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With love to Thys Ockersen – citizen of Amsterdam

– the most civilised city in Europe.


Law is a regulation in accord with reason, issued by a lawful superior for the common good.

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologicae


Chapter 1

THE MAN was tall, just over six feet, and his face, chest and shoulders were a deep brown. The tan that comes from wind as well as sun. He was in his early forties, his black hair already beginning to streak with grey, but his body was firm and well muscled. He was wearing a pair of khaki shorts, and shoes without socks. Down the slope of the hill from the small wooden house he could see three cars parked by the stall where they sold the eggs and produce from the smallholding.

They had lived there for nearly two years, earning a bare living from the tourists heading for South Hero from mainland Burlington. They came in their hundreds to Lake Champlain and many of them stopped at the stall to buy stores for their week’s holiday. In the spring and fall the trees and foliage of Vermont brought visitors from all over the States. The leaves were already beginning to turn gold and red but there would be another two months before they packed up the stall for the winter.

The locals on the other small scattered farmsteads had been good to them right from the start, helping him to repair the ramshackle clapboard house, letting him join the local farm cooperative so that he could buy poultry food, fertiliser and seed at discount, digging them out from the snow that first terrible winter.

There was another hour’s light and he turned to go back to the barn and the tractor. There was something wrong with the linkage on the PTO and it would save him 40 dollars if he could put it right himself. With neither mechanical nor farming skills he had had to learn from instruction manuals and textbooks, and despite the practical difficulties that came from ignorance he had found peace and calm from the new life. He often wondered whether the peace came from the farm or from the girl. She would go on selling until it was too dark to see. He smiled to himself as he worked. For a girl who loathed capitalism, cities, governments and the establishment she nevertheless enjoyed selling their produce. The fact that she was young and pretty helped, but she swore that it was the reputation of their fresh eggs and luscious organically-grown fruit that made the tourists come back for more.

He went round the poultry arks before the light went, closing them for the night and taking half a dozen eggs for their own meal from the nesting boxes.

He was soaping his body under the shower when he heard her come into the house and a few minutes later he walked into the living room, a towel round his waist.

She was twenty-three, twenty-four in two months’ time, and she was strikingly pretty. Even prettier than when he had first met her when she was barely twenty. She turned to look at him.

‘I took 352 dollars, honey. Everything’s gone. I’ve got two people coming back tomorrow for more eggs.’

‘Well done, kid. I’ll do an early egg-collection tomorrow. They’re doing well, those hybrids. Averaging 200 eggs a bird and still two months to go. And all top size with strong white shells.’

She laughed softly as she looked up at his face. ‘I never thought you’d stick it. I knew you’d try – but I thought you’d miss so much.’

‘Like what?’

She shrugged. ‘Theatres y…’

‘I never went to the theatre. It bores me stiff. I prefer the movies.’

She laughed. ‘We’ve been to the movies three times in fourteen, no, fifteen months. That’s all. What about England? Don’t you miss England?’

‘I never think about it, let alone miss it. That’s all over.’

‘What about your daughters?’

She regretted saying it the moment it was said. Those muscles stiffening at the sides of his mouth and the pulse beating by his left eye. But if she didn’t ask he could think she wasn’t aware or didn’t care.

‘They’re better off without me.’ He paused, shaking his head like a dog coming out of water, as if to shake away the thoughts in his mind. ‘How about I do us an omelette. I’ve brought in some eggs.’

‘OK. Suits me fine.’

He stood with his hands on his hips looking at her face.

‘How about you, honey. Are you bored?’

‘Me? You’re crazy. I’m the confirmed dropout, it’s you who’s the city slicker.’

He shrugged. ‘It’s fine longing for the simple life when you’re in New York or London. Or Amsterdam for that matter. But it ain’t necessarily the same when you’ve actually got it.’

‘It’s great, Johnny. I love it, every minute of it.’

‘What do you love?’

‘Jesus. Everything. No crowds, no muggers, no guys trying to push me drugs because they want to screw me. No self-important creeps in offices playing God so I can earn a hundred bucks a week.’ She paused and then said, softly, ‘I always meant it, Johnny. This is where I belong.’ She smiled. ‘And here I’ve got you. And I love you, mister. You’re the only really honest person I’ve met. And you’re the only man who’s ever actually listened to what I say.’

She slid her warm arms around his neck and kissed him avidly, her young body pressed to his.

It seemed a long time and a long way from those sleazy rooms in Amsterdam. The blue pills to fight off the depression, the temptation to call it a day in the dark, cold waters of the Amstel river.


Chapter 2

HE HAD recognised the face as soon as he saw him but he couldn’t place him for several minutes. At first he assumed it was one of their distant neighbours, and then the penny dropped. His name was Logan or Cogan. Something like that. And the last time he had seen him Logan had been one of the agents on a refresher course he was instructing at Moulton House. He’d been talking to them about covert room searches without a full back-up team. Logan had asked him some questions about under-carpet pressure pads. It all seemed a long time ago but it must be only a couple of years. Maybe three.

There had been a hold up on the road from the mainland across the lake to the island. A big Dodge truck had broken down and two patrolmen were trying to sort out the shambles as impatient weekend trippers vented their frustration by revving engines and blaring horns. He had walked back down the line of cars to talk to old man Swenson, and Logan had been at the wheel of an elderly Chev saloon.

As he walked back to his own car he looked across the lake to where the orchards of South Hero were bathed in the evening sun. After nearly two years of peace he had tended to assume that either they didn’t know where he was, or that they had decided to leave him alone. But they hadn’t sent Logan all the way from London to Vermont just to sample the fresh apple cider and apple and pumpkin pie that South Hero was famous for. He sighed as he got back in the car.

When the long tail-back of vehicles eventually moved on he didn’t turn off to the cabin road but went on past South Hero, through Keeler Bay and on up to Grand Isle. The dark blue Chevy followed about a quarter of a mile behind. Rennie drove fast into the next corner and turned sharp left to the Lovell’s barn, cut the engine and looked in the driving mirror. The SIS man drove past, staring ahead, but Rennie waited until it was dark before he turned back down the road to South Hero and the farmstead.

There were 62 typed pages in the cardboard box-file. He had written it all out by hand and then typed it himself on the second-hand Olivetti Lettera. The writing had taken him four days and three nights. It was checking the dates that took the time. And the typing had taken a week.

On the outskirts of Winooski he slowed down at the long row of single-storey shops and offices, and then he saw what he was looking for. The hand-painted sign said, ‘DIY Xeroxing 10¢ a sheet’. He pulled in and stopped the car. The old man who owned the general store offered to let his daughter do the copying but Rennie thanked him and did it himself. It took him until well past lunch-time before the seven sets of copies were done. He bought stout brown envelopes and put a set in each and sealed them from a roll of Scotch tape, crossing the length and breadth of each envelope three times.

He drove to the next public phone. What he wanted was a young attorney who’d be eager for the business and wouldn’t want to ask a lot of questions. He called the operator and gave the story of trying to trace this newly qualified lawyer from Yale or Harvard, he couldn’t remember which. The operator didn’t know the background details of any lawyers but from the new subscribers’ list she gave him the phone numbers and addresses of the two newest attorneys in Winooski.

He chose the nearest. A Howard Bernstein, whose place was over a dry-cleaning store. An elderly secretary announced his arrival and he was shown in straightaway to the inner office.

Bernstein looked about thirty, soberly dressed in a dark grey suit and a dark red tie, but his face was the face of a shrewd and eager operator. The rows of law-books behind him looked brand-new as he waved Rennie to the comfortable leather chair in front of his desk.

‘What can I do for you Mr …?’

‘Novaks. Paul Novaks. I just want to put some documents into safe-keeping.’

Bernstein smiled. ‘Wouldn’t a safe-box at one of the banks be cheaper, Mr Novaks?’

‘Well there’s a possibility that there could be a question of forwarding the documents to certain people if … if it became necessary.’

‘Are those the documents? The ones you’ve got there?’

‘Yes. They’re already addressed to various organisations. You’d just have to post them if you were asked to.’

‘Sounds simple enough. How long are you likely to want them kept here?’

‘Indefinitely.’

‘And you would pay periodically, I take it?’

‘No. I’d like to make a once-and-for-all payment. I’d got in mind two thousand dollars.’

Bernstein tried not to look surprised. ‘Why did you come to me, Mr Novaks?’

‘Somebody recommended you.’

Bernstein’s face showed some disbelief. ‘Who was that?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘I see. Well I don’t see any problem. I’ll give you a receipt for the documents and a receipt for the money.’

Bernstein held out his hand and Rennie put all but two of the packets on his desk. Bernstein glanced at the address of the top one. It just said, ‘The Editor, The Washington Post, 1150, 15th St NW, Washington DC.’ Bernstein glanced briefly back at Rennie, then pulled over his pad and picked up a pen.

Rennie said, ‘I don’t need a receipt for the documents nor for the fee. I’ll be paying cash.’

Bernstein shrugged and watched as Rennie counted out twenty used hundred-dollar bills. He made no attempt to count them himself but said, ‘You’d be calling for the documents personally when you want them?’

‘No. It probably wouldn’t be me. It would be a girl who’d come for them. Or maybe she’d just phone you.’

‘I see. Could I have the lady’s name?’

‘She’d just give you a message. Only she would know the message so there’d be no doubt she was the right person.’

Bernstein picked up his pen. ‘I’d better take the message down and put it with the documents.’

‘No. I don’t want that. It’s just a simple message. I’d like you to remember it.’

‘What is it?’

‘She’ll say she wants the documents sent off, and when you ask her to identify herself she’ll say, “Should old acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind”.’

Bernstein looked at Rennie’s face. ‘What if something happens to me?’ he said quietly. ‘I could get knocked over by a car.’

‘I’ll take the risk, Mr Bernstein.’

Bernstein was aware of the fact that his client had not expressed any hope that he might not be hit by a car and as he looked at his visitor’s face he realised that what had at first sight seemed soft, brown, spaniel’s eyes were, in fact, hard and strangely compelling. For a moment he hesitated and then he said, ‘D’you live around these parts, Mr Novaks?’

‘I’m just visiting. Passing through.’ And Rennie stood up, proffering his hand to the lawyer. Bernstein’s hand was dry and his grip strong and Rennie felt confident that the young man would carry out conscientiously the instructions he had given him.

Rennie drove down to Burlington and booked a seat on the Delta evening flight to Washington.

Rennie stood looking out at the lights and bustle of the city from the window of the hotel bedroom. He hated being away from the peace of the small farm. And he hated being away from her. But he knew it had to be done. The loneliness was the price of the insurance policy. But being alone in a hotel bedroom reminded him of what it used to be like. In Berlin and Paris, Hamburg and Bangkok, Beirut and Tel Aviv, Brazil and Addis Ababa. And Amsterdam of course. A week or two planning, moving from one hotel to another, then a few hours aimlessly hanging about until it was time to do whatever had to be done. Checking watches, a last look at a street map and instinctively reaching to touch the pistol in the holster under his left arm. The pistol that was now wrapped in oily rags and a plastic bag under the straw and floorboards of one of the poultry arks. It had ‘Smith and Wesson’ engraved on its barrel. Model 39-2. But it was a long way from its original specification. Three hundred pounds’ worth of mods that had made it a killer’s weapon and the Guttersnipe sight that made its accuracy almost incredible for a hand-gun.

There were crumpled pages of notepaper in the wastepaper basket by the small table and he turned from the window and walked back to the chair and sat down as he switched on the bedside lamp. The brief note to the ambassador asking him to forward the packet in the diplomatic bag was already done and sealed in its envelope. It was the letter to Paynter that was the problem. Rennie wasn’t a natural letter-writer and he was uncertain about what he should say. He was torn between anger and the need to make it work. He tried to imagine Paynter’s reaction as he sat in his office and read the letter and then his detailed documentation of every ‘dirty-tricks’ operation that he had carried out personally for SIS. It was almost another hour before he started writing the note for the last time.

To: G.S. Paynter. Dep. Dir. Special Services.

From: J. H. Rennie.

Enclosed is a copy of the material that will be sent to the media by third parties if there should be any harassment of any kind of myself or the girl. J.H.R.

He read it through a dozen times, tempted to add to the threat or express his anger at what they had done to his life. But he had been in the business a long time and he knew it was enough.
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