’re good.’
‘You’re scaring me!’
I ignored her and kept it low and fast. We were good. We were very good. I
was almost laughing as we skimmed the treetops heading inland inland, the

noise and the speed the feeling of barely-controlled chaos putting me into
some sort of ecstasy, and I was smiling broadly as the land rose beneath us as
and for fifteen or twenty minutes we scudded over tiny lakes and glittering
streams, frosted green meadows showing the first hints of winter.
After thirty minutes I checked the co-ordinates. Sarah was sitting with her
eyes clenched, her face white and I did a quick calculation. ‘About five
minutes,’ I shouted, ‘and we’ll come to a village.’
She didn’t reply, her eyes still closed tight.
‘We can land!’
She opened an eye. ‘Please god,’ she said. ‘Soon.’
The trees began to open beneath us, revealing large tracts of farmland, much
of it frosted white, with farmhouses and building dotted around beneath us. I
followed a road and saw a small village in the distance.
‘You’ve got another text.’
‘Read it.’
‘In view. Clearing behind village.’
Right.
I slowed a little and lifted to find the clearing, and we were almost hovering
when I finally located a swept area behind the main street, setting it down in a
few seconds and then going through a checklist to turn off the engine and
make ready for the next lift-off.
As soon as the rotors stopped I gave Sarah the nod and she clambered out
unsteadily and walked a few steps away, trying to put distance between her
and the machine. I climbed out, a wide grin on my face, and before I followed
Sarah to the main road I turned to look at the chopper, reached up and

touched the warm but now still rotor, saw the heat from the engine rise
shimmering into the cold air. I paused for a moment, and then I walked after
Sarah toward the main street which comprised of, we discovered, maybe six
buildings and four streetlamps, and where we saw a large and expensive car
that we guessed had to be waiting for us. A man got out but instead of
approaching us he opened the rear door from which another figure emerged;
a woman, dressed in a suit, wearing sunglasses, despite the grey skies, and
with her hair tied back.
She approached us.
‘Hello Mark,’ she said.
My heart gave a lurch and I said, ‘Hello Elena.’
‘It’s been a long time.’
‘Three years,’ I said.
Three years, four months and twenty-two days, I thought to myself.
She looked at Sarah, ‘Hello. I’m Elena.’
‘Sarah.’
‘Are you cold?’ she asked, because Sarah was shivering.
‘Scared of heights,’ Sarah replied. Elena glanced at me and then back to Sarah,
‘Andris has asked me to look after you. He called me this morning and I’ve
arranged for a place for you to stay.’
‘Thankyou.’
Elena looked back at me, ‘Are you staying long?’ Her tone was cool, distant
and I shook my head. She gave a slight nod. ‘Good,’ and she went back to the
car. We followed and Sarah climbed into the rear seat while I sat up front. The
car pulled away and we drove for ten minutes until we came to a large

farmhouse where we slowed to a stop. Elena and Sarah got out, and I
followed some distance behind, letting them talk and get to know each other.
Sarah might be here for a while but I’d be gone by tonight. When we got to
the front door Elena passed Sarah onto another woman and turned and
walked past me without speaking, back to the car. I went inside and the
woman, who turned out to be the farmer’s wife, made us comfortable and
settled us in a warm living room with glasses of hot milk and biscuits and
chatted away merrily to both Sarah and me, though I didn’t understand a
word. After a while the woman left us in peace and Sarah sat quietly her mug
held in both hands. She stared at the fire. ‘Do you give all your female friends
such an exciting time?’
I nodded. ‘Not through choice.’
She smiled to herself. Then she asked, That girl, Elena, why does she appear
to hate you?’
‘That’s no appearance. I think she does she hate me.’
‘She gives that impression.’
‘Well that makes me very sad,’ I told her, speaking truthfully, ‘Because I love
her very much.’
‘Bloody hell,’ Sarah said, ‘That’s sudden.’
‘I’ve loved her for years.’
‘And did she love you too?’ Sarah asked. ‘Is that why she hates you now?
Were you hurtful to her?’
I shrugged, not knowing how to answer.
I closed my eyes in the comfort of the armchair and the warmth of the
fireplace and the sheer relief of not running. Then suddenly I was asleep sand

dreamt I was a gull, chasing the clouds. Sarah’s question returned to me in
my dreams: ‘Were you hurtful to her?’
‘Yes.’ I admitted to myself.

Chapter 28
It wasn’t so much a sleep as a crash. I’d spent six days running around
Europe, picking up a couple decent night’s sleep on the way and living on
coffee and adrenaline in between and, coupled with the various injuries I’d
picked up, now that the job was done, my body had hung out the white flag.
Sitting in that chair I quickly dozed off and fell into a deep, restful sleep that
lasted over eight straight hours, the chair near the fire that kept me warm on
that winter’s evening. At one point I woke briefly to find someone covering
me with a blanket, I saw the fire was burning low, and then I went back to
sleep. Sometime later I woke and stretched, the room was quiet, the fire had
reduced to bare embers, and I was overwhelmed again by that delicious
feeling of not knowing who or where I was. Only the sight of my boots lined
up by the fireplace gave me the first clue and gradually I drifted back into
myself as memories and identity seeped through the grey walls of my
conscious mind.
With the dying embers the room had cooled and no one else was around,
though I could hear noises and conversation from another room somewhere. I
stood up and went to pick up my boots; someone had taken them off while I
slept, or maybe I had, I couldn’t remember. I felt foggy, but rested too and
with the final package delivered and Sarah safe I wanted nothing more than
to make plans to go home. Fastening my laces, I looked up as the door
opened and Elena entered. I tied off my lace and sat back and she sat down
opposite me.
‘Hi,’ I said.

She sat studying me for a few moments. Finally she said, ‘Sarah told me what
you’ve been doing.’
I nodded, unsure of what she wanted from me. She continued, ‘You looked so
tired, we let you sleep, for as long as you needed.’
‘I’ve just woken. What time is it?’
‘It’s almost eleven. I was listening for you.’
In the firelight, her expression was soft and almost yielding; her eyes were
beautiful. I felt a sudden wave of emotion overwhelm me but I bit it back.
‘Thankyou,’ was all I said.
‘Sarah is safe with us now,’ she said.
‘But are you safe?’ I asked, thinking of the Dacha. ‘And is Andris?’
She smiled at some thought, ‘He called earlier, and said to tell you thanks for
taking Toms to the hospital, that he won’t be able to come and speak to you
himself before you go. He’s quite busy.’
Busy explaining the corpses in his garden, I guessed, and the incredible
disappearing helicopter that flew illegally from a shed in his back yard to a
village just down the road from here. And busy conducting a quasi-judicial
war.
‘Would you like some supper?’ Elena asked.
‘Yes,’ I said, rubbing my eyes of the last vestiges of sleep, and when she rose I
followed her into the kitchen, where I found Sarah sitting deep in
conversation with the farmer’s wife. Both looked up and greeted me when I
went to sit down, the farmer’s wife ladling me a bowlful of soup from a huge
pot, buttering bread for me and making me at home. I was more hungry than

I’d realized and, while I ate the soup, which was delicious, I watched the
three women sit chatting.
I come from a family of all boys so conversations at mealtimes are usually
brief and to the point, but my mum’s family consists of her and three sisters,
and I have lots of older female cousins too, and as a boy I used to love sitting
with them at the table as they chatted and bitched and generally had fun
putting the world to rights. This situation felt much the same as the three of
them sat and talked, animatedly at times, laughing and joshing at others,
though as I don’t speak Latvian I couldn’t really follow their words, just track
the emotions and the laughter, and for a moment I allowed myself to imagine
I was in some alternative universe, a one that I shared with Elena, and that
sometime towards midnight we’d go to our car and drive home together and
climb into our shared bed and she’d talk to me about what she was talking to
them about and then we’d make love before falling into the deepest, darkest
sleep. At that moment Elena turned and rubbed her fingers through my hair.
‘I was just telling Mags that you met my brother when you were soldiers
together, brothers-in-arms, and that you met me when you rescued me from
some bad people in Athens. And how, when my brother found out what
you’d done to me on the way back, he threatened to cut off your head.’
‘He still hasn’t withdrawn that threat,’ I said.
‘He wouldn’t dare.’
She kissed my cheek in a most proprietary way and then turned back to the
conversation, all three women laughing as they chatted, occasionally one of
them glancing at me. I was pretty stunned at the change of heart but I long
ago gave up trying to work out women, so I just smiled and hoped they

weren’t discussing intimate stuff about me and Elena, though from their
glances and the shrieks of laughter I suspected they were. Elena and I had
been lovers, very brightly and very briefly, and then the flames of passion had
very quickly turned to ashes. In the three years since, we hadn’t kept in touch
at all, but I still burned for her. I didn’t want to, and most days I managed to
keep the flame low and I barely thought of her at all, but here and now, with
her sitting beside me, I couldn’t help it. I didn’t for one moment believe that
she’d ever fallen for me in the same way I had for her, but now I wasn’t so
sure. Sitting there, I couldn’t fathom her but I was happy just to be sitting
beside her as she chatted with friends; at that moment I was happy to settle
for blissful ignorance. An hour or more passed, with my soup bowl being
refilled twice, followed by more coffee and a plate of large, heavy biscuits, at
one point Elena asked me to go and collect a bucket of coal from the shed
outside and the air outside was crisp and cool, the ground sparkling with
frost and on my return the kitchen fireplace being stoked high, I settled back
to listen to them chatter again.
Maybe another half hour passed before Elena said something to them and
then turned to me and said, ‘We need to get you on your way if you want to
catch that flight.’
‘Flight?’ I repeated.
‘You asked me to book you a flight to London.’
‘Did I? When?’
‘You woke up about six and we chatted.’
‘We did?’

She clucked her tongue; ‘You’re brain is still like Swiss Cheese. There’s a flight
to London at five this morning.’
I glanced at the wall clock; it was half past midnight.
‘It’s Friday?’
‘Yes,’ she gave an impatient sigh at my stupid questions but, to be honest, I
was starting to lose my grip on time.
‘Ok,’ I said.
‘I’ll have to get someone to take you to the airport, and that’s a couple of
hours drive at least, and then you’ll need to check-in, so we need to go soon.
I’ll go make some calls.’ She said something in Latvian to the women and
then stood up, dusting crumbs from her skirt, leaving me in their company.
Sarah must have recognized my sudden discomfort on Elena leaving. ‘It’s true
isn’t it?’ she said, ‘You really are in love with Elena.’
I nodded glumly.
‘I can see why. She’s gorgeous. And she has a powerful personality. Quite
magnetic.’ She kept her eyes on the door, ‘I thought she hated you, but it
wasn’t hate at all.’
I thought back to the vulnerable waif I’d first met in Athens, barefoot, in tshirt and denim cut-offs, her black hair cropped short back then, her eyes
always huge and dark and challenging me, daring me to love her, and I tried
to calculate how much she’d changed in the intervening years. ‘But I don’t
think she’s for you, Mark, Sarah told me, ‘At least, not any time soon. I’ve
never met a woman like her; she’s a combination of some girly thirteen yearold, plus a determined businesswoman with a dash of terrorist,’ she gave me

a small wink, ‘And believe me, I should know on that score; she’s going
places.’
‘Is she?’
‘She told me her plans, she’s working for her brother now, and they’re making
some big moves.’
‘Gangster moves?’ I asked.
Sarah shook her head, ‘I doubt it. Andris is moving into legitimate businesses.
Elena insists on it. She’s strong and determined.’
‘She’s moved on,’ I said. ‘She’s changed.’
Sarah nodded. ‘And that makes you sad?’
‘Being with Elena makes me happy and sad in equal measure,’ I said. ‘It
always did. I’m just better off when she’s not around.’
‘God you’re so lovelorn,’ she said, smiling gently, reaching over and patting
my hand. ‘You’re such a romantic fool, if I was twenty years younger I could
fall for you myself.’ Then she paused as a thought struck her: ‘I tell you what,’
she said, ‘I think that maybe, just maybe, given time, she might be ready to
love you back.’
‘What makes you think that?’
‘Just an observation. You two, you work together. You look ‘right’, if you
know what I mean. You click. She gives off confusing messages about you, I
agree, but she’s made a space for you, like you have for her, only perhaps she
hides it better.’
I shook my head, ready to put my feelings away again in a place where they
couldn’t hurt me again. ‘I doubt that,’ I told her. ‘I don’t think she ever felt
very much for me.’

‘She did,’ Sarah said leaning in close to whisper, ‘she told me as much. She
said you were her shining knight, but then you blew it.’
‘I blew it?’
‘Sshh,’ she chided. ‘She felt like that before. Maybe she will again.’
I didn’t want to believe it, but my spirits lifted, and I hid my smile behind the
coffee mug I lifted to my mouth.
‘Just don’t rush it,’ Sarah insisted quietly.
A few minutes later Elena came back. She was wearing a heavy black coat and
a woolen hat. ‘There’s a car coming for you at half one,’ she said, glancing at
her watch, ‘Come on, we can walk down together and wait for it.’
I looked at Sarah but she spoke first. ‘Thankyou for a most exciting trip Mark,’
she said.
‘I’m sorry your friends were caught up in the crossfire,’ I said. ‘If I’d known, I
wouldn’t ever have taken the contract.’
‘It wasn’t your fault.’ She paused, to mull things over, ‘It was ours. And it
was a long time ago. We were all guilty, and maybe you coming was a way for
the past to deliver sentence on our crimes.’
‘It was a long time ago,’ I said. ‘Time for forgiveness.’
‘Maybe you’re right.’
‘You’ll be alright now?’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m fine. I shall stay here for while and when this madness all
blows over I’ll go and visit my children in England.’
‘Good,’ I said, glancing at the wall clock. ‘It’s time for me to move on,’ I said.
‘It’s time for all of us to move on,’ she said, darting a look in Elena’s direction.
I nodded, gave my thanks to the farmer’s wife, collected my jacket and left

the house with Elena. We walked out the front door and down the path to the
road and she said, ‘We’ll just walk a bit further, huh?’
‘That’d be nice,’ I said, and she linked her arm in mine as we walked
crunching along a frosted gravel track. ‘Snow is late,’ I commented.
‘It is,’ she said and kicked a pebble as we walked, reminding me for a brief
moment of the woman-child I’d first encountered three years ago. ‘We need
the snow; it’s part of the natural cycle. And anyway,’ she looked up at me,
eyes shining, ‘what’s the use of a roaring fireplace if there’s no winter to go
with it?’
I smiled as I thought back to a roaring fireplace in a hotel room in a distant
place a long time ago, with the snow blowing a blizzard outside, Elena and
me making love, laughing, living on hot punch and savoury bread and shared
joy, the two of us sheltering from the storm in a huge old bed. But I said
nothing and we walked on, until she suddenly dug her nails into the flesh of
my palm, ‘Ouch,’ I shouted, ‘what was that for?’
She stopped and turned to me, ‘You broke my heart, Mark Barrett!’
‘I what?’
‘You never came back for me,’ she was almost shouting.
‘You told me not to come back,’ I said.
‘I did not!’
‘You did. You actually said those words - Never Come Back.’
‘What exactly did I say to you?’
I thought for a moment, remembering the exact words and then said, ‘You
said, Never come back to me Mark Barrett,’ my voice dulling at the memory.

‘Never contact me. You mean nothing to me.’ I paused, ‘those were the exact
words you said to me.’
Her eyes glittered in the starlight, ‘You remembered the exact words?’ she
said. ‘And you’ve carried them around with you for all this time?’
I nodded.
‘You carried that hurt?’ her voice softer, ‘Oh god, Mark,’ her voice dropping to
a whisper, ‘I’m so sorry.’ Then she asked me, ‘But forget those words for a
moment, what did my body say to you? What did my soul say to you?’
‘They told me different,’ I said.
‘And yet you never came back for me.’
‘No,’ I admitted. ‘It was easier to carry on with a broken heart than risk it
being totally shattered into a million pieces if you rejected me again.’
She reached up and hugged me. ‘Poor you,’ she whispered. ‘Poor us. We are
such fools.’
We held each other for a while, just standing close in the dark of the night,
thinking about what might have been. If I closed my eyes and got so close I
could smell her hair I could imagine we were together again in that hotel by
the lake, safe from the blizzard outside. Safe from harm. Then I opened them
again and in the distance I could see the headlights of a car approaching and
soon I heard the tyres crunching along the road. Elena let go of me and
stepped back, ‘Well, here it is, your transport,’ she said briskly, zipping my
jacket for me, ‘The tickets will be at the airport waiting for you.’
The car pulled up alongside us.
She stood on her toes and kissed me on the mouth. ‘Goodbye Mark,’ she said
and turned to go, but then paused and turned back, deliberately and slowly

she came up close to me and, quite deliberately, repeated her words from
three years earlier, ‘Never come back to me Mark Barrett. Never contact me.
You mean nothing to me.’
But her body told me something different. And her soul shone out through
her skin and I knew, finally, looking into her eyes, that the words she was
using were lies and they’d always been lies.
‘Now go,’ she said, all business once again, buttoning her own coat against
the cold, and then she took out her sunglasses and put them on even though it
was one on the morning.
‘When…’
She stopped me with a gesture. ‘Next year, maybe. Next winter. When the
snow comes again. I’ll be looking for you.’
‘Next winter,’ I said.
She nodded as the door opened and I reluctantly climbed into the back seat of
the car, watching her standing along in the darkness as we drove away and
into the night.
She waved and I waved back.
Next winter, I thought.
When the snow comes.
The car turned a corner and she was out of sight. I settled in for the two-hour
drive. And now, I thought, returning to my real life, all I have to do is return
to London, go and see Maundy and tell him he’s a total bastard. I thought of
Will Straughan and Father James Donaldson whose deaths he had caused and
whose deaths I’d helped bring about. And then I’ll take his money, I told

myself, and I’ll make a bonfire out of it, right there on the pile carpet in the
middle of his fucking hotel suite. I closed my eyes.
By the time I opened them again we were on the outskirts of Riga, and snow
was beginning to fall.

Chapter 29
My run of luck with customs ran out at about quarter past seven on Friday
morning at Heathrow Airport. As I passed through the gates, without
warning, I was taken firm hold of by two large gentlemen in suits and
escorted through a side door, along a corridor and into an interview suite.
They sat me down, shut the door and left me there alone, but not before
taking my personal belongings, including my phone.
‘You forgot my bootlaces,’ I said as they departed.
They obviously didn’t see me as a suicide risk. Or maybe they hoped I would
do everyone a favour and string myself up in their absence. I looked around,
on the wall opposite the door was a large mirror through which, I guess,
people might chose to watch the interview, or there might be a camera
recording the whole event, but somehow I doubted that. I put my feet up on
the table, closed my eyes and practiced some breathing and relaxation
techniques I learned for exactly these situations. They never seem to work at
the time but when, about a half hour later, two men entered the room, I did
feel surprisingly calm and clear-headed, so maybe there was something to the
whole breathing thing. I made a note to do it on a more regular basis.
‘Mark Barrett,’ one of them said, sitting down facing me.
‘Is that a statement, or a question?’
This irritated him. ‘How would you like to be cuffed to the table and given a
deep cavity search?’
‘Whatever works for you,’ I said.

He gave a theatrical sigh and opened a file. ‘We haven’t got all day,’ he said. ‘I
need you to answer some questions, quickly and in full. Then we’ll think
about letting you go.’
I sat back, relaxing at the thought of how much fun I was going to have
baiting this guy. ‘Is that the best technique you’ve got?’ I asked. ‘Shit, my
instructor laughed us through that one in the evasion and interrogation
training. Crash and dash. I mean, really?’
His face went red and he ploughed on with the questions: ‘Name?’
‘George Michael.’
‘Address?’
‘The moon.’
His face grew redder still as he went through the other prelims. I glanced up
at the other guy who was standing by the door and gave him a wink. ‘Where
were you yesterday?’ he asked.
‘You know.’
‘Don’t try to be funny,’ he growled.
‘You pulled me from customs as I got off a flight. Work it out Einstein.’
He rubbed a palm across his face, ‘This could go bad for you,’ he said.
‘No,’ I said. ‘It won’t.’
‘We’re filming this interview.’
‘I seriously doubt that,’ I said, ‘But if you are it’s only recording your tragic
inability to ask questions in a way designed to gather information.’
The other man stepped over, ‘Mark, we…’
‘Can I speak to Janine?’
‘What?’

‘Janine?’ I nodded toward the mirror. ‘She’s in there. Can I speak to her?’ I
stood and walked over to the mirror, knocking on it loudly, ‘Janine? Come
and talk to me.’
The guy opposite slammed shut his folder and looked at the guy standing by
the door, who nodded briefly. I caught his eye and gave him another wink.
Maybe I was overdoing it with the one-eye semaphore thing but it felt like fun
and I hadn’t done any actual cop-baiting fun in months. The guy opposite me
stood abruptly and they both walked out without another word.
About four minutes later the door opened again and Janine stepped into the
room.
I watched her walk over and sit down and then smiled, said, ‘Hi.’
‘Sit down Mark.’
I sat down. ‘How are you?’
She shrugged, ‘I’m busy. We’re all busy. People running around Europe with
the key to the whereabouts of billions of Euros, people being murdered left,
right and centre, stolen helicopters, car chases.’
Welcome to my world, I thought. ‘Can you get me a coffee?’ I said, ‘The aircon
on the plane took out my sinuses and sitting here for an hour has given me a
headache.’
She glanced up at the mirror, waited a few seconds, nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said,
looking back to me. An ear bud, I thought. She’s getting instructions from
behind the mirror. She looked at me, ‘How did you know I was here?’
‘Those two guys,’ I said, ‘I can’t imagine either one wearing Chanel 19,’ I
leaned forward, speaking quietly, ‘It’s your signature.’

She put her head down and studied the file. I doubted that her comrades
knew how far she’d gone to secure the bogus notebooks back up in that bothy
in the Scottish Highlands. I wasn’t going to tell either, I don’t do that sort of
thing, but she didn’t know that, so she was as nervous as a kitten in a home
for delinquent pit-bulls.
‘We’ve tracked your progress,’ she said. ‘We know what you were delivering
and to whom.’
‘Then you know I haven’t broken the law.’
‘You assaulted a member of Spanish intelligence,’ she was still reading from
the file, ‘He needs reconstructive surgery,’ and she sighed theatrically, ‘You
are such a fucking cowboy, Mark.’
‘He murdered the priest,’ I said.
Her head flickered upwards, a sign of interest, an indication of how little they
knew, so I added, ‘I know where the knife is, and it’s got his prints on it.’ And
just to swish things about a bit more I said, ‘And now I’d like my lawyer. I can
give you his name, which is Barrett, but you probably know that, and his
address, which is at the Inns of Court. London.’
She wrote this down.
They didn’t know it, I realized. They were working from severely limited
intelligence. At best someone was drip-feeding them, probably citing need-toknow and other such bollocks, at worst they were totally having their strings
jerked. Their investigation was trailing far behind the events and they were
scrabbling to maintain a semblance of control. I watched her hand flickered
toward her ear bud but then changed direction to scratch at a non-existent

itch on her temple. Still looking at the notes, pen in hand, she said, quietly,
‘You’re not under arrest.’
‘What?’
She repeated it, louder, adding, ‘There are no charges against you.’
‘Did the thing about the Spaniard spook you guys?’ I said. ‘Do you even
know who you’re working for?’
‘You can go.’
‘Who were the guys in the Discoverys, up in Scotland? The ones who tried to
kill us?’
‘Just go.’
‘They were shooting at us, Janine. They murdered Straughan, and he was just
an old guy. A decent old guy.’
‘Get out.’
‘I want my stuff.’
‘Get out!’
‘Fine.’
She didn’t reply, just stared at her notes.
‘Right,’ I said and stood up, and as I did so I leaned forward, blocking my
hand from the mirror and gave her a cheeky smile and a surreptitious ‘call
me’ sign.
She dropped her gaze down toward the file, her face flushing crimson red,
but didn’t attempt to follow me from the room. Someone in a suit was
hurrying from the room next door as I left and, without speaking, I grabbed
my wallet from his hand and left him standing waiting for further
instructions as I walked away along the corridor. I came to a door that let me

out into the main passenger thoroughfare where I walked through and
amongst the civilians and then down a couple of flights of steps to the station
and caught the tube back into town.

It was almost ten when I got home. Shops were open but the street was quiet,
the air was damp and apart from a cycle courier who skimmed past me, the
traffic seemed to have dimmed with the weather. A light shone from Tonk’s
loft but there were no other lights on in the house. I walked down the steps to
my flat and let myself in.
To find the place had been trashed.

The sofa had been slashed into chunks, stuffing lying everywhere,
photographs were broken and torn, books torn apart with pages lying
around, even the floorboards had been prised up in places. My stereo was
beyond repair, drawers emptied straight onto the floor. My hand slipped
down the gap between the radiator and the wall and quietly retrieved my
dumbbell bar, all sixteen inches of it, weighing in at about two and a half
pounds, and I thought of something Henry Rollins had said one time, ‘the
iron doesn’t lie.’ He was talking about lifting weights but I was thinking more
in terms of the effect it would have on someone’s skull if they were stupid
enough to still be here as I stepped quietly from room to room, each one more
smashed up than the last, everything strewn absolutely everywhere. I went to
the back door. Locked, same as the front. Cautiously I went down into the
basement to find much the same, and my bike lying on its side, the tank
dented and scratched, the tyres slashed, the brake and gas cables cleanly split

as if by bolt-cutters. This wasn’t a burglary, I thought. This was just plain bad
faith. Back upstairs, I went to the phone and found the cable had been cut
near the receiver. All I had was my wallet, an out of date Oyster card and an
appointment with disgraced EU commissioner Jack Maundy. I slammed the
door as I left the apartment and began walking back into town.

Chapter 30
I stopped at a payphone in a nearby Asian convenience store and called
Maundy’s suite at the Savoy. Predictably there was no reply but I left a
message to say I’d be there about one. I didn’t feel in any rush and I needed to
stretch my legs and get some fresh air and perspective, and allow myself to
calm down before I talked my way into more trouble, so I headed toward the
river before turning right on Battersea Park Road, past the dogs home and the
power station. In no particular rush, I passed the Vauxhall Bridge and then
stopped ten minutes later at a greasy spoon beneath the Lambeth Bridge and
bought a savory sausage sandwich. Sitting there with my comfort-food I
could just about make out the Houses of Parliament in the distance if I stared
through the steamy windows. I finished up, wiped my fingers on a napkin
and stepped out onto the street, zipping my coat against the breeze that was
coming off the river, and wending my way toward Westminster bridge before
dropping down behind it and passing beneath the Eye, which was turning
slowly despite looking completely empty. I was early, so on a whim I went
into the National Film Museum and got into the singing lift, went up and
down it a couple of times, listening to the voices go oooooo as it went up and
awwwww is it descended again. Then I got out and went out of a side door
and I was tempted to go and sit for a while on one of the grass chairs to waste
some more time but it was cold and damp so I headed instead for the
footbridge and crossed the river to the north side. The tide was rolling in as I
began tracing the path I’d made the previous Sunday afternoon when I’d
went to make the arrangements with Maundy. It was only five days ago, but it
felt like five months. It felt like a different life. I walked along Victoria

Embankment, passing the Needle a few minutes later and walked around to
the front door of the Savoy.
I knew what I was going to say to Maundy. I was going to tell him that he was
a crook, that he was a murderer and that he’d gotten his friends killed for a
pointless vanity project. I was going to tell him to shove the money where the
sun don’t shine.
Then I was going to bill him for the repair to my flat.
And my motorbike.

I walked beneath the awning of the Savoy, passing the window displays and
jogged up the steps, past some guy in top hat and tails and into the entrance
foyer.
‘Mark Barrett.’
I turned to see Geert gesturing toward me, ‘You called ahead,’ he said.
‘I’ve come to see Maundy.’
‘Let’s go and have a coffee and a chat.’
I could tell by his smile that Maundy wasn’t around. ‘Where is he?’
He stopped smiling, ‘Mark, please, let’s sit down. We should talk.’
I followed him over to the reception area where a waiter took our order for
coffee. We took seats facing each other and Geert’s seat, I noticed, was facing
the door. He looked a little on edge but he worked up a pleasant expression
and said, ‘So you managed to deliver the packages.’
‘Yes. You know what happened then.’
He nodded, ‘Yes.’

‘It was a vanity,’ I said to Geert. ‘All I delivered were letters of apology from
an old man to the friends he had as a youth, to himself I guess, a old man who
was guilty as sin.’
Geert nodded.
I said, ‘But people thought I was delivering information about the money.’
‘Yes. They did,’ Geert acknowledged, nodding.
‘So they killed to get the books.’
The waiter arrived with the coffee, poured us both a cup, added cream and
sugar for me and left us. I said, ‘What the fuck was it all for, Geert?’
He sipped at his coffee, pondering something, then he relaxed. I could see he
had made a decision. ‘Let me tell you a story,’ he said.
‘Everyone has a story to tell this week,’ I said. ‘Even me,’ but he looked
pained so I relented and said, ‘Ok. Tell it.’
‘Imagine for a moment,’ he said, ‘the European Union, not as a united group
of nations steering inexorably toward ever-greater democratic and ever-closer
confederacy but more,’ and he paused to think, ‘more like the biggest scam in
history. A combined land, money and power grab, done with the full, if blind
consent of the leaders of all those nations.’
‘You sound like the leader writer for the Daily Telegraph, I said.
He asked, ‘Did you know that the last time that auditors were able to balance
the European Union books was almost twenty years ago?’
‘No.’
‘Think about it. The books haven’t balanced in two decades. Do you know
how much unaccounted money is swirling about in Brussels? Trillions, Mark.
Trillions. The EU takes a tithe from every member state, every year and even

in the midst of an economic depression they increase their take, year on year.
It’s like the modern-day Church of Rome; unelected, unaccountable and
never, ever audited.’
‘Sounds like the Mafia.’
Yes,’ he said. ‘It is. But it is also totally legal. Because the EU write the laws
too. So they make it legal.’
‘And you’re part of that?’ I said.
He shook his head. ‘No. I work for a completely different organization.’ He
leaned forward and said, ‘I’m telling you this in confidence. We’re a legitimate
but extremely clandestine police group, and we’re conducting deep audits of
the major players in the EU commission in the hope of eradicating
corruption.’
‘Or destroying the EU.’
He shrugged, ‘Either way is good.’
‘So what was my role in all this?’
‘Have you ever seen drag hunting?’
‘On TV, yes.’
‘It’s like fox hunting, but without the fox; they use a lure for the dogs to
follow. They dip a rag or something in blood and they drag it on horseback
for the hounds to chase.’
I nodded.
‘The notebooks were the scent. You were the man on the horse doing the
dragging.’
I frowned, ‘But there was no information in the books. The priest told me, and
Sarah Woodridge confirmed it. Hell, she threw her book into the Baltic Sea.’

Geert winced at the thought of this, but he said, ‘There is no fox in a drag
hunt either.’
I was still a little confused. ‘So who was I dragging the scent for?’
‘Maundy made a deal,’ he said. ‘He was going to admit to embezzlement and
take the fall. The audits would continue to fail but much blame would fall in
his direction. There’d be a few accounts with a few million that would appear
in random locations, evidence of the billions he had embezzled.’
‘But he hadn’t.’
Geert nodded. ‘Now you’re beginning to understand.’ He looked at my cup.
‘Drink your coffee.’
I complied as he continued, ‘Maundy’s whole department was a front. It was
one big black hole where money was sent but never arrived, filtered off before
it got anywhere near his department.’
‘Filtered? By who?’
‘By the people that my department hunts: the same people who sent out their
hounds to run you to ground.’
‘So Maundy was gong to take the fall for these guys, but then he turned coats
and sided with you. And then he sends out these packages and the bad guys
give chase?’
‘Exactly.’
‘So I was bait?’
‘The books were bait. You were the scent-dragger. You were the courier.’
‘It felt like I was the bait.’ I pushed my hand through my hair as the sheer size
of the whole affair revealed itself to me. Trillions of Euros.

‘I’m sorry about that. We thought you would survive, we hoped that you
would. You appeared to have a combination of determination and
recklessness that we thought gave you a good chance.’
‘And did you find the bad guys?’ I asked. ‘Was the hunt successful?’
‘We’ve uncovered one or two and they’re going to give up more names in the
near future.’
‘Like using one card to flip the whole deck.’
‘Yes,’ he agreed.
‘And Maundy?’
Geert paused and replaced his cup onto the saucer. He said, ‘All records of
our being here are erased. Yours and mine. Phone records and CCTV footage
for the last week has disappeared, even film of you walking through the
doors ten minutes ago. Gone. As far as the Savoy goes, even as we sit here
and drink their coffee we were never here. You were never here.’
‘And Maundy?’ I persisted.
He shook his head, ‘Sadly, Comissioner Maundy died today.’
‘When? What time?’
He glanced at his watch. ‘An hour ago.’
‘Where?’
He glanced upwards.
‘Where are the police?’ I said.
‘No one knows yet.’
The cup rattled as I replaced it on the saucer. ‘And Frenchie?’
‘Jean-Claude? Sadly, he too was playing for the other side.’

I thought of the tension in the room when last I went to see Maundy. Geert
pulled back his jacket a little to reveal Jean-Claude’s Colt Python in a shoulder
holster. Below it, in a waistband holster was his own pistol.
‘And what about me?’ I asked.
‘You?’ He smiled, and that alone confirmed to me that Maundy was dead.
‘You are a courier. No Questions Asked. So long as you remember that, you
are safe.’
‘And this story?’
‘So long as it is never repeated, it is just a story. Just air.
‘But if it gets repeated…’
Geert shook his head, ‘It’s best for you that it doesn’t get repeated.’
I gave this some thought. ‘And it’s probably best for all concerned that I don’t
have a sudden accident,’ I said.
‘You have copies of the notebook?’
‘I’ve got copies of everything,’ I said.
I was lying.
‘A wise move,’ Geert said.
He thought for a moment, then stood, ‘Well, I think we should both be
moving on. The police will get a call around five this afternoon and they will
discover the bodies of Jack Maundy and his bodyguard, each killed by the
other’s hand, I think.’ He looked at me. ‘You will not be pursued by anyone,
Mark, nor do I expect you to pursue this further, copies or no copies. Even
copies of ‘everything’.’
I nodded.
Point taken.

Geert held out his hand, ‘It’s been interesting to follow your work,’ he said.
‘I wish I could say the same,’ I said as we shook.
‘If I should ever need a courier again…’
‘…Don’t call me,’ I finished his sentence for him.
He smiled and looked down, ‘I think you’ve dropped something.’
On the table where we’d been sitting was a padded envelope. I picked it up
and inside there were four very fat bundles of £50 notes. Smiling at his
sleight-of-hand and turning back to Geert I said, ‘I didn’t see you…’
But he’d gone.
I looked around and I thought I saw a blonde-haired figure walking out
through the doors but I couldn’t be sure. I picked up my coffee and finished it
off, it was too nice to waste, and then I pocketed the envelope and left the
Savoy.

I walked out onto the Strand. The sky was dull and the lights from the shops
were shining bright, music was playing and people were hurrying about
carrying large shopping bags and I realized it was December, getting on
toward Christmas. I had presents to buy, a smashed-up home to refurbish,
and I had to find somewhere safe to stash all this money. But first, I planned
to do nothing for a few days. Maybe find a small hotel somewhere and hole
up and recover, eat lots of food, order quantities of beer and watch lots of
movies. Maybe I could find a room somewhere over in Kensington, I thought.
There are lots of shops on the high street where I could buy new clothes to
replace everything that had been trashed back at my place. Then Tuesday or

Wednesday next week I’d go home and start to fix the place up. I’d replace
the furniture, buy a new TV and stereo, and begin to repair the bike.
It sounded like a plan.
This is the point in the story, I thought as I walked along the Strand, where it
should begin snowing, the point in the story where the weather itself
bequeaths a white laurel about the hero’s head and shoulders, where he zips
up, all war-weary but wiser, and he trudges off into the white city streets. But
instead the sky stayed resolutely slate grey, the air remained damp and I
could smell the diesel fumes and the sandwich shops and the salt-smell of the
Thames in full flow.
As I walked back toward Charing Cross, losing myself in amongst the
crowds, a random thought emerging from my subconscious:
Call Lara.
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