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         One 

         
         
         
         
         
         
         I saw a man this morning 
Who did not wish to die; 

         
         

         
         P. S. STEWART 

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Imagine that you have to break someone's arm.

            
            
         

         
         
         Right or left, doesn't matter. The point is that you have to break it, because if you don't . . . well, that doesn't matter either. Let's just say bad things will happen if you don't.

         
         
         
         
         Now, my question goes like this: do you break the arm quickly - snap, whoops, sorry, here let me help you with that improvised splint - or do you drag the whole business out for a good eight minutes, every now and then increasing the pressure in the tiniest of increments, until the pain becomes pink and green and hot and cold and altogether howlingly unbearable?

         
         
         
         
         Well exactly. Of course. The right thing to do, the only thing to do, is to get it over with as quickly as possible. Break the arm, ply the brandy, be a good citizen. There can be no other answer.
         

         
         
         
         
         Unless.

         
         
         
         
         Unless unless unless.

         
         
         
         
         What if you were to hate the person on the other end of the  arm? I mean really, really hate them.
         

         
         
         
         
         This was a thing I now had to consider.

         
         
         
         
         I say now, meaning then, meaning the moment I am describing; the moment fractionally, oh so bloody fractionally, before my wrist reached the back of my neck and my left humerus broke into at least two, very possibly more, floppily joined-together pieces.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            The arm we've been discussing, you see, is mine. It's not an abstract, philosopher's arm. The bone, the skin, the hairs, the small white scar on the point of the elbow, won from the corner of a storage heater at Gateshill Primary School - they all belong to me. And now is the moment when I must consider the possibility that the man standing behind me, gripping my wrist and driving it up my spine with an almost sexual degree of care, hates me. I mean, really, really hates me.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         He is taking for ever.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            His name was Rayner. First name unknown. By me, at any rate, and therefore, presumably, by you too.

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            I suppose someone, somewhere, must have known his first name - must have baptised him with it, called him down to breakfast with it, taught him how to spell it - and someone else must have shouted it across a bar with an offer of a drink, or murmured it during sex, or written it in a box on a life insurance application form. I know they must have done all these things. Just hard to picture, that's all.

            
            
         

         
         
         Rayner, I estimated, was ten years older than me. Which was fine. Nothing wrong with that. I have good, warm, non-arm-breaking relationships with plenty of people who are ten years older than me. People who are ten years older than me are, by and large, admirable. But Rayner was also three inches taller than me, four stones heavier, and at least eight however-you-measure-violence units more violent. He was uglier than a car park, with a big, hairless skull that dipped and bulged like a balloon full of spanners, and his flattened,  fighter's nose, apparently drawn on his face by someone using their left hand, or perhaps even their left foot, spread out in a meandering, lopsided delta under the rough slab of his forehead.

         
         
         
         
         And God Almighty, what a forehead. Bricks, knives, bottles and reasoned arguments had, in their time, bounced harmlessly off this massive frontal plane, leaving only the feeblest indentations between its deep, widely-spaced pores. They were, I think, the deepest and most widely-spaced pores I have ever seen in human skin, so that I found myself thinking back to the council putting-green in Dalbeattie, at the end of the long, dry summer of '76.

         
         
         
         
         Moving now to the side elevation, we find that Rayner's ears had, long ago, been bitten off and spat back on to the side of his head, because the left one was definitely upside down, or inside out, or something that made you stare at it for a long time before thinking 'oh, it's an ear'.

         
         
         
         
         And on top of all this, in case you hadn't got the message, Rayner wore a black leather jacket over a black polo-neck.

         
         
         
         
         But of course you would have got the message. Rayner could have swathed himself in shimmering silk and put an orchid behind each ear, and nervous passers-by would still have paid him money first and wondered afterwards whether they had owed him any.

         
         
         
         
         As it happened, I didn't owe him money. Rayner belonged to that select group of people to whom I didn't owe anything at all, and if things had been going a little better between us, I might have suggested that he and his fellows have a special tie struck, to signify membership. A motif of crossed paths, perhaps.

         
         
         
         
         But, as I said, things weren't going well between us.

         
         
         
         
         A one-armed combat instructor called Cliff (yes, I know - he taught unarmed combat, and he only had one arm - very occasionally life is like that) once told me that pain was a thing you did to yourself. Other people did things to you -they hit you, or stabbed you, or tried to break your arm - but  pain was of your own making. Therefore, said Cliff, who had spent a fortnight in Japan and so felt entitled to unload dog-shit of this sort on his eager charges, it was always within your power to stop your own pain. Cliff was killed in a pub brawl three months later by a fifty-five-year-old widow, so I don't suppose I'll ever have a chance to set him straight.

         
         
         
         
         Pain is an event. It happens to you, and you deal with it in whatever way you can.

         
         
         
         
         The only thing in my favour was that, so far, I hadn't made any noise.

         
         
         
         
         Nothing to do with bravery, you understand, I simply hadn't got round to it. Up until this moment, Rayner and I had been pinging off the walls and furniture in a sweatily male silence, with only the occasional grunt to show that we were both still concentrating. But now, with not much more than five seconds to go before I passed out or the bone finally gave way - now was the ideal moment to introduce a new element. And sound was all I could think of.

         
         
         
         
         So I inhaled deeply through my nose, straightened up to get as close as I could to his face, held the breath for a moment, and then let out what Japanese martial artists refer to as a kiai - you'd probably call it a very loud noise, and that wouldn't be so far off - a scream of such blinding, shocking, what-the-fuck-was-that intensity, that I frightened myself quite badly.
         

         
         
         
         
         On Rayner, the effect was pretty much as advertised, because he shifted involuntarily to one side, easing the grip on my arm for about a twelfth of a second. I threw my head back into his face as hard as I could, feeling the gristle in his nose adjust itself around the shape of my skull and a silky wetness spreading across my scalp, then brought my heel up towards his groin, scraping the inside of his thigh before connecting with an impressive bundle of genitalia. By the time the twelfth of a second had elapsed, Rayner was no longer breaking my arm, and I was aware, suddenly, of being drenched in sweat.

         
         
         
         
         I backed away from him, dancing on my toes like a very old St Bernard, and looked around for a weapon.

         
         
         
         
         The venue for this pro-am contest of one fifteen-minute round was a small, inelegantly furnished sitting-room in Belgravia. The interior designer had done a perfectly horrible job, as all interior designers do, every single time, without fail, no exceptions - but at that moment his or her liking for heavy, portable objets happened to coincide with mine. I selected an eighteen-inch Buddha from the mantelpiece with my good arm, and found that the little fellow's ears afforded a satisfyingly snug grip for the one-handed player.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rayner was kneeling now, vomiting on a Chinese carpet and improving its colour no end. I chose my spot, braced myself, and swung at him back-handed, plugging the corner of the Buddha's plinth into the soft space behind his left ear. There was a dull, flat noise, of the kind that only human tissue under attack can make, and he rolled over on to his side.

         
         
         
         
         I didn't bother to see whether he was still alive. Callous, perhaps, but there you go.

         
         
         
         
         I wiped some of the sweat from my face and walked through into the hall. I tried to listen, but if there was any sound from the house or from the street outside I would never have heard it, because my heart was going like a road drill. Or perhaps there really was a road drill outside. I was too busy sucking in great suitcase-sized chunks of air to notice.

         
         
         
         
         I opened the front door and immediately felt cool drizzle on my face. It mingled with the sweat, diluting it, diluting the pain in my arm, diluting everything, and I closed my eyes and let it fall. It was one of the nicest things I've ever experienced. You may say that it's a pretty poor life I've been leading. But then, you see, context is everything.

         
         
         
         
         I left the door on the latch, stepped down on to the pavement and lit a cigarette. Gradually, grumpily, my heart sorted itself out, and my breathing followed at a distance. The pain in my arm was terrible, and I knew it would be with me for days, if not weeks, but at least it wasn't my smoking arm.

         
         
         
         
         I went back into the house and saw that Rayner was where I'd left him, lying in a pool of vomit. He was dead, or he was  grievously-bodily-harmed, either of which meant at least five years. Ten, with time added on for bad behaviour. And this, from my point of view, was bad.

         
         
         
         
         I've been in prison, you see. Only three weeks, and only on remand, but when you've had to play chess twice a day with a monosyllabic West Ham supporter, who has 'HATE' tattooed on one hand, and 'HATE' on the other - using a set missing six pawns, all the rooks and two of the bishops - you find yourself cherishing the little things in life. Like not being in prison.

         
         
         
         
         I was contemplating these and related matters, and starting to think of all the hot countries I'd never got around to visiting, when I realised that that noise - that soft, creaking, shuffling, scraping noise - was definitely not coming from my heart. Nor from my lungs, nor from any other part of my yelping body. That noise was definitely external.

         
         
         
         
         Someone, or something, was making an utterly hopeless job of coming down the stairs quietly.

         
         
         
         
         I left the Buddha where it was, picked up a hideous alabaster table lighter and moved towards the door, which was also hideous. How can one make a hideous door? you may ask. Well, it takes some doing, certainly, but believe me, the top interior designers can knock off this kind of thing before breakfast.

         
         
         
         
         I tried to hold my breath and couldn't, so I waited noisily.  A light switch flicked on somewhere, waited, then flicked off.  A door opened, pause, nothing there either, closed. Stand still.  Think. Try the sitting-room.

         
         
         
         
         There was a rustle of clothing, a soft footfall, and then suddenly I found I was relaxing my grip on the alabaster lighter, and leaning back against the wall in something close to relief. Because even in my frightened, wounded state, I was ready to stake my life on the fact that Nina Ricci's Fleur de Fleurs is just not a fighting scent.

         
         
         
         
         She stopped in the doorway and looked around the room. The lights were out, but the curtains were wide open and there was plenty of light coming in from the street.

         
         
         
         
         I waited until her gaze fell on Rayner's body before I put my hand over her mouth.

         
         
         
         
         We went through all the usual exchanges dictated by Hollywood and polite society. She tried to scream and bite the palm of my hand, and I told her to be quiet because I wasn't going to hurt her unless she shouted. She shouted and I hurt her. Pretty standard stuff, really.

         
         
         
         
         By and by she was sitting on the hideous sofa with half a pint of what I thought was brandy but turned out to be Calvados, and I was standing by the door wearing my smartest and best 'I am psychiatrically Al' expression.

         
         
         
         
         I'd rolled Rayner on to his side, into a kind of recovery position, to stop him from choking on his own vomit. Or anyone else's, if it came to that. She'd wanted to get up and fiddle with him, to see if he was all right - pillows, damp cloths, bandages, all the things that help to make the bystander feel better - but I told her to stay where she was because I'd already called an ambulance, and all in all it would be better to leave him alone.

         
         
         
         
         She had started to tremble slightly. It started in the hands, as they clutched the glass, then moved to her elbows and up to her shoulders, and it got worse every time she looked at Rayner. Of course, trembling is probably not an uncommon reaction to discovering a mixture of dead person and vomit on your carpet in the middle of the night, but I didn't want her getting any worse. As I lit a cigarette with the alabaster lighter - and yes, even the flame was hideous -1 tried to take in as much information as I could before the Calvados booted her up and she started asking questions.

         
         
         
         
         I could see her face three times in that room: once in a silver-framed photograph on the mantelpiece, with her in Ray Bans, dangling from a ski-lift; once in a huge and terrible oil portrait, done by someone who can't have liked her all that much, hanging by the window; and finally, and definitely the best of all, in a sofa ten feet away.

         
         
         
         
         She couldn't have been more than nineteen, with square  shoulders and long brown hair that waved and cheered as it disappeared behind her neck. The high, round cheek-bones implied Orientalness, but that disappeared as soon as you reached her eyes, which were also round, and large, and bright grey. If that makes any sense. She was wearing a red silk dressing-gown, and one elegant slipper with fancy gold thread across the toes. I glanced around the room, but its mate was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she could only afford one.

         
         
         
         
         She cleared some husk from her throat.

         
         
         
         
         'Who is he?' she said.

         
         
         
         
         I think I'd known she was going to be American before she opened her mouth. Too healthy to be anything else. And where do they get those teeth?

         
         
         
         
         'His name was Rayner,' I said, and then realised that this sounded a little thin as an answer, so I thought I'd add something. 'He was a very dangerous man.'

         
         
         
         
         'Dangerous?'

         
         
         
         
         She looked worried by that, and quite right too. It was probably crossing her mind, as it was crossing mine, that if Rayner was dangerous, and I'd killed him, then that, hierarchically-speaking, made me very dangerous.

         
         
         
         
         'Dangerous,' I said again, and watched her closely as she looked away. She seemed to be trembling less, which was good. Or maybe her trembling had just fallen into sync with mine, so I noticed it less.

         
         
         
         
         'Well... what is he doing here?' she said at last. 'What did he want?'

         
         
         
         
         'It's difficult to say.' Difficult for me, at any rate. 'Maybe he was after money, maybe the silver ...'

         
         
         
         
         'You mean ... he didn't tell you?' Her voice was suddenly loud. 'You hit this guy, without knowing who he was? What he was doing here?'

         
         
         
         
         Despite the shock, her brain seemed to be coming along pretty nicely.

         
         
         
         
         'I hit him because he was trying to kill me,' I said. 'I'm like that.'

         
         
         
         
         I tried a roguish smile, then caught sight of it in the mirror over the mantelpiece and realised it hadn't worked.

         
         
         
         
         'You're like that,' she repeated, unlovingly. 'And who are you?'

         
         
         
         
         Well now. I was going to have to wear some very soft shoes at this juncture. This was where things could suddenly get a lot worse than they already were.

         
         
         
         
         I tried looking surprised, and perhaps just a little bit hurt.

         
         
         
         
         'You mean you don't recognise me?'

         
         
         
         
         'No.'

         
         
         
         
         'Huh. Odd. Fincham. James Fincham.' I held out my hand. She didn't take it, so I converted the movement into a nonchalant brush of the hair.

         
         
         
         
         'That's a name,' she said. 'That's not who you are.'

         
         
         
         
         'I'm a friend of your father's.'

         
         
         
         
         She considered this for a moment.

         
         
         
         
         'Business friend?'

         
         
         
         
         'Sort of.'

         
         
         
         
         'Sort of.' She nodded. 'You're James Fincham, you're a sort of business friend of my father's, and you've just killed a man in our house.'

         
         
         
         
         I put my head on one side, and tried to show that yes, sometimes it's an absolute bugger of a world.

         
         
         
         
         She showed her teeth again.

         
         
         
         
         'And that's it, is it? That's your CV?'

         
         
         
         
         I reprised the roguish smile, to no better effect.

         
         
         
         
         'Wait a second,' she said.

         
         
         
         
         She looked at Rayner, then suddenly sat up a little straighter, as if a thought had just struck her.

         
         
         
         
         'You didn't call anybody, did you?'

         
         
         
         
         Come to think of it, all things considered, she must have been nearer twenty-four.

         
         
         
         
         'You mean ...' I was floundering now.

         
         
         
         
         I mean,' she said, 'there's no ambulance coming here.

         
         
         
         
         Jesus.'

         
         
         
         
         She put the glass down on the carpet by her feet, got up and walked towards the phone.

         
         
         
         
         'Look,' I said, 'before you do anything silly ....,'

         
         
         
         
         I started to move towards her, but the way she spun round made me realise that staying still was probably the better plan. I didn't want to be pulling bits of telephone receiver out of my face for the next few weeks.

         
         
         
         
         'You stay right there, Mr James Fincham,' she hissed at me. 'There's nothing silly about this. I'm calling an ambulance, and I'm calling the police. This is an internationally approved procedure. Men come round with big sticks and take you away. Nothing silly about it at all.'

         
         
         
         
         'Look,' I said, 'I haven't been entirely straight with you.'

         
         
         
         
         She turned towards me and narrowed her eyes. If you know what I mean by that. Narrowed them horizontally, not vertically. I suppose one should say she shortened her eyes, but nobody ever does.

         
         
         
         
         She narrowed her eyes.

         
         
         
         
         'What the hell do you mean "not entirely straight"? You only told me two things. You mean one of them was a lie?'

         
         
         
         
         She had me on the ropes, there's no question about that. I was in trouble. But then again, she'd only dialled the first nine.

         
         
         
         
         'My name is Fincham,' I said, 'and I do know your father.'

         
         
         
         
         'Yeah, what brand of cigarette does he smoke?'

         
         
         
         
         'Dunhill.'

         
         
         
         
         'Never smoked a cigarette in his life.'

         
         
         
         
         She was late-twenties, possibly. Thirty at a pinch. I took a deep breath while she dialled the second nine.

         
         
         
         
         'All right, I don't know him. But I am trying to help.'

         
         
         
         
         'Right. You've come to fix the shower.'

         
         
         
         
         Third nine. Play the big card.

         
         
         
         
         'Someone is trying to kill him,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         There was a faint click and I could hear somebody, somewhere, asking which service we wanted. Very slowly she turned towards me, holding the receiver away from her face.

         
         
         
         
         'What did you say?'

         
         
         
         
         'Someone is trying to kill your father,' I repeated. T don't know who, and I don't know why. But I'm trying to stop  them. That's who I am, and that's what I'm doing here.'

         
         
         
         
         She looked at me long and hard. A clock ticked somewhere, hideously.

         
         
         
         
         This man,' I pointed at Rayner, 'had something to do with it.'

         
         
         
         
         I could see that she thought this unfair, as Rayner was hardly in a position to contradict me; so I softened my tone a little, looking around anxiously as if I was every bit as mystified and fretted-up as she was.

         
         
         
         
         'I can't say he came here to kill,' I said, 'because we didn't get a chance to talk much. But it's not impossible.' She carried on staring at me. The operator was squeaking hellos down the line and probably trying to trace the call.

         
         
         
         
         She waited. For what, I'm not sure.

         
         
         
         
         'Ambulance,' she said at last, still looking at me, and then turned away slightly and gave the address. She nodded, and then slowly, very slowly, put the receiver back on its cradle and turned to me. There was one of those pauses that you know is going to be long as soon as it starts, so I shook out another cigarette and offered her the packet.

         
         
         
         
         She came towards me and stopped. She was shorter than she'd looked on the other side of the room. I smiled again, and she took a cigarette from the packet, but didn't light it. She just played with it slowly, and then pointed a pair of grey eyes at me.

         
         
         
         
         I say a pair. I mean her pair. She didn't get a pair of someone else's out from a drawer and point them at me. She pointed her own pair of huge, pale, grey, pale, huge eyes at me. The sort of eyes that can make a grown man talk gibberish to himself. Get a grip, for Christ's sake.
         

         
         
         
         
         'You're a liar,' she said.

         
         
         
         
         Not angry. Not scared. Just matter-of-fact. You're a liar.

         
         
         
         
         'Well, yes,' I said, 'generally speaking, I am. But at this particular moment, I happen to be telling the truth.'

         
         
         
         
         She kept on staring at my face, the way I sometimes do when I've finished shaving, but she didn't seem to get any more answers than I ever have. Then she blinked once, and  the blink seemed to change things somehow. Something had been released, or switched off, or at least turned down a bit. I started to relax.

         
         
         
         
         'Why would anyone want to kill my father?' Her voice was softer now.

         
         
         
         
         'I honestly don't know,' I said. 'I've only just found out he doesn't smoke.'

         
         
         
         
         She pressed straight on, as if she hadn't heard me.

         
         
         
         
         'And tell me Mr Fincham,' she said, 'how you came by all this?'

         
         
         
         
         This was the tricky bit. The really tricky bit. Trickiness cubed.

         
         
         
         
         'Because I was offered the job,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         She stopped breathing. I mean, she actually stopped breathing. And didn't look as if she had any plans to start again in the near future.

         
         
         
         
         I carried on, as calmly as I could.

         
         
         
         
         'Someone offered me a lot of money to kill your father,' I said, and she frowned in disbelief. 'I turned it down.'

         
         
         
         
         I shouldn't have added that. I really shouldn't.

         
         
         
         
         Newton's Third Law of Conversation, if it existed, would hold that every statement implies an equal and opposite statement. To say that I'd turned the offer down raised the possibility that I might not have done. Which was not a thing I wanted floating round the room at this moment. But she started breathing again, so maybe she hadn't noticed.

         
         
         
         
         'Why?'

         
         
         
         
         'Why what?'

         
         
         
         
         Her left eye had a tiny streak of green that went off from the pupil in a north-easterly direction. I stood there, looking into her eyes and trying not to, because I was in terrible trouble at this moment. In lots of ways.

         
         
         
         
         'Why'd you turn it down?'

         
         
         
         
         'Because . . .' I began, then stopped, because I had to get this absolutely right.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes?'

         
         
         
         
         'Because I don't kill people.'

         
         
         
         
         There was a pause while she took this in and swilled it round her mouth a few times. Then she glanced over at Rayner's body.

         
         
         
         
         'I told you,' I said. 'He started it.'

         
         
         
         
         She stared into me for another three hundred years and then, still turning the cigarette slowly between her fingers, moved away towards the sofa, apparently deep in thought.

         
         
         
         
         'Honestly,' I said, trying to get a hold of myself and the situation. 'I'm nice. I give to Oxfam, I recycle newspapers, everything.'

         
         
         
         
         She reached Rayner's body and stopped.

         
         
         
         
         'So when did all this happen?'

         
         
         
         
         'Well... just now,' I stammered, like an idiot.

         
         
         
         
         She closed her eyes for a moment. 'I mean you getting asked.'

         
         
         
         
         'Right,' I said. 'Ten days ago.'

         
         
         
         
         'Where?'

         
         
         
         
         'Amsterdam.'

         
         
         
         
         'Holland, right?'

         
         
         
         
         That was a relief. That made me feel a lot better. It's nice to be looked up to by the young every now and then. You don't want it all the time, just every now and then.

         
         
         
         
         'Right,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'And who was it offered you the job?'

         
         
         
         
         'Never seen him before or since.'

         
         
         
         
         She stooped for the glass, took a sip of Calvados and grimaced at the taste of it.

         
         
         
         
         'And I'm supposed to believe this?'

         
         
         
         
         'Well 

         
         
         
         
         'I mean, help me out here,' she said, starting to get louder again. She nodded towards Rayner. 'We have a guy here, who isn't going to back up your story, I wouldn't say, and I'm supposed to believe you because of what? Because you have a nice face?'

         
         
         
         
         I couldn't help myself. I should have helped myself, I know, but I just couldn't.

         
         
         
         
         'Why not?' I said, and tried to look charming. 'I'd believe  anything you said.'

         
         
         
         
         Terrible mistake. Really terrible. One of the crassest, most ridiculous remarks I've ever made, in a long, ridiculous-remark-packed life.

         
         
         
         
         She turned to me, suddenly very angry.

         
         
         
         
         'You can drop that shit right now.'

         
         
         
         
         'All I meant...' I said, but I was glad when she cut me off, because I honestly didn't know what I'd meant.

         
         
         
         
         'I said drop it. There's a guy dying in here.'

         
         
         
         
         I nodded, guiltily, and we both bowed our heads at Rayner, as if paying our respects. And then she seemed to snap the hymn book shut and move on. Her shoulders relaxed, and she held out the glass to me.

         
         
         
         
         'I'm Sarah,' she said. 'See if you can get me a Coke.'

         
         
         
         
         She did ring the police eventually, and they turned up just as the ambulance crew were scooping Rayner, apparently still breathing, on to a collapsible stretcher. They hummed and harred, and picked things up off the mantelpiece and looked at the underneath, and generally had that air of wanting to be somewhere else.

         
         
         
         
         Policemen, as a rule, don't like to hear of new cases. Not because they're lazy, but because they want, like everyone else, to find a meaning, a connectedness, in the great mess of random unhappiness in which they work. If, in the middle of trying to catch some teenager who's been nicking hub-caps, they're called to the scene of a mass murder, they just can't stop themselves from checking under the sofa to see if there are any hub-caps there. They want to find something that connects to what they've already seen, that will make sense out of the chaos. So they can say to themselves, this happened because that happened. When they don't find it - when all they see is another lot of stuff that has to be written about, and filed, and lost, and found in someone's bottom drawer, and lost again, and eventually chalked up against no one's name - they get, well, disappointed.

         
         
         
         
         They were particularly disappointed by our story. Sarah  and I had rehearsed what we thought was a reasonable scenario, and we played three performances of it to officers of ascending rank, finishing up with an appallingly young inspector who said his name was Brock.

         
         
         
         
         Brock sat on the sofa, occasionally glancing at his fingernails, and nodded his youthful way through the story of the intrepid James Fincham, friend of the family, staying in the spare-room on the first floor. Heard noises, crept downstairs to investigate, nasty man in leather jacket and black polo-neck, no never seen him before, fight, fall over, oh my god, hit head. Sarah Woolf, d.o.b. 29th August, 1964, heard sounds of struggle, came down, saw the whole thing. Drink, Inspector? Tea? Ribena?

         
         
         
         
         Yes, of course, the setting helped. If we'd tried the same story in a council flat in Deptford, we'd have been on the floor of the van in seconds, asking fit young men with short hair if they wouldn't mind getting off our heads for a moment while we got comfortable. But in leafy, stuccoed Belgravia, the police are more inclined to believe you than not. I think it's included in the rates.

         
         
         
         
         As we signed our statements, they asked us not to do anything silly like leave the country without informing the local station, and generally encouraged us to abide at every opportunity.

         
         
         
         
         Two hours after he'd tried to break my arm, all that was left of Rayner, first name unknown, was a smell.

         
         
         
         
         I let myself out of the house, and felt the pain creep back to centre stage as I walked. I lit a cigarette and smoked my way down to the corner, where I turned left into a cobbled mews that had once housed horses. It'd have to be an extremely rich horse who could afford to live here now, obviously, but the stabling character of the mews had hung about the place, and that's why it had felt right to tether the bike there. With a bucket of oats and some straw under the back wheel.

         
         
         
         
         The bike was where I'd left it, which sounds like a dull remark, but isn't these days. Among bikers, leaving your  machine in a dark place for more than an hour, even with padlock and alarm, and finding it still there when you come back, is something of a talking point. Particularly when the bike is a Kawasaki ZZR 1100.

         
         
         
         
         Now I won't deny that the Japanese were well off-side at Pearl Harbor, and that their ideas on preparing fish for the table are undoubtedly poor - but by golly, they do know some things about making motorcycles. Twist the throttle wide open in any gear on this machine, and it'd push your eyeballs through the back of your head. All right, so maybe that's not a sensation most people are looking for in their choice of personal transport, but since I'd won the bike in a game of backgammon, getting home with an outrageously flukey only-throw 4-1 and three consecutive double sixes, I enjoyed it a lot. It was black, and big, and it allowed even the average rider to visit other galaxies.

         
         
         
         
         I started the motor, revved it loud enough to wake a few fat Belgravian financiers, and set off for Notting Hill. I had to take it easy in the rain, so there was plenty of time for reflection on the night's business.

         
         
         
         
         The one thing that stayed in my mind, as I jinked the bike along the slick, yellow-lit streets, was Sarah telling me to drop 'that shit'. And the reason I had to drop it was because there was a dying man in the room.

         
         
         
         
         Newtonian Conversation, I thought to myself. The implication was that I could have kept on holding that shit, if the room hadn't had a dying man in it.

         
         
         
         
         That cheered me up. I started to think that if I couldn't work things so that one day she and I would be together in a room with no dying men in it at all, then my name isn't James Fincham.

         
         
         
         
         Which, of course, it isn't.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Two 

         
         
         
         
         
         
         For a long time I used to go to bed early.

         
         
         MARCEL PROUST 

         
         
         
         
         I arrived back at the flat and went through the usual answerphone routine. Two meaningless bleeps, one wrong number, one call from a friend interrupted in the first sentence, followed by three people I didn't want to hear from who I now had to ring back.

         
         
         
         
         God, I hated that machine.

         
         
         
         
         I sat down at my desk and went through the day's mail. I threw some bills into the bin, and then remembered that I'd moved the bin into the kitchen — so I got annoyed, stuffed the rest of the post into a drawer, and gave up on the idea that doing chores would help me to get things straight in my mind.

         
         
         
         
         It was too late to start playing loud music, and the only other entertainment I could find in the flat was whisky, so I picked up a glass and a bottle of The Famous Grouse, poured myself a couple of fingers, and went into the kitchen. I added enough water to turn it into just a Vaguely Familiar Grouse, and then sat down at the table with a pocket dictaphone, because someone had once told me that talking out loud helps  clarify things. I'd said would it work with butter? and they'd said no, but it would work with whatever is troubling your spirit.

         
         
         
         
         I put a tape in the machine and flicked the record switch.

         
         
         
         
         'Dramatis personae,' I said. 'Alexander Woolf, father of Sarah Woolf, owner of dinky Georgian house in Lyall Street, Belgravia, employer of blind and vindictive interior designers, and Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Gaine Parker. Unknown male Caucasian, American or Canadian, fiftyish. Rayner. Large, violent, hospitalised. Thomas Lang, thirty-six, Flat D, 42 Westbourne Close, late of the Scots Guards, honourable discharge with rank of Captain. The facts, insofar as they are known, are these.'
         

         
         
         
         
         I don't know why tape recorders make me talk like this, but they do.

         
         
         
         
         'Unknown male attempts to secure employment of T. Lang for the purpose of committing unlawful killing of A. Woolf. Lang declines position on grounds of being nice. Principled. Decent. A gentleman.'

         
         
         
         
         I took a mouthful of whisky and looked at the dictaphone, wondering if I was ever going to play this soliloquy back to anyone. An accountant had told me it was a sensible thing to buy because I could get the tax back on it. But as I didn't pay any tax, have any need for a dictaphone, or trust the accountant as far as I could spit him, I looked upon this machine as one of my less sensible purchases.

         
         
         
         
         Heigh ho.

         
         
         
         
         'Lang goes to Woolf's house, with the intention of warning him against possible assassination attempt. Woolf absent. Lang decides to instigate enquiries.'

         
         
         
         
         I paused for a while, and the while turned into a long while, so I sipped some more whisky and laid aside the dictaphone while I did some thinking.

         
         
         
         
         The only enquiry I had instigated had been the word 'what' - and I'd barely managed to get that out of my mouth before Rayner had hit me with a chair. Beyond that, all I'd done was half-kill a man and leave, wishing, pretty fervently, that I'd  other-half-killed him too. And you don't really want that sort of thing lying around on magnetic tape unless you know what you're doing. Which, amazingly enough, I didn't.

         
         
         
         
         However, I'd just about known enough to recognise Rayner, even before I knew his name. I couldn't say he'd been following me exactly, but I've a good memory for faces -which makes up for being utterly pathetic with names - and Rayner's was not a difficult face. Heathrow airport, the public bar of some Devonshire Arms on the King's Road, and the entrance to Leicester Square tube had been enough of an advertisement, even for an idiot like me.

         
         
         
         
         I'd had the feeling that we were going to meet eventually, so I'd prepared myself for the rainy day by visiting Blitz Electronics on the Tottenham Court Road, where I'd shelled out two pounds eighty for a foot of large-diameter electrical cable. Flexible, heavy, and, when it comes to beating off brigands and footpads, better than any purpose-built cosh. The only time it doesn't work as a weapon is when you leave it in the kitchen drawer, still in its wrapping. Then it's really not very effective at all.

         
         
         
         
         As for the unknown male Caucasian who'd offered me a killing job, well, I didn't hold out much hope of ever tracing him. Two weeks ago I'd been in Amsterdam, escorting a Manchester bookmaker who desperately wanted to believe that he had violent enemies. He'd hired me to bolster the fantasy. So I'd held car doors open for him, and checked buildings for snipers that I knew weren't there, and then spent a gruelling forty-eight hours sitting with him in night-clubs, watching him throw money in every direction but mine. When he'd finally wilted, I'd ended up loafing about my hotel room watching blue movies on television. The phone had rung - during a particularly good bit, as I remember - and a male voice had asked me to the bar for a drink.

         
         
         
         
         I'd checked to make sure that the bookmaker was safely tucked up in bed with a nice warm prostitute, then sidled downstairs in the hope of saving myself forty quid by wringing a couple of drinks out of some old army friend.

         
         
         
         
         But, as it turned out, the voice on the phone belonged to a short fat body in an expensive suit who I definitely didn't know. And didn't particularly want to know either, until he reached into his jacket and pulled out a roll of bank notes about as thick as I am.

         
         
         
         
         American bank notes. Exchangeable for goods and services at literally thousands of retail outlets worldwide. He pushed a one hundred dollar bill across the table to me, so I spent five seconds quite liking the little chap, and then, almost immediately, love died.

         
         
         
         
         He gave me some 'background' on a man named Woolf -where he lived, what he did, why he did it, how much he did it for - and then he told me that the bank note on the table had a thousand little friends, who would find their way into my possession if Woolf's life could be discreetly brought to an end.

         
         
         
         
         I had to wait until our part of the bar was empty, which I knew wouldn't take long. At the prices they were charging for liquor, there were probably only a couple of dozen people in the world who could afford to stick around for a second drink.

         
         
         
         
         When the bar had cleared, I leant across to the fat man and gave him a speech. It was a dull speech, but even so, he listened very carefully, because I'd reached under the table and taken hold of his scrotum. I told him what kind of a man I was, what kind of a mistake he'd made, and what he could wipe with his money. And then we'd parted company.

         
         
         
         
         That was it. That was all I knew, and my arm was hurting. 

         
         
         
         
         I went to bed.

         
         
         
         
         I dreamt a lot of things that I won't embarrass you with, artd ended up imagining that I was having to hoover my carpet. I kept hoovering and hoovering, but whatever was making the mark on the carpet just wouldn't go away.

         
         
         
         
         Then I realised that I was awake, and that the stain on the carpet was sunlight because someone had just yanked open the curtains. In the twinkling of an eye I whipped my body  into a coiled, taut, come-and-get-it crouch, the electrical cable in my fist and bloody murder in my heart.

         
         
         
         
         But then I realised that I'd dreamt that too, and what I was actually doing was lying in bed watching a large, hairy hand very close to my face. The hand disappeared, leaving a mug with steam coming out of it, and the smell of a popular infusion, sold commercially as PG Tips. Perhaps in that twinkling of an eye I'd worked out that intruders who want to slit your throat don't boil the kettle and open the curtains.

         
         
         
         
         'Time is it?'

         
         
         
         
         'Thirty-five minutes past the hour of eight. Time for your Shreddies, Mr Bond.'

         
         
         
         
         I pulled myself up from the bed and looked over at Solomon. He was as short and cheerful as ever, with the same ghastly brown raincoat that he'd bought from the back pages of the Sunday Express.

         
         
         
         
         'I take it you've come to investigate a theft?' I said, rubbing my eyes until white dots of light started appearing.

         
         
         
         
         'What theft would that be, sir?'

         
         
         
         
         Solomon called everyone 'sir' except his superiors.

         
         
         
         
         'The theft of my doorbell,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'If you are, in your sarcastic fashion, referring to my silent entrance to these premises, then may I remind you that I am a practitioner of the black arts. And practitioners, in order to qualify for the term, have to practise. Now be a good lad and jump into some kit will you? We're running late.'

         
         
         
         
         He disappeared into the kitchen and I could hear the clicking and buzzing of my fourteenth-century toaster.

         
         
         
         
         I hauled myself out of bed, wincing as my left arm took some weight, slung on a shirt and a pair of trousers and took the electric razor into the kitchen.

         
         
         
         
         Solomon had laid a place for me at the kitchen table, and set out some toast in a rack that I didn't even know I had. Unless he'd brought it with him, which seemed unlikely.

         
         
         
         
         'More tea, vicar?'

         
         
         
         
         'Late for what?' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'A meeting, master, a meeting. Now, have you got a tie?'

         
         
         
         
         His large, brown eyes twinkled hopefully at me.

         
         
         
         
         'I've got two,' I said. 'One of them's the Garrick Club, which I don't belong to, and the other one's holding the lavatory cistern to the wall.'

         
         
         
         
         I sat down at the table and saw that he'd even found a pot of Keiller's Dundee marmalade from somewhere. I never really knew how he did these things, but Solomon could rootle around in a dustbin and pull out a car if he had to. A good man to go into the desert with.

         
         
         
         
         Maybe that was where we were going.

         
         
         
         
         'So, master, what's paying your bills these days?' He parked half his bottom on the table and watched me eat.

         
         
         
         
         'I hoped you were.'

         
         
         
         
         The marmalade was delicious, and I wanted to make it last, but I could tell Solomon was anxious to be off. He glanced at his watch and disappeared back into the bedroom, where I could hear him rattling his way through the wardrobe, trying to find a jacket.

         
         
         
         
         'Under the bed,' I called. I picked up the dictaphone from the table. The tape was still inside.

         
         
         
         
         As I gulped down the tea, Solomon came in carrying a double-breasted blazer with two buttons missing. He held it out like a valet. I stayed where I was.

         
         
         
         
         'Oh master,' he said. 'Please don't be difficult. Not before the harvest is in, and the mules are rested.'

         
         
         
         
         'Just tell me where we're going.'

         
         
         
         
         'Down the road, in a big shiny car. You'll love it. And on the way home you can have an ice-cream.'

         
         
         
         
         Slowly, I got to my feet and shrugged on the blazer.

         
         
         
         
         'David,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'Still here, master.'

         
         
         
         
         'What's happening?'

         
         
         
         
         He pursed his lips and frowned slightly. Bad form to ask questions like that. I stood my ground.

         
         
         
         
         'Am I in trouble?' I said.

         
         
         
         
         He frowned a little more, and then looked up at me with his calm, steady eyes.

         
         
         
         
         'Seems like it.'

         
         
         
         
         'Seems like it?'

         
         
         
         
         'There's a foot of heavy cable in that drawer. The young master's weapon of choice.'

         
         
         
         
         'So?'

         
         
         
         
         He gave me a small, polite smile.

         
         
         
         
         'Trouble for somebody.'

         
         
         
         
         'Oh come off it, David,' I said. 'I've had that for months. 

         
         
         
         
         Been meaning to wire up two things that are very close to each other.'

         
         
         
         
         'Yes. Receipt's from two days ago. Still in the bag.'

         
         
         
         
         We looked at each other for a while.

         
         
         
         
         'Sorry, master,' he said. 'Black arts. Let's go.'

         
         
         
         
         The car was a Rover, which meant it was official. Nobody drives these idiotically snobbish cars, with their absurd bundles of wood and leather, badly glued into every seam and crevice of the interior, unless they absolutely have to. And only the government and the board of Rover have to.

         
         
         
         
         I didn't want to interrupt Solomon as he drove, because he had a nervous relationship with cars, and didn't even like it if you switched on the radio. He wore driving gloves, a driving hat, driving glasses and a driving expression, and he fed the wheel through his hands in the way everyone does until four seconds after they've passed their test. But as we trickled past Horseguards Parade, more or less flirting with twenty-five miles an hour, I thought I'd risk it.

         
         
         
         
         'Don't suppose there's any chance of me knowing what it is I'm supposed to have done?'

         
         
         
         
         Solomon sucked his teeth and gripped the wheel even harder, concentrating furiously as we negotiated a particularly awkward stretch of wide, empty road. When he'd checked the speed, the revs, the fuel, the oil pressure, the temperature, the time, and his seatbelt, twice, he decided he could afford an answer.

         
         
         
         
         'What you were supposed to have done,' he said, through clenched teeth, 'is stay good and noble, master. As you  always were.'

         
         
         
         
         We pulled into a courtyard behind the Ministry of Defence.

         
         
         
         
         'Haven't I done that?' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'Bingo. Parking space. We've died and gone to heaven.'

         
         
         
         
         In spite of a large security notice proclaiming that all Ministry of Defence installations were in a state of Bikini Amber alert, the guards at the door let us through with no more than a glance.

         
         
         
         
         British security guards, I've noticed, always do this; unless you happen actually to work in the building they're guarding, in which case they'll check everything from the fillings in your teeth to your trouser turn-ups to see if you're the same person who went out to get a sandwich fifteen minutes ago. But if you're a strange face, they'll let you straight through, because frankly, it would just be too embarrassing to put you to any trouble. ' 

         
         
         
         
         If you want a place guarded properly, hire Germans.

         
         
         
         
         Solomon and I travelled up three sets of stairs, down half a dozen corridors and in two lifts, with him signing me in at various points along the way, until we reached a dark green door labelled C188. Solomon knocked, and we heard a woman's voice shout 'wait', and then 'okay'.

         
         
         
         
         Inside there was a wall three feet away. And between the wall and the door, in this unbelievably tiny space, a girl in a lemon-coloured shirt sat at a desk, with word processor, potted plant, mug of pencils, furry gonk, and wadges of orange paper. It was incredible that anyone or anything could function in such a space. It was like suddenly discovering a family of otters in one of your shoes.

         
         
         
         
         If you've ever done that.

         
         
         
         
         'He's expecting you,' she said, nervously holding both her arms out across the desk in case we dislodged anything.

         
         
         
         
         'Thank you, madam,' said Solomon, squeezing past the desk.

         
         
         
         
         'Agoraphobic?' I asked, following him, and if there'd been enough room I would have kicked myself, because she must  have heard that fifty times a day.

         
         
         
         
         Solomon knocked on the inner door and we walked straight through.

         
         
         
         
         Every square foot the secretary had lost, this office had gained.

         
         
         
         
         Here, we had a high ceiling, windows on two sides hung with government-issue net curtains and, between the windows, a desk about the size of a squash court. Behind the desk, a balding head was bowed in concentration.

         
         
         
         
         Solomon headed for the central rose of the Persian carpet, and I took up a position just off his left shoulder.

         
         
         
         
         'Mr O'Neal?' said Solomon. 'Lang for you.'

         
         
         
         
         We waited.

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal, if that really was his name, which I doubted, looked like all men who sit behind large desks. People say that dog-owners resemble their dogs, but I've always thought the same is true, if not truer, of desk-owners and their desks. It was a large, flat face, with large, flat ears, and plenty of useful places for keeping paper-clips. Even his lack of any beard growth corresponded with the dazzling French polish. He was in expensive shirt sleeves, and I couldn't see a jacket anywhere.

         
         
         
         
         'I thought we said nine-thirty,' said O'Neal without looking up or at his watch.

         
         
         
         
         This voice was not believable at all. It strained for a patrician languor, and missed it by a mile. It was tight and reedy, and in other circumstances I might have felt sorry for Mr O'Neal. If that really was his name. Which I doubted.

         
         
         
         
         'Traffic, I'm afraid,' said Solomon. 'Got here as fast as we could.'

         
         
         
         
         Solomon looked out of the window, as if to say he'd done his bit. O'Neal stared at him, glanced at me, and then went back to his performance of Reading Something Important.

         
         
         
         
         Now that Solomon had delivered me safely, and there was no chance of getting him into any trouble, I decided it was time to assert myself a little.

         
         
         
         
         'Good morning, Mr O'Neal,' I said, in a stupidly loud voice. The sound bounced back from the distant walls. 'Sorry to see this isn't a convenient time. It's not that good for me either. Why don't I have my secretary make another appointment with your secretary? In fact, why don't our secretaries have lunch together? Really put the world to rights.'

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal ground his teeth together for a moment, and then looked up at me with what he obviously thought was a penetrating stare.

         
         
         
         
         When he'd overdone that, he put down the papers and rested his hands on the edge of the desk. Then he took them off the desk and put them on his lap. Then he got annoyed with me for having seen him carry out this awkward procedure.

         
         
         
         
         'Mr Lang,' he said. 'You realise where you are?' He pursed his lips in a practised fashion.

         
         
         
         
         'Indeed I do, Mr O'Neal. I am in room C188.'

         
         
         
         
         'You are in the Ministry of Defence.'

         
         
         
         
         'Mmm. Jolly nice too. Any chairs about?'

         
         
         
         
         He glared at me again, and then flicked his head at Solomon, who went over to the door and dragged a reproduction Regency thing to the middle of the carpet. I stayed where I was.

         
         
         
         
         'Do sit down, Mr Lang.'

         
         
         
         
         'Thanks, I'd rather stand,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         Now he was genuinely thrown. We used to do this kind of thing to a geography teacher at school. He'd left after two terms to become a priest in the Western Isles.

         
         
         
         
         'What do you know, please, about Alexander Woolf?' O'Neal leant forward with his forearms on the desk, and I caught a glimpse of a very gold watch. Much too gold to be gold.

         
         
         
         
         'Which one?'

         
         
         
         
         He frowned.

         
         
         
         
         'What do you mean, "which one?" How many Alexander Woolfs do you know?'

         
         
         
         
         I moved my lips slightly, counting to myself.

         
         
         
         
         'Five.'

         
         
         
         
         He sighed irritably. Come along, 4B, settle down.

         
         
         
         
         'The Alexander Woolf to whom I am referring,' he said, with that particular tone of sarcastic pedantry that every Englishman behind a desk slides into sooner or later, 'has a house in Lyall Street, Belgravia.'

         
         
         
         
         'Lyall Street. Of course.' I tutted to myself. 'Six, then.'

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal shot a look at Solomon, but didn't get any help there. He turned back to me, with a creepy smile.

         
         
         
         
         'I'm asking you, Mr Lang, what do you know about him?'

         
         
         
         
         'He has a house in Lyall Street, Belgravia,' I said. 'Is that any help?'

         
         
         
         
         This time, O'Neal tried another tack. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, which was meant to make me think that beneath that chubby frame there lurked an oiled killing machine, and for two pins he'd be over that desk and beating the life out of me. It was a pathetic performance. He reached into a drawer and pulled out a buff folder, then started angrily flicking through its contents.

         
         
         
         
         'Where were you at ten-thirty last night?'

         
         
         
         
         'Windsurfing off the Ivory Coast,' I said, almost before he'd finished speaking.

         
         
         
         
         'I'm asking you a serious question, Mr Lang,' said O'Neal. 'I advise you, most strongly, to give me a serious answer.'

         
         
         
         
         'And I'm telling you it's none of your business.'

         
         
         
         
         'My business ...' he began.

         
         
         
         
         'Your business is defence.' I was suddenly shouting, genuinely shouting, and out of the corner of my eye I could see that Solomon had turned to watch. 'And the thing you're being paid to defend is my right to do whatever I want without having to answer a lot of fucking questions.' I dropped back into a normal gear. 'Anything else?'

         
         
         
         
         He didn't answer, so I turned and walked towards the door.

         
         
         
         
         'Cheerio, David,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         Solomon didn't answer either. I had my hand on the doorknob when O'Neal spoke.

         
         
         
         
         'Lang, I want you to know that I could have you arrested the second you leave this building.'

         
         
         
         
         I turned and looked at him.

         
         
         
         
         'For what?'

         
         
         
         
         I suddenly didn't like this. I didn't like this because, for the first time since I came in, O'Neal looked relaxed.

         
         
         
         
         'Conspiracy to murder.'

         
         
         
         
         The room was very quiet.

         
         
         
         
         'Conspiracy?' I said.

         
         
         
         
         You know how it is when you're caught up in the flow of things. Normally, words are sent from the brain towards the mouth, and somewhere along the line you take a moment to check them, see that they are actually the ones you ordered and that they're nicely wrapped, before you bundle them on their way towards your palate and out into the fresh air.

         
         
         
         
         But when you're caught up in the flow of things, the checking part of your mind can fall down on the job.

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal had uttered three words: 'Conspiracy to murder'.

         
         
         
         
         The correct word for me to repeat in an incredulous tone of voice would have been 'murder'; a very small, and psychiatrically disturbed, section of the population might have opted for the 'to'; but the one word out of the three I most definitely should not have chosen to repeat was 'conspiracy'.

         
         
         
         
         Of course, if we'd had the conversation again, I'd have done things very differently. But we didn't.

         
         
         
         
         Solomon was looking at me, and O'Neal was looking at Solomon. I busied myself with a verbal dustpan and brush.

         
         
         
         
         'What the hell are you talking about? Have you really got nothing better to do? If you're talking about that business last night, then you should know, if you've read my statement, that I'd never seen that man before in my life, that I was defending myself against an illegal assault, and that in the course of the struggle he ... hit his head.'

         
         
         
         
         I was suddenly conscious of how limp a phrase that is.

         
         
         
         
         The police,' I continued, 'declared themselves fully satisfied, and ...'

         
         
         
         
         I stopped.

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal had leaned back in his chair and put both hands behind his head. A patch of sweat the size of a ten pence piece showed at each armpit.

         
         
         
         
         'Well, of course, they would declare themselves satisfied, wouldn't they?' he said, looking horribly confident. He waited for me to say something, but nothing came to mind so I let him go on. 'Because they didn't know then what we know now.'
         

         
         
         
         
         I sighed.

         
         
         
         
         'Oh God, I am just so fascinated by this conversation I think I might have a nosebleed. What do you know now that is so fucking important that I have to be dragged here at this frankly ridiculous time of day?'

         
         
         
         
         'Dragged?' he said, eyebrows shooting towards his hairline. He turned to Solomon. 'Did you drag Mr Lang here?'
         

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal had suddenly gone camp and playful, and it was a nauseating sight. Solomon must have been as appalled by it as I was, because he didn't answer.

         
         
         
         
         'My life is ebbing away in this room,' I said, irritably. 'Please get to the point.'

         
         
         
         
         'Very well,' said O'Neal. 'We know now, but the police didn't know then, that a week ago you had an assignation with a Canadian arms dealer by the name of McCluskey. McCluskey offered you a hundred thousand dollars if you would... terminate Woolf. We know now that you turned up at Woolf's London house and that you were confronted by a man named Rayner - aka Wyatt, aka Miller - legitimately employed by Woolf in the capacity of bodyguard. We know that Rayner was severely injured as a result of this confrontation.'

         
         
         
         
         My stomach seemed to have contracted to the size and density of a cricket ball. A drop of sweat abseiled amateurishly down my back.

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal went on. 'We know that in spite of your story to  the police, not one but two 999 calls were made to the operator last night; the first one being for an ambulance only, the second for the police. The calls were made fifteen minutes apart. We know that you gave a false name to the police, for reasons we have not yet established. And finally,' he looked up at me like a bad magician with a rabbit-filled hat, 'we know that the sum of twenty-nine thousand, four hundred pounds, equivalent to fifty thousand US dollars, was transferred to your bank account at Swiss Cottage four days ago.' He snapped the file shut and smiled. 'How's that for starters?'

         
         
         
         
         I was sitting on the chair in the middle of O'Neal's office. Solomon had gone to make some coffee for me and camomile tea for himself, and the world was slowing down slightly.

         
         
         
         
         'Look,' I said, 'it's perfectly obvious that for some reason I'm being set up.'

         
         
         
         
         'Explain to me please, Mr Lang,' said O'Neal, 'why that conclusion is obvious.'

         
         
         
         
         He'd gone camp again. I took a deep breath.

         
         
         
         
         'Well, I'm telling you first of all that I don't know anything about that money. Anyone could have done that, from any bank in the world. That's easy.'

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal made a big show of removing the top of his Parker Duofold and jotting something down on a pad of paper.

         
         
         
         
         'And then there's the daughter,' I said. 'She saw the fight. She vouched for me to the police last night. Why haven't you got her in here?'

         
         
         
         
         The door opened and Solomon backed in, balancing three cups. He'd got rid of his brown raincoat somewhere, and was now sporting a zip-up cardigan of the same colour. O'Neal was obviously annoyed by it, and even I could see that it didn't live up to the rest of the room.

         
         
         
         
         'We do, I assure you, intend to interview Miss Woolf at some convenient juncture,' said O'Neal, as he sipped gingerly at his coffee. 'However, the immediate concern of this department's operation is you. You, Mr Lang, were asked to  perform an assassination. With or without your consent, money was transferred to your bank account. You present yourself at the target's house and very nearly kill his bodyguard. You then...'

         
         
         
         
         'Wait a minute,' I said. 'Just wait one cotton-fucking minute here. What's all this bodyguard stuff? Woolf wasn't even there.'

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal gazed back at me in a nastily unruffled way.

         
         
         
         
         'I mean how,' I went on, 'does a bodyguard guard a body who isn't in the same building? By phone? This is digital bodyguarding, is it?'

         
         
         
         
         'You searched the house, did you, Lang?' said O'Neal. 'You went to the house, and searched it for Alexander Woolf?' A smile played clumsily about his lips.

         
         
         
         
         'She told me he wasn't there,' I said, annoyed at his pleasure. 'And anyway, fuck off.'

         
         
         
         
         He flinched slightly.

         
         
         
         
         'Nevertheless,' he said eventually, 'under the circumstances, your presence in the house makes you worthy of our valuable time and effort.'

         
         
         
         
         I still couldn't work this out.

         
         
         
         
         'Why?' I said. 'Why you and not the police? What's so special about Woolf?' I looked from O'Neal to Solomon. 'If it comes to that, what's so special about me?'

         
         
         
         
         The phone on O'Neal's desk chirped, and he snatched it up with a practised flourish, flicking the wire behind his elbow as he brought the receiver to his ear. He looked at me as he talked.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes? Yes Indeed. Thank you.'

         
         
         
         
         The receiver was back in its cradle and fast asleep in an instant. Watching him handle it, I could tell that the telephone was O'Neal's one great skill.

         
         
         
         
         He scribbled something on his pad and beckoned Solomon over to the desk. Solomon peered at it, and then they both looked at me.

         
         
         
         
         'Do you own a firearm, Mr Lang?'

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal asked this with a cheerful, efficient smile. Would  you prefer an aisle or a window seat?

         
         
         
         
         I started to feel sick.

         
         
         
         
         'No, I do not.'

         
         
         
         
         'Had access to firearms of any sort?'

         
         
         
         
         'Not since the army.'

         
         
         
         
         'I see,' said O'Neal, nodding to himself. He left a long pause, checking the pad to see that he'd got the details absolutely right. 'So the news that a nine millimetre Browning pistol, with fifteen rounds of ammunition, has been found in your flat would come as a surprise to you?'

         
         
         
         
         I thought about this.

         
         
         
         
         'It's more of a surprise that my flat is being searched.'

         
         
         
         
         'Never mind that.'

         
         
         
         
         I sighed.

         
         
         
         
         'All right then,' I said. 'No, I'm not particularly surprised.'

         
         
         
         
         'What do you mean?'

         
         
         
         
         'I mean that I'm starting to get the hang of how today is going.' O'Neal and Solomon looked blank. 'Oh do come on,' I said. 'Anyone who's prepared to spend thirty thousand pounds to make me look like a hired gun presumably wouldn't stop at another three hundred to make me look like a hired gun who has a gun he can hire.'

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal played with his bottom lip for a moment, squeezing it on either side between thumb and forefinger.

         
         
         
         
         'I have a problem here, don't I, Mr Lang?'

         
         
         
         
         'Do you?'

         
         
         
         
         'Yes, I rather think I do,' he said. He let go of the lip, and it hung there in a bulbous pout, as if it didn't want to go back to its original shape. 'Either you are an assassin, or someone is trying to make you look like one. The problem is that every piece of evidence I have applies equally well to both possibilities. It really is very difficult.'

         
         
         
         
         I shrugged.

         
         
         
         
         'That must be why they gave you such a big desk,' I said.

         
         
         
         
         Eventually they had to let me go. For whatever reason, they didn't want to involve the police with an illegal firearm  charge, and the Ministry of Defence is not, so far as I know, equipped with its own detention cells.

         
         
         
         
         O'Neal asked me for my passport, and before I could spin a yarn about having lost it in the tumble-dryer, Solomon produced it from his hip-pocket. I was told to remain contactable, and to let them know if I received any further approaches from strange men. There wasn't much I could do but agree.

         
         
         
         
         As I left the building and strolled through St James's Park in some rare April sunshine, I tried to work out whether I felt any different, knowing that Rayner had only been trying to do his job. I also wondered why I hadn't known that he was Woolf's bodyguard. Or even that he had one.

         
         
         
         
         But much, much more to the point, why hadn't Woolf's daughter?
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