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Disclaimer
Not one word of this book is true, even where it refers by name to real people and places. It’s a novel, for God’s sake. Novels are fiction.



Chapter One
Ironically, I thought the de Gaulle interview would be the highlight of my career. It never occurred to me that since he’d screwed up half of Europe before his retirement, he was perfectly capable of screwing me up afterwards. I didn’t even use words like ‘screwed up’ then. Loose language was always frowned on by the BBC
The General was a lot taller than I expected. He actually had to bend slightly coming through the door of the studio. His wife, trailing a pace or two behind, looked like a midget, but I suppose this was the effect of contrast. They were flanked by Barclay Haslett, my producer, and his P.A., Laureen Dunn, a fearfully intense young woman who seemed to have the hots for politicians - even clapped-out retired old politicians like de Gaulle. Not that I thought of him in those terms, of course. I was playing the same game as the rest of them, and like the rest of them I believed it.
I was even wearing a suit for the occasion, a three-piece pinstripe by Chester Barrie that had cost me £84. (Incredible how little this seems nowadays, but in 1969 it was a fortune.) My wife Seline - I cringe to tell you all this now - had starched a shirt in delicate pink Egyptian Esbyline cotton and insisted I wear a carnation in my buttonhole. All for Mon Général. The interview was on radio and the listeners wouldn’t have cared if I was wearing a barrel.
So forward I went, smiling my professional smile, one manicured hand extended, noticing out of the corner of my eye that the control room - visible through a soundproof glass panel - was packed with the de Gaulle entourage. Barclay made the introductions.
“Mr President -” Barclay always had trouble keeping up with the news. “ - this is John Sinclair, one of our most experienced men. He will be conducting the interview.” He smiled, temporarily burying our differences. I smiled back, being big on hypocrisy in those days. De Gaulle smiled and took my proffered hand, shaking it briefly but firmly. Then he turned to his wife and said: “My dear, may I present to you Mr Sinclair who will be interviewing us.”
And his wife smiled and we shook hands and I couldn’t get away from her fast enough since I desperately wanted to zero in on the General. There’s no doubt I was an Al certified prick, deserving everything I got: which, as it happened, was considerable. But who sees himself as he really is? De Gaulle was big news. His British visit was big news. His retirement, while no longer big news, was still recent enough to be some sort of news, well worth searching investigation.
“Now, Mr Sinclair,” de Gaulle said, “what is it that you would like us to do?” He had taken charge already, which is what makes the difference between an international statesman and the common man, who exhibits a certain timidity when faced by the prospect of talking to an audience of millions.
“Perhaps you would like to sit down here, sir,” I suggested, not at all displeased that he was focusing his attention on me rather than Barclay. Producers tend to compensate for their inferiority complexes by hogging celebrities.
The General nodded, but did not move. Instead he asked with touching Gallic charm, “And my wife... ?”
There was only just the faintest hint of sharpness in his tone, but when you work on radio you develop an ear. So I corrected the mistake by pouring on the charm with Madame de Gaulle and fussing her into a seat beside the one earmarked for her husband. The layout of the studio was relatively simple and frankly cramped. All you had was a small, thickly carpeted, soundproofed room. In the middle was a sextagonal table with a centre mike hanging from the ceiling and subsidiary mikes at each of the places. I sat at one place. The de Gaulles sat side by side facing me. My positioning was such that I could see into the control room through the glass panel, which allowed me to ignore hand signals from the producer. In retaliation, I was forced to wear headphones which allowed him to give me verbal instructions - usually to cut something short since we were running out of time. A further reminder of the time was a large, plain clock on the studio wall. Apart from that, the only other item of interest was a three-part display panel beside the clock, which lit up with the words ‘Off the Air’... ‘Standby... and ‘On the Air’ as the occasion warranted. In case you missed it, you could take it you were off the air until the light on your microphone went red.
So it was and so it went. With our guests comfortably seated, I dismissed Barclay with a sweet smile and a murmured, “I can take it from here, Barclay, thank you.” Then, since all mike lights were green and the main panel wasn’t even on standby, I indulged in some light chatter to put the great man at ease. “And how are you enjoying London, sir?”
“I have always loved the city. I was here during the war, you know.”
I knew, but I only nodded encouragingly. The art of interview is to keep your mouth shut as much as possible.
“I have, of course, visited it since then, but somehow this time is different.”,
“A little more relaxed since you’ve left down the burdens of state?” I suggested sycophantically.
He fell for the oil, as they always do, and said expansively, “Certainly more relaxed, Mr Sinclair. Certainly that. I have had time to view my dummy.”
I blinked, wondering what the hell he was talking about. The term dummy in England had a limited range of meanings at the time. It could be what the Americans coyly call a soother, the fake rubber nipple you shove in babies’ mouths to shut them up. Or it could be a deaf-mute. It might even be, by association with our American cousins, a stupid person. None of these sounded even remotely appropriate.
“Do you know this is the first time I have actually seen it?”
“Really?” I said brightly. It was not the first time I’d held up my end of a conversation without having the least idea what the other person was talking about, but it was dangerous to let it drift too far with someone of importance. I coughed discreetly. “And, ah, exactly where did you... ah... see it?”
De Gaulle frowned. “At the Madame’s, of course.”
Had he visited a brothel? Like most Englishmen, I was aware the French were sex mad, but was he likely to admit it in front of his wife? Besides, what sort of dummy would you find in a brothel? An inflatable doll was one possibility, but surely it would have made more economic sense to buy than rent? My mind returned to the baby’s soother. Did the General compensate for his military career by pretending to be a baby while some tart dressed up as a nanny and bounced him on her knee? I was having trouble picturing it.
“Madame Tussaud’s,” murmured Madame de Gaulle, who may well have read confusion on my face.
“Ah, your waxwork!” I exclaimed without even bothering to give her a grateful glance.
“Just so,” de Gaulle nodded.
The asinine quality of the conversation did not disturb me in the least. Everybody talks nonsense before an interview. The trick is to stop them talking nonsense when the red light goes on. Which at that precise moment was probably not too far away since my earphones, lying on the table in front of me, had started to click audibly. I smiled apologetically at the General - I smiled a lot then, even when I didn’t feel like it - picked them up and put them on.
In my ear, Barclay’s voice asked sourly, “Are you ready?”
I gave him a brief nod through the panel and he turned away to talk to one of the engineers. I only heard the word “Tony -” before my earphones went dead again. Almost at once the standby light came on. Albert Foster, the chief engineer, said briskly through my earphones: “Two minutes, John.”
I was smiling again., Mr BBC Smoothie to the tips of my patent leather. “I wonder, sir, if you feel ready to begin?” I was still ignoring Madame de Gaulle, despite the fact she was theoretically part of the interview. I figured she must be used to playing second fiddle to her husband by now.
“Quite ready,” Charles said. He was also ignoring Madame, having done his little bit for old world courtesy when he slyly pointed out my boob over the seating arrangements.
“I’m sure you must know all there is to know about this by now,” I told him, “but I’ll just run over the sequence quickly. The microphones in front of you are dead until the red light comes on. After that, they will stay live throughout the interview. This is only a recording, of course, so if anything should go wrong, or if there’s anything you’d like to rephrase, we can always do a second take and edit in. The interview is scheduled for our lunch-time news programme so I won’t be recording any introduction - we’ll come straight in with the first question, which will be to you, General. After that we’ll see how it goes.”
“Yes,” de Gaulle said.
In my ear, Barclay’s voice said “Ten seconds” as the standby light blinked once. Madame de Gaulle looked as if she was about to say something, but I waved her brusquely into silence, murmuring “Just starting.” I made the countdown on the clock and got it wrong by a full second. The red lights came on and we were on the air; or at least on recording tape.
“General de Gaulle,” I said firmly, “have you any regrets about retiring from the political scene at what is, after all, a crucial era in European history?”
“To some extent”’ de Gaulle said smoothly, “all eras in European history have been crucial, so if that was to be the criterion, one might never manage to retire at all. But you are, of course, correct in your suggestion: I am pained to have to leave so much undone.”
Nice start, I thought, hitting just the right note. The killer interview had never been popular with the BBC - they left that sort of thing to the Americans. Our way was to make everything sound like a civilized discussion over tea. “And yet,” I said, “you have probably done more for Europe than any other statesman in the present century. Would you agree with that evaluation? And if so, what would you say has been your greatest single achievement?”
“Oh, ho, ho,” de Gaulle said, sounding for all the world like Maurice Chevalier. “I can hardly to be expected to agree with such a flattering assessment.” All the same he loved it - I could see that from his face. They were all the same, these old political farts. Power mad, publicity mad, and so stupidly susceptible to flattery they’d swallow anything. I watched him with every indication of intense interest as he went on, “It was my duty and my pleasure to serve France and my good fortune that in serving France I could also serve the great continent of Europe. My greatest single achievement? Who knows what may be a man’s greatest achievement? Such things are not judged in a man’s lifetime, sometimes not at all. But perhaps I could tell you my most satisfying achievement. That was, without doubt, helping lay the foundations of the Common Market, for in the Common Market lies the hope of a united Europe.”
All good, solid bullshit and no doubt the listeners would lap it up with their lunch time snacks. The programme, World at One , was introduced by Bill Hardcastle, whose breathless delivery gave even the weather forecast an air of crisis. I purposely pitched my own style low key to relieve the tension. It was an interesting ploy and one that seemed to work. Many another radio journalist had broken his head against stone trying to beat old Bill at his own game. None of them ever achieved his crackerjack pace and most of them sounded silly trying. By providing a bland contrast, I was carving my own niche on the airwaves, building up my own following among the listeners. Or so I told myself.
“Let’s take up that point,” I said easily, knowing that nothing would please the old windbag better. “In view of the current history of disputes among Common Market members, can you still believe a united Europe is a practical reality?”
This was not, as you might think, questing incisive journalism. It was what is known in the business as a ‘feed question’ producing a wholly predictable response. Politicians love them, since it allows them to spew propaganda in all directions.
“Well,” said de Gaulle, who knew a feed question when he heard one, even when it hit him in a foreign language, “there will always be disputes among member nations. But the important point is the way in which these disputes are now settled. I am sure all but your youngest listeners will remember the horror of the Second World War when...”
I let him ramble without really listening. I’d heard the speech, in content if not in form, a dozen times or more from various pro-Market politicians both in Britain and on the Continent. So, apparently, had Barclay, who was furiously urging me to ‘liven it up’ through my earphones. My bland style was one of those points on which we disagreed - he violently, me blandly. I ignored him, there being nothing else you can do since you can’t argue back during a recording session. Besides, while the General’s voice droned on and on, I had become aware that Madame de Gaulle was glaring at me.
I found the development strangely disconcerting. Admittedly, I was allowing the old boy to hog the limelight, but she must have been well accustomed to that by now.
“Cut him off,” Barclay’s voice ordered in my car.
I ignored that too. I had been ignoring Barelay’s directing quite a lot lately, partly through spite and partly through a tendency to daydream whenever one of my interviewees took off at a gallop. To protect myself from Madame de Gaulle’s glare, I lapsed into such a daydream now. In it, through machinations not entirely clear to me, I had become what de Gaulle himself must have dreamed of at one time: supreme dictator of the planet. I was not a particularly imaginative dictator, for like potentates of old, I used my power for personal gain. My clothes were cloth of gold, my surroundings luxurious. But most important of all, I ran a massive harem of very young, very pretty women who spent their days - and most of their nights - naked.
A physical reaction to the thought began to manifest, so that I pulled myself together hurriedly.
“You’ve let him run on too long!” Barclay’s voice was hissing furiously in my ear. “We’ve only got a seven-minute spot and you’re supposed to bring in his wife as well! Cut him off!”
It was easier said than done, especially for a bland interviewer like myself. The General was now in full flight. He’d given us his reminiscences of the war, including some intriguing sidelights on the character of Churchill and was now predicting the future political development of Europe with all the enthusiasm of Nostradamus.
While waiting for some sort of natural break in the flow, I filled in time by wondering about my tendency to daydream. It was a comparatively recent development, with the strong erotic element more recent still. As a dabbler in the principles of psycho-analysis - I believed implicitly in so many fashionable things then - I put it down to the creeping approach of my fortieth year with its disturbing hints of approaching male menopause and the fourteen year itch. It was reassuring to think I was setting up such orthodox compensatory mechanisms within my psyche. They would, I felt, provide a safety valve when the emotional pressure was really on.
De Gaulle paused for breath and I shot in like a ferret. “An interesting concept, General, but let me turn now to your wife for a moment -” I literally did turn towards her, giving her the benefit of my smoothest smile yet to make up for ignoring her so long. In my experience women, even elderly women, will forgive you anything if you smile at them smoothly enough. At least, in my innocence, that was my belief then. “Madame de Gaulle,” I went on, casting about for some suitably innocuous question to ask her, “now that your great husband has retired from office, is there any one thing that you are now looking forward to? Any one thing that was denied you because of the pressure of his political work?”
And Madame de Gaulle replied with crystal clarity and not a hint of hesitations “Yes, Mr Sinclair - a penis.”
I was so stunned I couldn’t speak. Through the glass panel, I saw the engineers frozen in ludicrous expressions of shock. “Jesus God!” said Barclay in my ear, the first time I’d ever heard him blaspheme.
And then General de Gaulle was leaning forward, a solicitous look on his face, saying kindly, “I think, my dear, the pronunciation is ’appiness.”
At which point I committed the one unforgivable sin for a BBC interviewer. I sniggered.



Chapter Two
I drove home to suburbia where I owned a decorative, pretentious suburban house, worth £28,000 mortgaged to the hilt, and an equally decorate although less pretentious wife, as yet unmortgaged and named Seline. She waved to me from the living room window as I pulled into the drive.
Should you ever chance to meet Seline (which is entirely possible since I no longer have the slightest idea where she might be) you could be tempted to wonder why I ever bothered fantasising about naked women. She was a perfect physical specimen with long, gold-red hair, magnificent body and flawless features: a description in no way exaggerated. With all this, we had managed to develop a sexual problem - which is to say I had managed to develop a sexual problem. Seline considered herself uninhibited and proved it as often as was necessary by doing anything I asked in the bedroom. But only when I asked. She would initiate nothing - unless, of course, I asked her to initiate something. She coupled calmly. She had no trouble achieving orgasm, a fact that reinforced her self-image as an uninhibited woman, but dammit she even came calmly . It was the calm that was killing me. After nearly fourteen years, I felt I was living with one of those inflatable plastic dolls they give Arctic explorers.
She opened the door as I was locking the car and waited calmly until I walked across to kiss her. “How did the interview go?” she asked.
“Quite well, I thought.” I looked at her, wondering if I should tear her clothes off and take her on the doorstep. But the urge didn’t last. “His wife is a bit of a twit. I asked her what she was most looking forward to and she said ‘A penis.’ She meant ‘happiness’, of course, but it sounded exactly like ‘a penis’.”
“You can cut that out, can’t you?” Seline asked seriously. “It was only a recording, wasn’t it?”
Could anyone be so lacking in a sense of humour? For a second I was tempted to explain, but only for a second. Instead I nodded. “No problem.”
“That’s good,” Seline said.
I walked through to the living room and sat down in one easy chair of the suite that had cost me a lot more than I could afford. Seline had left the paper and the post on the coffee table, both having arrived after I left for work that morning. I glanced at the headlines and discovered de Gaulle was visiting London. The post comprised a statement from Barclaycard, a book club circular and a bill from my analyst, Dr Nicholaas Van Rindt. Between us, we were trying to discover why the light seemed to have gone out of my life.
“Is salad all right for lunch?” Seline asked. “I made up rather a nice dressing from blue cheese.”
“That would be lovely,” I said. We were nothing if not polite to one another.
“Shall I turn on the radio? It’s almost one.”
“Already?” I was home later than usual after an early morning stint. “Yes, do. You can tell me what you think of the interview.”
She turned the knob and Hardcastle’s voice said, ‘ - World at One. First, the news.”
I sank into reverie as Seline went off to get the salad. It struck me, not for the first time, how odd it was that a man in my position should have become a prey to discontent. Mortgaged or not, the house was comfortable. Expensive or not, the furniture was beautiful. The job paid well and held considerable prestige. If people never recognised my face, I can’t remember how many times I’ve been told my voice sounded familiar. My car - a Toyota Celica - was a lot smaller than I’d have liked, but it had a sporty look about it that compensated for a lot. There was money in the bank - not a lot, I admit: the last time I looked, the account stood round £700, but there was a £2,500 overdraft facility to back it should I ever need capital for a second car, or an extension to the kitchen. So no job worries, no prestige worries, no financial worries. Why was I discontent?
Van Rindt thought the problem must be sexual, a diagnosis with which I tended to agree, although neither of us had any bright ideas on what to do about it.
“What are your views on wife swapping?” I had asked him once. “Your professional views?” It was perfectly all right to ask a question like that because I was a suburban sophisticate and he was a Freudian.
“I doubt if our cultural patterns are geared to it,” he said seriously. Then added intriguingly, “Some of my patients have tried it.”
I sat up on the couch. “What happened?”
“They developed guilt feelings. Society’s cultural conditioning towards monogamy and fidelity is extremely difficult to break through. We pay for our enjoyment with guilt.” It was the royal ‘we’ presumably. I could never imagine Van Rindt swapping his wife for anything more exciting than another office desk.
“But was it worth it to them?”
“I think not.”
The promise of interest in the subject was draining away rapidly, but I was loath to drop it, “How do you feel it would work in my case?”
Van Rindt sucked a tooth, one of his more annoying habits. “I suppose the first thing to consider would be how your wife might feel about it. Have you discussed it with her?”
I hadn’t, of course, and he knew it. “No,” I said, subsiding back onto the couch. I imagined she would take it calmly enough, providing her new partner was free from deformity and venereal disease. Somehow the thought took away a good deal of my excitement.
“It would probably be best not to raise the matter,” Van Rindt advised. “She might misunderstand your motivations and that would surely place a further strain on your relationship.”
The strain on the relationship was another of his ideas, like the idea that all problems were sexual at root. I felt discontented and frustrated to be sure, but so far I didn’t see that my emotional turmoil was straining my marriage in the slightest. Seline was far too calm for that.
All the same, I nodded. “Yes.” For this I was paying him £10 an hour!
Seline came back in with a tray of salad, artistically presented for maximum visual impact in accordance with the rules she had learned at her Cordon Bleu course. She was wearing a green house dress in some light material, cut into a generous V at the front so that I could see the fresh white lacing of her bra as she bent over the table to set down the tray. Absently, I wondered who we might swap with. A little pressure on Van Rindt had revealed his patients, without exception, had come to an arrangement with their next-door neighbours; as much an indication of sheer laziness, I should have thought, as a comment on the promiscuity of suburban society. But that, apparently, was where the action was. My problem was I hardly knew our neighbours - on either side.
I knew who they were, of course, but that was a long was from actually knowing them. On our left, the Dawsons. He a senior civil servant, sober, balding, running to fat. She, surprisingly, a plump little bubble of a thing, who might make an interesting roll in the hay if there was any way of broaching the subject. But how was such a subject broached? Even Van Rindt could not be persuaded to tell me, probably because he didn’t know.
On our right, now I’d started to think about it, the Hargeaves. He was, I swear to God, an undertaker. I never fancied Mrs Hargeaves anyway.
Neighbours aside, there was always the possibility of doing it with friends. I ran through the list and was astonished to discover how short it was. We did a fair bit of entertaining, of course, but it was mainly in the line of business. Actual friends, people invited over for the joy of their company with no ulterior motives, were limited to Pat and Pat (a curious combination of names I’ll explain in a moment), Morton and Phyllis Digby and, by the skin of their teeth, the Ryans.
Of the three, I ruled out Morton and Phyllis right away. They were beautiful people and I loved them both dearly, but Phyllis had a permanent twitch, which I imagined would be as irritating in bed as Seline’s calmness. Furthermore, Morton made no bones about the fact he’d been stricken by psychological impotence following his vasectomy, a condition he seemed to greet with a certain measure of relief. Not the best of all possible partners for a swap session.
Patrick and Patricia Carver - Pat and Pat - were an adventurous enough couple, but suffered from the fact that they were, respectively, Seline’s brother-in-law and sister. Patricia shared Seline’s good looks, if not her deathly calm, so that the prospect of a frolic with her was not unappealing. But the idea of Seline embraced by Patrick while I tried to tickle Patricia’s fancy had such a curiously incestuous feel about it that I felt Van Rindt’s prediction of post-coital-guilt was almost certain to come true.
Which left the Ryans. Or rather it didn’t. Billy Ryan was one of my less respectable friends, a hangover from the brief period I spent on Fleet Street. He worked for the News of the World (or News of the Screws as he insisted on calling it) and specialised in crusading journalism. I could imagine the headlines with no effort whatsoever: SUBURBAN SIN: I GET INVITED TO A WIFE SWAP PARTY. Promiscuity must have been a lot easier in the old days when the news was carried around by wandering minstrels.
“Shouldn’t your piece be on by now?”
I dragged my mind back and realised two items had already followed the news with not a hint of my de Gaulle interview. Since his London visit was the main news lead, I was certainly expecting the interview to head up the magazine section. Hardcastle was producer as well as presenter and had the final say, of course. But there was no way a man of his experience could have slotted the interview anywhere else but the lead. Unless there had been some technical hitch. It was unlikely, but not impossible. Maybe once a year a BBC tape gets accidentally wiped. With my luck it could have happened to the major interview of my career.
We listened to the rest of the programme in silence while Seline nibbled delicately on her salad. The de Gaulle interview was not broadcast.
“I can’t understand it,” I said as Hardcastle signed off.
“Perhaps it was the penis business,” Seline suggested without a hint of humour.
I shook my head. “Couldn’t be. It was right at the end of the spot. They could have edited it out easily.” They could, in fact, have edited it out wherever it appeared. I stood up. “I think I’ll call Bill and ask him what the hell is going on.” I might have been a bland interviewer, but there was nothing bland about me when it came to pushing my career. If I’d lost the chance of a broadcast interview with de Gaulle, I wanted to know why. And if some asshole really had wiped the tape, I planned to put the boot in with every ounce of influence I possessed.
“Don’t you want your salad?” Seline asked.
“It can keep.” I told her snappily. “This is important.”
As it turned out, I had difficulty getting through. By the time I made the connection, Hardcastle had left the studio. The girl on the switchboard thought he might be in the canteen, but when she paged him there he didn’t answer. I told her to get me Barclay Haslett. He was bound to know what had happened.
Barclay proved easier to locate, but when he came on, he didn’t give me a chance to ask any questions. “You’d better get over here, John,” he said. “Something’s come up.” I could have sworn he sounded pleased.
“My stint’s over for the day,” I reminded him.
“I know, but I still think you should come over. Can you make it before three?” Three o’clock was a magic hour for Barclay. It was the time, on fine days, when he usually skived off to play golf.
“Yes, I suppose to,” I said frowning. “Look here, Barclay, do you know what happened to the de Gaulle piece?”
“We can talk about that when you get here,” he said.
I came back to the living room frowning. I didn’t like Barclay’s tone. “They want me to go in again,” I told Seline.
“I’ll put your salad in the fridge till you come back,” she said calmly.
Broadcasting House was in Shepherd’s Bush in those days (and may still be there now for all I know). Since the heady days of plane hijacks and terrorist bombs were still a year or two in the future, security was at a minimum. Even so, I did not, as you might imagine, walk through the main doors to a cheery nod from Sam the doorman. That sort of treatment was reserved for guests and callers who didn’t know any better. The staff had a private entrance round the side. There is a doorman there too, considerably bigger, tougher and less cheery than Sam. Unless he knew you, he wouldn’t let you in without a pass. I you insisted, he would punch you in the face. Such was the price we paid for privacy. Fortunately he did know me, so that I walked past with no more than a scowl and a vague, nervous pricking of the hairs on the back of my neck.
Inside the door there was a silly, claustrophobic little corridor leading to a bank of lifts and a flight of stairs. Barclay’s office was on the first floor and I needed exercise, but I took the lift just the same, exercising my index finger on the button. As I got off, a young woman got on - one of the secretaries or production assistants who swarmed over the place like flies. I found myself wondering what she would look like with her clothes off. As the lift doors shut, the thought occurred for the first time that I might be cracking up.
I appreciate that since you don’t know me, I must by now appear an overgrown adolescent, sexually obsessed to the point of mania. But such was not the case. At least, such didn’t used to be the case. I had climbed the career ladder with no more thought - or indeed time - for sex than the average business executive. And if I had a sexual problem with Seline, it had not been, until lately, a pressing sexual problem. She was not, after all, frigid. Nor was she ugly, or smelly, or malformed. And she was perpetually available. It is quite difficult to build up too much steam with a ready escape valve waiting - calmly - in your home. Yet somehow, for reasons neither Dr Van Rindt nor I could quite fathom, I seemed to be building up steam now at a truly alarming rate. Where would it end? I could not quite imagine myself launching on some unsuspecting typist with a view to rape. But then six months ago, I could scarcely have imagined my overheated state in the lift.
I hurried down the corridor to Barclay’s office. BBC producers in those days rated secretaries from the pool, not personal guardians who protected them from casual callers. Thus I simply had to knock and enter, which I did.
Barclay looked up from a stack of papers on his desk. “I’m afraid I can’t get you out of this cock-up,” he said without preliminary.
Barclay was not a man I either liked or admired. I didn’t like his looks, which were scrubbed but florid. I didn’t like the way he dressed, which was conservative without flair, like a bank clerk or an income tax inspector. Most of all I disliked his manner. He was self-centred, pompous, shallow, unfeeling, dim, self-seeking and aggressive under attack - much as I was, then. When I eventually abandoned Freudian analysis for the more mystical Jungian brand, I came to learn that those characteristics you most dislike in others are almost always projections of your own Shadow, that hideous repository of things you hate about yourself. Thus it seems I loathed Barclay for the way he reminded me of my own weaknesses. I glared at him, not liking his tone. “What cock-up, Barclay?”
“The de Gaulle business. It’s gone as far as the Director General.”
I went chill, but it was overlaid with bewilderment. “What’s gone as far as the Director General, Barclay?” I asked evenly. I had a feeling that, despite his air of concern, the little bastard was enjoying himself hugely.
“Oh, hadn’t you heard? De Gaulle complained because you insulted his wife. He made us can the interview.”
The bewilderment increased. “I didn’t insult his wife!” I protested.
“You sniggered when she said ‘penis’,” Barclay told me; and behind the frowning mask I knew, for a certainty, he was smiling.
“For God’s sake -”
He held up a hand. “Don’t scream at me - scream at the Director General. He’s the one who’s fired you.”
I fell into that chill, dissociated state of total fear with which human beings tend to meet life’s most important crises. “Fired me? But he can’t fire...” I trailed off, noticing how alien the world had suddenly become.
“Of course he can, John. He can fire anybody he damn well likes. I did my best for you, but -” He shrugged.
I’ll bet you did, you hypocritical little weasel, I thought. Barclay had been out to get me from the day I joined the Beeb. Part of his problem was envy. I carried all the hallmarks of a man on the move, somebody destined to swarm up the hierarchies of the BBC, perhaps even make Director General one day, while he, manifestly, was stuck rigid in a dead-end middle management slot with little real power and less pay. The other part of the problem was that I took his favourite seat in the canteen. It sounds incredible, especially since I’d no idea the damn chair carried his mark invisible, but that was our first real row. He stood over me ranting incomprehensibly while I sat with a mug of foul, sweet tea in one hand staring up at him open-mouthed. I stared at him like that now, still not entirely certain what was going on.
“The thing is, a man like de Gaulle carries a lot of clout,” Barclay told me unnecessarily.
“But he didn’t say anything to me!” I screamed. “Not one bloody word!”
“Well, then, politicians are like that, aren’t they?” Barclay said smugly A small hint of the smile escaped from his control as he added, “Devious.”



Chapter Three
Jobless!
I’d not been jobless since the age of eighteen when my silver tongue unlocked the door to a trainee executive post with an industrial concern in the Midlands. (Those were the days before I discovered I had a Voice.) It was a disturbing feeling now, as if somebody had just stolen my umbrella in a rainstorm. I felt helpless and exposed. The world seemed to stretch out endlessly from the spot on which I stood and it was full of threats, not least of which was hunger.
The reaction had no relation whatsoever to reason. The Director General had declined to allow me work out a term of notice - that sodding old Frog of a General had obviously gone after my hide with a vengeance - and instead handed me a cheque to cover severance pay. It was a substantial amount: just short of £800, which meant that with the £700 in the bank, I had close on £1500 on hand. Again I’m struck by the way money values have deteriorated. There are, I’m led to understand, farm labourers who find it difficult to buy their share of mangleworzels on £1500 a month these days. In 1969, the same sum could be relied upon to keep me in modest luxury well into 1970, while really careful budgeting would have ensured survival for anything up to two years. On top of this there was my truly massive overdraft facility, although whether that would remain available after my bank manager learned the BBC had bounced me was a debatable point. Not that I was in any hurry to tell him the news, of course, but bank managers have an espionage system to rival Mossad.
Fifteen hundred, I told myself firmly, was a long way from hunger. To prove it, I walked bravely into a tea shop and bought myself coffee and a cream bun. It was a ridiculous gesture, but the symbolism must have reached my subconscious for I calmed down a little. What I really wanted was a drink, but the only lounge I really. liked was The Peacock, a trendy establishment full of wood and twisted neon much favoured by Beeb types, none of whom I particularly wanted to meet just now. So I ordered another cream bun instead and ate it wondering what the waitress would look like stripped down to a G-string. My mood was so gloomy, it did not even occur to me to worry about the emergence of my sexual obsession at a time like this.
When the waitress went away, depriving my fantasy of its physical foundation, I began to speculate how Seline would take the news. All that emerged was the realisation that, after fourteen years, I still did not know my wife well enough to forecast her reaction confidently, although I strongly suspected she would at least remain calm. So I began instead to weigh the chances of another job.
The trouble, of course, was that the BBC had an absolute monopoly on radio in Britain. This has changed now, I believe, with the emergence of many local independent stations, but then that’s how it was. But the Corporation’s old monopoly on television had been broken and while Beeb types like myself scorned the Independent Television Authority as an umbrella over populist froth like Bruce Forsythe, I’d long fancied myself as a television personality. In fact, my original application to the BBC had been for an opening in that department. I went through a couple of screen tests on a closed circuit video system, after which they shunted me into sound radio without a word of explanation. But maybe now I’d made something of a name for myself, things would be different. Did I have what it took for telly? Only time would tell, but it was a possible route back to civilisation.
Having reached this conclusion, my self-confidence abruptly nose-dived. I had a snowball’s chance of making it on telly and I knew it,. The reason why nobody said anything after my screen tests was that they didn’t need to. I’d locked myself into a straight jacket of nerves and blazed out of the screen with all the panache of a ventriloquist’s dummy. Radio was different. The tiny soundproof studios wrapped around me like a womb so that I was as relaxed as in my own home. Besides, the bland approach is tailor-made for listeners. It puts viewers to sleep in their armchairs.
Which, I decided, was where I should be now. I needed familiar things around me. I needed the comfort of a loving wife. I needed to wallow in my misfortune. At some level I must have realised men need to play Hamlet from time to time and this was my golden opportunity. I left a small tip for my topless waitress and went outside to find my car had been stolen.
The police were less than sympathetic, probably because I had stupidly forgotten to lock the damn thing. But they were optimistic, which was something.
“Most of the car thefts round here are just kids joy riding,” the sergeant told me. “They drive it around until they run out of petrol, then dump it. We should pick it up again for you in two or three days - a week at most. Now if you’d left it down the East End, that would have been a different story. They’re all professional villains down there. Strip your car to the bearings and sell it off for scrap and parts. But up here all you need worry about is a kid wrapping it round a lamppost. And even that’s not very likely - most of them are better drivers than I am.”
On that note I left him, fully intending to walk the few blocks to the tube station. But I must have been more shaken by the twin disasters than I realised for I found myself, blank moments later, staring at a glass of gin in some convenient hostelry. I was almost alone with my sorrow. This was, you appreciate, only a little after four in the afternoon, which is not the rush hour for the pubs. The only other patrons were a youngish couple identically dressed in very new, very trendy denims. I glanced at them, idly wondering what it would be like to watch them copulate. The barmaid, thank God, was a motherly old bat. If she’d been ten years younger, the stimulation might have been unbearable.
I sipped the gin to discover it had been expertly mixed with tonic. I had, perhaps, already drunk a glass or two, for the shell of psychological bullshit with which I habitually surrounded myself seemed to have cracked a little. I was no longer thinking at the level of where and how to get another job, but had gone deeper to ask myself a more important question: what did I really want out of life?
I was not, even then, entirely lacking in intelligence, or insight. One of the first things I did was examine the possibility that I had spent a lifetime conning myself. This was not a new idea. I had gone over essentially the same ground, phrased somewhat differently, with Van Rindt. But then it had been an academic exercise, a game played between patient and analyst, with neither of them emotionally accepting the possibility there might be anything in it. The trouble was, Van Rindt’s values were essentially similar to my own. He drove a fat car - one of the larger Rovers - had his suits hand tailored in Saville Row, lived in a plush house and was probably well on the way to his first yacht. In other words, he was into the consumer ethos. Whatever Freud may have taught him, what he really believed, deep down, was that the more comfortable you were, the happier you became. Which, of course, was exactly what I believed. The only real difference between us was that, as a fashionable, hence wealthy, shrink, Van Rindt was further down the road to nirvana.
Our joint belief, my gin-soaked insight and intelligence told me, was the natural outcome of cultural conditioning - the same dynamic Van Rindt claimed would make me guilty if I started wife-swapping. I had been brought up to believe that the purpose of a man’s life was to ‘make something of himself’, which roughly translated meant grabbing a load of loot. I knew the poor were unhappy. You only had to look at them to realise that. So I had concluded the road to happiness was the simple avoidance of poverty. Which was not all that difficult for me since I sprang from a middle class background and had the benefit of a good education.
Thus I set forth on the golden road to economic stability and security. And somewhere along the way, it must have occurred to me that I would like a bit of fame as well - hence my slide sideways from the security of industrial middle management to the security of the British Broadcasting Corporation. Some security. All it took was a few words from a clapped-out old tango-dancer and I was out on my ear.
Which brought me, rather more quickly than I had anticipated, to my present situation. What did I really want? Incredibly, I did not know. (Incredible then, that is, seated staring blearily into my g&t. Now I know most people haven’t a clue what they really want - and don’t even have the cop to realise it.) I tried to concentrate, an exercise made difficult by the fact that another young woman had now joined the couple in the bar and my mind was desperately trying to visualise how she would look in rubber. This in itself was a new development. I had never before exhibited fetishistic tendencies.
I dragged my mind back by its leash and concentrated on the things I really wanted. With the job gone, I wanted security. But not - a small step forward this - the security of employment. What was the point of joining a company when all it took was a growl from the former President of France and you were surrounded by the ruins of a promising career? Nor did I fool myself that the Affair of Madame de Gaulle’s Penis was a unique misfortune unlikely to arise again. Employment could be terminated by any boss, for any reason, at any time. Even if you avoided crossing the boss, any company remained capable of a plunge into bankruptcy. In other words, the essence of security was outside your control if you were an employee.
I thought fleetingly of becoming a millionaire. I would dress in cloth of gold and spend my days surrounded by a harem of naked women. The picture was hauntingly familiar.
I also thought fleetingly of assassinating de Gaulle and the naked women vanished from my head. It amazed me how strong an emotion the idea generated. Like everyone else on earth, I had read Freddie Forsythe’s thriller The Day of the Jackal and consequently knew that even an experiences assassin had failed to top de Gaulle, but with the old bastard retired his security would surely not be so tight. Then it occurred to me that if I was planning to waste anybody, it should be Madame de Gaulle. She, after all, was the real author of my misfortune. The notion had not the same romantic appeal as gunning down her husband, but she would probably be a damn sight easier to get. It was, perhaps, something I should discuss with Van Rindt. At least it would make a change from my sexual fixations.
“Another one, dear?”
Apparently I had signalled the barmaid without conscious effort. I nodded and said, “Yes, another would be very nice.” It came out more loudly than I intended, so that the cosy threesome down the way glanced in my direction. I ignored them. If, after all, I was going to murder the de Gaulles (by now I had decided to do them both in: what the hell!) I had some serious planning to do.



Chapter Four
There can’t be many human occupations as ridiculous as lying on an analyst’s couch. What made it worse was that I’d got there by false pretences.
I left the pub in a state of high euphoria, determined (a) to slaughter both de Gaulles and (b) to tell Van Rindt my plans. Since it wasn’t the day for my session, I found a phone box and called to see if he could fit me in. His secretary, a slim, cool , blonde girl who must have looked stunning in the nude, told me he had no free time at all that afternoon. I countered with the information that I was suicidal, so that she relented and promised he would squeeze me in if I came after six. I didn’t thank her. I assumed that after six the rates would be higher.
Unfortunately, by the time I was firmly seated in his waiting room, the gin in me had died. From my new viewpoint of sobriety, I was very well aware I would never murder de Gaulle or anyone else. Consequently I had an emergency appointment with my analyst to deal with a problem that had ceased to exist.
To make matters worse, Van Rindt himself seemed untypically edgy, probably because he was growing hungry. He had once mentioned he habitually ate at seven, believing late dinners to be a sign of decadence, and my appointment would obviously have thrown his schedule out of gear. I noticed he watched me very closely as I came in, presumably wondering if the emergency call indicated the beginnings of a complete breakdown. The word suicide had slipped from my lips with the thoughtless ease of a born manipulator, but if his secretary had mentioned it, he wasn’t to know I hadn’t meant it seriously. I smiled warmly to reassure him, but it didn’t seem to help.
As I lay down on his couch, I said, “I was fired today.”
“You were fired today?” he asked. He was big on echo psychiatry when he had nothing else to offer.
It had occurred to me that he might just accept the sacking as sufficient trauma to warrant a suicide threat, so I persevered. “I sniggered at Madame de Gaulle’s penis.”
Van Rindt frowned. “I’m sorry?” He sounded startled.
I realised I’d phrased the sentence awkwardly. “Madame de Gaulle used the word ‘penis’ while I was interviewing her and I sniggered. It was a stupid thing to do and the BBC fired me.”
“I see.” I should mention, I suppose, that Van Rindt was one of the most distinguished looking men I had ever known: a darkly handsome, athletic fifty, with grey wings in his hair. He dressed immaculately. At £10 an hour, working an eight hour day five days a week, he was pulling in about £1,600 a month. He could afford to dress immaculately. He coughed, I thought nervously. “How has your wife taken the news?”
“I haven’t told her yet. It only happened this afternoon.”
“I see. You came straight here?”
“More or less,” I said. I felt he could live without knowing about my plunge into the gin bottle - not to mention the two compensatory cream buns.
He seemed to relax a little. “Go on.”
“I don’t have another job,” I told him. “Frankly, I’m wondering what the future might hold.”
“Ah,” he said. You might be wondering at this stage how anybody, however distinguished in appearance, could command vast fees for nothing more constructive than Ah or Go on, but this is to miss the essence of the psycho-analytic process. Psycho-analysis is based on the premise that the patient should get to know himself, which is to say his unconscious self, that aspect of the individual destined to be forever hidden unless you have ten quid an hour to spend on digging it out. The analyst facilitates this process not through comment, wisdom, understanding or, God forbid, intervention, but through encouragement. He provides a ‘safe space’ - the words are Van Rindt’s own, quoted from our first encounter - in which the patient may engage in self-exploration. The term safe space, I quickly discovered, meant Van Rindt would never utter a critical word to me however stupid my utterances or outlandish my behaviour. He was like a priest without the penances. I could - and was encouraged to - say anything to him, anything at all. This freedom is so unusual in human relationships that idiots are prepared to pay almost any money to experience it - I certainly was.
“I found the whole thing rather traumatic,” I told him, referring, in case you’ve now forgotten, to the loss of my employment. Van Rindt said nothing. I now know there are psycho-analysts who are prepared to intervene. They belong to what’s known as the Directive School and will tell you how to lead your life at the drop of a hat. I suspect Van Rindt was far too lazy to become a Directive. Either that or he knew a cushy number when he saw one.
“You see,” I said, looking at a small crack in his ceiling,” the only thing I’m qualified for is radio and the BBC has a monopoly on that.”
“I thought you told me you had qualifications as a management executive in the steel industry,” Van Rindt said calmly. There was nothing wrong with his memory.
“Yes,” I admitted.
“Then you could surely return to that,” he pointed out.
I moved uneasily on the couch. “That’s true.”
There was a lengthy silence. l’d developed a headache from the effects of the gin and what with the tension of the day, I felt remarkably tired. What, I wondered, would he do if
I simply dozed off on the couch? I pulled myself together. At £10 an hour, it was odds on he would happily analyse Rip Van Winkle.
“You didn’t come here to tell me about the job,” Van Rindt said suddenly.
“I didn’t?”
“I don’t think so.”
I should have known it would never satisfy him. Job worries figure nowhere on the trauma lists of Freudian analysts. I sighed. “You’re right.” But how could I tell him it had only been a passing fancy to murder de Gaulle?
“I assume it’s the sexual problem?” he suggested.
I grasped the straw without the slightest hesitation. Truth had little place in my analytical sessions. “Yes.”
“I suspect it may be growing more acute?”
He was right, of course. “Yes. Much more acute.”
“What are the symptoms?”
I rolled over on the couch and propped myself up on my elbow. “I keep imagining how women would look nude.”
“And in their underwear?”
“Yes,” I said, wondering why he considered that important.
“What sort of women?” Van Rindt asked.
I thought about it briefly. “Any sort of women. When I phoned earlier I imagined how your secretary would look nude.”
“My secretary?”
“Yes.”
“Miss Sandford?”
“Yes.
“All this is fairly normal, you know,” Van Rindt said, “Most men fantasise about naked women. Especially a physically attractive woman like Miss Sandford. I’ve done it myself on occasion.”
“Have you?” I asked. “Have you really?”
“Of course. It’s a part of the normal male sex drive. Psychiatrists are no more immune to that sort of thing than anyone else.”
It was a mildly interesting revelation. “But you don’t do it all the time, do you?”
“No,” he admitted. “Not all the time.”
I lay back on the couch. “That’s where we differ, Doctor. I do it all the time.”
“Which, as we’ve already agreed, points to a root problem of a sexual nature.”
“Yes,” I said. The process of analysis is a good deal more tedious than most people imagine.
“Let’s go back to your ideas about wife swapping,” Van Rindt suggested. “Have you progressed any further on that score?”
“Progressed?”
“Discussed it with your wife, for example.”
“No.”
“I think you’re wise. I doubt if Seline would agree to it.” He had met Seline socially on two occasions to my knowledge and already he was better equipped to judge her reactions than I was. Of such small things are inferiority complexes compounded.
“I expect you’re right,” I said. “In any case, I can’t think of anyone to swap with.”
“That’s usually a problem, I understand.”
“Have you ever considered murder?”
I was still looking at the crack in the ceiling and though the voice was undoubtedly mine, I was quite surprised to hear the words it spoke. More accurately, I was frozen. Having successfully avoided the subject so far, why was I bringing it up now? More important, what would Van Rindt think? The last thing I needed was for my psychiatrist to conclude I was nuts.
“Did you say murder, John? Killing someone?” The questions came out urbane as ever, although I couldn’t help wondering if for once I might not have startled him beneath that professional facade.
“It’s nothing,” I said.
But he wasn’t about to let a slip like that alone. “No, come on - you’ve come out with it now: we may as well discuss it. Who -” For some reason he hesitated. “Who were you thinking of killing?”
“De Gaulle,” I muttered sulkily. What the hell - he’d get it out of me eventually.
Surprisingly, he sounded almost relieved. He was probably a supporter of the Anti-Common Market Lobby. “Ah, de Gaulle,” he said.
His relief irritated me, as if my concerns had suddenly lost their importance, so that I added petulantly, “And Madame de Gaulle of course.”
“Of course,” he echoed, going onto automatic pilot.
My petulance died. What was I trying to do anyway - get myself hanged? Or would it be guillotined? There was no doubt at all that my mind was slipping away from me and the sooner I got it back the better. With a strong effort, I returned to character. “Oh, I’m not serious. Obviously.”
“Obviously.”
“The thing was, after I sniggered at Madame de Gaulle’s penis -” I’d phrased it badly again, but I let it go now he had the story. “- it was General de Gaulle who lodged the complaint that had me fired.”
“And you experienced a momentary urge to -” He paused so long that I turned to look at him, but he was merely making an eloquent gesture with one hand. “- strike out at them? To revenge yourself on the authors of your misfortune?”
It was an interesting enough point. “I suppose it must have been something like that. But the thing is, it wasn’t an instantaneous reaction. The old bastard didn’t say anything at the time -”
“By ‘old bastard’, I presume you mean the General?”
“Yes - de Gaulle. He didn’t say anything at the time, so I finished the interview and went home.”
“I thought you said you hadn’t been home?” he put in quickly.
“Not this afternoon. I was home again this morning. Does it matter?”
“No. I’m sorry. Of course it doesn’t. Please carry on.”
“I went home for lunch
“Was your wife there?”
I could usually follow his line of thought from the style of his questions, but his current drift had me completely baffled. “Yes, of course she was. Why do you ask?”
“I was just wondering if you had to prepare your own lunch.”
“Oh,” I said. I still didn’t understand, but I was suddenly impatient to press on about de Gaulle. “I went home for lunch and listened to the programme and when the interview wasn’t broadcast I phoned to find out why. Barclay Haslett - my producer, you remember? - Barclay told me to come in again. When I did, he let me know the Director General had fired me. The D.G. confirmed it personally a little after that. The thing was, I didn’t think of murdering de Gaulle then, so it was hardly a question of striking out on the spur of the moment.”
“But de Gaulle was not present then, was he?”
“No.”
“Nor Madame de Gaulle?”
“No. They’d gone back to the Dorchester I suppose.”
“So in fact there was no-one to strike out at, was there?”
“I suppose not,” I admitted.
“When did the thought of killing him occur to you?”
“In the pub after I left the office.” So now I’d told him about the pub. I seemed to be incapable of keeping anything from the man. I’d once given him a detailed description of Seline’s vagina.
“You’d been drinking, I presume?”
“Gin,” I said.
“Were you surprised that such a thought should have occurred to you?”
“Amazed,” I said truthfully.
“So you felt you had better discuss the matter with me before you lost control of yourself completely?”
It was near enough. “Yes,” I said.
Van Rindt actually smiled. “Let me reassure you, John. In my professional opinion, you have absolutely nothing to worry about. Absolutely nothing. Everything you have experienced is absolutely normal. In fact, I should have been rather worried if you hadn’t experienced it.’’
“Should you?”
He gestured expansively. “You are a highly intelligent man, John. Well read. A good grounding in basic psychology. When someone strikes us, our instinct is to strike back. The Mosaic Law is far more fundamental than the Christian. An eye for an eye makes more sense to the subconscious than turning the other cheek. As children, we live close to the subconscious, so when someone injures us, we do indeed strike back physically. When we become adults, the physical expression of our basic instincts is no longer permissible within the confines of society, but this does not change the instincts themselves. General de Gaulle struck out at you, metaphorically speaking. Your instincts reacted. You wished to hit back at him. To damage him as he had damaged you. To murder -” He coughed lightly. “- the old bastard.” He leaned forward, face suddenly serious. “But as a sensitive and civilised human being, your conscious mind would not permit you to recognise the fact.”
“No?”
“No,” confirmed Van Rindt. “The mechanism is identical to that of the Oedipus Complex. The desire to murder the father in order to sleep with the mother, both desires quite unrecognised by consciousness. But in your case, you drank gin soon afterwards. The effect of alcohol is to undermine conscious control, to allow subconscious contents a little more free rein. Thus, you became abruptly aware of your desire to murder the de Gaulles.”
“I see,” I said. For a non-directive analyst he was doing a remarkable amount of talking during the present session, far more than he usually did.
“Naturally, that does not mean you are actually capable of committing such an act. In point of fact, you are no more capable of murder than I am. But you are quite capable of thinking of it, as is every man.”
“I see,” I said again.
“You don’t feel like killing him now, do you?” Van Rindt asked.
“No,” I admitted. It was true. All I felt like was going home to bed.
“Because the effects of the alcohol have worn off.”
“I suppose so.”
He smiled again, having brought another analytical session to a satisfying conclusion. With a good fifteen minutes left to get home in time for dinner. “Now, John, my advice to you is to forget the whole thing. De Gaulle has harmed you, but hardly permanently. With your talents you will shortly find yourself another job and in a few months time, this whole affair will be nothing more than an amusing anecdote to tell after dinner.”
“Yes,” I said, swinging my feet down from the couch. You don’t work in radio without learning to recognise wind-up signals.
As he escorted me politely to the door, he said, “Oh, by the way, I’m afraid I shall have to charge you fifteen guineas for an after six appointment.”
Time and a half, with a bit over the top since he was a professional man. I nodded. “That’s perfectly understandable,” I said.
We shook hands. “Get an early night,” he told me. “It will do you the world of good.”
“I will,” I promised.
But I didn’t. I got home to find Seline had left me for another man.



Chapter Five
Seline had left a note in the fridge. (In the fridge, I ask you!) It read:
Dear John,
For some months now I have been very disturbed by the state of our relationship. I know you have not been happy with my sexual responses, although I have always been at a loss to understand why since, as you know, I have always been willing to do anything you asked of me.
I have considered this matter carefully and sought the advice of a friend whose judgement I trust. As a result, I have concluded that the best thing for both of us would be for me to leave you and set up a new life with him (the friend whose advice I asked.)
We both feel this would be as much to your benefit as our own. It will leave you free to pursue your sexual inclinations with a partner, or partners, more suitable to you. I shall not require support from you, or anything of that sort. Nor do I wish that the good aspects of our relationship - and I know there have been very many good aspects - should be marred by any unpleasantness about division of property or anything of that sort, so the only things I have taken, apart from my clothes, are toilet articles.
I know that once you get over the surprise, you will realise this is very much for the best.
In a way, I still love you, but only in a way.
Seline.
The first thing I did was phone Pat - Patricia - of Pat and Pat fame, figuring that if anybody knew what was going on, it would be Seline’s sister. As luck would have it, Patrick answered the phone, so I was forced to start the conversation sounding like an idiot:
“Pat?”
“What?”
“Is that you, Pat?”
“Oh yes. John? Is that you?”
“Yes. Look here, is Pat there?”
“Pat? No, sorry old man - she’s gone over to see Mavis. Don’t expect her back for an hour or two. You know what women are like.”
I didn’t any more. I said carefully, “Seline isn’t with you, by any chance?”
“No. Isn’t she with you?” He was a slow thinker at the best of times.
“No,” I said.
There was one of those awkward pauses during which he had time to work out something must be wrong. He said, “I say, old man, there’s nothing wrong, is there?”
“She’s left me!” I blurted.
“Who has?” Patrick asked.
I got away from him eventually and began methodically to check the house on some lunatic premise that she might be hiding in a bedroom. She was not and as promised in her letter, two of the wardrobes were now completely empty. I was mean enough to check if anything else was missing and found, again true to the letter, there was not. At which point, I sat down to think.
The first thought that occurred to me was that it hadn’t been a good day. Which will give you some indication of the level of my cerebral activity. In point of fact, as I came to realise very much later, I had gone into a degree of shock. I could not believe what was happening to me; and because I could not believe, I did not believe. Not deep down, at gut level, where it really counts. Had you given me a thorough medical examination at that point of time, you would have found my heartbeat slowed, my blood pressure down, my pupil reflexes sluggish and my skin just a shade clammy. At the time, I was aware of none of this. I felt numb, which I mistook for calm. I felt confused, which I mistook for mentally alert (the gin headache had vanished, which was something.) I felt hurt, which I mistook for indigestion.
In order to cure the latter, I returned to the fridge and ate a goodly portion of cold chicken. Van Rindt once explained this reaction to pressure (exhibited earlier, you will recall, in the purchase of cream buns) as a regression to childhood. In those happy days, there was a benevolent mother to reward and comfort good little boys with food. Then the Oedipus Complex reared its head and Mum became a sex symbol. But the basic habit of comforting oneself with food remained.
I finished the chicken without feeling all that comforted. There was, I thought, a fair chance I might have a nervous breakdown. To lose a wife and a job on the same day was more than flesh and blood could be expected to withstand. A breakdown might be inevitable, assuming I could afford it.
Thus, if you take the phoning of Pat as the first thing I did that night, and the eating of chicken as the second, the third thing I did was call Van Rindt. I was vaguely aware that a discussion with him at home, even a phone discussion, was likely to cost even more than an after-hours appointment at his office. But who else could I turn to? Patricia wasn’t home. Patrick was an idiot. Billy Ryan would probably write about it in the paper: BBC STAR LOSES WIFE TO MYSTERY SUITOR. Who else was there? Mortie, with his twitchy wife and his psychological impotence? Barclay Haslett who hated my guts?
If one thing emerges from the act of recording this troubled time, it’s a realisation of how few, how very few, friends I had. In fact, loath though I am to admit it even now, I hardly seem to have had any at all. No, let us be brutally honest. I had none, absolutely none. Even those I have pretended to be friends in the course of this account were nothing of the sort, but you’ve probably guessed that already. I had acquaintances. I had colleagues. I had no friends whatsoever. The responsibility was, of course, my own. You develop friendships en train of one thing and one thing only - an interest in the other person. In those heady days, I had interest only in myself.
I phoned Van Rindt and had another idiot conversation:
“Hello?”
“Is that you, Nicholaas?”
“May I speak to Dr Van Rindt, please?”
“This is Mrs Van Rindt speaking.” She had a foreign accents which Van Rindt, despite his name, did not.
“No,” I said, in my clearest BBC English, “I wish to speak to Dr Van Rindt.”
“Who is this person who is calling?”
“My name is John Sinclair, Mrs Van Rindt.” I hesitated, waiting for a reaction. When none came, I repeated, “John Sinclair.” Still nothing. Enunciating each syllable, I told her slowly and loudly, “I am one of your husband’s patients.” We had, in fact, met briefly once at a cocktail party, but I doubted she would remember.
“When did you last see my husband, Mr Sinclair?”
It seemed a bizarre question, but I answered it anyway. “Just a little while ago, Mrs Vat Rindt - I had an after-hours appointment with him.”
“Then you know more than I do. He has not come home yet and his dinner is ruined.”
It was just my luck. I tried to got away by saying I would ring back later, but the old bat wouldn’t let me go.
“What time did you leave him, Mr Sinclair?”
I didn’t know exactly, but I guessed. “Around a quarter to seven or thereabouts.”
“He couldn’t take all that time to get here. Did he say he was coming straight home?”
“He didn’t mention it,” I told her.
“He would have mentioned it, wouldn’t he, if he had been going on somewhere else?”
“I shouldn’t think so - I’m only a patient.”
“No - to me, Mr Sinclair. He would have mentioned it to me. Do you not consider he would have mentioned it to me, his wife?”
“I don’t know,” I said truthfully. How would I know what Van Rindt would mention to his wife?
“But you know him,” she insisted. “He is not a man to do anything unexpected. Do you agree?”
I did actually, but I said nothing.
“Are you still there, Mr Sinclair?”
“Yes, I’m still here.”
“Do you think he might have had an accident?”
“I don’t think that’s very likely,” I said. “Probably he’s just been delayed by traffic.”
“Maybe I should check with the hospitals. Is it your opinion, Mr Sinclair, that this would be a good course of action?”
I hung up. I could always pretend we were cut off.
Thrown back on my own resources, I did something that strikes me as amazing in retrospect. I turned on the television. I was in the middle of the most shattering crisis of my entire career and the only response I could think of was to watch television. The programme that came on was something called The Incredible Hulk. It starred Bill Bixby and was about a man who had experimented with gamma rays until every time he got upset he changed into a seven foot green giant (played by Lou Ferrigo) who could punch his way through steel. I felt considerable envy for his talent.
The phone rang.
I stared at it for a moment convinced Mrs Van Rindt was ringing back to ask if she should call the police as well. Then I remembered she couldn’t have my number, which was ex-directory - another of my pretensions ostensibly designed to protect me from my many fans. Instantly I became convinced it must be Seline and had a moment of utter panic during which I defeated the Hulk with a flick of the switch, picked up the phone and gasped stupidly, “Is that you?”
“Yes,” a woman’s voice answered.
It sounded like Seline, but at this point panic had changed to caution. “Who’s speaking?” I asked.
“Pat here,” said Seline’s sister. “Patrick said you were looking for me earlier.”
I had a mental image of Patricia stretched out on the hearth rug, naked but for thigh-length boots. They were exactly the same colour as her pubic hair. I suppressed the vision savagely. “Yes, I was, Pat. I wondered if you knew what’s happened to Seline?”
“Oh, she’s done it, has she?” Pat said. “I couldn’t make out what Patrick was babbling on about.”
“Done what?” By the sound of it, she knew a great deal more than I did.
“Left you. She always said she would, but I didn’t know it would be quite so soon.”
I was incredulous. “She’s talked to you about it?” Was nothing sacred any more?
“Bored the pants off me -” There was a brief mental flash of Pat without her pants: I had to get my head together or it was the funny farm for sure. “- some sort of sex problem. You’re not having trouble getting it up, are you, John?” Unlike Seline, who was serene, Patricia’s dominant feature was a ruthless directness.
“No, I’m not,” I hissed. In fact my trouble was rather the reverse at that precise moment: a man can only take so much fantasising before it begins to show.
“Oh, well, don’t get upset about it. You’re probably better off without her. I’ve always thought she was a bit on the chill side myself.” It was a surprising comment. I’d always imagined they were close and loyal.
“I’m not upset about it,” I lied. “I’m just damn’ annoyed. Where’s she gone off to anyway? Do you know?”
“Haven’t an idea.” There was no question but that she was telling the truth. She never kept anything back once you thought to ask her a direct question.
“Well, who’s this man she’s taken up with? Do you know that?”
“Yes,” Pat said. “That headshrinker of yours. What’s his name? Van something?”
I stared at the phone open-mouthed. My first emotion was astonishment, followed by disbelief, followed by chill belief, followed by fury. No wonder the smooth-talking fart wasn’t home yet! He was off tupping my beautiful Seline! No wonder he was worried in case I’d been home that afternoon! No wonder he was nervous before I told him who I planned to murder - the goon-brained old tort-feasor probably thought it was him! I babbled obscenities and violence across the phone to Pat; and as I babbled, like the hero of The Incredible Hulk something changed inside me.



Chapter Six
About three weeks later, two days after the house sold, I got a trite little note from my bank manager inviting me to call and see him. At first my inclination was to ignore it - my preparations were virtually complete by then - but I had little enough to do that day and thought it might be an amusing interlude. It was fairly obvious what he wanted. I had liquidated the account the day before, converting my assets (£644.00, according to my calculations, since I’d written a few cheques on the original £700) into cash, an operation I planned to repeat when the cheque for the house came through tomorrow. I imagined he wanted to ask me what the hell was going on. Bank managers hate it when you liquidate your account, even though you have a perfect right to.
So I strolled down to the branch at eleven o’clock that morning, interested mainly in seeing his reaction to my new style of dress. I had now abandoned Chester Barrie for a stylish safari suit more in keeping with the image of the hunter, worn over a casual open-necked shirt in military green. I still had the vague feeling full combat gear might have been more appropriate, but I had no intention of looking a scruff, even for de Gaulle. Besides, had you known me then, you would recognise that the compromise was still a long step from my original sobriety.
Despite the massive changes in my character, I was still plagued by my sexual obsession, so that as I entered the bank, I paused to consider how the female staff would look if they were naked. There were five altogether: three working at the counter as tellers, the remaining two busily typing in the background. One of the tellers, a sloe-eyed brunette, had remarkably large breasts, so I permitted her to wear a quarter cup bra - in shiny black PVC - to give them support. The rest I simply stripped. I was less uptight now about the process than I had been, probably because it was happening so often, so I took all the time I needed to visualise as clearly as I could. It struck me forcibly that there were ways for this branch to increase its business that the manager had never dreamed of.
In the event, it is doubtful if he even noticed my new style of dress, since he emerged from his office heavily preoccupied with the problems of his previous customer. She was, he mentioned, the wife of a Surrey farmer who was having trouble with rustlers.
His sympathetic expression evaporated as the office door closed behind us. He was by no means a threatening individual - very small, fat and prematurely bald - but I suppose he felt he had to do his best for the sake of his position.
He walked behind his desk and frowned at me. “Mr Sinclair, I am frankly worried about the state of your account.”
I sat down without being invited. The office was a chicken-coop with wood veneer. Strange how a man will sell out for a tiny portion of power. But then there had been a time when I sold out too and for a lot less. I didn’t even have my own office in the BBC. I’d shared space with seven other journalists of greater or lesser rank and prestige. And the power I’d wielded was directly proportionate to my popularity as a broadcaster, which, since I was an up and comer rather than an arrived, was strictly limited. No more. “It’s empty, isn’t it?” I said.
“Hardly empty, Mr Sinclair. Empty is scarcely the word I would use.” He scrabbled a piece of paper from his desk. “There is an overdrawn balance of £3,144. That’s considerably over your overdraft limit - more than £1600 over.” He stared at me, obviously waiting for some comment.
I stared back at him, wondering what the hell he was talking about. Eventually I asked, “What was that figure again?”
“Three thousand one hundred and forty-four pounds,” he said. “Overdrawn. Your limit -”
“Is two and a half thousand - I know.”
“Then why have you exceeded it?”
“I haven’t,” I said. “Your computer must have blown a fuse.” It was no joke. In 1969, computers were relatively rare outside banking - even hand-held calculators were still a novelty - and everyone mistrusted them. Urban myths abounded about bankrupts who found themselves millionaires because of misplaced decimal points. The more sensible among us dismissed the cheerful legends, but retained a healthy paranoia that convinced us the decimal points could easily slip the other way.
My attitude was not endearing me to him. “The figures have been checked,” he told me coldly.
“By a human being?”
“By me.”
That seemed close enough. “Let’s go back a bit,” I said. “My last statement showed a credit balance of about £700 - right?”
He glanced at the paper again. “Seven hundred and four pounds.”
“Call it seven hundred,” I said generously. “Since then -” I fished my chequebook from a pocket of my new safari jacket and flicked through the stubs. “ - I’ve written cheques for £16, £110 and £40 - a total of £156.” He looked as if he was about to say something, but I waved him grandly to silence. “Which leaves a total credit balance of £644 by my calculation. Now if you check your records again, you will find that yesterday, in this very bank, I cashed a further cheque for precisely that amount, leaving my account at zero.” I fixed him with a gimlet eye. “Not three thousand one hundred and forty-four pounds overdrawn.”
“You’re forgetting your wife liquidated the £644 and went to the limit of your overdraft three weeks ago.”
I blinked. “Say again.”
“You’re forgetting your wife liquidated the £644 and went to the limit of your overdraft three weeks ago,” he said again.
The bitch! The two-timing, double-dealing, back-biting, poxy, greedy, flatulent whore! The scheming freak-faced turd! It was a joint account and she’d calmly gone and screwed me for everything I had. No bloody wonder she didn’t want the hassle of dividing up the household effects. Why waste time on peanuts when you can troll off with a cool £3,000 in your handbag? I know I keep saying this, but £3000 was mega-money in 1969. Those were the days when you could buy a nice little red-brick semi for £1,500, even at London prices - £1,000 if you shopped around outside the city. By liquidating the overdraft as well as the cash funds, Seline had walked off with a small fortune... and left me to pay it back. Her Freudian fink must have been delighted with that one, the money-grubbing refugee from a loony-bin.
But while thoughts of this ilk were seething through my mind, I remained outwardly composed. Indeed, I smiled. “You are correct,” I said, since it was pointless to question so obvious a truth.”I also overlooked telling you that I sold my house yesterday.”
You could have seen the change is his expression at a mile without binoculars. Bankers have an attitude towards property (land, with bricks and mortar built on it) that would be utterly obscene if it were applied to women. It is their ultimate security, next, I suppose, to gold. They believe God has destined its value to increase indefinitely. I’d only said I sold the house, but what he heard was that I’d sold it at a profit - which, as it happened, was true enough.
“Ah,” he said, a sound similar to that made on achieving orgasm.
“It was valued at £28,000 and mortgaged for £20,000 - ” A lie: it was mortgaged for £25,000. “The selling price was £32,500.” Which was perfectly true since I’d found a sucker. “Which leaves a clear profit of £l2,500.” I smiled.
He smiled. Then, suspicious little sod, he asked, “When is the money actually likely to arrive in the account?”
The answer to that was never, but I couldn’t bear to upset him any more than he already was. My smile broadened. “The cheque will be in my hands tomorrow.”
His smile broadened: “Ah well, Mr Sinclair, that does put a different complexion on the matter. Although -” He wagged a playful finger at me. “- you were very naughty not mentioning it sooner.”
“Yes,” I said contritely. “I meant to come in to arrange a bridging loan, but I’m afraid I was under certain pressures and it slipped my mind.”
He nodded, understandingly. “Yes, I believe there was some trouble at the BBC.”
So some stoolie had told him about my losing my job. It was only to be expected. I nodded back. “Unfortunate.”
“Anything else lined up, have you, Mr Sinclair?”
“I start with Granada Television next Monday. Double the salary.”
“Double?” He looked impressed.
“Double,” I nodded. Another lie, like the story about getting the job. It was my day for keeping people happy.
“Well, I must congratulate you.”
“I was quite well pleased, I must say.” I coughed. “I suppose we should really regularise the bridging loan, since I seem to have eaten into it.” I looked him in the eye with every indication of honesty.
“Oh, that won’t be necessary now you’ve told me the position, Mr Sinclair.” He smiled again, the sycophantic little git. “You did say you were getting the house cheque tomorrow?”
“Yes.” But not handing it to you, I thought. In point of fact, the building society were going to have to whistle for their money as well. This would leave me with working capital of £32,500, plus the £600-odd I’d pulled out of the bank yesterday - say £33,000. 1 wondered suddenly if it would be possible to round it up to f35,000.
“Mr Sullivan,” I said, that being his name, “I should still like to formalise the bridging loan. The fact is I have need of a further £2000 for a business deal this afternoon.” I stopped. If he said no, it didn’t matter. I’d more than enough. In fact, thinking about it, I suddenly realised I could live very comfortably indeed for quite a long time on £33,000. I could even fund a small business somewhere like Ireland, where the Courts had little sympathy for the principle of extradition. I dismissed the thoughts as unworthy. For the first time in years I had a purpose in life. I wasn’t about to sell out again.
I could see the emotions chasing across his cherubic little features. His better judgement told him he should refuse the loan. His greed pulled him the other way. But after all, I’d been a steady customer for years, conservative and reliable. “I imagine we could facilitate you,” he said.
A young woman I hadn’t seen before brought in the necessary forms. I had her down to her knickers in the twinkling of an eye. For the first time, it struck me I should do something about my obsession. With Seline out of the way, there was no longer any moral need for me to simply visualise women nude. I could, at least in theory, chat up a few to let me look at the real thing. But I approached the notion cautiously. This will certainly surprise you, but I was very nearly a virgin when I married at the age of twenty-five and had been totally faithful to Seline from the first night of the honeymoon. It may be that this was what brought on my obsession in the first place, but the fact was it was in keeping with my character - my character before the big change of course. Were matters different now? Did I really want a life of promiscuity? Damn right I did! But on the other hand, I could not afford involvement. I had important things to do and the last thing I needed was some broad (you will notice how my mental vocabulary was changing) hanging round my neck. Casual sex was the thing. Very casual.
“I’m sorry?” Mr Sullivan said.
I realised I must have murmured the last words aloud. “I was just saying how sorry I was to leave all this to the last moment. It must appear very casual of me.
“Not at all, Mr Sinclair,” he assured me. “Only too happy to oblige.”
I collected my £2,000 in large denomination bills from the teller in the PVC bra. She did not look the type for casual sex, so I put no propositions to her. There was a notice advising bank customers to check their cash before leaving the counter, which I did. Then I went home.
The house was still full of furniture and effects, including a set of 4-minute, 8mm pornographic movies which would be a nice surprise for its new owner, a retired bishop from East Anglia. I felt he might particularly enjoy the one where a Swedish couple consummated their marriage in a public bar. With a new life full of purpose ahead of me, I wanted no memories of the old existence. I planned to travel light, although not all that light.
I went upstairs and laid out the items I would be taking with me. Two suits, several shirts, underwear, socks, shoes, toothbrush and razor, plane tickets, light overcoat, two wigs, check pads, false teeth, silencer, garrotte, several knives, Luger automatic (I’d wanted a Biretta like James Bond, but when you’re buying illegally, you take what you can get) telescopic sight, infra-scope, binoculars, pyjamas, ammunition, smoking jacket and one of those rifles that come apart after you’ve shot somebody with it. Plus some other odds and sods, including, of course, ammunition.
When I’d packed, I made a few phone calls then went into the bathroom where I stripped in front of the full-length mirror. I might be approaching forty, but by God it didn’t show. I looked lean, muscular and even slightly hairy. If you ignored the fact that my penis was crooked, I was damn nearly a perfect physical specimen. And even that defect was not serious; or so a doctor once assured me. It had only to do with a unilateral loss of skin elasticity and did not affect my virility, potency or sexual performance. I dressed again and went downstairs to eat a TV lunch out of the fridge. It was the one time I missed Seline with her Cordon Bleu touch.
I allowed myself to think of her now, not bothering to undress her in my mind since, as I mentioned earlier, I had a sexual problem with Seline and it wasn’t lust. I had still not decided whether to kill her too. Probably not, since the majority of murders are committed on spouses and I had no wish at all to become predictable. But Van Rindt had had it, that was for sure. I planned to hunt him down with skill and patience, then take him out when he least expected it. Ideally when he was engaging in an act of masturbation. He had once told me he still engaged in masturbation, as, apparently, do most Freudian psychiatrists, who consider it a healthy outlet for the libido.
But all that was for the future. I was moving carefully now, step by step. And the first stop was obviously de Gaulle. He had damaged me and my instinct was to damage him back, according to Van Rindt. I’d denied my instincts for years and look where it got me: jobless, wifeless and battered. I hadn’t even enjoyed life, comfortable though it was. I had lived, as most men live, in quiet desperation. No more. First, as my subconscious had once wisely prompted me, I would do for de Gaulle. If I didn’t get Madame de Gaulle at the same time, I would do for her next. Then I’d come home and do for Van Rindt. Barclay Haslett and the Director General of the BBC were two other possibles on my list, but I hadn’t quite made up my mind about them. I didn’t want to expend so
much energy on revenge that I had no time left to enjoy myself.
I turned on the radio and listened to Hardcastle for
old time’s sake. The lead story was a bribery scandal involving a trade union steward. Old Bill announced it so breathlessly it might have been World War Three.
I began to wonder how I could ever have taken broadcasting seriously. The following
morning I picked up my cheque for the house and cashed it in one of the larger city centre branches.
That afternoon, I was on the plane to Paris.



Chapter Seven
De Gaulle wasn’t there.
Could you believe luck like that? There I was with a suitcase full of mayhem, mind and body finely honed for slaughter, and my prey had flown. Specifically, he had flown to America. The front page of Paris Soir carried a picture of him shaking hands with Lyndon Johnson. I recognised Madame de Gaulle lurking in the background.
I found myself torn. I had a fondness for Paris dating back to my student days, when I decided it was easily the most civilised city in the world. Its boulevards are a delight, its architecture superb, its museums and galleries tasteful and distinctive. Besides which, it’s bulging at the seams with the horniest women this side of Bangkok.
As you have possibly noticed, my sexual obsession was strong at the best of times. But now, like so many men abruptly isolated from their native culture, I was almost berserk to get my hands on a woman. It’s a curious phenomenon, well recognised by the inhabitants of Spanish holiday resorts. Placed in a strange land, surrounded by people who speak a foreign language, you feel as if you’ve stepped outside the mainstream of the human race. Nothing is quite real to you any more. It seems you can say anything, do anything and nothing will harm you. Prosecution and punishment are no longer possibilities since, like everything else, the police aren’t real and the Courts are institutions that deal with foreign nationals. Nobody knows you, so nobody who counts can disapprove of you. Your wife is safely .at home (in my case, safely at somebody else’s home) and cannot possibly learn what you’re doing. As a result, the animal appetites rush headlong to the surface. I wanted to eat good food, drink fine wine, spend money like a sailor. Most of all I wanted to wallow in the fleshpots, to bed showgirls from the Follies, to screw a stripper from the Crazy Horse on the topmost platform of the Eiffel Tower.
As against all this, there was my quest. My purpose in life was to eliminate de Gaulle, to succeed where the Jackal had failed. I couldn’t imagine the Jackal stopping off for nookie on the Left Bank, especially if he was planning to finish off Madame de Gaulle as well - not to mention his psychiatrist back in London. Rationally it seemed I should not do so either. Thus I went directly to the ticket office and booked on the next direct flight to New York, with a connection to Washington.
But my loins were on fire as I did it.
The flight was a nightmare, mainly because of the stewardesses. They strolled perpetually up and down the aisle in their neatly tailored Pan-Am uniforms and - in my mind - I could see every pubic hair and nipple of their naked bodies. Nor was there any escape. Apart from sojourns to the lavatory, I was cooped up with these nubile beauties for the equivalent of a working day. I dared not drink lest, as Van Rindt had mentioned, alcohol should unlock even more of my subconscious; and I had brought nothing to read other than the latest edition of La Vie Parisienne which I doubted was the best thing to look at in my overheated state. I groaned.
“Excuse me - are you all right?”
The flight was full, so that I was sitting beside an attractive brunette in her middle twenties. I had scarcely glanced at her, knowing that if I did so I would dress her only in black net stockings and high-heeled boots. And I was having enough trouble with the mobile stewardesses without something else in easy reach. But now, since she had spoken to me, I was forced to turn. “I beg your pardon?”
“You groaned. I was wondering if you felt ill.”
She was what the French call petite, with warm, sparkling brown eyes and an incredible body, lush and firm, soft, warm and yielding, breasts like melons, legs shapely and slender, all of it just crying out to be encased nude in a see-through plastic mac and -
I jerked my mind back like a savage dog. She was, in fact, rather stylishly dressed in skirt and blouse with matching top. I assumed she was French - the cut of her clothes had their sort of elegant simplicity and her hair was quite short - although her accent had a vaguely nasal twang to it. Her face, which would have been very pleasant to wake up to on the neighbouring pillow, showed concern for the well-being of humanity, and specifically mine at that moment. “Not ill exactly,” I said. “It’s just flying, I suppose.”
“Does it frighten you?” Her English was excellent, but definitely overlaid by an American accent, which seemed to put paid to the possibility of French origins. I felt a pang of regret. I was of a generation that believed implicitly French women were fast. The same generation believed American women were fast as well, but so bossy they weren’t worth the trouble.
I actually was afraid of flying. Nothing phobic or crippling, but enough to make me prefer ferries if I wasn’t in a tearing hurry to kill someone. But since she was American, I thought I’d better not show weakness. “Good heavens no - I have nerves of steel. It’s just -” A stewardess walked past. Even without concentrating I had her dressed in three strategic sequins. “- it’s, well, you know, the feeling that you can’t get away from it.” The stewardess had chased away my fear of flying completely and, sunk as I was into erotic reverie, my only worry was being trapped in a plane with so much fantasy sex.
“Claustrophobia!” she said, misunderstanding. “Yes, I can appreciate the feeling. I get it myself in crowds and elevators. It never affects me in a plane, though.”
“I imagine I’ll survive.”
She grinned, showing quite large, very white teeth. “I imagine you will.” She pushed one small hand out towards me. “I suppose we’d better introduce ourselves since we’re going all the way together - Beth Philippe.”
“John Sinclair,” I said. My mind was off again, fantasising on the theme of us going all the way together. De Gaulle or not, I was going to have to do something to take the pressure off my glands - and do it soon. Briefly I considered Van Rindt’s recommendation of masturbation as a libido release. But only briefly: it hadn’t stopped him trying to worm his way into Seline’s pants. To get myself under control I decided to find out whether her clothes or her accent was the better indicator of her nationality. “Are you French?”
“American. I was born in Ohio, but I’m working in New York. My father’s family were of French extraction originally - that’s where the name comes from.”
I nodded, marvelling at the American willingness to tell one’s life story to a perfect stranger.
Beth said, “You’re English aren’t you?”
I nodded again and said with English reserve, “Yes.”
“Are you going to New York on business?” That was another American characteristic. Who are you? What are you doing? Where are you going? What’s your line of business. But in my experience, they were never actually nosy. They just liked to be certain of your pigeonhole.
“I’m going on to Washington, actually.”
“Oh - Washington! Are you in politics?”
I gave her a tight little smile and, since it didn’t matter, said, “As a matter of fact, I’m chasing after General de Gaulle.”
A look of open admiration flitted through those warm brown eyes. “That’s high level-politics!” She frowned suddenly. “Hasn’t he retired, though? I thought I read something about it in the papers recently.”
“Yes, he has. Officially. But he’s still quite active.” Active enough to torpedo my job.
“I suppose you never really stop when you’re a man like that.”
“Until you’re dead,” I said.
“Yes, that’s true.”
A little later in the flight they showed us a Doris Day movie which I thoroughly enjoyed. Perversely, I have always considered Doris Day the most erotic of all American film stars, a seething cauldron of potential lust behind the scrubbed facade of clean-cut college girl.
When it finished and we took the earphones off, Beth said, “Have you ever thought much about rabbits, John?”
I hadn’t, of course - who ever thinks anything about rabbits? - and told her so.
The Adventures of Miss Day, which had nothing whatsoever to do with rabbits, appeared to have made her pensive, for she stared dreamily into the middle distance and said, “When I was a little girl, I used to visit my uncle’s rabbit farm. He bred them for the skins, you know, but they kept that from me at the time: I thought he was just a nice man who liked them. He had a wonderful rabbit farm. The hutches were absolutely huge - each one held more than three hundred adult rabbits - and he had them laid out to simulate their natural habitat so they would feel completely at home. But he added little touches of whimsy - he couldn’t really have been in it completely for the money. He had little fairy tale houses, and giant toadstools and quite exquisite models of elves.” She smiled faintly. “Do you know how the rabbits spent most of their time?”
“No,” I said, intrigued.
“Fucking,” Beth told me.
I missed the point of the story completely, but for some reason it stuck in my mind. At least until we landed in New York and I discovered Pan Am had mislaid my luggage.
The news left me both chilled and indecisive. Need I remind you that one suitcase contained, among other things, a self-assembly rifle, a Luger, several hundred rounds of ammunition and a garrotte? This was 1969, some eighteen months before the hijacking of aircraft became an international pastime, so the only thing you had to cope with at airports was Customs. No metal detectors, no security guards, just Customs officials looking for contraband. Many travellers are terrified of Customs men, but I was not among them. The trick behind their amazing ability to sniff out smugglers has been an open secret in the BBC for years. They look at your eyes, and if the pupils dilate you’re hiding something. This is a spontaneous reaction, completely outside conscious control, with an accuracy rating of 98%. But it is directly related to feelings of apprehension and guilt. Since my character changed, I felt neither, so I was certain I could breeze through Customs with no ophthalmic give-away.
But now, with the spotlight on my luggage should it finally turn up, there was, I thought, every chance they might open it and take a poke beneath the shirts and socks. In America, a culture firmly founded on admiration for Billy the Kid, I might have got away with the Luger, the ammunition and the garrotte as necessary for self-defence. But a self-assembly rifle? Since Kennedy’s assassination, it was the one weapon likely to raise eyebrows.
I might easily have walked away had it not been for the fact that my other suitcase, equally mislaid, contained £35,000 in cash. It was my guarantee of mobility, without which I had little chance of ever meeting de Gaulle again, let alone killing him. So I sweated it out.
Beth, to her credit, sweated it out with me, which is to say she kept me company in the bar while airline officials tried to sort things out. She was, I had discovered, a remarkably attractive human being, although I was at a loss to say exactly why. Certainly she had good looks. I had variously imagined her in a bikini, lace underwear and the bottom half of a frogman’s suit (rubber was featuring increasingly in my obsession for some reason) and she looked superb in every one. But it was not looks alone that created the impression. Nor, come to think of it, was it anything she said. Frankly, much of her conversation was asinine. Yet I found her presence comfortable and comforting
“Was there anything terribly important in them?” she asked, referring to the suitcases.
“Nothing vital,” I told her. “The problem is there are a few papers I’ll need in Washington.”
“So you can’t really go on until they turn up?” I could have sworn she sounded pleased.
“I’d prefer to have them with me,” I agreed.
“What will you do if they don’t turn up?”
“They will.” Like nuclear war, it was unthinkable that they should not.
“Supposing...” Beth said hesitantly, “...they don’t turn up before the last flight to Washington?”
I grunted. “Then Pam Am can damn well foot the bill for a decent hotel.”
“I have a flat,” Beth said.



Chapter Eight
I’d never been to New York, but I knew what it looked like from detective series on TV. Oddly, there were no police cars screaming through the streets, or any of those manholes with steam coming out of them, but the skyscrapers were there all right.
We approached Beth’s flat by way of a small, intimate restaurant she recommend Although the recommendation was hers, the idea was mine. If this was to be my first venture into adultery, promiscuity and vice for fourteen years, I wanted to do it in style, with all the glorious preliminaries of soft lights, wine, perhaps a little gypsy music. Besides which I was hungry, a state almost certainly occasioned by worry about the missing luggage.
The restaurant itself was typical of America in that, while owned, staffed and managed by Americans, enormous efforts were taken to make it appear something else - in this case tandoori. Tandoori is a style of cooking evolved in Pakistan which relies mainly on the use of small clay ovens. At its best, it can be superb. Although spicy, it avoids burying the flavour of the food in curry powder the way the Indians do. All of which was fine by me, except that the American staff were dressed in turbans as an aid to ambience. None of this may seem very strange to you, but I was from London and in 1969 people just didn’t do that sort of thing. But, thank God, they were at least male, which meant there was nothing to distract me from Beth.
We were shown to a corner table near the lone sitar player and handed ornate menus depicting the Taj Mahal on the front. (The management apparently hadn’t heard it was located in India.) I chose to sit with my back to the wall, facing the door, since even in my excitement I had not lost touch with the fact that I was now a political assassin and consequently had to be careful.
But there was no doubt my excitement was high.
Beth still had on the skirt, top and blouse she had worn on the plane, but now I felt I could allow my imagination full play, I saw her wearing a flowing peignoir in flame-coloured, semi-transparent silk. Beneath it, I could see hints of lace edging to her black, brief bra and just as black, but even briefer panties. Worn, I might add, with a black lace suspender belt and black, seamed nylon stockings. I could not see her feet beneath the table, but I knew she had on black shoes with stiletto heels.
Having created the outfit, I then imagined her taking it off, item by delightful item, revealing intimate areas of naked flesh until...
“Are you finding it too hot in here?” Beth asked solicitously.
“No - why?”
“You’re sweating.”
“Oh, am I?” I found a handkerchief in a pocket of my safari jacket and wiped my brow. I smiled. “Perhaps it’s being so close to you.” I’d only lost my job, not my old BBC smoothness.
She smiled back. “What will you be like when we get as far as the flat?”
What intrigued me was her obvious interest. I was part of that generation which grew up in a world not only devoid of female emancipation, but devoid of permissiveness and swinging Britain as well. Although I’d lived through the Sixties with their Flower Power, pot and naked rock concerts, they actually arrived too late for me. I consider our sexual attitudes are largely formed in our teens. In my teens, the boys were mad keen for it and the girls pretended they weren’t. What’s more, it was still the height of female fashion to keep your cherry for the man you married. Not all of them did, but all of them pretended they did. An easy lay was someone you got into bed on the seventh date, usually drunk. A woman openly interested in sex was a nymphomaniac and they were so hard to find, I actually dismissed the condition as a myth, like Santa Claus or dragons.
Then came marriage, which was supposed to be an erotic free for all. After our engagement, but before the big day, Seline let me feel her up until my loins went incandescent, but nothing more. Once we were married, anything went as long as I suggested it. For about three months, I was in ecstasy. Then the rot set in. How long can you keep it up for a ventriloquist’s dummy? What made it worse was that she was quite independent outside the sexual arena. I eventually concluded she was more or less disinterested.
In the circumstances, I could hardly believe my luck in finding someone like Beth who was not only beautiful, well built and interested, but prepared to show it, prepared, even, to make the running.
A chilling thought struck me as the waiter arrived to take our order. Was I misreading the signs?
“Kebab for the lady and I’ll have baked rib of beef,” I said. He took a note.
“Ask to see the wine list,” Beth told me.
“And I’d like to see the wine list,” I added.
When the waiter went to get it, Beth whispered, “I always have wine with a meal: it releases my inhibitions.”
Was that a signal capable of being misread? I hardly thought so, but by this stage the worm of doubt had grown into a boa constrictor. Casting around for a way to put the matter delicately, I said casually, “My only pyjamas were in one of the suitcases.”
Beth’s eyes narrowed. “Sleep naked. Everybody does in America.”
I swallowed. “Do you?”
“Your wine list, sir.”
If there is any such thing as a Pakistani wine, I’ve never heard of it and never want to. Those listed were from France and California. I chose a Nuits St George, a full-bodied Burgundy with more than its fair share of alcohol.
“No,” Beth said.
I blinked. “You don’t like Burgundy?” It seemed incredible. I looked around to call the waiter back and was struck by something familiar about a man dining alone near the door. His back was to me so I couldn’t see his face, but the general build rang a bell somewhere.
“I was answering your question,” Beth said. “About sleeping nude.”
Which brought my attention right back where it belonged. “You don’t sleep naked?” I asked foolishly. She was smiling.
“Not always,” she said. She lowered her eyes. “Not tonight.”
The meal was excellent and the wine slipped down like nectar. The warm glow in my stomach helped case away uncertainties.
“I like you a lot, John,” Both said.
Caught with a mouthful of beef, I could only grunt.
“I’m a little bit psychic, you know.” The tip of her tongue slipped out to moisten her lips. “I can sense vibrations from a man.”
I gave up chewing and swallowed. “That’s interesting. What do you get. from me?”
“I’m not trying now. But in the plane...”
“What in the plane? What?”
“I sensed you were a good man - very gentle and kind and powerful. I also sensed you were very turned on.”
One out of four wasn’t too bad for a psychic. “Turned on?” I echoed.
“Here,” Beth said. She reached under the table and stroked my crotch lightly.
I almost had the earliest case of premature ejaculation on record. “Was I right?”.
“Right,” I croaked.
“I like it when I turn a man on like that,” she told me smugly. “That’s why I spoke to you.”
“I see.”
The waiter came to take away the plates. “Would you like some dessert?”
“You can have me for dessert,” Beth whispered.
I swallowed audibly. “Just coffee,” I said. “For two.”
“What do you think of me, John?” Beth asked.
‘I think you’re incredible,” I said honestly. I was vaguely aware I was behaving more like a student on his first date than a manhunter destined to make history. But there was nothing I could do about it; and Beth didn’t seem to mind.
“I’m glad you think that, John. When we’re alone in my flat, I’ll show you just how incredible I can be.”
“You will?”
“I will.”
“Coffee for two.” That damned waiter seemed to be on roller skates.
We drank our coffees staring at one another. I had almost passed beyond the ability to fantasise. Beth asked throatily, “What sort of thing do you like,
John?”
“What sort of thing do I like?” Little Sir Echo was at it again. Van Rindt, I suddenly recalled, used to do the same during analytical sessions:
I’m feeling depressed today, Doctor.
You’re feeling depressed today?
Yes. Do you suppose it might be because of my sexual problems?
You think it might be because of your sexual problems?
Yes.
And so on.
“You look like a man of the world, John. I could tell from the way you walked onto the plane. I willed you to take the seat beside me. I go big for the sophisticated type. I looked at you and I liked what I saw. Are you married?”
Without thinking, I said, “Yes.”
“I thought so. You’re very relaxed with women. That seems to be something only marriage can teach a man. I noticed the casual way you were looking at the stewardesses.”
“You did?” Christ, would I never think of anything to say?
“They were all hot for you, of course, but you were looking at them as if they didn’t exist.”
“Was I?” Was I hell!
“That’s a big turn-on for a gal like me. A little bitty challenge. Here’s a man who has been everywhere, seen everything. What could Beth Philippe from Ohio do that would interest a man like that?” The smile again. “Since you’re married, I figured you would have to go for something different.”
“Different?”
“Not just another woman, John. You’ve had your pick of women for years. I could tell that right away. I mean... different.”
“Different?” I said again. It was the most one-sided conversation I’d ever had in my life.
“Well, there are different positions, of course. But I expect you’ve tried most of them.”
“I have.” At least this time I made it a statement and not a question.
“I thought so. Still, there are so many other things we can do. So very many other things...”
“Such as?” It took me a long time to get the question out, mainly because my heart was pounding and my throat was dry.
“Americans are very good at packaging...” Beth said. “I have some interesting costumes in my flat.”
I couldn’t believe this was happening. Costumes! Maybe if you fantasised often enough and hard enough, the pictures solidified. “Costumes?”
“I must be one of the very few women who still wear stockings nowadays.” Then, lest I could possibly misunderstand, she added, “Stockings, John - not tights.”
“Stockings!” I breathed.
She was looking me directly in the eye. “With garter belts to hold them up.”
“We call them suspender belts in Britain,” I told her, making my first real attribution to the conversation in several minutes.
She ignored it. “Do you like the feel of rubber, John?”
“Is there anything else I can get you?”
For a second I thought her voice had broken, then realised it was the waiter again. I turned to ask him for the bill - I wanted nothing in the world but to get to her flat as fast as possible - and as I did so, the man at the table across the room stood up to leave. He reached the door and glanced back once, briefly. The wings of greying hair were unmistakable. It was Van Rindt!
“You bastard!” I screamed. I leaped to my feet and pushed the waiter to one side. The door closed behind Van Rindt. I was half way across the restaurant before I remembered my weapons were still locked in the lost suitcases. I ran back to grab a knife from the table. That bloody waiter had cleared them all away, efficient bugger. Only a small dessert fork was left. I grabbed it. Even a small dessert fork can be lethal in the hands of an expert.
“Just a minute, Bud!” the waiter said from underneath his turban.
“Shut up or I’ll kill you!” I hissed at him; and though I suspect American waiters are often threatened with violence, he sensed the steel in my tone and dropped back a pace. I shot past him, brandishing the fork, and crashed through the door. There was no-one in the foyer except an expensively dressed black couple coming in to eat. I bore through them like a train and reached the street outside Van Rindt was on the other side of the road, in the process of climbing into a taxi cab.
Throwing caution to the wind, I raced for it, but I was still yards away as it pulled out into the traffic. I sprinted, to the accompaniment of motor horns. The taxi reached a junction and stopped. The gap between me and it narrowed to about ten yards before it turned left into the mainstream. I flung the fork, hoping to puncture a rear wheel, but it went wide and struck an elderly female pedestrian who marched across to berate me roundly for an unwarranted assault. By the time I extricated myself from the old bitch, Van Rindt was well and truly gone.
So, when I returned to the restaurant, was Beth.



Chapter Nine
The suitcases, cleared through Customs but unopened, reappeared the following morning to the accompaniment of profuse and grovelling apologies from an airline representative. He asked me when I would be flying on to Washington. I told him I would let him know.
I was torn three ways now. A part of me wanted to find Beth again - you can fairly easily imagine which part I’m referring to. The conversation in the restaurant still seemed almost unbelievable in retrospect. Stockings? Suspenders? Rubber? The woman was as keen and kinky as I was, a partner so ideal she might have been manufactured in heaven. (I fantasised her playing a harp in the nude, those shapely legs spread on either side of the instrument; and knew she would do it for me in reality, would suggest doing it for me in reality.) I was dying in the desert and had found water. I was starving on the mountain and had found bread. But I’d discovered, had I not, that this man could not live by bread alone. For years I’d tried that system and all it gave me was a chronic case of indigestion. I had been like a person living on a diet deficient in certain vitamins. I had not dropped dead, but as the years went on, I became more and more listless, less and less alive because a vital ingredient was missing. Now I’d found that ingredient and it was called Purpose. I even thought of it with a capital ‘P’. My Purpose was revenge. My Purpose was to hack down ex-President de Gaulle as a woodsman hacks down a troublesome tree. My Purpose was to batter Van Rindt to a messy pulp with the collected works of Freud.
Which led directly to the other legs of my conflict. Should I stay on in New York and hunt down Van Rindt, who was inexplicably at large in this city? Or should I carry on to Washington as originally planned and liquidate de Gaulle?
The decision was not easy. On the one hand, there were two things urging me to remain on in New York - Van Rindt and Beth, not necessarily in that order. On the other, I didn’t know where to find either of them, while locating de Gaulle in Washington should be fairly easy. In theory, all I needed to do was ask the way to the White House, where he was a guest of the President, and I had him.
I struggled with the problem for about half an hour in my hotel room and might have struggled longer had not the maid knocked to ask if she could come in and make the bed. The mental sight of her, naked but for a tiny frilled apron, was more than I could stand. I went downstairs to the lobby and checked through phone books. There was no Beth Philippe listed that I could find. I had no idea where to start looking for Van Rindt.
Then, as I was about to abandon the phone books, a thought struck me. Surely the thing to do was seek professional help? God knows, I had more than enough cash to pay for it. The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. I was a stranger in a strange city. By the time I learned my way around, Van Rindt might well be gone; and Beth, God help me, might well have gone off sex. New York was crawling with private eyes. How much more sensible to have one find them then report back quietly to me in Washington where I would be taking the opportunity to murder Charles and Madame de Gaulle. With the de Gaulles disposed of, I could then return to New York to waste Van Rindt and screw Beth, again not necessarily in that order.
I picked the first investigator listed in the book - his name, remarkably, was Martin Bormann - and phoned for an appointment. By noon, I was standing in his office.
Bormann was Jewish, the irony of which did not strike me for a long time afterwards. I was too bemused by his appearance, which was quite unlike that of any private eye I’d ever seen on television. He reminded me irresistibly of my bank manager, Mr Sullivan - small, fat, bald and middle aged. His office was extremely tidy and his secretary was an elderly woman whom I suspected was his mother. In a way I was glad. If she’d been anything like the sexpot secretaries TV detectives have, I would have been too busy fantasising to brief him properly.
“Listen,” he said as I sat down, “can I get you something to eat?”
“No, thank you,”’ I said.
“Lox? Bagels? It’s almost lunch time.
“No, I’d really prefer not.”
“You’re English, aren’t you?” He fixed me with a gimlet eye. He may have looked like my bank manager, but his personality was considerably more dynamic.
“Yes,” I admitted.
“I could tell by the accent. Maybe you’d like a cup of tea then, some cakes? My moth - my secretary could fix you up real easy.”
“I’d rather get down to business, if you don’t mind - I have a flight to catch to Washington.”
“Oh, sure,” Bormann said. He sounded disappointed.
“I want you to find two people for me. They’re both in New York, but I don’t know where.”
“Yes,” Bormann nodded encouragingly.
“One’s a psychiatrist. The other’s a girl I met on the plane. Do you think you could handle that for me?”
“Handle it?” The elderly secretary had come in unannounced, carrying a tray. “Can he handle it? Can Martin Bormann handle it? Mr Sinclair -” I’d given her my name at reception. “- this boy can handle anything. And very reasonable as well.”
“Listen, Mom,” Bormann said, dropping the pretence she was his secretary “Mr Sinclair doesn’t want to hear about that right now.”
“Doesn’t want to hear about it? Of course he wants to hear about it. You think he has money to burn? Listen, Mr Sinclair, some investigators price themselves right out of the market, but not this boy. Works only for half what he’s really worth. You’ll have your friends back before you’ve noticed they’re missing.” She set the tray down in front of me. “I thought you might be hungry, so I brought you a snack. Couple of sandwiches -”
“Mom -”
“A little lox -”
“Mom -”
“Few pickles -”
“Mom -”
“Some potato chips -”
“Mom, Mr Sinclair says he isn’t hungry. I already asked him.”
“Nice tub of cream cheese, help you keep your weight down.” She turned to her boy. “So you already asked him already? You think maybe he isn’t going to get hungry?” Her tone softened as she turned back to me. “You eat what you want, Mr Sinclair. I’ll bring you coffee in a minute. And don’t you worry about anything - my boy will take care of you.”
After she’d closed the door behind her, Bormann said, “I’m sorry about that. God knows I’ve tried to tell her this is a business office and you don’t run it like you run a home. But she won’t listen.” He sighed and mopped his brow. “These people you’re looking for - you’d better give me their names.” He took a pencil from one desk drawer and a notepad from another. “The guy first.”
“Dr Nicholaas Van Rindt.”
“How do you spell that?”
I spelt it for him.
“He a shrink in New York?”
“London,” I said. Then added as an afterthought, “England.”
“Sounds foreign.”
“I think he’s Dutch, although it doesn’t show.”
“What’s he doing in New York?”
“I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “I saw him in a restaurant last night.”
“What’s the name of the restaurant?”
“The Taj Tandoori.”
“I know it - good kebabs. Does he do a lot of business as a shrink?”
Surprised, I asked, “What’s that got to do with finding him?”
Bormann shrugged. “If he’s rich, he stays at one kind of hotel. If he’s poor, another. You track down a man, these little details are always helpful.”
“Yes. Yes, I see. He’s fairly wealthy.” And his coffers had recently been swelled by three thousand of my money. Or my bank’s money, if you want to quibble, but I was responsible for it.
Bormann made a note. “Anything else you can think of that might be helpful?”
“He may have my wife with him.”
To his credit, he showed no reaction. “What’s her name?”
“Mrs Sinclair.
He glanced up at me with a pained expression. “Her first name.”
“Seline.”
“Classy name. What’s she look like?”
I gave him a general description first of Seline, then of Van Rindt himself.
“That should be the easy one,” Bormann said. “Now the broad you’re looking for: what’s her name?”
“Beth Philippe.”
He glanced up again, less patiently this time. “You putting me on?”
‘Puzzled I said, “No. Why?”
“Beth Philippe is only one of the richest broads in the Big Apple. Owns half of Detroit by proxy. An old dame about sixty? Grey-haired, dresses in trousers?”
“No,” I said. “It can’t be the same one.” I gave him a description of my Beth. Even toned down, it made her sound like Jane Fonda.
“You’re right,” he told me. “It can’t be the same one. You met her on the plane from London?”
“From Paris.”
“Which plane was this?”
I gave him details of the flight.
“Anything else that might be helpful?” Bormann asked as he’d asked about Van Rindt.
I cast around for information. “Her uncle used to own a rabbit farm,” I said eventually.
He looked up at me without comment.
“That’s about all I can tell you,” I said.
“It’s not a lot.” He stared at his notepad. “Not a little, but not a lot.”
“Is it enough?” This seemed to be the only question worth answering.
“Who knows?” Bormann shrugged. “Let me put it to you this way. I think I can find them on what you’ve given me. If not, I’ll get in touch and ask you some more questions. Either way, it’s going to cost you.”
“How much?”
“You can have me day to day for a hundred bucks a day, which includes expenses. Or I come by the week for $500, which saves you $100 since I work a six-day week, only resting on the Sabbath, like God.”
“How long do you estimate it will take to find them?”
“Two, three days. Which isn’t to say I guarantee to find them in two, three days. It’s just to say if I don’t find them in two, three days, I’m not going to find them at all.”
“That’s very honest of you,” I remarked.
Bormann shrugged. “I’m a detective, not a scam artist. Where do I get in touch with you?”
It was the most difficult question he’d asked me. Once I reached Washington, I planned to start covering my trail. Even if de Gaulle’s security was lax now he’d retired, I had no intention of getting myself caught after I killed him. Consequently, once I reached Washington, John Sinclair would mysteriously vanish, to be replaced by a variety of secondary identities. What’s more, I had no idea where I would be staying, under whatever guise. I’d thought I would look around and pick a spot on impulse, making my movements utterly impossible to predict - even by me.
“I think,” I said, “we’d better leave it that I get in touch with you by phone in a couple of days time. I’m not sure yet where I shall be staying.”
“Suits me. You’ll be taking me by the day?”
I nodded. “Yes.”
“Let’s say two days provisional, which is $200. Half in advance okay by you?”
“Yes, perfectly.” I counted out the money on his desk. “Is that it then?”
“That’s it for now.” He stood up as if to show me to the door, then said, “Mind if I ask you something, Mr Sinclair?”
“Not at all.” I was prepared to lie on any subject.
“Is this set up to get evidence for a divorce?”
I couldn’t tell from his tone whether he approved of divorce or not. Or whether he gave a damn one way or the other. So I said carefully, “What makes you ask that, Mr Bormann?”
“You’re looking for a guy who’s shacked up with your wife and also tracking some dame you met up with on a plane. How would that look to you?”
“It would look as though I might be seeking evidence for a divorce,” I agreed.
“Which is what I figured, already. Which is why I brought it up. Just finding them isn’t going to be enough in some States. Others it’s going to be too much. Some States you have to find them staying together overnight in the same hotel room. Some States you practically have to have a picture of them engaged in sodomy. Some States you just have to wave enough money and it all happens.”
“I’m not planning to get divorced in the States,” I said.
“Believe me, you’re wise. They allow alimony here like you wouldn’t believe.” A pensive look crossed his features. “Now me, I went one better. I never got married in the first place. If I wasn’t Jewish, at my age that would make me a queer. But nobody believes in Jewish queers. They find you’re Jewish and they figure you have some angle for making money out of it. So they figure I’m somehow making more money because I’m not married. Which is true, but has nothing to do with it.” He shook his head sadly. “It shows you the way people think. Once they have you in a slot, they can’t see outside it. No matter what you do, they still believe you’re doing what they think you should be doing.” He closed his eyes briefly, as if preparing himself to face news of a Californian earthquake, then opened the door and called, “Mom - Mr Sinclair is leaving now.”
She materialised instantly. “But you haven’t had your coffee, Mr Sinclair. Isn’t that a shame.” Her eyes lit on the untouched tray. “And you’ve hardly touched your snack.” She turned to Bormann. “He eats like a bird, which is an example you might follow, Martin, so you lose a little weight. Look at Mr Sinclair have you ever seen such a figure of a man?”
I left them to it. As I closed the door, I heard her ask, “Did you remember to take an advance, Martin? Even from a nice man like Mr Sinclair it’s important to take an advance. Everybody gotta eat.”



Chapter Ten
The first thing I did after the Washington plane touched down was to search out the Hertz desk to pick up the car I’d booked by phone. It wasn’t hard to find, but as I approached I was startled to discover the girl behind it was quite naked except for a cute little peaked cap with ‘HERTZ’ written round the brims That’s to say she really actually was naked: I wasn’t just imagining her so.
At any other time, I’d probably have been quite taken by this example of American promotional zeal. Indeed, it was one thing about the States I’d been vaguely looking forward to, having read of topless waitresses in Los Angeles and nude weddings to publicise a hotel in New York. But just now, I was trying to keep my mind off sex since my mission to rid the world of de Gaulle had taken on a distinct sense of urgency.
The problem, as I’d only just discovered from the papers, was that Mon General was on a five-day visit. He’d arrived the day I landed in Paris and what with travelling, losing luggage and hiring Martin Bormann, I’d already blown three and a half of those days. So I had to make the hit this afternoon, or at latest tomorrow, otherwise I’d have to chase after him on the next leg of what was looking like an unofficial world tour.
Thus I had dozed on the flight to Washington, making strenuous efforts not to look at the air hostesses and mentally repeating nursery rhymes to stop myself fantasising about Beth. The latter was the main problem. Now that she’d vanished she was doubly desirable and the thought of what we might have done together was like a flagellant’s whip.
The sheer effort involved had left me shaken and a little edgy - similar in many respects to the effects of jet lag - so that I would really have preferred to rent my car from a crabby old lady in a boiler suit than the naked twenty-two-year-old employed by Hertz.
In fact, despite the phone booking, I more or less decided to give my business to Avis before I noticed that the Avis girl, stationed at the desk next door, was also nude. Presumably these two great companies had gone to war with all the weapons at their command. Although oddly enough, neither seemed to be doing more than an average volume of business, convincing proof, I thought, that American males must be at least partly constructed from plastic.
Should I go National? The National desk was a little distance from the other two and consequently harder to find; and no solution to my problem when I did find it. The National girl was not naked. Which is to say not quite naked. She was wearing thigh-length boots and long black gloves. National, it seemed, was pitching for the kinky trade.
So back I went to Hertz and there discovered something profoundly disturbing. The Hertz girl, whom I had examined naked only moments earlier, was now fully dressed in the neat Hertz company uniform. A sideways glance told me the Avis girl was also decently attired.
“Excuse me,” I said, puzzled, “but did you have a special promotion running just now?”
The Hertz girl smiled at me brightly but blankly. “Promotion, sir?”
“Yes,” I said, “you know... “ In the face of her blankness, I was suddenly embarrassed.
“Oh,” she said suddenly, “you mean our special businessman’s discount!”
I didn’t, but I let it go. When she investigated, she found I didn’t qualify for it anyway. After we’d gone through the formalities and I’d collected my keys along with directions to the car itself, I slipped next door to the Avis stand.
“I don’t want to rent anything,” I told the Avis girl.
“That’s quite all right, sir,” she said; and waited.
She looked a bit more friendly than the Hertz girl so I asked, all in a rush, “Were you working in the nude a few minutes age? As a publicity stunt?”
For a moment I thought she might call the police and put paid to all my scheme for de Gaulle, but they she grinned abruptly. “I’m afraid we don’t try all that harder, sir.”
Which only left National. Sure enough, when I got there, the National girl was wearing a uniform which did not include either gloves or thigh length boots. Unwilling to risk trouble by asking her directly, I approached a fat man sitting on a suitcase. There was a hula dancer painted on his tie, so I imagined he must be fairly liberated.
“May I ask you a question, sir?” I inquired in my best Irish accent.
He glanced at me without expression. “Sure, Father - go ahead.”
(I realise now I have neglected to mention that I was travelling in the guise of a Roman Catholic priest - one of the many disguises I planned to adopt in Washington to aid me in the murder of de Gaulle. It may have lost me the businessman’s discount, but on reflection, it probably stopped the Avis girl calling a cop.)
“The young lady at the National Rent-a-Car desk - was she working in... ah... costume a moment ago?”
“Didn’t notice,” he admitted.
“Were you looking at her?”
“Yea, I was looking at her some. No sin in that, is there?” He frowned suddenly and repeated, “Is there?”
“No,” I said. “I was just wondering.”
“Had on the same as she has now,” he told me.
The car I rented was small by American standards and gigantic by European. It was also packed with interesting refinements like a cassette player and electrically operated windows. But as I drove into the city, I played with none of them. There was only one rational explanation for my recent experience: I had hallucinated.
Van Rindt had once defined hallucination as ‘the externalisation of unconscious contents’, psychiatric jargon for the fact that you suddenly see something outside your head that actually only exists inside it. In other words, my obsession had grown too great for my mind to hold it, so that now, instead of simply imagining naked women, I was imagining I actually saw them. I was disturb rather than deeply worried. Van Rindt had quoted Jung as saying hallucinations are far more common than most people think. The thing is, you only notice if they’re unusual or bizarre. If you hallucinate an ashtray on a table, the chances are you never find out you were hallucinating. Your hallucination is just part of the furniture.
But what disturbed me was the utter reality of the experience. There was nothing misty, ghost-like or nebulous about the rent-a-car girls. They looked exactly as three naked girls should look. The one from National even had an appendectomy scar on her abdomen.
How far would this go, I wondered. Would I end up seeing naked women everywhere? The prospect had some appeal, but there was no doubt it would distract me from my Purpose. Furthermore, what would happen if I had the luck to stumble on a woman who was genuinely naked? A girl changing on the beach, for example, or the honorary secretary of a nudist colony? Would I see her as a skeleton? Or would the whole process go into reverse so that I perceived her fully dressed? Questions of this type were no less worrying for being insoluble.
If there was one comforting aspect to the whole thing, it was the realisation that, however powerful these hallucinations became, they would surely vanish for good once I had regulated my sex life to less frustrating levels. In psychological terms, the hallucinations were not a new development, merely an extension of an existing condition. A superior sort of fantasising, if you like.
I forced the problem from my mind and drove onwards. Americans may recognise essential differences between New York and Washington, but I could not. Tall buildings, heavy traffic, far too many people seemed sufficient to describe them both. Although Washington has a noticeable preponderance of very neat, well-built young men in conservative suits and short haircuts, presumably employees of the various Government departments and the C.I.A.
I found a motel and checked in under the name of Father Ignatius O’Rourke, S.J. In the chalet, I drew the curtains and checked over my armaments, practising the movements necessary to put together and demolish my rifle. Then I crept up on a standard lamp and strangled it with my garrotte. There seemed no doubt at all I had the touch for murder. It occurred to me I did not know if the guns would actually fire. The thought expanded instantly into a nagging worry. I’d bought them both from a very shady character in London’s East End (following the police sergeant’s advice that this was the place to find real villains) and it was entirely possible that he had dishonestly sold me duds. I thought about it and decided a test was necessary.
Since I was understandably wary of carrying the rifle outside, I loaded the Luger. A quick inspection showed me the lot was empty, so I went outside and shot an ornamental tree, then dropped the pistol into one pocket and took a missal from another, pretending to study it deeply. A young woman emerged from a nearby chalet, a puzzled expression on her face. To my relief I saw she was fully dressed in sweater and jeans.
“Say, Father, did you hear somebody shooting just then?”
I smiled at her benignly. “A car backfiring, my child.” Then, as a realisation struck me, my smile died. I recalled my earlier train of thought as I’d tried to analyse my hallucinations involving the rent-a-car girls. I had wondered then what might happen if I met a genuinely naked woman. The only two options seemed to be that she would appear as some sort of X-ray, or, in some sort of reverse hallucination, appear fully dressed. Did the fact that this young woman appeared fully dressed mean she was actually naked? Normally I wouldn’t have worried. When I wasn’t hallucinating I saw women fully dressed all the time. This was why, if they were pretty, I had to make the mental effort of imagining them stripped. But this girl, who wasn’t exactly pretty, but was no dog either, had rushed from a motel chalet in response to a gunshot. In such a situation and in such an emergency, she might well have forgotten to put on her clothes, having just emerged, for example, from the shower. I squinted at her in an attempt to detect dampness, then cunningly put the whole thing to the test by remarking, “Nice sweater.”
“Yeah,” she said and went back inside without another word.
I did likewise. Trying out the rifle would have to wait, although I was less worried about it now than I had been. If the Luger worked, chances were the rifle would work too. Besides - I glanced at the standard lamp - there was a good chance I would not need either.
I sat down on the bed to review my plans.
They were based on a fairly simple premise. All I had to do was gain access to the Oval Office of the White House. The following afternoon, according to the Washington Post, de Gaulle and his good lady would attend a Presentation of Certificates to a small group of charitable workers who had lost relatives in France during the war. It was to be a simple, moving ceremony, a description I took to mean that apart from the principals, very few other people would be present. But few or not, one of them would be me.
Once within the privacy of the Oval Office, I planned to play the actual assassination by ear, although I had tentatively decided to shoot de Gaulle and garrotte his wife. Afterwards, escape would be no great problem since I would have President Johnson as my hostage. Once clear, I could ditch him to walk home, change my identity again and proceed back to New York where, hopefully, Bormann would have Van Rindt set up for me. If the plan appears naive to your sophisticated eye, I have to remind you for the umpteenth time that this was 1969. The world was innocent then, comparatively speaking. Hannibal Lector had not been invented. John F. Kennedy who, we now know, bonked every girl in sight, was still remembered as a clean-cut, moral, all-American college kid who somehow occupied the White House. Security had tightened since they shot him, but it wasn’t the paranoid science-fiction nightmare it is today. I reckoned that a combination of surprise, cunning and good old British deering-do would let me get away with it. James Bond seemed to manage quite well on the formula and you should remember that while From Russia With Love was on the screens of London in 1965, Bond was still best known from the books, which were a lot less high tech and tricky than the movies.
The thought of Bormann prompted me to place a call to New York. When he came on the line I said, “John Sinclair here. Any news for me?”
“Why are you talking with an Irish accent?” Bormann asked.
I realised I had sunk too deeply into my role of Ignatius O’Rourke. “I’m not,” I said, reverting to my normal tones. “It must be a bad line.”
“Yea,” he said, “you’re clearer now. Listen, I think I’ve tracked down your shrink.”
“Van Rindt?”
“There’s a Dr Nicholaas Van Rindt staying at the Hilton.”
“Are you sure it’s the right one?” I asked cautiously. I was aware that after assassinating de Gaulle and holding the American President hostage, my time in the country would have to be severely limited. I had no intention of wasting any of it on a wild goose chase.
“Can’t be many of them with a name like that. But don’t worry - I plan to check him out thoroughly.”
“You’ve done very well, Mr Bormann,” I said gratefully.
“So my mother keeps telling me.”
“Any leads on Miss Philippe?”
“I’m still working on it,” Bormann said shortly.
I hung up in a state of high elation. Everything was moving forward smoothly as, somehow, I had known it would.



Chapter Eleven
The following morning, early, I went off to assault a nun.
This was not, as you can imagine, a random impulse, but part of my master plan to reach de Gaulle later in the day. One of the charitable workers scheduled to meet the President was, according to the paper, Sister Marie Therese, Mother Superior of the Third Washington Order of the Sisters of Mercy. Since the faces of nuns are not particularly well-known outside the cloister, and the habit they wear voluminous enough to cover a multitude of sins, it seemed to me logical that if I could put Sister Marie Therese quietly out of the way for a while, it would be no great trick to take her place.
I approached the convent obliquely, to spy out the lay of the land. Like most such institutions, it nestled in its own extensive grounds, surrounded by a high stone wall. I noticed a sign which said:
TRESPASSERS
WILL BE PROSECUTED
WITH THE UTMOST RIGOR
OF THE LAW
Signed: Sisters of Mercy
Since I had no intention of trespassing, I ignored it. But I did examine the wall with care. I’d soon have to climb it (almost certainly in drag) and I wanted to be sure it was within my capabilities. In fact it looked fairly easy, as rough stone walls often are. Broken bottles had been mortared in to the top, but a couple of thicknesses of cloth - my jacket, for example - should prevent serious injury if thrown across them.
A little easier in my mind, I climbed back into the car and drove boldly to the front gate. A thought struck me at the last possible second, so that I backed off and drove away. If I brought the car inside, I would have to drive it out through that gate again, otherwise I’d have nothing on hand for my getaway. But if I drove the car away, I’d have nowhere to hide the denuded remains of the Mother Superior. I planned, briefly, to lure her into the grounds, strip her of her habit, truss her like a chicken and bundle her into the boot of the car, which I would then park as unobtrusively as possible within the convent grounds and abandon.
I doubted if her fellow nuns would miss the old bat for quite some time, they being trained to get on with things and mind their own business. Once she was missed, I doubted if they would think of looking in the car boot. With a bit of luck, they might decide to check up on the car before tampering with it, in which case, Hertz would certainly tell them it was the temporary property of Father Ignatius O’Rourke, information that should send them into a dither for hours. By the time the confusion stopped, de Gaulle would be butcher’s meat.
The drawback with this plan, I now realised, was that after I nicked over the wall wearing the abba of Sister Marie Therese, I would have to walk to the White House. The prospect held no appeal at all, especially since speed was obviously essential in getting away from the convent once the deed was done. I had a second car - and driver - laid on for the afternoon and for a moment I toyed with the idea of having it come down and wait for me. But I doubted if the driver would take well to a Mother Superior who appeared over the top of the wall of her own convent. There seemed only one other thing to do and I did it.
I drove up to the gate again in my stolen Mercedes and honked the horn imperially. Since nuns rely on the Lord to protect them, I didn’t expect convent security to be up to much. I was right. The gatekeeper accepted me as Father Ignatius O’Rourke on no more than my say-so and the clerical collar. I told her I’d come on an urgent mission from the Cardinal and she waved me through without asking Cardinal who - which was just as well since I hadn’t the least idea who the Cardinal of Washington might be. The only nasty moment she gave me was when I first caught sight of her. She was a tiny nun, no more than five foot tall. It occurred to me then that if Sister Marie Therese was also tiny, her habit might not fit me. This may seem a fairly basic point in retrospect, but I can only say I hadn’t thought of it until then.
But if the Mother Superior was another midget, it was too late to worry about it now. I pulled the car in behind the first clump of busies I came to, and swiftly changed my identity to that of Milton Trench, a man not unlike my former self in that he was clean cut and conservatively dressed, with a neatly starched collar and sober tie. I then drove up to the main building and inquired after the Mother Superior.
I don’t know if you’ve ever been inside a convent, but they’re fairly well organised nowadays. This one had a reception office for visitors, staffed by a neat young Sister who, in different garb, wouldn’t have looked out of place guarding the portals to an advertising agency. Despite her pleasing appearance, she was a lot tougher than the gatekeeper - although this may have been because I was no longer a priest.
“I’m afraid Sister Marie Therese can’t see anyone today. What is the nature of your business?”
I smiled at her, my old BBC Smoothie smile. “Security, Ma’am,” I said through my nose to simulate an American accent. I flashed my BBC Identification Card, suitably doctored. It would have fooled nobody at close quarters, but as I expected, she didn’t try to examine it closely. “Milton Trench, C.I.A.”
“C.I.A?” she echoed. I could see from her expression she was suitably impressed. “Is this to do with her visit to the President?”
“That’s it, Ma’am,” I agreed. I glanced both ways, as C.I.A. men do in movies. “Let’s keep our voices down, Ma’am, if you don’t mind.”
“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, of course.”
“Now,” I said briskly. “The Mother Superior is due at the White House at 2.30 - right?”
“I’m not sure. I thought it was three.”
“Three o’clock she meets the President. She should get there half an hour in advance.” My smoothie smile again. “Wouldn’t do to keep the President waiting, would it?”
“Oh, no indeed.” She might have been young and attractive, but she was nun through and through. They take everything seriously, but especially punctuality.
“Okay,” I said, “before she meets the President and before she comes to the White House, she needs to be briefed on what’s going to happen.”
“And that’s your job?”
I shook my head solemnly. “No, Ma’am. My job is security. I’m here to check her out.”
If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my lifetime it’s that the really big lies are the ones that get believed. Goebbels made the same discovery in Nazi Germany. All the same, she couldn’t hide her astonishment as she echoed, “Check her out?”
“Only doing my job, Ma’am. How well do you know her?”
“The Mother Superior?”
“That’s who we’re discussing, Ma’am.”
“I don’t know. I mean, I don’t know what you want to know about her.”
“Has she ever been a member of the Communist Party, Ma’am?”
“The Mother Superior?”
“Ku Klux Klan? Any urban guerrilla group? Subversive movements? Has she ever preached sedition in your hearing? Tried to recruit nuns for the overthrow of the U.S. Government?”
“Mr -” She searched her memory and found the name. “- Trench, are you serious?”
I had, of course, been carried away, a dangerous thing to happen when you’re engaged in assassinating de Gaulle. To retrieve the situation, I said wryly, “I know it sounds pretty silly in the circumstances, but we’re obliged to ask these questions about everybody who visits the President. I guess when they made the rules, they didn’t think to exclude nuns.”
“Well,” said the reception nun with feeling, “you can take it from me our Mother Superior is neither communist nor subversive.” She smiled to show she appreciated I was doing a difficult and sometimes dangerous job. “Is that all you want to know?”
“No, Ma’am. I’m afraid I have to ask to see Sister Marie Therese herself.”
“More regulations, Mr Trench?” She’d obviously pigeonholed me as a Governments twit, which was fine by me since it left her less suspicious.
“Afraid so, Ma’am.”
“Well, regulations or not, Mr Trench, you may have to wait a while. Sister Marie Therese always takes a little walk in the grounds at this time. She enjoys feeling close to nature while she meditates and prays.”
That was an unexpected bonus. I wouldn’t have to lure her from the building. “In that case, maybe you can tell me what part of the grounds she likes to walk in and I’ll slip across quietly and get the whole thing over with so she won’t have to be disturbed any more.”
“It’s a little difficult to explain, Mr Trench, but if you give me a moment I should be pleased to accompany you.”
She over-rode my protests with that horrifying single-minded determination only the truly innocent can generate. An internal phone call produced another Sister to man the reception desk and off we went together.
“I am Sister Martha, by the way,” she introduced herself belatedly. The name didn’t suit her, but nuns seldom have names like Gloria or Lauren.
“Nice to meet you,” I told her, which was a lie despite her looks. The thing was I needed to see the Mother Superior alone. Not even the Mercedes company itself had ever claimed their car boots would hold two nuns in comfort.
The convent grounds were extensive and beautifully kept, providing vistas of rolling lawns, copses, shrubs and even smallish woods. There was no doubt that if you didn’t know your way around, the difficulties of finding a wandering Mother Superior would have been quite considerable.
“I wonder,” said Sister Martha, “if I might ask you a favour, Mr Trench?”
“Yes, certainly,” I said absently. My mind was still on the problem of getting rid of her once we’d reached my victim.
“Would you mind awfully letting me see your gun?”
When it sank through, I actually stopped walking. “My gun?” In the instant, I’d recalled a theory of Van Rindt that handguns - in common with candles, church spires, Cleopatra’s Needle and the Eiffel Tower - were phallic symbols. Had the symbolism emerged into the American language? Was it possible Sister Martha was coming on to me?
“You do carry one, don’t you? I thought all C.I.A. men were armed.”
I felt relief flow through me. Her interest was really in the firearm after all. “They are - we are. What do you want to see it for?” Fortunately I had the Luger. It wasn’t exactly standard issue for the C.I.A. - more suitable for the Gestapo really - but I doubted she would know the difference.
She smiled depreciatingly. “It’s childish, I know, but we lead such a sheltered life here. It could be the only chance I’ll ever have.”
I didn’t understand a word of it, but I produced the Luger anyway. “There you are.”
Sister Martha stared at it, a small frown on her face. “I thought the Colt 38 was standard issue to the C.I.A.”
I blinked, but recovered quickly. “Except in special circumstances. This is a German Luger,”
“I know,” she said.
We passed out of sight of the main building and stopped in the shade of a large chestnut tree. I allowed myself just the briefest fantasy on what it would be like to goose a nun. Sister Martha really was remarkably attractive.
“Is it loaded?” she asked.
I nodded. “Never know when we might have cause to use it.”
“Even in a convent,” she said smiling.
I smiled back, while inside my head the fantasy hotted up a bit.
“Do your regulations permit you to let me hold it?”
For one heart-stopping instant I had the lunatic idea she’d suddenly tuned in to my fantasy, then I realised she meant the gun. “Not really,” I said. “But -” I glanced around me. “- in this case I think we can safely ignore regulations.” I was, in fact, recalling a little homily Van Rindt had once delivered on the subject of women and guns. They were, he said, quite fascinated by pistols. This was in line with the theory I’ve just mentioned that guns, like hosepipes, were equated symbolically with the male penis. Had I then begun I stir Sister Martha’s sexuality? The thought was rather flattering, even if her reaction was symbolic rather than overt. I handed her the Luger.
She snapped off the safety catch like an expert. “All right, Mr Trench or whatever your real name is - turn round and place your hands against the trunk of the tree.”
I stared at her blankly. The Luger was pointing right between my eyes without even a suggestion of a tremor. “Now Sister Martha -” I began.
“Save your breath, buster,” Sister Martha advised me. “That phoney ID. didn’t fool me for a minute. Nor your phoney accent. You think just because I’m a nun I’m a fool? Up against the tree!”
The look in her eye and the tone of her voice stopped any arguments I might have had stone dead. I turned and placed my hands on the tree. To my astonishment, she frisked me with the expertise of Kojak.
“Can I turn round now?” I asked.
“Slowly,” Sister Martha warned.
I turned round slowly. “What happens now?”
“We go find the Mother Superior. She can decide what to do with you.”
I never felt such an idiot in all my life, but there was nothing I could do except wait. Common sense told me a nun couldn’t be all I hat expert with a gun - although Martha looked as if she’d been born with a Luger in her fist - so that sooner or later she was bound to make a mistake. When she did, I would move with the speed of a striking snake. How could this poor child know she was dealing with the man destined to eliminate de Gaulle?
We found the Mother Superior beside an extensive ornamental lake. She was not, incidentally, a midget. In point of fact, she was rather large, although age had given her face the appearance of a prune. She watched us approach impassively. “Another Peeping Tom, Sister Martha?”
‘I don’t think so, Mother Superior,” Martha said. “He came in pretending to be with the C.I.A. He knew all about your business at the White House.”
“I shouldn’t lay too much store by that, my child. It was in the newspapers.” She turned her eyes on me. “Now, young man, what have you to say for yourself?”
“Nothing,” I said.
“In that case, you may have something to say to the police. Sister Martha, would you be kind enough to phone them?”
“Yes, Mother Superior,” Martha said.
“I shall keep him here, out of the way of the Sisters.”
“Yes, Mother Superior,” Martha said again. It was obviously a familiar enough routine (God knows how many prowlers they must have dealt with in this way) because Martha handed over the gun quite automatically.
And at that point I moved with the speed of a striking snake. I dived and snatched the gun, ramming Sister Martha with my shoulder. I regretted having to do it to so lovely a young woman, but there was no alternative. She was a shade more solid than I’d anticipated so that the Luger jerked out of my hand and fell with a plop in the lake. Martha went down, striking her head against a small stone shrine to the Holy Virgin Mary and her eyes rolled upwards. At a glance I estimated she would be out of the action for at least ten minutes and probably longer - more than enough time for what I had to do.
I recovered my balance. “Now, Mother,” I said, “I’m not going to hurt you, so you can save us both a lot of trouble by keeping quite still.” I fumbled in my pocket for the length of nylon cord I planned to use to tie her and as I brought it out, she kicked me in the crotch
The pain was excruciating, but as I doubled up all I really felt was surprise. Which changed to astonishment when the old bag straight-fingered me on a nerve-point in the shoulder. I collapsed in a heap and watched in wracked amazement as she hitched up her habit and came at me with a flying drop-kick. I rolled at the last possible second, but she spun round in a wonderfully fluid movement and came at me again. It was unbelievable, but I recognised the sequences she was using from a film I’d once seen on the training of Korean commandos. Of all the people in the world I might have picked to overpower, I bad chosen a nun who knew karate.



Chapter Twelve
I got away from the old rat-bag eventually, but not before she’d broken my left arm. Between that and the fact my Luger was now rusting at the bottom of her ornamental lake, it struck me as a very bad beginning to my day of destiny. I should have had more faith, for my luck changed quite quickly.
If America has one saving grace, it’s that money really counts. If you have it, you can make things move; and if you have a lot of it, you can make them move fast. Hence, no later than mid-morning, I was sitting on a couch in Washington’s Belvodine Hospital watching while a friendly young black intern put the finishing touches to my cast.
“You got a clean break there, sir,” he told me cheerfully, “so you shouldn’t have any complications. It may start to itch a bit when the bones begin to knit, but I can give you some tablets to take your mind of it. And some pain-killers in case there are any twinges.” He pushed me gently back down on the couch. “Now, let’s make sure nothing else needs looking at.”
He began to prod my ‘abdomen with firm, sure fingers. I was stripped to the waist and a mass of noticeable-bruises. Why Johnson didn’t send Sister Marie Therese in to clean up Vietnam was beyond me.
“Your ribs are fine,” the doctor told me. He pressed. “Any pain here?”
“I’m all sore,” I told him honestly.
“Yea, but any special pain?”
“No.”
“How about here, Mr Reichmann?” I’d signed myself in as Karl Reichmann, a Swiss financier with the misfortune to have fallen out of a tourist coach.
“No.”
“Or here?”
“No.”
He straightened up. “Well, the internal organs seem to be in one piece. We’ll take X-rays, of course, just to be sure.”
“That won’t be necessary,” I said in my clipped Germanic accent. I didn’t have time for X-rays, although how I was going to get to de Gaulle now was something I hadn’t quite worked out.
“That’s your decision, sir, and your privilege. But if any pain develops - kidneys, liver, stomach, heart, spleen - don’t wait around. Get right back in here and we’ll check it out.”
A blonde nurse walked briskly past and without thinking I fantasised she was wearing only a pair of white see-through briefs. My reaction to the thought brought a painful reminder of the Mother Superior’s first well-placed kick. “Would you now check my generative organs, doctor?” I requested stiffly. “I am fearing they may have suffered damage.”
“Sure.” He pulled screens round the couch to spare the blushes of the nurses and eased down my trousers. “Well,” he said, “you’ve still got two of everything you need. Some bruising, though - I shouldn’t do any running for a day or two.” He frowned. “Did your penis always bend like that?”
“Yes,” I told him. “A professor in Zurich has told me it is no more than the loss of skin elasticity on one side.”
“That would do it all right.” He gave me a last professional glance and said, “Well, I think you can safely get dressed now. I’ve done about all I can for you.”
Getting dressed took a little time in my delicate condition, but since I was a paying customer, he stayed around to keep me company; or perhaps just make sure I didn’t leave without asking for the bill. “You know, sir,” he said pensively, “the longer I work in Casualty, the more I get to thinking accidents come in cycles.”
“Really?” I said, more or less disinterested at this stage.
“Happens all the time. You mightn’t see a knife wound in months, then one comes in and the next thing you’re treating knife wounds every day for weeks. Or broken feet. You get them a lot of big building sites. Somebody gets careless and drops a concrete block. Get one workman in with that problem and you get a dozen lining up right after him. Now take your case - “
“Excuse me, please. Would you help me with my tie?”
“Sure.” He’d obviously been asked to do it before because he was an expert. “Now take your case,” he said again. “How often do you think somebody’s likely to fall out of a coach and hurt themselves badly enough to need hospital treatment? Once a year? Twice a year maybe in a city this size? Let me tell you, sir, this very morning we had an old soldier in with multiple rib fractures from falling from a coach. And now you, with bruises and a broken arm from the same thing.” He grinned, a dazzling slash of white against the black skin. “But at least you don’t have to see the President bandaged like a mummy.”
On the instant, my mind grew crystal clear and razor sharp. “What?” I said.
“You got it, sir. He has an appointment with the President of the United States this very afternoon to get some charity certificate. And he’d going to turn up there looking like the ghost of Tutankhamen.” He shook his head. “Man, that’s something I’d really like to see.”
“Who is he, this man?” I asked casually.
The doctor finished knotting my tie. “Can’t tell you that, Mr Reichmann. Medical ethics.”
It made no difference. I had a mental file on every human being in the presentation party and there was only one old soldier amongst them. His name was General George Ivimy.
General George Ivimy Retd., that is, thank God. His address, a suburban villa by the sound of it, was printed in a phone book in the hospital lobby. I made a, mental note, then went out to the car where I sat and thought.
The loss of an arm was fairly serious in the circumstances. It ruled out the garrotte completely, for one thing, and made the use of the rifle damn near impossible. Which left the Luger, except that the Luger was nestling at the bottom of the convent lake, guarded by that cloistered dragon. (I hadn’t bested her, hadn’t come remotely close to besting her. Our bout of unarmed combat came to an end when I ran for my life, my broken arm hurting like hell. She’d even tried to chase me, but desperation gave me wings.) I had a variety of lethal knives, of course, but a knife wasn’t quite the thing for the sort of situation I was getting into. A handgun was certainly what was needed, but nothing on God’s earth would have persuaded me to brave the Mother Superior again.
Had Washington an East End, I wondered? A villainous quarter like that of London where you could buy things to kill off old politicians? Then it struck me like a thunderbolt. I was in the Land of the free now, a culture moulded on the myth of Billy the Kid. I didn’t need an East End or any other end. All I needed was a gun shop. In America, it was a God-given right to carry arms. A man had to protect himself against Indians, didn’t he?
Not knowing where to find a gun shop, I cruised around until I saw a policeman and asked him. He directed me without a second thought.
It proved less easy than I thought. The place was full of low-calibre hunting rifles, but when I asked for a handgun, the storekeeper sucked his teeth. He had the sort of deep, slow drawl I associate with Kentucky so I had trouble figuring out exactly what the problem was. But I had less trouble figuring out the solution. I simply took out a thick wad of dollar bills and began to count them quietly. He grinned and took me to a back room where I chose the sort of snub-nosed little revolver much favoured by television detectives (Had Bormann found nothing yet?) and though in Washington you needed a licence, the fact that it was possible to buy guns mail order made it all a bit nonsensical, as the shopkeeper agreed. (At least I think he was agreeing. Time still had not attuned my ear to his accent.) I confessed I had stupidly left my licence at home and convinced him of my honesty by adding a $25 bribe to the price of the gun. Then I bought a large supply of shells.
“Looks like you’re in for a bit of target practice this weekend.” the shopkeeper said, lapsing suddenly into comprehensible English.
“Not really - I’m just planning to assassinate General de Gaulle.”
He roared with laughter.
Outside in the car, I loaded the revolver, pushed on the safety catch and dropped it in the side pocket of my jacket. I tried to glance at my watch before remembering my left arm was in plaster. I stared at the cast stupidly until it occurred to me I’d stowed my watch away safely in my breast pocket. I fished it out to discover it was almost noon. Time was running out. Not only did I have to take care of Ivimy, the Tutankhamen General, but I also had to have a bite of lunch before my 2.30 pm appointment at the White House, I’d be damned if I was going to assassinate de Gaulle on an empty stomach.
It took me almost half an hour to find the home of General George Ivimy.
It was, as I’d suspected, a suburban villa. But to give the Yanks their due, they did these things in rather better style than London. The house was a long, low ranch type, set back off the road in a quiet tree-lined cul-de-sac. I pulled up outside, praying he might be alone. I had no worries about recognising him. How many old men do you see bandaged from head to foot?
I reached into the glove compartment and took out the package I’d bought earlier. Not the gun, which, you may remember, was in my pocket, but another package. I should like you to believe I bought it specifically for the job in hand, but for the sake of honesty I must admit such was not the case. This package contained an inflatable woman. I bought it, in a fit of wild frustration, from a late-night sex-shop in New York after Beth disappeared. The sales assistant assured me it was ‘complete in every detail’ and threw in a tube of special lubricating-cream to make it more comfortable in use. What he didn’t mention was that you needed a bicycle pump to blow it up. By the time I found an hotel and inflated the damn thing by mouth, I was too exhausted to do anything but fall asleep. And since I hadn’t sealed the valve properly, it had reverted to a crumpled heap of flesh-coloured vinyl by morning.
This time, however, I had a bicycle pump. I screwed it into the valve and a few frantic minutes later I’d been joined in the car by an excellent simulacrum of a stark-naked redhead with nylon pubic hair. I waited until the street was empty of pedestrians, then carried her out - she wasn’t very heavy - and stuffed her under the front wheels of the car with her legs poking out. Then I ran up to General Ivimy’s door and hammered furiously.
I was in luck. It was opened eventually by the General himself, bandaged as my Belvodine doctor had promised, from head to foot and using a crutch.
“Sir! Sir!” I cried. “There’s been an accident!”
A raw voice emerged from a hole in the bandages. “Are you trying to be funny, son?” Then, as he caught sight of the cast on my arm: “Jeese I’m sorry - I thought you meant me.”
“No, not my arm - there! Out there on the road!”
He followed my pointing finger. “Jesus H. Christ!” he exclaimed.
“There was nothing I could do,” I babbled. ‘I was driving along at thirty miles an hour when she ran out from behind a tree and threw herself under my car!”
“That broad’s naked,” the General said. He began to hobble down his driveway as fast as his crutch would permit. “Stark naked, by God. Was she naked when she threw herself under?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I really didn’t notice.”
“What are you, son - a queer?” General George Ivimy asked me.
We reached the car together and he abandoned his crutch to sink to his bandaged knees, the better to inspect the naked woman beneath my car. After a moment, he reached out and touched her. His voice took on a note of outrage. “What the hell is this? It’s a doll!” But by then I had the snub-nosed Colt poked in his ear,
“It’s all right, General, I said quietly. “We’re going for a little ride.”



Chapter Thirteen
The doctors at the psychiatric nursing home were remarkably understanding after I’d donated £1,000 to their building fund. I explained my poor old Dad was suffering from delusions of grandeur, believing himself to be a General in the U.S. Army, then left Ivimy - minus his credentials, which were now in my wallet - to whatever therapy they might devise. He would, I knew, talk himself out eventually, but not by 3 o’clock that afternoon, which was all I needed.
Since time was tightening in on me, I had no more than a quick hamburger in the nearest MacDonald’s. But it was a substantial meal, served automatically with chips. (which, incidentally, the Americans call fries: their ‘potato chips’ are what civilised countries refer to as ‘crisps.’) Then I called in to the nearest drug store for a vast supply of bandages and a crutch. Unfortunately they didn’t stock crutches, but were able to direct me to a medical supply store that did. To my surprise, the implement cost me one cent short of $150, which may explain why you seldom see a poor cripple in the States. I drove back to my motel as fast as my broken arm would permit.
It was now 1.15 pm. I was scheduled to arrive at the White House by 2.30 pm, which meant, I estimated, leaving the motel again no later than 2.10 pm. I called the car people and told them in a warbling falsetto that Mother Superior Marie Therese would no longer be requiring chauffeured transport that day. Then I hung up and rang them back in a rumbling bass to order chauffeured transport for General Ivimy, pick-up fourteen hundred hours, chalet two-zero, Imperial Motel, destination White House, e.t.a. fourteen-thirty hours.
After which I started to put on the bandages and ran into a problem. Ivimy, bless his heart, had caught his foot in the door when he fell from his coach. As a result, he’d been dragged, face down for a distance of some fifty yards. The process cost him a goodly portion of skin from face, hands and forearms, which explained the extensive bandaging, not to mention a severely sprained ankle, which explained the crutch. The result may have been a disaster for Ivimy, but it was a gift to me, since the extensive bandaging was the perfect disguise. Equipped with the General’s credentials - including one of his old dog tags, believe it or not - and with a checkable accident story, I considered infiltration of the White House would be simplicity itself. Unfortunately, as I quickly discovered, it is impossible to bandage yourself neatly with one hand.
I considered the problem while time raced by, then decided the emergency was sufficiently extreme to justify the risk involved in seeking help. I changed into my dark suit and dog collar, bundled the bandages into a shopping bag, and walked briskly to the next door chalet.
The door was opened by the girl in sweater and jeans who’d been disturbed earlier by my target practice with the Luger. She stared at me without enthusiasm, probably suspecting I’d come to convert her. “Hello, Father,” she said dully.
I hesitated for a moment as I went over the was-she-naked-and-was-I-negatively-hallucinating problem in my head, but decided it would be too much of a coincidence for her to be stepping out of the show twice in a row. Thus she was fully dressed and I was not hallucinating. “Bless you, my child,” I said, very much in character. “I’m sorry for disturbing you and I won’t take more than a moment of your time, but I was wondering if I might ask a favour of you?”
“What?” she asked suspiciously.
“Do you think I might come in?” I didn’t want to start into long explanations on her doorstep.
“There’s no-one else here,” she said.
I stared at her. Dammit, I was supposed to be a priest and she was treating me like a potential rapist. Had she no respect for the Cloth?
After a moment, she stepped back, having presumably got the message. “It’s a bit of a mess, I’m afraid.”
It was more than a bit of a mess - it was a portable slum; which takes some doing in a motel where the staff clean every day. I gave her an ecclesiastical smile, similar in many respects to my old BBC Smoothie, but with a hint more servility and smarm behind it. “It looks lived in,” I said.
“If it’s about going to Mass...”
“No, nothing like that,” I reassured her briskly. But the question told me she was a Catholic, which was good. All Catholics suffer from guilt to some degree or another and in Catholics who haven’t been to Mass for a while, the guilt is almost terminal. In such a state, they can usually be persuaded to pawn their knickers for a priest - the reason, I suppose, why the Catholic Church goes so far out of its way to instil the guilt in the first place.
“Can I get you a cup of coffee, or something?” She was, as I think I mentioned before, a young woman. Now, at close quarters, it struck me forcibly she was very much the student type. What she was doing living in a motel I could scarcely speculate, but she had turned the chalet into a typical student den. There were books and articles of clothing all over the place, mainly sweaters and jeans of the type she was wearing. I knew that if I went into the loo, there would be underwear drying on a line strung over the bath.
But despite the chaos, she was not unattractive. Indeed, at close quarters I could see her wide mouth gave her a distinct air of smouldering sensuality. Her hair was dark, very long and very straight in the style much favoured on the typical American campus at the time and I suspected that like most female students she was a firm believer in what my generation used to call ‘free love.’
But I pushed the thought out of my mind as unworthy of one who was simulating apostolic succession. “No, thank you,” I said to the coffee. I coughed. “As you may have noticed, I have broken my arm.”
“Yes,” she said. “Look, won’t you sit down or something?”
I sat down, having moved some books off a chair, and she perched on the edge of the bed. I noticed she was avoiding eye contact. I coughed again. “Now the fact is, my child, that this afternoon I am scheduled to appear at a fancy dress charity fete -”
“Oh, do you want to borrow a dress? I’m afraid I never wear them.”
“No, nothing like that. In point of fact, I’ve already decided on my costume. I propose to go as I smiled depreciatingly. a Walking Disaster.”
“A what?”
“A Walking Disaster. It’s symbolic of the irreligious state of modern civilisation.”
“Oh,” she said.
“What I had in mind was bandages, as though I’d been in some very serious accident. Face and hands and arms and top half of the body. Like a mummy, you know.” It sounded so twitty, I wondered if she would take me for a Protestant, which, as it happens, I was, though now sadly lapsed.
But she simply nodded and murmured, “Yes, of course.”
“I have the bandages here,” I said brightly, gesturing towards the shopping bag. “But the fact is, I can’t quite manage to put them on, because of my arm. I was wondering if you might help me.” Another bright flash of the ecclesiastical smile.
“Yes, I will,” she said at once, very seriously. “But you’ll have to do something for me in return.”
“If
I can. What is it?”
She looked at me intensely. “Hear my Confession, Father.”
I went cold. I didn’t know how to hear a Confession. My sole exposure to the Catholic Church was Barry Fitzgerald playing Irish priests in old movies. “Yes, of course, my child. If you’d like to come along to my church almost any day except today -” Even as I said it, I knew it wouldn’t do.
“I want you to hear it now,” she told me. “I’m in a state of sin.”
“Now?” I echoed, a la Van Rindt.
“Yes
“You mean here?”
“Yes. We can do it here, can’t we? I mean you don’t actually have to be in church to confess?”
Fearful of contradicting her, I said uncertainly, “No, not actually in church...”
“Then that’s settled,” she said with sudden enthusiasm. “When you’ve heard my Confession, I’ll bandage you up.”
At which she came across and knelt at my feet. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”
She waited while I waved my arms vaguely in the air. Fortunately her bead was bowed, so she couldn’t see what I was doing. I discovered there was something intensely erotic about having a young woman kneel at your feet and wondered briefly if things would improve were she stripped. I pushed the thought aside. I had enough problems on hand for one day. Searching furiously for guidance from the old Fitzgerald movies, I prompted, “How long is it since you have been to Confession, my child.”
“Nearly three years,” she murmured.
I prayed she didn’t plan to tell me the full three years sins, otherwise de Gaulle would never get assassinated. For want of anything better to say, I said, “Go on.
“I have committed venal sins,” she told me.
It sounded interesting. “Often?” I asked curiously.
“Very often,” she told me soberly, head still firmly bowed. “I have lusted after men.”
“Men?” I asked, falling back on the trusty Van Rindt echo technique yet again.
“I seduced thirty-two male students this semester alone.”
“Did you, by God!” I had a live one here.
“And five of my professors,” she said mournfully. “I persuaded one of them to take me with the blunt end of his blackboard pointer.”
Even for a hardened old fantasist like myself, this was something else. It was beginning to look as if I’d really missed out on the Swinging Sixties. “Weren’t you frightened, my child?”
“Of God’s wrath?”
“I was thinking more of splinters.”
“Oh no - he lubricated it well with Vaseline.” Her head went down again. ‘I was bent naked over a desk at the time.”
“Do you do this sort of thing often?”
“I can’t stop myself. That’s why I’m living here. If I stayed on campus, I’d never stop and I’ve exams coming up. Seven of the students were black and two were Chinese.” She swallowed hard. “I mention this because none of these were Catholics. The blacks were all some sort of Protestants and one of the Chinese was a Buddhist. At least I think he was a Buddhist. The other - the other - the other -” She seemed so distressed I began to wonder about international lesbianism, but when she eventually got it out, it transpired to be more American and more tame. “The other was a Communist! I’m on the Pill, which I know is a dreadful - “
“Not so much as it used to be - “ I began, but she didn’t seem to hear me.
“I once did it with three boys at once - “ I wanted to ask how, but couldn’t get the question out in time. “I once did it for a boy with another girl helping me. I once did it at a party in front of the whole crowd. I’ve tried to stop doing it, but I can’t. It runs in my family. My sisters are both the same. When we were children, we used to strip each other to amuse little boys. I once took a taxi ride and seduced the driver: I just took my clothes off in the back seat. I went to my cousin’s wedding and had it off with the groom before he left on the honeymoon. I even tried it with a very old man to see if he could manage.”
“And did he?” I asked, intrigued.
“Eventually,” she said. “And I did it with twin brothers. They were in the College football team. I’ve done it twice with other women -” I knew it! “- and I once caught myself quite fancying a dear sweet little cocker spaniel. It’s like a fire in me that won’t go out.”
My own fire was burning pretty high at this stage. I fished my watch out of my pocket, knowing even before I looked at it that fate had presented me with yet another opportunity I couldn’t snatch. “God will forgive you, my child,” I said hurriedly, then mumbled the only Latin I knew, appropriately enough, “Amo, amas, amat.” I touched her arm gently to encourage her back to her feet, resisting an almost overpowering impulse to fall upon her heavily, pull up the sweater and fondle her delicious breasts.
She beamed at me. “Thank you, Father. I feel much better for that.”
At least one of us did. I pulled out a handkerchief and wiped my brow. If priests went through this sort of thing every week, it was little wonder so many of them were leaving the Church to get married. I swallowed. “Do you think you might bandage me now? I really must be off to my fete.”
“Yes, of course,” she said brightly.
She started with my right foot - the one Ivimy sprained - and proved expert at the job. I watched her with admiration, although my mind was still on the fact she was a sex maniac. “What’s your name?”
“Marian. What’s yours?”
“Father Ignatius O’Rourke,” I said automatically.
“That’s Irish, isn’t it? You don’t sound Irish.”
In fact I hadn’t been bothering with my Irish accent, which I found a severe strain on the vocal cords. It was another small example of carelessness, exactly the sort of attitude that could abort my mission or, worse still, get me caught afterwards. “It’s only Irish extraction. I’ve never actually been to Ireland.”
“You don’t sound American either.”
“Don’t I really? It must be the Boston education.”
That seemed to satisfy her. She finished off the foot. “Where next?”
“I suppose,” I said casually, “I should look as if I’d broken a few ribs.”
“If that’s how you want it,” Marian shrugged. She had obviously decided I was less than totally sane.
I slipped gingerly out of my jacket and she helped me unbutton my shirt. At close range I noticed she was wearing a trace of musky perfume. As the shirt came off, her eyes glazed slightly and she licked her lips. “I’ve never seen a priest half stripped before,” she murmured huskily.
I knew what was coming and I hadn’t time to cope with it. “You must think of me as half dressed, rather than half stripped,” I told her inanely. She was, I suppose, no more than twenty years old.
She reached out and lightly scratched my chest, producing the beginnings of a powerful erection. “You mustn’t do that,” I said even more inanely. “I’m a priest.”
“Yes,” she murmured. She began to bandage me. If I hadn’t experienced it, I would never have believed being bandaged could be an erotic experience. But it was. Intensely. She did my right arm and started up the throat to the face. She was leaning over very close, her breasts pushing out through the sweater to press against my shoulder. “Do you really never do it, Father Ignatius?” she whispered.
“Do what?” I asked hoarsely. The problem was it had been far too long since I really had done it. My reactions were already well out of control, needing only the slightest additional nudge to push me over into frenzy. I kept seeing her bent over that school desk, a situation I dearly wished to duplicate, with or without the blackboard pointer.
“Have a woman.”
My face had now disappeared beneath a swathe of bandages so that, thank heaven, she could no longer see my expression which must by then have degenerated to the point of drooling idiocy. “We’re not allowed to,” I said desperately.
With great deliberation, she unzipped my fly. I groaned.
“It’s very nice,” she said. “All warm and wet and soft and exciting.”
I knew! I knew! I could remember. My mind dropped into limbo, an external observer of interesting events. My body, on the other hand, decided de Gaulle could go screw himself - I now had better things to do.
“What nice underpants,” Marian murmured. “I always thought priests wore long johns.” She began to ease them down and somebody knocked loudly at the door.
The sound brought me abruptly to my senses. I scrabbled at my underpants and trousers. “That will be the Bishop,” I said loudly. I began to struggle into my shirt and jacket.
Marian moved sulkily to the door and opened it. There was a small man in a blue peaked cap and uniform outside. “Listen, lady.” he said. “There’s nobody home next door at number 20. You wouldn’t know where General Ivimy hangs out, would you?” It was my chauffeur, prompt at fourteen hundred hours.
“No,” Marian said and began to close the door.
“Yes!” I called. “I’m General Ivimy.” I hobbled out, remembering to limp badly on my right foot.
“You the General ordered a car for two o’clock?”
“That’s it, boy,” I told him in my best impersonation of Ivimy’s voice. I caught the expression on Marian’s face and hissed by way of explanation, “Undercover work, you know.” Then I hobbled off to collect my crutch and my gun while my chauffeur waited patiently to drive me to my destiny.



Chapter Fourteen
The White House was very nice, but not, frankly, the sort of place you would visit more than once unless you had to. The basic problem with it was, of course, its frequent changes of tenant. American Presidents do not qualify for office on the basis of aesthetic expertise. Furthermore, the structures of one are not always totally demolished to make room for the mistakes of the next. As a results the internal fittings represent a cosmopolitan mixture of tastes and styles, almost all of
them quite appalling. Add to this the fact that the building functions not only as a stately home, but also as a communications centre and office block and you can see why the inside, despite neatness, cleanliness and ostentatious opulence, still comes over as a bit of a shambles.
I limped through these corridors of power in the charge of a nervous young executive named Stephen Gribbin. I could see a lot of myself in Stephen - my old self, that is, before I found my Purpose. He was conservative, polite and choc-a-bloc with smarm, intensely ambitious, sycophantic and arrogant by turns, highly efficient and fairly obviously nursing an incipient ulcer. I knew to look at him he was dreadfully unhappy, but never had the time to find out why. He probably worked an eighteen hour day and tried desperately to enjoy himself at weekends. The contrast between him and I was, in all modesty, striking. I wondered why everyone didn’t become a political assassin. For sheer peace of mind, it beat executive work into a cocked hat.
“We’re having drinks first in the Secretary’s office, General,” Stephen told me* “Give everybody a chance to meet everybody else. Then just before three, we’ll
move up to the Oval Office. Did you know President de Gaulle will be there?”
“Former President de Gaulle,” I growled. I’d done quite a lot of growling in my guise as a General and quite enjoyed the effect it had.
“Yes, of course,” Stephen said. “Did you know him? During the war, I mean?”
That was a point. I remembered de Gaulle had been chased out of France by the Germans long before the Americans landed, but he’d come back along with the British, leading the Free French, so it was possible Ivimy might have bumped into him. Not that it mattered. Since Stephen. obviously didn’t know the answer, I made one up. “Never had the pleasure, son. Our theatres never seemed to overlap, as you might say.”
“No,” Stephen nodded. “I see.”
When he said ‘Secretary’s office’, I’d assumed he meant Secretary of State, but it transpired that where we were really going was to the office of the Secretary to the President, a man called Christopher Gray. Everybody seemed to have gathered by the time we arrived. The room was small and consequently appeared overcrowded. Everybody
seemed to be drinking.
“Well now,” Stephen said brightly. “Here we are.” He turned to an older version of himself standing just inside the door and said, “Chris, this is General George Ivimy - he’s had an accident this morning.” He smiled, then sobered. “General, this is the President’s personal secretary, Christopher Gray. I don’t think you’ve met before.”
“Nice to know you, General,” Christopher said, smiling smoothly.
“Won’t offer to shake hands, son,” I growled, nodding down at my bandages “No, indeed.”
“Nasty business, by the look of it. What happened?”
“Nothing serious. Slipped getting off a coach and was dragged a bit. It proved too much even for an old leatherskin like me.” Then, because I could never leave well enough alone, I added, “Odd, isn’t it? Come through the war without a scratch and all it takes is a civilian coach to leave me in this state.”
Gray frowned. “Hardly without a scratch, General. I seem to recall you picked up quite a bit of shrapnel - outside Paris, wasn’t it? The action that led to your decorations?” Like most of the well-trained bastards involved in Washington politics, this one obviously had the habit of memorising a file on everybody he was scheduled to meet, a P.R. move to give them the impression they must be famous since he knew all about them. It was something I’d forgotten in my anxiety to reach de Gaulle. But it meant l’d have to be very careful indeed for the next half hour.
I grinned bravely, not that it showed through the bandages. “Never felt that little business really counted, son. Only in hospital three months.”
“Five, surely,” Gray frowned.
“As long as that, by God? Memory’s not what it was.”
He let it go at that, thank heavens and asked, “Can I got you something to drink, General? Burbon, isn’t it?”
“It is and you can’t. The medics have me on something they tell me won’t mix with hooch.” In point of fact, I wanted to keep my one hand free. Success or failure in an assassination can well depend on whether or not you have to leave a glass down before going for your gun.
“Well, in that case let me introduce you to some people. I know there are many here anxious to have the honour of meeting you.”
“Delighted,”. I said. “Lead on into the fray, son.”
The charitable workers were a boring lot in the main, full of nerves and self-importance. One goon, a businessman from somewhere in the Mid West, tried to regale me with his own war experiences when he heard the military title. But Gray, to his credit, slid me gracefully away. As the introductions wore on, it dawned on me he was treating me as one of the more important persons there, and I wondered why. What with World War Two, Korea and Vietnam, clapped out old Generals must have been fairly thick on the ground just then. And my war record, what little I knew of it, didn’t seem nearly distinguished enough to point me out for special treatment.
Then Gray was introducing me to another guest and suddenly I had a new problem to worry about. “General,” he said, “this is Sister Marie Therese, Mother Superior of the Third Washington Order of the Sisters of Mercy.” She was exactly as I liked to remember her: black and white, prune-faced and deadly.
She smiled stiffly. “How do you do, General?”
“Fine, Ma’am, just fine. Apart from a few scratches.” It was amazing how nobody commented on the fact I was bandaged like a Nagasaki survivor. It was even more ironical in her case since she’d contributed the only genuine injuries I had.
“And this,” said Gray, “is Sister Martha.”
For a moment, despite the introduction, I didn’t recognise her. She was dressed in a pale grey trouser suit that hugged every contour of her luscious body. I blinked, remembered my accent just in time, and said, “Did you say Sister Martha?”
“Another of the Order,” Gray explained.
“But you’re wearing civilian clothes,” I pointed out. My breathing was starting to come a bit heavy. As a Protestant, I’d never been particularly kinky about nuns, but for Sister Martha I could try. I wondered what she was wearing under the suit. What sort of underclothes did nuns wear anyway?
“It’s permitted on special occasions, General.” She glanced at her hellish Mother Superior. “By special dispensation.”
“Sister Martha is what we call a progressive nun,” the Mother Superior put in. Her tone lacked any discernible note of approval.
I looked down at the glass in Sister Martha’s hand. “And drinking too, I do declare.”
She smiled. At least this time my phoney accent wasn’t giving me away, probably because everything I said came out muffled by the bandages. “Only soda water, I’m afraid, General. But you’re drinking nothing at all.”
“Like to keep a clear head during these operations, Ma’am.”
Then, in the middle of a fantasy during which I tore every stitch of clothing from Martha’s saintly body, Cray was sliding me on to meet the next batch of nonentities. As he did so, Martha turned slightly so I noticed a small square of Elastoplast on her left temple, presumably to cover the bruise given to her by the Virgin Mary and myself.
Cray left me eventually, as duty called him elsewhere. I chatted for a moment or two with the American version of a dowager, all electric blue satin and ample bosoms, then drifted towards the door. When the call came to the Oval Office, I wanted an early place in the line. It would give me a clearer shot at de Gaulle. Surreptitiously, I checked the position of my gun, lodged beneath my coat in the bandages of my broken armpit. A crossover movement of my good hand (bandaged. though it was) would have it out and cocked in a fraction of a second. I’d practised the manoeuvre - without actually drawing the gun - several times in the car on the way to the White House until I noticed the driver looking at me .curiously in the mirror.
“It is Mr Trench, isn’t it?”
For perhaps half a second, I thought the voice must be talking to somebody else, then the name registered chillingly and I looked round. Sister Martha was standing beside me, an odd expression on her face. Apparently my accent hadn’t been good enough to fool her this time either.



Chapter Fifteen
The office of the President’s secretary is not, as you would imagine, close to the office of the President. It’s not even on the same floor. As a result, when the time came to move, we were separated out into neat little parties by Messrs Gray and Gribbin and herded into a downgoing lift. My little party consisted of the electric blue dowager, two elderly male twins whose names I forget, Gray himself, a retired banker and me. Sister Martha, to my relief, was herded off with her Mother Superior into another lift.
To say I was disturbed is putting it mildly. I was only minutes away from de Gaulle now and the last thing I needed was my cover blown- especially by a nun, whose word, I assumed, would be doubted by nobody. Was she in the process of blowing it now, I wondered, babbling away to the nervous Mr Gribbin in the other lift about the maniac who had attacked her in the convent and was now at large in the White House? Or worse, was she whispering the secret to the dreaded Mother Marie Therese? Would I step from the lift to have my other arm broken and important portions of my lower anatomy further mangled by that lethal old penguin?
I was a nervous wreck by the time the lift doors opened, but in the event nothing happened other than a knowing glance from Sister Martha. She slipped beside me as we all walked up the corridor and whispered quietly, “I’m sorry about the business this morning.”
I grunted, wishing I knew what the hell was going on.
The Oval Office has probably changed now, but at that time it was like walking into an aquarium, the result mainly of a green tint in the windows behind the desk. It must have played havoc with the President’s television viewing, of which he did quite a lot apparently since there were three screens built into the wall opposite his desk. Over to one side was a fireplace, unlit at the moment, this being summer and very warm; and up above it an oil painting of the cadaverous Abraham Lincoln. Over the other way were French windows leading out into a rose garden. I was just thinking what a nice touch this was when a door in the west wall opened and in strode the old cowboy himself, Lyndon B. Johnson.
Although these were the days when the peccadilloes of American Presidents were kept from the general public, I was, as a former member of the media, privileged to inside information. And the inside information on Lyndon was choice. The Washington Press Corps, after years of Boston sophistication with the Kennedys, found it almost impossible to adjust to him. He represented American core values that had somehow been mislaid in Camelot - things like Stetsons, big bellies, chaw-tobacco, swearing and high-heeled leather boots. At his first Press Conference, the new President had been asked, Mr President, considering the cultural differences inherent in this country’s black , Hispanic and other minorities, do you feel confident that the integrationist policies embraced by the previous Administration may be fully expedited at the present time? It would have elicited a thoughtful response from Jack, but the new President of the United States, Lyndon Baines Johnson barely glanced at the reporter as he picked up some sort of hound-dog by its ears and asked, “What sort of chicken-shit question is that?” To my indescribable horror, he came straight across to me.
“By God, George,” said the new President of the United States, “you look as crappy as my granny when she caught her tits in the mangle!” He laughed and poked me in the ribs, an action that might have killed me if they’d really been broken. “Heard you had an accident, but I never thought you’d turn up looking like some goddam mummy’s ghost. What happened to you, boy - start a bar brawl you couldn’t handle?”
My bowels turned to ice. Disaster was piling on, disaster. Not only did Sister Martha know I was a phoney, but it was obvious the President knew General George Ivimy well. No bloody wonder I’d got VIP treatment from both Gray and Gribbin. “Fell out of a coach, Mr President,” I muttered.
“What’s this ‘Mr President’ bullshit?” Johnson asked me frowning. “Since when did old campaigners like you and me stand on ceremony?” He turned away from me to address the assembled gathering. “Friends,” he said, “I’d like you all to meet one of my oldest, closest friends, the hardest drinker, dirtiest fighter, and best goddam all round military man this country ever produced - General George Ivimy!”
And I swear they all gave me a round of applause. Even, I noticed, Sister Martha, who was actually smiling.
“Come you over here with me, George.” He gripped the elbow of my broken arm and led me to a row of bookshelves surmounted by a massive model of an oil well. The plaque on the base was inscribed: ‘To President Johnson, from the People of Texas.’ It was dated the current year - 1969. “Solid gold,” Johnson said. “What do you think it would make if I melted it down?”
“I don’t know,” I croaked. Apart from anything else, Lyndon Johnson looked massive at close range and there was a wild, unpredictable feel about him that never came across in the newsreels. Was I really wise to kidnap him after I assassinated de Gaulle? He looked the sort of leathery old oak who would sweep the gun aside and break my neck with one hand.
He was frowning again. “What’s the matter with your voice, George?”
“Scraped the vocal cords,” I muttered, that being the first thing that occurred to me. It seemed to satisfy him.
He dropped his own voice. “Listen, fella, you stick around when this presentation crap is over and we’ll have a chat about old times, maybe tie one on.” He poked me in the ribs again. “Burbon, eh? Could do with a real drink - you know that? All Charlie takes is wine, hardly stronger than maiden’s piss.”
“Charlie?” I asked foolishly.
“Charlie de Gaulle. Didn’t they tell you he’d come calling?” He dropped his voice again. “Between you and me, George, I’ll be glad to see
the back of him. Can’t stand his wife.”
Despite everything, I began to warm to Lyndon Johnson.
Gray materialised to whisper in his ear. In my paranoid state, I assumed instantly that Sister Martha had spilled the beans, but Johnson only nodded and said to me, “Got to
get the show on the road, George. Don’t
forget to stick around when it’s over, you hear?” And then he was off, back into the middle of the
room to make a little speech of welcome.
I watched from the sidelines, trying desperately to get my head under control. I needed to think coldly, clearly, as befitted a political assassin in highly dangerous circumstances. I’d been pox lucky so far, but there was no way it could last. The President’s attention was distracted at the moment, but once it focused on me properly, it was only a matter of time before he realised he was not talking to his old friend, General George. When that moment came, I assumed, I would be buried under a heap of security men. Unless, of course, I used my gun. But if I used my gun before de Gaulle arrived, that would only mean I might get out of the White House with a whole skin, providing I was still prepared to risk kidnapping Johnson. It would not mean I could murder de Gaulle. Or his rotten wife, I reminded myself.
In fact, it would probably mean I could never murder de Gaulle. American Presidents aren’t kidnapped every day of the week, so security precautions were bound to go berserk afterwards. Which meant I’d have to get out of the country as fast as humanly possible. Which would have been fine if my Mission had been accomplished, but was a pain in the ass if it hadn’t. There was even the possibility somebody might figure out why I’d really gatecrashed this little party, in which case de Gaulle would be alerted to the fact a dangerous killer was after his head. He might then surround himself with such a screen of security that I’d never get another crack at him.
So I had to take the risk and wait, relying on my steely nerve to carry me through until de Gaulle actually arrived. Where was the old fart anyway?
Complicating the position, I need hardly remind you, was the Martha mystery. With her incredible ear for accents, Sister Martha had not only realised I was not General George Ivimy, but clearly identified me as the same impostor who had been chased from her convent by the Reverend Mother earlier that day. Why hadn’t she told anybody of her discovery? Or, if she had, why weren’t they doing anything about it? Even if they found her story far-fetched, they were bound to check it out.
A solution to this problem at least occurred to me with all the impact of a thunderbolt. Sister Martha was a Russian agent!
The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. The Cold War was still in full swing. It was only seven years since the Cuban Missile Crisis had come close to pushing us over the brink of nuclear Armageddon and frankly nobody had learned a single lesson from it. Unquestionably, the Russians had undercover agents throughout Washington, just as C.I.A. plants outnumbered the KGB in Moscow. What better cover for one of them than the guise of a nun? Especially a nun involved in charitable work, which would give her access to people In high places.
Or was she - a more sinister thought this - not merely an agent, but a political assassin like myself? The bombs currently dropping on North Vietnam had increased the general level of international tension to a pitch unheard of since the Cold War. And Johnson was the man behind the bombing policy. It was entirely possible that the Russians, unwilling to risk direct military confrontation in South East Asia, had decided to be sneaky. The removal of Johnson from office, by means of a bullet, bomb or poisoned dart, might well lead to a change of U.S. foreign policy less detrimental to their interests. Was Sister Martha Russia’s instrument? She handled a gun like an expert and even though I’d knocked her out, it was only because I’d taken her completely unawares.
I looked across the room, but failed, momentarily, to locate her. Was she even now preparing the move which would leave Lyndon Johnson splattered on the White House walls? Good luck to her if she was: he seemed to me a very crude individual to be President of the United States. Good luck, that is, so long as her plans did not interfere with my own.
Now that was an uncomfortable thought (as most of my thoughts seemed to be at that time.) I could see that Martha, intent on liquidating Lyndon Johnson would not wish to rock the boat by exposing me just then. But if she made a move before I had the chance to sink de Gaulle, the old Frog would almost certainly escape his fate. Equally, it occurred to me, if I wasted de Gaulle first, this would probably queer the pitch for Martha.
Perhaps we might come to some accommodation.
For the first time in ages, my mind had produced a thought that was not uncomfortable. If I could formulate and suggest a deal to Martha, a deal that would allow us to wipe out both de Gaulle and Johnson while escaping safely afterwards, her gratitude might know no bounds. I found myself imagining ways in which she could express that gratitude, writhing naked, perhaps, on a sheepskin rug-before a log fire in some mountain cabin in the Urals. As a Russian assassin, wise in the ways of the world, Martha was likely to be far more horny than I had assumed her to be as a nun.
But what sort of deal could I offer? My own plan had relied on keeping Lyndon Johnson alive as hostage for my safe escape. This would never do for Martha. Or would it?
It occurred to me that she must only be interested in killing Johnson, not necessarily killing him today. Exactly when the job was done might well be immaterial to the great international scheme of things, provided it wasn’t too long delayed. Supposing I put it to her that she should wait until I sorted out my little business with de Gaulle? I would then not only take Johnson hostage as planned, but take Martha too!
At this point, so far, as the world at large was concerned, she would be no more than the innocent victim - like the President himself - of a ruthless and determined man. Once the three of us got clear, I could shoot Johnson in the head for her, then let her go. Her job would be done, but unlike the situation if she killed him personally in the Oval Office, she wouldn’t have blown her cover. She could return to the convent, continue to live quietly and murder any other U.S. politician who took her fancy, thus keeping Moscow deliriously happy.
I went over the proposition again, looking for flaws. I could find none. My scheme got me what I wanted. Got Martha what she wanted. And might, with any luck at all, get me Martha as well. This final point was no small consideration. Even in the habit of a nun she had looked good enough to eat; and as you may recall, there had been absolutely nothing to relieve my rising level of frustration since before I left England.
“...peace, prosperity and plenty...” President Johnson was saying, unaware he had, at best, only a few hours to live.
I was still scanning the small gathering for Martha when I felt a hand on my arm and realised she was now standing beside me. “Is it really Mr Trench or really General Ivimy?” she asked in a whisper.
It was really John Sinclair, but I saw no reason why she needed to know that. “Does it matter?” I asked her quietly.
“No, I suppose not. It’s just that it’s easier when I have a name to call you. George doesn’t sound right and Milton sounds downright silly.”
“Call me John,” I suggested. It seemed safe enough in the circumstances.
“I never thought to see you here, John.”
“No,” I said. Then, as an afterthought, “How’s your head?”
“My head?”
“Where I knocked you against the Virgin Mary.”
“It’s fine. It doesn’t hurt a bit really. How’s your arm?”
“The one the Reverend Mother broke?”
“Yes.
“Fine. Hardly hurts at all.”
As I write it down it occurs to me this was one hell of a conversation to be going on in the Oval Office between a Russian agent and a freelance assassin, but it seemed perfectly normal at the time. A thought occurred to me and I asked, “Is she part of your set-up?”
“Who?”
“The Mother Superior.”
Martha frowned. “Yes, of course. You must know that.”
“I wasn’t sure. Was karate standard training?”
She looked almost shocked. “Oh, no - she picked that up in Japan.”
“They sent her to Japan?”
“Yes. Just after the war. I hadn’t joined then, of course.”
“No, of course not.”
After a pause, Martha said, quite casualty, “Are you here to look after the President?”
So she’d come over to sound me out. It all seemed perfectly obvious in retrospect. if I’d been able to figure out who Martha really was then she, a highly trained agent, must be equally well equipped to deduce I must be an assassin too. The signs were bound to be there for the expert eye to see: my armament and manner at the convent, my steely nerve, my steady eye, even the fact I had successfully infiltrated the White House. The only thing she could not deduce would be my target, although in the circumstances it would be logical to suppose it must be Lyndon Johnson. Logical, but wrong.
“No,” I said. “De Gaulle.”
“Ah, General de Gaulle.”
“I’m not interested in the President at all.” It was important to reassure her. If she thought we were competing for the same victim, it could lead to serious complications.
“Just de Gaulle?”
“Yes. Listen, I’ve actually just been thinking we might get together on this.”
She had very wide blue eyes. They looked up at me quite blankly. The Russians, of course, brainwash their agents not to show the slightest flicker of emotion. “Get together?”
“Not just on de Gaulle, of course - the whole thing.”
“What whole thing, John?”
“The President as well,” I said.
“I thought you said you weren’t interested in the President?”
“No, but you are, aren’t you?”
“Well, of course I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
“..a great nation and a great and just society... “ Lyndon Johnson was saying, unaware his fate was being decided at that very moment. I should mention at this point that I’ve long since changed my mind about President Johnson. His ideas about a Great Society were genuine. He was just less than sophisticated when it came to expressing them.
“In that case, are you prepared to help me?”
“How on earth can I help you - I’m only a nun.”
I gave her a smile of professional appreciation from beneath my bandages. With my free hand I reached out and squeezed her arm. “It’s a marvellous cover,” I said.
Martha blinked and drew away from me slightly. “Cover?” she echoed.
“For assassinating the President,” I told her warmly.
But something was wrong. Martha’s wide eyes widened further still and she stepped back a pace or two, a look of horror on her face. “Assassinating the President? Of the United States?” she asked loudly.
The President of the United States stopped talking suddenly. Heads began to turn towards us.



Chapter Sixteen
It took me a moment to realise we weren’t the centre of attraction. I glanced round to discover a door behind me had opened to admit the couple I had travelled half the world to kill, General and Madame Charles de Gaulle. The problem was I couldn’t make a move now until I had things sorted out with Sister Martha.
“Ah, mon cher gen’ral!” Lyndon B. Johnson exclaimed in the most execrable attempt at French it had ever been my misfortune to overhear. “Je suis delighted to te voir cette apres medi. But dammit, let’s talk English since we’re all friends here.” He came across and pumped de Gaulle’s hand as if he was an old friend he hadn’t seen in years. “Good to see you, sir. Good to see you. And you too, Ma’am.” At which the old hypocrite bent over to kiss her hand.
“What do you mean - assassinating the President of the United States?” Sister Martha hissed in my ear.
“Isn’t that what you’re here for?” I hissed back. Was it possible I’d miscalculated? Her reactions were certainly unusual for a Soviet assassin.
“I am here to receive a certificate for my contribution to charitable work,” said Sister Martha furiously.
“But you said the Mother Superior was part of your set-up,” I protested.
“Of course she is - she’s head of our Sisters of Mercy!”
“But the karate -”
“I told you: she picked it up in Japan. She was a missionary there just after the war. Much younger then, of course, and perhaps a little less conservative.” I’d blown it. Or had I? If she wasn’t a Russian agent, why didn’t she denounce me?
“Let me introduce you to some of these good people,” Johnson was saying to de Gaulle. But thank God he began the introductions at the other end of the line from Martha and myself.
Martha was backing off another step or two with the light of realisation dawning on her features. “Just a minute - you didn’t think Sister Marie Therese and I -? You couldn’t imagine, the Mother Superior and I -?” She ground to a halt, staring at me, then added, “You did, didn’t you?”
“Did what?” I asked stupidly. But all the same, my hand was creeping towards my gun. If she was about to voice unpalatable conclusions, I was determined to take de Gaulle with me before I disappeared under that heap of guards.
“That’s why you came to the convent!” She shook her lovely head. “It’s incredible. I always knew the C.I.A. were paranoid. Everybody does. But this is ridiculous!”
She stopped. She still thought I was a C.I.A. man. But she knew I wasn’t a C.I.A. man. She’d seen through my accent and my phoney credentials at the convent. She’d taken my Luger and tried to turn me in to the police. How could she still think I was a C.I.A. man? Thoroughly confused, I said, “What’s this about the C.I.A.?”
“You really can’t keep on pretending. I know you’re with the C.I.A.”
“You do?” She really did think I was with the C.I.A. By God, I’d get the chance to slaughter the old Frog yet. Perhaps when Johnson introduced us would be a good time. I’d have a clear shot at point blank range.
Martha smiled humourlessly. “Oh, I admit you had me fooled at the convent. I was convinced you were another one of those perverts who have a thing about nuns. I should have known it was all a cunning double bluff.”
“A cunning double bluff?” Down the line, de Gaulle was shaking hands with Mother Superior Marie Therese. I had a passing fancy she might abruptly go insane and take him apart with her bare hands, thus saving me the trouble and denying me the pleasure, but nothing of the sort happened.
“I don’t blame myself,” Martha said. “Who would ever dream a C.I.A. man would disguise himself by forging C.I.A. credentials so badly that people would assume he couldn’t be a C.I.A. man? Of course, once I saw you in the White House, I knew you had to be genuine. You could hardly get in here on the strength of forged credentials, could you?”
Which was reasonable. My credentials as General Ivimy actually were genuine, of course - just stolen. “That’s true,” I admitted. There were obvious benefits in her belief I was genuine C.I.A., mainly that she was likely to keep her mouth shut until I’d shot de Gaulle. I might even be able to convince her he’d been a threat to the United States.
“What really staggers me,” Martha said, “is that you could have believed the Mother Superior could be a danger to the President. That was why you came to check her out, wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” I admitted, lying again. “The Company had a report on her karate training. It’s strict policy never to let a black belt in the same room as the President without a thorough check first.” I was talking now for the sake of talk, anything to keep her occupied until de Gaulle got into reach. There were six bullets in the chambers of my gun. If I planted one between Charlie’s eyes while we were shaking hands -
I realised abruptly I’d overlooked something. I had only one good hand - my right. If I was shaking hands with de Gaulle, I couldn’t draw my gun. Swiftly I amended the plan. I would go for the gun as he turned towards me.
If I planted one between Charlie’s eyes just before we shook hands and used, say, two to finish off Madame de Gaulle who would be a little further away, that left me with three for emergencies. Hardly enough for a shoot-out with security, but then I didn’t plan a shoot-out with anybody. I decided the thing to do was shoot de Gaulle, then grab the President. By using him as a shield, I would obviate the need for a shoot out. I could then pick off Madame de Gaulle and follow my original notion of escaping with Lyndon Johnson as hostage. Since Martha was manifestly not a Russian spy as I’d erroneously assumed, there would be no point in offering to take her with me.
Although there might be some point in forcing her to come with me. She was a staggeringly attractive woman and as a nun, she might even be a virgin. The thought was beginning to warm me considerably when a voice at my elbow said, “Excusez-moi...”
I turned to find Madame de Gaulle had crept up on me. Were it not for the bandages, my mouth would have dropped open.
“Your voice, Monsieur, it is terribly familiar. Have we not met somewhere before you had your terrible accident?”
Maybe I should shoot her first, then grab the President and shoot her husband second. My hand twitched towards my gun. Then Martha, like an idiot, stepped between us.
“Madame de Gaulle,” she said smoothly, “I am Sister Martha of the Sisters of Mercy. I think perhaps you shouldn’t embarrass this gentleman by drawing too much attention to him. He is one of the President’s secret guards.”
“But I know all my husband’s guards,” Madame de Gaulle protested, obviously forgetting the old duffer had retired.
“The American President,” Sister Martha said.
“Ah, the American President!” Somehow she made it sound like Head Witch doctor of the Baloobas.
“Just doing my job, Ma’am,” I said, falling back briefly on my Milton Trench accent. It was rather pleasant to have Martha taking my part. An old thought reared its head again: was it possible that, virgin nun or not, she fancied me?
“I see,” Madame de Gaulle said. She smiled and before I could stop her, reached out and shook my hand. At which point, Lyndon Johnson arrived with her husband.
“And this, sir,” Johnson said, “is my old friend General George Ivimy. Say, you two didn’t know each other during the war by any chance?”
And de Gaulle, rot his nose, seized my hand the very second his bonne femme let go of it, gripping it emotionally but firmly between both his. “My dear General, how very good to meet one of the gallant American soldiers who helped free my country from the German scourge.” He turned briefly to Johnson, still gripping my hand, and added, “I do not think I have had the pleasure of meeting before with General Ivimy.”
“Listen, Charles,” Johnson said quietly (and I noticed he did not call de Gaulle ‘Charlie’ to his face), “George and I are getting together for a little drink after the rubes go home. Why don’t you pack off Madam somewhere and join us? Have a little man-talk about the war, you know?” My heart leaped at the suggestion. A private audience would be even more ideal for de Gaulle’s assassination. The only real problem would be finding his wife to do her in before I left.
But de Gaulle was shaking his large head. “I fear, Mr President, my schedule would not permit me such a pleasure. We have many preparations for our departure yet to make.”
“Take a rain-check,” Johnson said. He winked at me. “But our date still stands, eh George?”
“Yes, Lyndon,” I croaked.
De Gaulle frowned. “Perhaps we did meet, General - your voice is strangely familiar.”
“That’s what I said,” Madame de Gaulle chipped in, the interfering old baggage. “But this young lady has told me he is a Presidential guard.”
“But I do not have guards now I am retired,” de Gaulle put in mildly, making the same mistake his wife had made earlier. He released my hand at last.
“Ah non, mon cher - the American President, Mr Johnson.”
“He’s with the C.I.A.,” Sister Martha explained.
“George with the C.I.A.?” Lyndon Johnson chortled. He laid a hand on my arm, thus preventing my reaching for my gun. “That’s a good one, eh George? Believe me, Sister, you got it wrong. George is such a hell raiser they wouldn’t let him join the Ku Klux Klan!”
“Ah, I understand!” de Gaulle said suddenly. He took his wife’s arm and drew her away. “We should perhaps say no more of this, my dear.”
“But the young lady told me -”
“It is a matter of security, my dear. The President must pretend this C.I.A. man is someone other than he is.”
“0h - security. I’m sorry, Charles.”
Lyndon Johnson leaned towards me, blocking my shot at de Gaulle’s back. “What’s all this about the C.I.A., George?” Then, before I could answer, he grinned in sudden delight. “You told her you were with them, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” I admitted. There didn’t seem much else I could do with Martha standing at my heels ready to contradict every lie I concocted.
Johnson slapped me heartily on the shoulder. “You old devil, George! You haven’t changed a bit! Thought she’d go for a C.I.A. man faster than a clapped-out old General, eh? By God, George, when they bury you, they’ll have to beat your cock to death with a stick! “ He dropped his voice abruptly. “You’ll have trouble getting into that one’s pants - she’s a nun.”
“Is she?” I croaked dully.
“Sure! Didn’t you know? She’s not wearing the habit, but that’s her Mother Superior over there.” He indicated Sister Marie Therese, standing in the background like some wizened totem pole.
“My God!” I croaked. De Gaulle and his wife were moving further and further away. People were drifting between us.
“Listen,” Johnson said. “Don’t let me cramp your style.” He moved off after the de Gaulles, calling back over his shoulder, “Good luck.”
“What was all that about?” Sister Martha asked me, bewildered.
“The President thinks I’m trying to seduce you,” I said flatly. It was all getting too much for me.
Sister Martha looked me in the eye and asked, “And are you?”



Chapter Seventeen
They launched into the presentation ceremony, which I’d almost forgotten was what we were here for. Gray and Gribbin, those intensely smooth aides, formed us into two neat rows, with myself, as a VIP friend of the President, naturally selected for the front rank. With no thought of spiritual standing, both the Mother Superior and Sister Martha were relegated to the second row.
Inside my head, I was having the same trouble with Sister Martha that I’d once had with Beth Philippe. When a woman looks you in the eye and says, and are you? in just that tone, with just that inflection, it can only mean one thing when the subject under discussion is seduction. The one thing it can only mean is that she’s hot for you. The question is a challenge, thrown out to provoke the response, Yes, I am. To which, one way or another, she’ll reply, Then get stuck in buster and cut out the horseshit.
But was such a reply likely from a nun?
That was the great stumbling block. With Beth I thought I’d misread the signs and had eventually been proven wrong. I didn’t want to make that mistake twice, especially where a luscious piece of ass like Martha was concerned. At the same time, I could not conceive a nun would mean what I suspected she meant, even when wearing civvies. I had to be misreading the signs.
But if I was not misreading the signs, what panoramas of the future were opening before me! My mind, which had been kept under remarkably tight rein for the past half hour, began presenting me with some truly delightful scenarios. In them, I reclined on golden cushions while a hidden orchestra played bump and grind music. Before me, demure in the full habit of the Sisters of Mercy, was the delicious Sister Martha. Slowly she drew up the hem of her abba to reveal, inch by delightful inch, one perfect leg lovingly encased in a long, black nylon stocking. (I don’t mean to imply I fantasised that she had only one leg: just that she was only showing one at that particular time.)
Martha languorously adjusted her suspender, then dropped the habit and began, slowly, to dance. As she danced, she began, equally slowly, to undress.
When you get right down to it, a rubber G-string and peek-a-boo leather half-cup bra is not the most likely underwear for a nun, but by this stage, my mind had grown so fevered that the fantasy required little semblance of reality. My eyes glazed as, inside my head, Sister Martha removed her bra, exposing firm, soft, thrusting breasts. She reached for her rubber G-string and I was scrambling up off the cushions when the phone rang.
This was not, you must appreciate, part of my fantasy. The phone that rang was on the Presidential desk. Cray answered it smoothly as Lyndon Johnson launched into another little speech. The de Gaulles were standing on his right, which meant he was more or less between them and me. Which in turn meant the time had not yet arrived for my next assassination attempt. But at least I knew now it would arrive. Martha was out of the way in the second row. Both de Gaulles thought I was a security man. Lyndon Johnson had me written off as a randy old goat (which apart for the age factor seemed a reasonable enough description the way my mind was now working at full steam.)
“Friends,” Lyndon Johnson was saying, “you all know why I asked you to come here to the White House today. Every one of you, through your work for great and glorious causes, has made a contribution - I might say a striking contribution -”
Nothing, it seemed to me, could possibly go wrong at this stage. Stephen Gribben, strategically located a little behind de Gaulle, was carrying the presentation certificates, each one rolled and sealed to make it look like an old-fashioned scroll. I gathered Johnson and de Gaulle would be giving them out jointly, which meant I would be perfectly placed to shoot de Gaulle and grab Lyndon. And what was there to prevent me this time?
“... Our great country,” Johnson droned on. He stopped, as Gray, who’d hung up the phone by now, whispered something in his ear.
It was a fairly long whisper, so that people began to fidget. Johnson nodded a couple of times, briefly, then turned to stare soberly at me. His eyes narrowed and he strode across, looking for all the world like the hero of High Noon. I had the premonition that my thought about nothing more going wrong had occurred too soon.
“By God,” Lyndon Johnson drawled, “you really thought you’d get away with it, didn’t you?”
He wasn’t really that much bigger than I was, but I felt he was towering above me. The contents of my stomach - half digested hamburger, you will recall - sank into my bowels and turned liquid.
“You thought you’d get away with it,” he said again.
“Get away with it?” I squeaked. Maybe I should just go for my gun and shoot everybody in sight. Every bloody thing that could go wrong was going wrong. Now it even looked as if, somehow, my cover was blown. How much was any self-respecting assassin expected to take before his mind cracked completely? In point of fact, my own mind was feeling distinctly odd, although I put that down as much to my fantasy about Martha as anything else.
To my surprise, President Johnson abruptly exploded into laughter. He punched me affectionately on one bandaged shoulder. “Had you going there, eh George! By God, son, it feels good to put one over on a wily old galoot like you. Know what Chris Gray’s just been telling me?”
“No,” I croaked, honestly enough.
“Guy turned up at the private entrance no more’n ten minutes ago claiming to be you!”
“Me?”
“Bandaged up the way you are, cussing nineteen to the dozen, crutch and all, claiming he was General George Ivimy.”
“No!” I gasped, appalled. It wasn’t entirely acting. How the hell had the old boy talked the shrinks into releasing him so soon? But then it turned out he hadn’t.
“Security checked him out, of course. Found he’d escaped from the laughing academy.” He must have sensed my blank look through the bandages for he added, “Some high-priced asylum where they keep these kooks.” He punched me playfully on the shoulder again. “Now that’s fame, George - real fame. Most nuts think they’re Napoleon or Jesus H. Christ. Get people thinking they’re you and you’ve really made it into the big league, boy. Just had to tell you about it to see your face.” He frowned. “But I can’t with those goddam bandages, can I?”
“No,” I said. I coughed. “What’s happened to this nut?”
“They’re wheeling him back to the funny farm.” He half turned, presumably to get the presentation underway again, then hesitated. “By the way, there’s a headshrinker from the bin waiting to see you in Jason’s office.”
I didn’t know where Jason’s office was, but it seemed more important to ask (in my now familiar scraped-vocal-cord croak): “What’s he want to see me for?”
“Figures you might be able to help him cure the other guy. Chris told him you’d give him five minutes right after the ceremony, if that’s okay with you.”
“Yes,” I croaked.
Johnson winked. “Give us time to let the burbon breathe.”
I sighed a deep but inward sigh as he went back to finish out his speech. The real Ivimy must be well on the way to a genuine breakdown by now. Fancy escaping from the psychiatric hospital only to be sent straight back before he could confront his impostor. I made a mental note to send him the inflatable redhead when this was all over. It was the least I could do.
My sensation of relief was short-lived. Johnson stopped talking and started in on the presentations. The electric blue dowager was first to get her certificate and I watched the sequence carefully to see how it would fit into my plans.
It didn’t fit at all.
What happened was Johnson stepped forward first, getting between her and de Gaulle. After a few words, he shook her hand. Then, as he let go, de Gaulle stepped forward, took her land, and pumped it briefly. And as he let go, Madame de Gaulle handed over the certificate. Not once did she have her right hand free for more than a fraction of a second at a time. With the presentation completed, de Gaulle stepped back and the President moved on to the next in line. But Gribbin, with his armful of certificates, now stepped between the dowager and de Gaulle. All of which meant that had the dowager been trying to murder de Gaulle, she would never have got a straight shot at him. In fact, it was touch and go on whether she’d have been able to reach her gun.
I watched as the party moved along the line, hoping the sequence might vary. It didn’t.
Before I had time to think anything out, they reached me and I got my certificate. Then I was staring at Gribbin’s blasted back and de Gaulle was moving away again like a ship in full sail. I began to wonder if he might not be immortal. The Jackal had missed taking him out and here was I within an ace of missing out too. I felt as if a steel band were tightening around my forehead.
The presentations finished and the formal lines broke up into little groups as Gray and Gribbin circulated with celebration drinks. A couple of miserly cocktails each, I knew, and that would be that. They’d be herding everybody out to allow the President of the United States to continue with his busy schedule, which on this occasion involved getting pissed with me in the guise of his old friend, General George Ivimy.
But by then, de Gaulle would be gone; making his preparations, driving to the airport, taking off for parts unknown while I, his nemesis, was sinking burbon with Lyndon Baines Johnson.
Something would have to be done, and done fast. I began to manoeuvre for a clear shot at de Gaulle, something far from easy the way everybody was milling around admiring their certificates and comparing notes on the small, personal messages the President of the United States had had for each of them. (Mine was “Shit, George, you must be running out of space to store crap like this.”)
A gap appeared in the crowd, giving me a clear line to de Gaulle. I was reaching for my gun when Christopher Gray slid into it. “Excuse me, General,” he said quietly. “I believe you’ll be staying on for a private meeting with the President afterwards?”
“That’s right, son,” I said, wishing he’d get out of the way. My head felt really tight now and I was beginning not to care about getting away afterwards. All I wanted was de Gaulle, closely followed by Madame de Gaulle. If it meant the electric chair, I was prepared to face it. When desperation reaches a certain level, there seem many worse things than martyrdom.
“The President mentioned a doctor from the hospital was hoping to see you about that poor unfortunate who set out to impersonate you?”
I nodded. “Yes.” I didn’t like the way the de Gaulles were sliding towards the door. It was one of those social movements that transcend all international boundaries. It meant, for a certainty, that they were politely preparing to take their leave.
“I was wondering,” Gray suggested smoothly, “if you would like to meet with him now. It should only take a few minutes and it will mean the President won’t be kept waiting afterwards.”
It was incredible. It was as if some malevolent imp was watching my every move and taking a delight in screwing things up. What the hell was I going to do now? The formalities were over, I wasn’t talking to anybody. What conceivable excuse could I find for turning down such a reasonable suggestion?
Then I saw salvation bearing down on us in the shapely form of Sister Martha, obviously interested in continuing the fascinating conversation we’d begun as the presentations started. Would she still be hot for me after she watched me gun down de Gaulle? The thought that she might not almost convinced me to abandon the mission completely, but I pushed the notion aside as unworthy. Besides, despite my fantasy, I still couldn’t believe a fully-fledged nun would be giving me real come-on signals.
“In just a moment or two, son,” I told Gray firmly. “I want to have a word with Sister Martha.”
He gave me a knowing look, apparently sharing the President’s opinion of General Ivimy’s obsessive sexuality. But hirelings are never in any position to argue, as I’d finally discovered at the BBC, so that he simply nodded. “As you say, General. I’ll wait for you by the door.”
As he moved away, I knew it was now or never. The de Gaulles were definitely moving out - they’d reached the smiles and good-bye handshakes stage. Furthermore there was no knowing how complicated the situation would become when Martha reached me. Throwing caution to the winds, I propped my crutch against the mantelpiece where Lincoln could keep an eye on it, stepped smartly to one side for a clear shot at de Gaulle and reached for my gun.
At which point the steel band around my forehead snapped and I realised every woman in the room was stark naked.
Martha was the only one really worth looking at, lithe and soft and sensual as she swayed towards me, but the Mother Superior - who for some reason had retained her wimple, wasn’t at all bad if you ignored her face. She was probably pushing seventy, but she had a body many forty-year-olds would envy, the result, I assumed of all her karate training.
The gun dropped from my nerveless fingers as Martha stepped towards me.
She was absolutely everything I had fantasised, apart from the kinky underwear of course. High, full breasts, jutting nipples, superb legs... I could go on and on, growing more lyrical - or possibly just more randy - with every passing minute.
But despite the utter reality of the vision, somewhere in my heart of hearts I knew the same thing was happening to me now that happened at the Hertz desk in the airport. My sexual frustration had overflowed again, producing another vivid hallucination.
I grabbed my crutch and brushed past Martha. The illusion was so real, her shoulder actually felt naked where I touched it. I was vaguely aware I had dropped my gun and some lunatic portion of my mind was suggesting I might beat de Gaulle to death with my crutch. But in my distracted state, I couldn’t see him now; and besides, my heart wasn’t really in it.
I was surrounded by a sea of naked flesh, most of it belonging to the electric blue dowager, now a mountain of quivering pinkness. No-one else noticed anything amiss, of course, further proof - if proof was needed - that my mind was cracking up. And this time the hallucination wasn’t passing as it had before. The women were nude and staying nude. I needed help, badly.
My bandages were soaked in sweat by the time I reached the door where Gray, still decent - as all the men were - in his Harvard suit, smiled and said, “Are you ready to see the doctor now, General?”
I was. Oh how I was! “Yes,” I croaked. “The doctor. Quickly!”
Gray stood aside politely and I hobbled out in time to see a naked secretary passing in the corridor. I closed my eyes while he closed the door. Jason’s office proved to be only a step or two away, but it was a miracle I made it without falling apart completely. In the corridors of the White House, women seemed to be everywhere - and everywhere naked. Gray pushed open the door and I had a glimpse of a well dressed man standing with his back to us while he stared out through a window. Then three naked brunettes strolled by and I was momentarily distracted.
“General Ivimy will see you now, Doctor,” Gray said; and somehow I was in the office with the door closing behind me as Gray disappeared again.
Then the man by the window turned round, murmuring, “It’s very good of you to see me, General.”
And next thing I knew, I was actually shaking hands with Dr Nicholaas Van Rindt.



Chapter Eighteen
“You!” I hissed, snatching back my hand. Then it occurred to me that my hallucinations might not be confined to naked women. If I was capable of seeing a pink dowager without her clothes, might I not be perfectly capable of seeing a fully-clothed psychiatrist who wasn’t there? “It is Dr Van Rindt, isn’t it?”
He frowned. “Why, yes. I was just -”
I went for my gun, then realised I’d left it lying on the floor of the Oval Office. Perhaps I could mash him with my plaster cast. I started scrabbling at the sling. “You poxy, snidey, double-dealing wife-stealer!” I exclaimed. As always happens at times like this, the sling got tangled up so I couldn’t free my broken arm.
“John?” Van Rindt asked uncertainly. He’d obviously recognised my voice, undisguised now, which he’d listened to for hours on end babbling inanities from his psychiatric couch.
“Damn right it’s John!” I told him, still trying to free my arm, knowing the confirmation would make him cringe away, possibly even beg for mercy and forgiveness.
But in point of fact, his face was swept by what could only be a wave of enormous relief. He actually broke into a smile. “My dear fellow, I’m delighted to have found you - you must have been going through sheer hell!”
I stopped scrabbling at my sling. “What?”
“This is quite incredible,” Van Rindt said. “Perhaps there’s something in the theory of synchronicity after all. Carl Jung, you recall, felt many coincidences were actually meaningful.”
I stared at him. Moments ago I was within a hairsbreadth of slaughtering de Gaulle. Seconds ago I had been watching three hallucinatory nude brunettes. Instants ago I had walked straight into Van Rindt - Van Rindt! - here in Washington, here in the White House. And now we were discussing psychiatric theory. At least he was. “What?” I said again.
Van Rindt shook his head. “I’m sorry, John. It’s just that after searching for you for so long, this was the last place I expected to find you.”
“You were searching for me?” I asked incredulously.
“But of course I was, dear boy. You were still my patient and consequently my responsibility. Once I heard the news, I knew your emotional state was unlikely to survive a complete breakdown. You are a solitary individual, John. Who else could you turn to, if not myself?”
None of it was making sense. “What news?”
“The news of your wife’s departure. And her infidelity, of course. Coming on top of the job loss, it was bound to be an insurmountable trauma.”
Such is the force of habit, I almost found myself falling into my old role of civilised introspection. Almost, but not quite. “Departure, you half-assed twat?” I screamed at him. “Infidelity, you blood-sucking grease ball? You stole her, you two-faced git! You enticed her away with your smarm and your money and those grey wings in your hair!” I hadn’t realised until then I was insanely jealous of his distinguished looks.
“But Van Rindt’s calm facade didn’t even show a crack. “Yes,” he said, “I can understand your aggression, John, which is perfectly natural in the circumstances as you see them. However, your insight is based on a false premise.’’ His manner stopped me as much as his words.
“What false premise?”
“That your wife Seline was having an affair with me and left you for that reason.”
I stared at him through the holes in my bandages. Nobody could be that good an actor. “She wasn’t?”
Van Rindt shook his head. “She wasn’t.”
“She didn’t?”
He shook his head again. “She didn’t.’’
“Her sister told me she ran off with you.”
“Her sister was mistaken. I think if you were to contact her now, she would tell you so.”
There were several chairs in Jason’s office. I picked the one nearest me and sat down on it, heavily. I kept thinking it had been one hell of a day. “Look, Doctor,” I said, “this is - you know, a big thing for me to assimilate. “ Two minutes with Van Rindt and I was already using words like assimilate.
‘I appreciate that, John.” He went over and - I swear to God - actually sat down behind the desk. Jason’s desk, I assume. All it needed was a couch and we were back into one of our analytical sessions.
Only this time, I didn’t plan to do the talking. “Look, you’d better tell me all about this.”
“What would you like to know, John?”
“First off, where the hell were you the night Seline left me?”
He frowned. “I’m afraid I couldn’t tell you that without consulting my diary. What date was it exactly”
“It was the same day I last saw you - I came in for the emergency session.”
“Ah yes, I remember. On that evening, I was at home.”
A little worm of suspicion reawakened in my breast. “Not when I phoned you, you weren’t.”
“No,” Van Rindt said easily. “My car developed an electrical fault and I was very late getting home. It was one of those things garages can’t trace easily.”
“How did you find out about Seline if she wasn’t with you?”
“Oh, I can assure you she was not. When you phoned my home, you talked to my wife. She is a wonderful woman, but somewhat less than efficient.” He pursed his lips, the nearest he ever came to expressing disapproval. “It took her some days to mention your call - it slipped her mind. Naturally, when she did mention it, I returned it at once. But when I rang your number, I found myself talking to some retired Bishop who claimed to have bought your house and seemed to be upset because he’d found some obscene pictures. I knew from our last session together you were in a disturbed emotional state so I took the liberty of making some discreet inquiries. I found you had indeed sold the house suddenly and apparently left the country. I would probably have left it at that had I not chanced to meet your wife’s sister.”
“Patricia?”
“Mrs Carver.”
“That’s Patricia.”
Van Rindt nodded. “A highly unstable personality in my professional opinion. Aggressively frank to cover basic insecurities and very prone to mistaken judgements.”
“That’s Patricia,” I said again. But great knockers, my mind added irreverently. I wondered if I was still hallucinating. With no women around, it was difficult to tell.
“She mentioned Seline’s departure and also her belief that I was the man with whom she had run off. I was able to show her quite quickly this was nonsense.”
“She ran off with somebody,” I said. “She told me so in the note she left.”
“I’m afraid that was predictable on the basis of her personality profile,” Van Rindt said, without explaining why the hell he hadn’t bothered to predict it when the prediction would have done me some good. “As was the type of man she would run off with,” he added.
Intrigued despite myself I asked, “What sort of man was that?”
Van Rindt shrugged. “Conservative. Secure. Sexually undemanding. Someone totally devoid of imagination, locked in a humdrum job without creative pretensions.”
It sounded about right. “I don’t suppose you know who he actually was, do you?”
“Your bank manager,” Van Rindt said. “I believe his name is Sullivan.”
I stared at him dumbfounded for a moment, then began to chuckle. The sound grew inside my stomach until it bubbled up into an uncontrollable laugh - the sort mad scientists release when they’ve just discovered how to animate dead flesh. Sullivan! No wonder he’d let Seline clean out my account, the sneaky little bastard. But I’d got my own back when I ripped him off for two grand. He was probably still trying to explain that to his inspectors.
“Well,” I said. “Well, well, well.”
“So you see,” said Van Rindt, “once I realised the extent of your trauma, I could hardly wash my hands of it all, especially since I had been personally implicated, however erroneously.”
“So you followed me here?” It was amazing. But then everything that happened to me now seemed to be amazing.
“Not exactly. I discovered you had gone to Paris, then flown on to New York. I made some inquiries by phone, but was unable to trace you after you landed. I assumed you were staying in New York. There was a long-standing offer from the American Psychiatric Association for me to do some research work in Washington. I decided to take it up and spend whatever spare time I had visiting New York to search you out. I was actually there a few days ago.”
“I know,” I said. “I saw you.”
“Did you? Where?”
“In a restaurant. I ran after you as you were going out, but you didn’t hear me.” I thought it better not to mention I’d been trying to kill him with a dessert fork.
“What a shame,” Van Rindt said. He smiled. “However, here we are again together only a short while later.”
And indeed so we were. But where did we go from here? I no longer had any reason to slaughter Van Rindt; nor, by the look of it, very much opportunity to slaughter the de Gaulles. Life felt abruptly empty again. It was as if I had somehow travelled back in time and was sitting in his consulting rooms, the desk between us as of old, about to voice my vague dissatisfactions yet again.
“Why are you bandaged up like that?” Van Rindt asked curiously. “Did you have an accident?”
“No,” I said. “I’m impersonating a General.”
For the first time in our entire relationship he actually looked surprised. “You’re what?”
“Impersonating General Ivimy.”
“General Ivimy? But that’s the man I’m waiting to see.”
“You’re seeing him,” I said. “At least they think I’m him.”
He was a fast thinker for he said almost instantly, “There’s a patient who believes he’s General Ivimy in my ward. He escaped and somehow managed to get into the White House. That’s really why I’m here.”
‘I know,” I said. “The President told me.”
I expected he might be impressed, but he only said thoughtfully, “If you’re impersonating General Ivimy...”
“That’s right,” I nodded. “You’ve got the real one.”
“Good grief,” Van Rindt exclaimed.
My run of ill luck must have ended at last, for we made our way out of the White House without the slightest difficulty. I started to unwrap the bandages in Van Rindt’s car. It was an enormous relief to get them off.
“Aren’t you going to take off the cast?” he asked curiously.
“It’s genuine - a nun broke my arm.”
Van Rindt said nothing.
After we’d driven for a bit I asked, “Where are we going, Doctor?”
“Back to the hospital - I have to see General Ivimy is released. I expect he’ll sue.”
“You?”
“Oh no - I was not the one to admit him.” Which was just as well, otherwise he would have known who signed the General in there in the first place. I had at last learned to keep my mouth shut with Van Rindt, which was progress of a sort.
“Can you drop me off at my motel?” Glancing through the car window, I could see that women walking in the streets were decently dressed. Apparently my hallucination had once more run its course.
“Don’t you want to talk to me?”
“What about, Doctor?”
“Your trauma.”
I shook my head. “No, not really. I think I’ve worked a lot of things out.” Pathological liar that I was.
“I’m glad to hear it, John,” Van Rindt said with every indication of sincerity. It was a nice phrase to remember him by. Since he wasn’t actually passing my motel and seemed anxious to get back to release the General, I had him drop me at a taxi rank. But when the car drove off - the last link with my old life fading rapidly into the distance - I decided I didn’t want to go back to my motel yet a while. I felt (I have to admit it) empty and depressed. My attempt to kill de Gaulle had failed abysmally, but even that now seemed less important than it had an hour ago.
I walked for a long while, trying to think, my steps taking me closer to the motel I didn’t want to go to. The closer I got, the more it seemed to me I was slipping back into my old personality, the personality of a robot who did things not because he wanted to, not even because he had to, but because there really seemed very little else to do. My attempt to assassinate de Gaulle had slipped a peg from unimportant to positively futile, as if, in the excitement of the plan, I had somehow missed seeing what I really wanted to do. I knew, from my long analysis with Van Rindt that what I really wanted to do must be fairly obvious - except, of course to myself. I was no nearer seeing it now.
Partly because I was growing hungry, but mainly to avoid the empty motel room, I stepped into a nearby Jewish restaurant, lured by the all-pervading smell of chicken soup.
I was halfway through a plate of rough chopped liver when I was joined by Martin Bormann.



Chapter Nineteen
He was not, thank God, accompanied by his mother.
“How did you find me?” I asked.
“I didn’t. You think I don’t have to eat? This was the nearest kosher joint to your motel.”
“How did you find my motel?”
“I traced the phone number.”
“I never gave you my phone number.”
“All right, already,” he said impatiently. “I traced your last call.”
“What on earth did you do that for?”
“Standard practice,” Bormann said. “That liver good?”
“Delicious.”
“I think I’ll try some.” He signalled the waiter and gave his order. As he turned back he said, “I talked to the Doc Van Rindt at the Hilton. That’s the man you’re looking for all right, only he’s checked out now. I don’t know where he went.”
“He came to Washington,” I said.
“How do you know?”
I shrugged. “I’ve just left him a few hours ago.”
“Caught up with him, did you? That’s all right then. I’ll only charge you expenses on that part of the job. Now the broad you were looking for...” Despite my depression I felt a sudden stirring in the loins. “Beth?”
“Yeah - Beth. Once I checked out the Doc, I went to the restaurant you went to and the maitre de knew her. After that, it was only a matter of legwork.”
The stirring strengthened. “You found her? What’s her address?”
“Listen,” Bormann said, “I can give it to you, but it won’t do you any good. She ain’t there at the minute.”
The stirring died away abruptly. For some reason I thought of Beth’s story on the plane about her uncle’s rabbits. They had everything they needed in the way of material comfort. They even had the excitement of the whimsical touches Beth’s uncle had dreamed up for them. But they ignored it all and got on with doing the one thing they most wanted to do in the whole world. Which, rabbits being rabbits, was perpetual screwing.
Maybe Beth had been trying to tell me something with that story. But if so, the meaning had dawned, on me too late. In the last few days, fate had presented me with some prime opportunities to root like a rabbit, but I’d been too busy with my asshole Mission to take advantage of them. Now, like my former life, my Mission had crumbled into dust and the golden opportunity to bang a woman like Beth had gone down the drain since she was no longer at her old address. I toyed with the butter knife, wondering whether to plunge it into my own throat.
“She’s here in Washington,” Bormann said.
I stopped toying with the knife. “Here?” I asked.
“Yeah”
“In Washington?”
“Yeah.”
The waiter appeared with Bormann’s liver and took my empty plate away.
“Listen,” Bormann said, “I talked to this broad. She told me you and she had a nice little thing going and you were having a meal together when you suddenly jumped up and called her a bastard and ran out.”
My mouth, now unsupported by bandages, dropped open. “But I didn’t mean her! I meant...” I could hardly tell him I had been intent on slaughtering Van Rindt. “...somebody else,” I finished lamely.
“That’s what my mother figured,” Bormann told me through a mouthful of chopped liver.
“Your mother?”
“Yeah, you met her -remember? She insists on coming with me when I do any field work. In case it rains, or I get hungry or something. I try to tell her I’m a grown man now, but she won’t listen so what the hell? Anyway, she’s decided you’re a nice boy and nice boys don’t call women bastards, so you had to be shouting at somebody else. It makes sense to her, so she convinces this Philippe broad that’s the way it was.”
“She did?”
“Sure. So now she’s in Washington looking to meet you.”
“Your mother?”
“No, the broad!”
The stirring in my loins turned to a limited inferno. “Where’s she staying?”
“At your motel - where else?”
“What’s the chalet number?” I almost reached across and grabbed him in my impatience.
“Two zero,” Bormann said, solidly chewing chopped liver.
“Two zero -” I started to make a mental note, then stopped. “That’s my chalet number.”
“That’s right. She talked the desk clerk into giving her the key - said she was your wife.”
I was on my feet in a state of high excitement. I dropped my wallet on his bread plate. “Here, pay for the meal and take your fee out of that, Mr Bormann.” There was more than $500 in it at my last count, but I figured he deserved every penny. I turned and headed for the door.
“Listen,” Bormann said. “That psychiatrist friend of yours - you think he could cure me of an Oedipus Complex?”
Washington is exactly like London in that there is never a taxi about when you need one, so I ran all the way to the motel. I reached my chalet breathless to discover my key was in the little pouch compartment of my wallet and my wallet was with Bormann in the kosher restaurant.
Feeling foolish, excited, apprehensive, disbelieving and randy, I rang the bell.
For a moment, nothing happened. Then the door opened and Beth was standing there in a translucent negligee. I stared. It was touch and go whether she had anything at all on underneath, but what there might have been had to be tiny.
“Don’t say anything, John. Your nice little detective explained everything to me. At least his mother did.”
I opened and closed my mouth like a fish, not saying anything. Beth smiled a little as she watched me. “Aren’t you going to come in, John. It’s your chalet after all.”
The best I could do was croak a little. I’d never felt so excited in my entire life. I wondered if she had brought along any costumes.
As I stepped through the door, Beth said, “I want you to meet my little sister. I’ve brought her along to help me entertain you.”
And it was, by God, none other than Marian, the nymphomaniac student from the chalet next door. She was sitting in a chair beside the bed, no longer wearing her jeans and sweater or anything much else for that matter. I noticed a blackboard pointer on the floor beside her.
“You’re - you’re sisters?” I gasped.
“Hello, Father,” Marian said. Her eyes, I noticed were as glazed as they had been the last time she turned on. “I told you both my sisters were as bad as me.”
“Both?” I said. My head was swimming, the direct result of blood rushing to another area of my body.
The bathroom door opened behind me and a familiar voice said, “I’m the other one, Mr Trench.”
“She pretends to be a nun,” Beth told me grinning, “but she never lost the habit.”
And I turned to see Sister Martha with her abba hitched, adjusting one suspender of her long, black nylon stocking. I looked from Martha to Marian to Beth and back to Martha, who was now slowly divesting herself of the black nun’s clothing. All three smiled at me.
“Isn’t this what you wanted, John?” Beth asked. “Isn’t this what you really wanted?”
It was! It was! It was all I really wanted. More than security and fame. More than the bloody BBC More than travel and adventure. More than handguns, knives, garrottes and rifles. More than de Gaulle and his damn silly wife.
With my one good
hand I started to
undo the buttons of my shirt.



Chapter Twenty
Somebody once told me that when workers join the Cadbury factories, they’re encouraged to eat vast quantities of chocolate. It’s the management’s way of minimising waste. After a day or two, you never want to look another Milk Tray in the mouth again.
That says it all. Sex is only the most important thing in the universe when you aren’t getting any. I was getting more than I knew what to do with from three delightful women - at the same time - and the result was as inevitable as chocolate.
It didn’t happen right away. I have to tell you the first encounter was incredible. Brief, but incredible. The girls forgave my shortcomings and teased me back to a state of interest. After that, with the help of time and a little liquor, I acquitted myself quite well.
The trouble is, you can’t make it a lifestyle. I know the old joke about the perfect woman being a nymphomaniac who owns an off-licence, but frankly it’s crap. The biological incompatibilities would kill you. Once you get a woman wound up, she can keep running more or less indefinitely. A man’s different. Even in my twenties I could only manage three or four orgasms a night. By the time I took my shirt off for Martha, Marian and Beth, I was nudging middle age.
The first night was okay. I’d lived like a monk for so long I’d accumulated enough semen to float the Titanic. But by dawn those reserves were gone - spent, as the Victorians put it. The girls were still keen and I used a certain ingenuity to keep them happy, but even then I knew I’d never stand the pace. Give them another forty-eight hours and I’d be terminal with exhaustion.
They were extraordinarily understanding when I explained the problem - I suspect they hadn’t exactly been daydreaming of a permanent menage-a-quatre anyway. They transformed from lovers into friends and I began to face up to my future.
It was a sorry enough prospect. With my sexual tension relieved, it seemed likely I would stop hallucinating. But that about concluded the list of positive developments. Now the pressure had gone from my gonads, I felt as if I were waking from a long, strange sleep. Or rather from a long, strange dream.
The dream analogy sums it up perfectly. While you’re dreaming, the most astonishing things seem perfectly normal. It’s only after you wake up that you start to think a talking Mars bar was a little odd. My talking Mars bar was just about everything I’d thought and done since Barclay told me I was fired. I had actually planned to assassinate Charles de Gaulle, for God’s sake! I’d behaved like a character in a bad novel. Well, in quite a good novel, actually, since I’ve always believed Freddie Forsythe writes well, but you take my point.
And it hadn’t stopped there. I’d planned to top this lunacy by doing in his wife as well. In the process I’d lied, cheated, stolen, committed assault, trespass and breaches of U.S. state security. It was all seriously cookoo and the fact I’d been hallucinating throughout most of it was a shockingly poor excuse. But the question was, what next?
I quickly realised there’s a point where the dream analogy breaks down. When you wake from a dream, however vivid, what you’ve been dreaming doesn’t really matter. You could have been unfaithful to your wife with Her Majesty the Queen Mother and neither of them would ever be the wiser if you kept your mouth shut. But my dream really happened. Although I’d failed, thank God, to bump off the de Gaulles, everything else was stacked up there awaiting payment.
What to do about it? I couldn’t go back to London. I had no job, no source of income and I doubted my former bank would accept that a branch manager bonking a customer’s wife constituted good reason for defecting on a loan - or lying in order to get it for that matter. It was questionable if I could ever safely go back to Britain. I wasn’t flat broke yet , but I’d certainly blown far more of the money than I could reasonably manage to return. I was all too aware of the old American adage, He who takes what isn’t hissen, must pay it back or go to prison. I’d taken what wasn’t mine and I could no longer pay it back. The prisons weren’t quite so crowded in 1969 as they are today, but otherwise they had precious little to commend them.
But if I couldn’t return to Britain, I couldn’t stay in America either. I’d entered the country on a tourist visa secure in the fantasy that my only goal in life was to slaughter Mon General and his bonne femme, something I hadn’t expected to take very long. I hadn’t even bothered to look beyond the consummation of the act. I couldn’t go home and, without a work permit, I couldn’t find gainful employment in the United States. I thought briefly of trying somewhere like Argentina or even Ireland, where the chances of extradition were close to zero, but for a man of my sophisticated tastes, the Third World had little appeal. I began to sink into fugue.
It was Beth who suggested I go on TV.
“You really don’t understand America,” she told me when I stared at her blankly. “The only people who are truly above the law here are millionaires and celebrities. You’re not a millionaire, are you?”
“Not even slightly.”
“And how would you rate your chances of becoming one before you have to leave the States?”
“About nil.”
“Then your only chance is to become a celeb.”
I was still staring at her, trying to make up my mind whether she was pulling my leg, but she looked serious enough. “I’m sorry,” I said at length. “You’re not talking about my getting a job in television are you? I mean, first of all my previous experience has been in radio and secondly I’m here on a tourist visa, which is the problem I have about staying let alone looking for work.”
“No, I’m not talking about you getting a job. I’m talking about you making a television appearance. Once your face becomes a household word, you can apply for a work visa or permanent residency and they’ll be delighted to give it to you. We haven’t thrown a celebrity out of this country since the McCarthy Era.”
She had to be serious. The mixed metaphor of my face becoming a household word was proof of that. I frowned. “Making one appearance isn’t going to turn me into a celebrity.”
“Depends on the show,” Beth said soberly, then added as an afterthought, “and what you do on it.” She smiled suddenly. “Martha has some influence with Johnny Carson.”
Johnny Carson was almost unknown to the general public on my side of the Atlantic, but anyone who worked in communications knew his chat show was an institution in America. He had the power to turn politicians into winners, authors into best-sellers, interior decorators into millionaires. But you needed to be doing something that would benefit from Johnny’s brand of publicity. I wasn’t doing anything - that was the whole point. I couldn’t even think what excuse there was for my making an appearance. I dreaded to think what influence Martha might have with the great man, but even if he felt disposed to do her a favour, there still needed to be a story, an angle. Quite clearly, there could be no question of talking about my abortive attempt on de Gaulle’s life. Yet apart from that I couldn’t think of a single thing about me that might interest the great viewing public.
But when I put this to Beth, she simply smiled benignly and said, “Leave that to me.”



Chapter Twenty-One
The NBC building was hauntingly familiar even though I’d never seen it before.
I thought for a while and decided it was a cross between the Independent Television Authority headquarters which I’d visited and the BBC where I’d worked. It was an eerie combination. The ITA was all money. It looked as if millions had been spent on trendy decor and the whole buzz was about how popular shows could earn more advertising revenue. The BBC was about... well, to be honest, I never really found out what the BBC was about. Everybody in BBC Radio looked down their noses at BBC Television, so naturally I did the same. But salaries were better in television, so everybody in BBC Radio was surreptitiously applying for transfers, myself included in the halcyon days before Madame de Gaulle told the great listening public she was looking forward to a penis. The really arrogant (again myself included) surreptitiously applied for Independent Television. The salaries there were reputed to be higher than the National Debt.
Those already established in television had no opinion whatsoever about those employed in radio. We were beneath notice, let alone contempt. So, strangely enough, was money. BBC Television, according to those who worked there, had to do with quality and public service and dramatisations of Dickens or Emily Bronte. There were quiz shows with minuscule prizes, of course, but they were produced as an indulgence to those viewers who, God bless them, were working class and couldn’t be expected to aspire to anything better.
Television or radio, the BBC I knew was stuffy as a Victorian sofa. It smelled of the Establishment. It functioned exclusively from a conservative ethic.
NBC was like that. It had Establishment written all over it and conservatism oozing out of every pore. But the conservatism was related to money and nothing else. One glance and you knew there was an aristocracy of wealth, a hierarchy of earners. Quality was measured in terms of audience ratings. Faceless managers lived in terror of approving anything remotely novel. Only the tried and tested could be relied on to make money. Creativity was anathema.
I was well aware the King of the tried and tested, until the day his ratings might begin to slip, was Johnny Carson.
If you watch television today, it’s almost impossible to comprehend the popularity of Johnny Carson in 1969. In our present permissive era, chat shows routinely feature transvestite bisexuals who beat each other to a pulp after they’ve confessed to sleeping with their mothers. Johnny, by contrast, simply questioned his guests with gentle good humour and punctuated their answers with tasteful, if unmemorable, variety acts. But what you tend to forget is that Johnny was an archetype. He set the mould. Besides, he was quite capable of pulling a spectacular stunt from time to time, as I was to discover.
I gave my name at the reception desk and a highly polished black girl called upstairs for my P.A. minder. This turned out to be a plump, harassed child in her twenties wearing the sort of dress that looks like a Catholic penance. She gave me an exhausted smile and ticked off something - presumably my name - on a yellow clipboard.
“So glad you could make it, Mr Sinclair,” she told me in a soft Southern accent. “Mr Carson’s in Make Up, but he asked me to tell you how much, how very much, he’s looking forward to meeting you. And he’s specifically instructed me to look after you until it’s time for your spot.”
It seemed a bit over the top, but I supposed it might just be the sort of courtesy one professional would extend to another, however lowly, in the same line of business. Alternatively, it may have been that things English were flavour of the month: you never could tell with American fads.
“My name is Lauren,” the child was saying. “If you’d like to come this way, we can get the formalities over and then you can relax.”
The formalities turned out to be the signing of a Release that specified a fee of $100 for appearing and small percentages in the event of rebroadcasts. “It’s just a token,” Lauren told me smiling tiredly, even though it was a substantial sum by British standards. I signed at once.
“I don’t suppose you know what Mr Carson will be asking me?” I asked as she shepherded me towards the make-up studio. Martha had flatly refused to let me know what angle she’d sold Carson to get me on the show.
“Even if I did I couldn’t tell you.” The tired smile never faltered. “Johnny has a strict no-rehearsal policy. It’s the only way to ensure spontaneity.”
If I expected an early glimpse of Johnny Carson in Make Up, I was disappointed. Almost certainly he had his own make-up people, but even if not, the make-up studio was big enough to swallow a thousand celebrities. I sat down in a barber’s chair before an enormous mirror and was covered with a sheet by a gum-chewer who told me her name was Avril.
“Nice bones!” she remarked enthusiastically as she studied my head from various angles.
“Thanks,” I said. Lauren, I noticed, was seated in a nearby chair hugging her clipboard. She appeared to have fallen asleep.
“Not much we need to do with you, John,” Avril told me grinning. “You’re a natural for television.”
“Am I?”
“Sure. Just a little powder to keep down the shine. And that shirt will have to go.”
“What’s wrong with this shirt?” I’d bought it specially for the occasion.
“White flares on camera. I’ll send down to wardrobe to get you something trendy in blue.” She picked up a power puff. “Your hair’s starting to recede. That’s good.”
“It is?” I asked, genuinely taken aback. “I thought it made me look old.”
“Naw,” Avril chewed, “just distinguished. A guy on television looks too young, nobody takes him serious. Ya nervous?”
“A little.” It was the understatement of the century.
“Don’t be. You’ll be great.” She powered my receding hairline.
“I just wish I knew what he’ll be asking me.”
“Haven’t they told you?”
“No. I asked Lauren, but she said she wasn’t allowed.”
“I expect it’ll be sex,” Avril said. “He’s asking everybody about sex these days.”
As the make-up session finished, Lauren’s head jerked up. The smile was still there, still tired, permanently in place even during sleep. “So glad you could make it, ” she murmured. “Mr Carson’s in Make Up, but he asked me to tell you how much, how very much, he’s looking forward to meeting you. And he’s specifically instructed me to look after you until it’s time for your spot.”
“Yes,” I said.
I felt self-conscious as she led me to Hospitality. Despite Avril’s reassurances, I’d ended up getting the full treatment including eye-liner and stuff I assumed was greasepaint. By the time she’d finished, the face in the mirror was that of an ageing queen, but she assured me I’d look different on screen. I was not at all convinced as I trailed despondently after the exhausted Lauren. The effect, for someone who wasn’t used to it - and nobody uses make-up for radio, of course - was rather like wearing a mask, so that you stare out at the world in a curiously disconnected fashion. I supposed everybody else on the show, including Johnny, would be masked in the same way, but that didn’t make it any better.
The Hospitality Suite was as large and as sumptuous as everywhere else in this temple to commercial Mammon. There was a fully-stocked bar, complete with uniformed barman, at one end of a room the size of a tennis court. There were deep leather armchairs, couches, coffee tables, book-cases and a bizarre mixture of wood-panelling, glass and stainless steel. The only similarity to the BBC Hospitality Room, a chamber of horrors with which I was only too depressingly familiar, was the green and tan flecked carpet, a colour chosen because it doesn’t show obvious stains if a guest pukes on it.
There was a buzz of high-pitched, nervous conversation right across the room from an eclectic mixture of people whom I took to be my fellow guests. One of them had bright green hair.
“No monitor?” I asked. Both the BBC and the Independent studios in Britain installed television monitors in their Hospitality Rooms as a matter of course. That way, guests could watch other people making fools of themselves right up to the point where they were dragged on to do the same.
“Over there,” Lauren said, pointing. At first I couldn’t see it. Then with a rush of what Alvin Toffler was to call future shock I realised the whole wall panel was a monitor. It was switched off at the moment, but even if it had been switched on I doubt I’d have realised what I was looking at. BBC monitors were minuscule - the sort of size you associate with ATMs nowadays. “We leave it off until the show actually starts.” The tired smile again. “Now, can I get you a coffee? Or would you prefer tea? The English always drink tea, don’t they?”
I’d had American tea, the only fluid on the planet that can actually taste bone dry and dusty. “Coffee will be fine,” I said. I would have preferred a stiff belt of burbon, but I knew the form. Whether in America or Britain, TV guests were offered only soft drinks until about ten minutes before they were due to go on. Then their hosts would wake up suddenly to the duties of adult hospitality and offer liquor. The idea was that well-timed alcohol left people relaxed and talkative. If you administered spirits too early, you ran the risk of them walking on and falling down. The stiff belt would have to wait.
As Lauren went off to fetch the coffee, I watched another P. A. minder usher in another guest. “So glad you could make it, ” she was saying. “Mr Carson’s in Make Up, but he asked me to tell you how much, how very much, he’s looking forward to meeting you. And he’s specifically instructed me to look after you until it’s time for your spot.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
I kept myself to myself despite Lauren’s several attempts to engage me in conversation with fellow guests. A part of me suspected I was still in fairly deep trouble so that my instinct was to maintain a low profile. It was a fairly lunatic instinct, given that I was about to go on national television under my own name - and in one of the most popular shows on the airwaves - but it was my instinct and I was stuck with it.
As Lauren promised, the monstrous wall monitor flashed briefly, then sprang to life in time to fill the room with what I took to be the Johnny Carson signature tune, but actually turned out to be the latest jingle for Dr Pepper. But the commercials finished eventually and I found myself watching a man with the build of a wrestler (and the voice of a referee) announce, “Ladeeeees and gennelmen, heeeeeeeeeeeeeer’s.... Johnny!!!”
“Do you think I might have a burbon?” I asked Lauren in my best British accent.
One of my fellow guests, a female academic with blue rinsed hair, twittered, “Oh, I do love that Ed McMahon. Honest to Godfrey, Johnny Carson would be nothing without him.” She was widely ignored. Everybody in the room seemed to be hypnotised by the screen.
Lauren was locked into immobility as she considered my request. I could understand her problem. I was obviously outside my ten-minute time-limit, but as against that I might well be the sort who would make a fuss if refused, despite the British accent. I waited patiently, not much bothered which way her decision went. Eventually she said, “Yes, of course.” I suspect her tiredness simply got the better of her.
I’ve noticed that while it’s difficult to persuade Americans to cave in about anything, when they do cave in they tend to cave in completely. Thus it was no surprise to find that the burbon Lauren handed me was a triple, diluted with nothing more substantial than ice. I sipped it gratefully, feeling liquid warmth trickle into that body area the Japanese call the hara, then spread out to induce a profound sensation of well-being and relaxation. In less than five minutes, my reservations about appearing on the show had disappeared. I was destined to be a sensation. I would talk memorably with wit on any subject Johnny Carson cared to introduce.
At the moment, on the huge screen, Johnny was introducing a young man with long blond hair and a karate headband who argued that the Hippie Movement was neither defunct nor in decline, but merely regrouping for its final assault on the Military-Industrial Complex. Believe it or not, this was the first time I’d heard the term Military-Industrial Complex and I was suitably impressed. Rather more so than with the young man who seemed wholly irrational. But then I drank more burbon and thought who was I to talk?
A red phone rang on one of the coffee tables and Lauren hurried to answer it. It was a one-sided conversation for she said nothing more than “Yes.” But when she hung up, she came over to tell me quietly, “They’ve moved you up a slot. You’re on after the next commercials.” She eyed my empty glass, seemed about to offer a refill, then clearly decided against it.
“Any chance of another?” I asked promptly.
She gave me her old familiar exhausted smile. “I’m afraid they don’t allow - “ She stopped. “Oh, what the hell - you’re going to need it.”
The barman was actually called Leroy, a name I’d firmly believed to be a Hollywood fiction. When Lauren gave him the nod, he slid the open bottle along the counter the way they do in Western movies. I caught it inexpertly, but at least none spilled, and helped myself to a generous libation. “Dulls the pain,” said Leroy, grinning.
It became a bit fuddled immediately after that. The next thing I remember clearly was being introduced to somebody called Doc Severensen who assured me Johnny was in ‘great form’ and I was going to have a ‘wonderful time’. I would be, he insisted, ‘great - just great!” Then I was walking into the studio to a burst of applause that would have been overblown if I’d changed into Jane Fonda.
I couldn’t see the studio audience. For some reason they’d lowered the house lights like a live theatre and put a spot on the chair where I was supposed to sit. I could hardly even see Johnny, who was installed behind a sort of desk, the way David Letterman sits today. A second spot picked me up and guided me to the seat. As it did so, the applause actually increased, intermixed with laughter. I suspect that if the burbon hadn’t dulled my critical faculties, I’d have been asking questions by that stage.
But as it was, Johnny Carson was walking round his desk, his hand outstretched, a broad grin on his face. “Here he is, Ladies and Gentlemen - the lucky guy I’ve been telling you about. Hands up all you fellas out there who envy him?”
Envy? What on earth had Martha told him about me? But he was making a big play of squinting into the darkened studio, something which the audience found hilarious. Johnny waved his hand in mock exasperation. “Aw, what the heck, I can’t see a thing in here!” More laughter, rising to the sort of crescendo I associated with the Phil Silvers Show. “Hey, Ed,” Johnny called to someone in the gloom beyond the cameras, “Can’t you do something about the lights?” More merriment, but then he was shaking my hand and smiling like a benign uncle and saying, “Really nice to meet you, John. Take a seat, take a seat. We’re dying to hear you tell us all about it.”
I sat to a mixture of laughter and renewed applause. The burbon had died abruptly and I was wondering what the hell was going on.
“John,” Johnny said, “let’s take this from the beginning. You’re English, of course.”
“Yes.”
“And you’ve been in America... how long?”
My mind went a blank. It was a simple enough question, but I couldn’t remember the answer. It seemed like forever. “Couple of weeks,” I muttered, hoping it might be near enough.
It seemed to satisfy Johnny Carson who’d obviously only asked it to lead into something else. He was grinning broadly now. “And, John... John, I want you to be really frank and open -” He seemed to be having trouble with his breathing. “I mean, we can take it over here. So tell us, as an Englishman, have you seen any interesting sights since you came over?”
For some reason it brought the house down and I had to wait until the audience settled before I answered. Eventually I said, “Well, I haven’t got round to looking at the Grand Canyon yet -”
That brought the house down as well, so much so I had to stop and wait. There was somebody out there in the darkness who sounded as if he was having a heart attack and several women were braying like donkeys. When it wound down, I finished my sentence, “ - but there are some beautiful things in Washington and even here in New -” They wouldn’t let me finish. They were howling with glee. I looked at Johnny in the hope he might let me in on the joke, but he seemed to be having trouble controlling himself as well. I felt myself frown and saw the camera lens rotate for a close-up.
“John -” Johnny said, then stopped. “John -” he tried again. He stood up and it was clear he was having trouble controlling his laughter. “John, I’m sorry. I guess we should let you in on the joke.”
“I should be delighted if you would,” I told him in my best English accent and that sent the audience off again.
“Will we tell him?” Johnny asked.
“Yes!” the audience roared.
“Will we show him?” Johnny asked, milking it.
“YES!!!” roared the audience even more loudly.
“Give us some lights here, Ed!” Johnny called.
I had not the slightest idea what to expect as the lights came up. I swivelled in my chair to look at the audience. And at that exact moment, despite the best efforts of Marian, Martha and Beth, it happened again. I plunged into another of my damn hallucinations. The first three rows of the audience were stark naked.



Chapter Twenty-Three
The applause went on and on, so long in fact that my fuddled mind began to work again. The first thing to strike me was that it wasn’t just the women who were naked - the men were too. That had never happened before. Then there was the fact that only those in the first three rows were divest of clothes. Until now, my hallucinations had never been limited in this way.
And then, as the applause began to fade, I started to wonder if I really was hallucinating. I don’t know what the difference was, but something in the deepest recesses of my mind kept whispering that this was real. The people in the first three rows were actually not wearing clothes. I looked at Johnny (who was wearing clothes) and the cameramen (who were wearing clothes) and the floor manager, a woman, (who was wearing clothes) and all those dozens of other women in the audience beyond the first three rows (who were, without exception, wearing clothes) and suddenly, like a bolt from the blue, I knew what was happening.
Johnny Carson was grinning. The cameramen were grinning. The unclothed audience members in the first three rows were grinning. Slowly I began to grin as well. “You’ve stitched me up,” I said into the camera.
It turned out to be the best move I ever made.
Johnny apologised afterwards, but it was no more than a polite formality. There was no doubt at all I’d been the highlight of the show and nobody regretted that in the least. I got the whole story in Johnny’s private Hospitality Suite where I was taken because I was a success and success, even silly success, is everything in America.
It started when Martha told Johnny about my hallucinations. I gather she dressed it up a little because he seemed to have the idea I hallucinated only the most stunning women and the whole thing had been caused by my trip to America.
Every issue of the Johnny Carson Show was preceded by a brain-storming session to generate ideas about presentation. Apparently I was the subject of much discussion. A man who sees beautiful naked women everywhere has the makings of a class act where ratings are concerned. It was only a matter of time before somebody came up with the obvious angle. Why not show the audience at home what he sees?
Everything else grew out of that simple question. There were several variations on the theme, ideas involving strippers and artist’s models, that sort of thing, but they were dismissed as tawdry. Eventually somebody suggested a practical joke theme and the meeting took fire. Next thing you know they’d organised party tickets for willing members of the Minnesota Naturist Association - one of the P.A.s had an uncle in it.
The nudists were hidden away in the bowels of the building while the show got underway. (I was moved up a slot because they were getting cold.) They were moved into the studio during the commercial break. While this was happening, Johnny told the rest of the audience all about me and explained how he was planning a little joke. How would I react to really naked people? Would I think I was hallucinating? Would I actually hallucinate and give them clothes again? I’d had the same sort of thoughts myself as you’ll recall and you can imagine the wind-up. The audience lapped it up. They could hardly wait for me to come on.
“Weren’t you worried about showing... you know, naked people on television?” I asked him curiously. Last year, Hair launched full frontal nudity on stage when play censorship was abolished in London and in August news cameras showed youngsters parading naked (and stoned) at the Woodstock pop festival, but a television chat show was very different. I’d reckoned Johnny Carson would catch up with the permissive Sixties somewhere around 1999.
“Well, we didn’t actually show them,” Johnny admitted. He shrugged. “Camera angles, you know. A shoulder here... a knee there... we sort of hinted. But the viewers got the message all right.”
“They certainly did!” exclaimed a booming voice behind me.
I turned to find myself looking at a tall man who had suit written all over him. He smelled of cologne. His fingernails were manicured. His hair swept back in grey wings above patrician ears. Johnny Carson stood up. Johnny Carson stood up. In that one action I learned I was in the presence of God.
“Hi, Abe,” Johnny said. If I hadn’t known better I’d have sworn his smile was nervous.
“Introduce us,” the tall man commanded. He looked at me and displayed a mouthful of teeth that wouldn’t have disgraced little Donny Osmond in his prime.
“Abe, this is John Sinclair: he was a guest on my show to -”
“I know who this is, Johnny,” Abe told him without taking his eyes off me. “Now tell him who I am.”
“John,” Johnny said obediently, “this is Abraham Feldenkranz.” He licked his lips. “The... ah... President of NBC.”
“Abe,” said the big man, sticking out his hand. “It’s good to meet you, John.”
The handshake was like a Panzer Division storming into Poland and mercifully just as swift. “Hello, Abe,” I said, wondering if he was here to fire Johnny Carson for allowing lunatics and naked people on his show. Johnny seemed to be wondering much the same thing, to judge from his colour.
“You were great on Johnny’s show, John,” Abe said with the sort of overwhelming sincerity I had previously associated only with Hughie Green. “I watched every minute and you were sensational! That moment... that instant... when you turned towards the camera and smiled and said ‘You’ve stitched me up’, John, that was pure poetry, pure television poetry.”
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Johnny Carson quietly sit down again. I thought he looked relieved.
“But then,” said Abe in his booming voice, “you’re in the business yourself, aren’t you? Big TV star in London, am I right?”
“Well, radio actually -” And even that was past tense.
“Radio - television - what’s the difference? It’s all communications. And you’re a natural. Am I right, Johnny.”
“You certainly are, Abe,” Johnny told him and possibly even believed it. He certainly sounded sincere.
Abe turned back to me. “You’re a busy man. I’m a busy man. Even Johnny’s a busy man - just kidding, Johnny. So I’ll not beat around the bush. I’m here to offer you your own show, John. Salary commensurate, as they say. Company Caddy, window office, health insurance, holiday condo, usual perks, we’ll sort out the fine print in the contract. Six months renewable. Okay, okay, a year, but that’s my final offer. You’ll need to move over from London so naturally we’ll foot the bill. You’ll need a city apartment, place in the country to hideaway - we can provide those. What do you say?”
I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. Not that it mattered, because Abe was talking again.
“I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job, John - we believe in creative freedom here at NBC, don’t we Johnny? -”
“You bet,” Johnny said.
“- but I’d suggest you build your show around this naked women thing. Naturally we can’t actually show them naked, but we can hint. Hey, Johnny’s blazed the trail for you there - right Johnny?”
“Right, Abe.”
“Camera angles,” Abe said, echoing the words Johnny had used earlier. “Little bit of shoulder, little bit of knee, maybe somewhere down the road we can slip in a little bit of tit, keep the viewers interested. What you do with the broads is your affair. Interview them, get them to sing and dance, whatever. It’s the nudity the viewers will tune in to see. Know how many calls we had about your spot on Johnny’s show? Fifty-eight thousand, seven hundred and sixty-six before the switchboard blew. Fifty-eight thousand! I tell you, naked broads are going to send your ratings through the roof. What do you say?”
This time I managed to answer. “I’m afraid I’m only over on a tourist visa.”
Abe Feldenkranz and Johnny Carson both began to laugh.



Epilogue
Sixty-nine (or Soixante-Neuf, as my nurse likes to call it in her more skittish moments) was one hell of a year. Sometimes I look out my office window and the scenery fades as the memories come flooding back...
It was the year of the big famine in Biafra. There was famine there before and there was famine there after, but January 69 was the year we actually took notice. Famine isn’t really famine until it makes the television news and we can feel our heartstrings tugged by wide-eyed kids with matchstick legs.
It was the year Yassar Arafat formed the PLO. You’d think they were there forever, but up to then all you had was disorganised bullets and bombs aimed at Israel. Afterwards there was a name, and a movement, Goddamit.
It was the year Golda Meir became Premier of Israel. Ah, Golda! They used to say she never wore a mini skirt because she was afraid her balls might show. And I had it on good authority that after the Six Day War, she called Nixon and offered to fight Viet Nam for him at cost plus ten per cent.
He should have taken her up on it. It was the year the New York Times reported Viet Nam casualties had at last outstripped those of the Korean War. That’s American casualties, of course. Nobody gave a toss how many gooks were killed. Nixon reacted with more bombing, including sorties into Cambodia, but his heart wasn’t in it and he’d started to pull out before the year was up.
It was the year Fellini released Satyricon. It was a duff movie, but like my show on NBC there were naked people in it so it got a lot of (disapproving) publicity.
It was the year General Charles de Gaulle left office and retired from politics, God bless his cotton socks. I never mentioned why he did it. There was a referendum about reform of the French Senate. Charlie went on television and backed it to the hilt. I suspect he spent too long in Hospitality beforehand because he actually promised to step down if the people didn’t vote his way. They didn’t. It was a close-run thing, though. Five percentage points the other way and they’d have had the old bastard forever. My life would have been very different too.
It was the year Ho Chi Minh died (although it didn’t seem to make much difference to the war in Viet Nam) and the year Khadafy came to power in Libya. It was the year the troubles got really troublesome in Northern Ireland. It was the year man first walked on the moon.
But are these the things you remember? Or do you, like me, find it easier to recall John Lennon and Yoko Ono taking publicly to bed in Canada to protest about peace and promote John’s latest single? Do you remember the very first-ever colour television broadcast in Britain? ITV, of course. That sort of thing was much to frivolous for the good old BBC. Do you recollect that ladies started burning bras as Women’s Lib got underway? Do you even care that Denmark put on the world’s first Sex Fair after legalising pornography?
Towards the end of 69, Britain at long last outlawed capital punishment so you could no longer be hanged no matter how badly you behaved. But I was never even tempted to go home.
I have to tell you I’ve done rather well since 1969. The show Abe offered me was only a moderate success, but my lawyer (a cousin of Martin Bormann’s incidentally) negotiated a truly monumental buy-out when NBC decided to terminate my contract. I invested the money wisely and I’m now the head of my own communications empire. It’s hard work, but it has its moments - Barclay Haslett once applied here for a job.
Looking back at the year it all started, I find it as difficult to recognise myself in that sex-starved young man as I do to understand the money values of the day. I am now as rich as Croesus. I have outlived seven wives (including Seline, incidentally, who choked to death on a fish-bone while on holiday on Crete) many of my friends and most of my enemies. I have been blessed with astonishing good health. Even now it allows me to smoke cigars in moderation, drink sometimes to excess and eat more or less what I enjoy most of the time. Despite this, I have a live-in nurse. She is twenty-eight years old. She has blonde hair. She is the one who giggles and refers to 1969 as soixante-neuf.
I have developed an enormous fondness for the late Madame de Gaulle.
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