


1

They might as well have brought the taste, smell, of the dead fish into the bar with them.

The taste, smell, was as strong as when they had reached the bar a little more than two hours earlier. The draught from the poorly fitted windows and the beer swilling in their mouths had failed to remove it. The atmosphere of dead fish was around them and through them. If there had been other customers in the bar then the landlord might have suggested, only suggested, that they should go and wash up first and change from their work clothes. He’d kept his peace because they were his only drinkers on a foul night. The rain was in from the west, sometimes merging with hail when the wind strengthened. The rain, and sometimes the hail, and always the wind hit at the windows and wet rivers ran down the wallpaper below them to the newspapers that were folded to catch the damp. There was supposed to be a man coming in to fix the window frames and replace the rotten wood, the landlord would say each evening as he bent to place the newspapers on the floor, and he’d been saying that since last winter. They were both of them on their fifth pint of beer, extra strong, high alcohol content, and the bigger of the two men took a whisky chaser with each of his pints. They weren’t loud drunk. They were miserable drunk. They had come straight from the cages of the salmon farm across on the far side of the loch. They had been out on the heaving walkways round the cages, working with flashlights, sometimes bothering to use the safety harnesses and sometimes not, and they had come to the bar with their trousers wringing wet where the sea water came in above their boots, and with their hands still slimed with the fish scales. The scales, the bright life gone from them, had peeled onto the table where they sat close to the fire and they left them, dull and opaque, flotsam amongst the stained beer mats. The problem was double bad. There was the increase in the lice, immature and adult, that fastened to the bodies of the caged fish. And there was the effect of the chemicals that they poured into the pens to kill the lice and which stressed the fish to death. Too many dead fish sliding into the dead hole at the bottom of each cage. Too great a number of wasted fish, too much wasted money, too many wasted hours. They didn’t have to chew on the consequences of having so many fish dragged by the suction tube out of the dead holes below the cages. It was bloody damn obvious . . . The farm was up for sale, the owners who had once thought it was a pretty little investment to finance a salmon farm in the Highlands and Islands had lost their patience and nerve. No buyer in sight, the market saturated. The business was going down the dead hole as fast as the young farmed salmon that could not take the predatory lice and the stressing chemicals.

The fire was going well. There would always be a good log fire as long as the man who had promised to come and fix the windows stayed away. The wind came some of the time with a thin whistle through the gaps in the frames of the woodwork. The wind was enough to shift the curtains on the window nearest them, flutter what had once been heavy velvet. They were hunched over the table. Neither had spoken for a full quarter of an hour. They lit cigarettes, they drank, they dragged on the cigarettes, they slumped, they squashed the glow from the cigarettes into a filled ashtray.

There was the sound of a car on the gravel beyond the window, going slowly, as if feeling its way through the darkness of the storm night. The shorter man looked up. It might have been his training to have been aware of a stranger’s car. A local would have powered into the car park and snapped to a halt. For years he had been taught to be aware of what was out of place. No strangers came to a bar late on a bad night before the holiday season. His eyes seemed to clear. He looked past the head of the stag mounted above the wide fireplace with the fur manged at the neck, and past the smoke-darkened glass that protected the stuffed salmon that had been wild and caught thirty-eight years earlier and that encouraged the futile sportsmen who travelled up from London, and past the wide wing span of the preserved golden eagle which had lost most of its tail feathers at the party three New Year’s Eves back. He saw the turning lights between the moving drapes of the curtain.

The bigger man, the one with the whisky chasers, who called himself Rocky, muttered, ‘What you going to do?’

The shorter man swerved his eyeline back from the lit curtains. ‘Look for something else.’

Rocky snorted. He was from Glasgow. His accent was harsher than that of the men and women who had lived from birth in the cottages and bungalows beside the lock. ‘That’ll not be easy.’

‘I think I know that.’ He heard car doors slam shut, and then the sound of the car pulling away fast.

‘You’ll have another, ’course you will. Nothing to do but get pissed up . . .’

The shorter man nodded. He seemed not to care whether he had another drink or not. His nostrils wrinkled at the smell of dead fish and he wiped his tongue hard round the inside of his mouth to try to lose the taste of dead fish, without success. He was watching the door into the bar.

His training was always to watch a door for the entry of strangers, but the training was for a life that no longer existed.

Rocky lurched to his feet, noisily lifted up the empty glasses. ‘You’re a miserable sod, don’t you know . . . ?’

The shorter man watched the door.



It was seven days since they had left the Campeche quarter of the Old City of Havana. It would be their last place of calling, and if they were turned down again then they would be flying back to Cuba in failure. One of them, the one who led down the dark corridor of the hotel that ran past the reception to the door of the bar, slipped into his small wallet the receipt from the taxi driver. They were blank-faced, none of the three of them showed an expression of anticipation nor a fear of further failure. For each of them it had been a huge journey, beyond the limits of what they could have imagined before the funeral. They had gone the day after the burial of the man they had followed into exile so long before. And each of them, because they had been told it individually and then together by Rodolfo Jorge Ramírez, understood that they had been chosen for the mission of importance because older men, travelled men, Ladinos, had doubted the possibility of what they were charged to achieve, and wrung their hands and murmured the excuse and sidled away. The one who led, who spoke English the best, paused in front of the door that was marked ‘Bar’. They were each dressed in the same style, narrow shoes of thin black leather, white shirts and gaudy ties, and suits that seemed too large for their bodies. Each wore a wide-brimmed hat . . . They had flown from Cuba to Madrid, and been rejected. They had taken a second aircraft, sat stiff and belted in through gales and turbulence, to Frankfurt in Germany, gone to the address given them, and again been rejected. They had gone by coach to Louvain in Belgium and sat in an office that was decorated with photographs of smiling white men in combat uniform who carried machine guns and rifles and posed beside the bodies of dead black men, and again been rejected. They had taken a ferry boat across grey seas to England, and been sick before landfall, and had made their way to London, and been laughed at before they had again been rejected. Making their way out of the door of the London office they had been called back, and a name had been scribbled on a piece of paper and the name of a village and the name of a nearest town. They had thought, each of them, that after the rejection they had been played with by the broad-shouldered man with the paratroop emblems tattooed below the hair on his forearms.

But they had still taken the name of the man, the name of the village, the name of the nearest town.

A train had carried them through the day north from London to Scotland. A smaller train had brought them from Glasgow to Fort William, through bare mountains that were shadowed in cloud and rain and dusk.

A taxi had driven them on narrow roads from Fort William to the village, to a darkened shed beside a quay where the water whipped in storm waves. The taxi driver had been good to them, and taken the piece of paper with the handwritten name and knocked at the door of a small house and shown a woman the name and been given directions. The headlights of the taxi had found a caravan building, blacked out, and again the driver had found the nearest house and smacked his fist on the door and repeated the name.

The three men had sat, squashed close, in the back of the taxi, and seen the gestures through the rain running on the window.

They had been dropped at the hotel. They had paid, they had taken the receipt.

It was the last chance. The bar door was closed in front of them. They had travelled to Madrid and to Frankfurt and to Louvain and to London to find a fighting man. It was the last chance or it was failure.



The door opened. Because Rocky was at the bar, because the bulk of Rocky’s body was not between the door and himself, Gord’s hand fluttered with a trained instinct towards his belt. Just instinct. At his belt there was no pistol, no holster. His fist rested on the damp denim of his jeans and dislodged more of the dried fish scales.

Gord saw them come in.

As if to a signal they took off their hats. They stood inside the bar. Their features were a uniform. Dark hair cut short, wide-set ears, flattened noses that looked as if they were pressed against glass, long mouths with strong lips, high and forward cheekbones. Gord thought they might have come from a production line. Each of them was short in height but with the power of barrel chests. The tan on their faces was milk mixed chocolate. They stood, each of them, inside the bar with their hats held across their privates and they looked around them with slanted eyes.

The accent was Spanish, thick English and taught. It was the one at the back who spoke. ‘Please, Mr Brown? Mr Gordon Brown . . . ?’

Rocky swayed at the bar. ‘Who’s wanting him?’

‘I was told that here we would find Mr Gordon Brown . . .’

There was the mischief look in Rocky’s eye. The small boy, the big bully, fun in the schoolyard. ‘Well, you’ve found him.’

Gord chuckled to himself, dry. A hell of an awful day in the middle of a hell of an awful week. He anticipated sport. He eased back in his chair and readied himself for the show. Rocky put the filled glass in front of Gord, then turned to face them. Gord thought that he deserved to be amused.

The one in the middle, who would have been the smallest, not more than two inches above five feet in height, said, ‘We are from Guatemala. We are from the old village of Acul which is in the Ixil triangle region of the Quiché district. We live now in the city of Havana. Rodolfo Jorge Ramírez has sent us to find you, Mr Gordon Brown . . .’

The one at the front, an inch taller and older because he had grey smears in the black hair, said, ‘We want the help, Mr Brown. We want you to march with Rodolfo Jorge Ramírez when we go back to the triangle . . .’

The one at the back who carried a small attaché case, imitation leather and cheap as they come, dribbling with the rain, said, ‘We have come to find a fighting man, Mr Brown, one who will know the mind of our enemy. May we talk with you, Mr Brown . . . ?’

‘Be my guest,’ Rocky slurred.

Gord watched. He wondered what sort of place was Acul, what sort of village . . . They ignored Gord, as if he didn’t exist. They made for the furthest corner of the bar, and they stood in respect until Rocky had slumped down on a chair. Gord heard occasional words, the ones that were hardest on their tongues and which they seemed to speak the loudest. Once Rocky looked across at Gord and winked hard. The words that Gord heard were ‘atrocity’ and ‘genocide’ and ‘massacre’ and ‘revolution’. Gord knew a little of Guatemala. He hadn’t been to the Jungle Warfare School in Belize that was less than fifty miles from the Guatemalan border, but he’d known those who had, and it had been their job to learn the capabilities of the Guatemalan forces. He knew the reputation of those forces. From what he’d heard, ‘atrocity’ and ‘genocide’ and ‘massacre’ were not out of place, but ‘revolution’ was. That’s what he’d heard, way back . . . The smallest sat straight upright in front of Rocky and spoke as if he had learned by heart the proposition, and Rocky couldn’t help himself and spurted as a reaction half a mouthful of beer and chaser onto the table, and the one with the grey smears in his hair wiped the table with the sleeve of his jacket. Rocky was giggling into their faces and they showed no shock, none of them. The one who had the attaché case opened it and lifted out a heap of photographs, and Gord craned from where he sat to see them. He heard the peal of Rocky’s laughter, and he thought from what he could see across the room that the photograph on the top showed the naked body of a woman, and he thought he could see the scar marks on the body.

The baying now of Rocky’s voice. ‘Why not? Piece of cake, right? Walk straight in there? Bang, bang, bang, all over. We’ve won, fuck the bad guys. Count me in . . .’

He thought they realized. Surely they would have known by now that they were used for fun, an amusement and a sport. He felt shame.

He stood.

He had humiliated himself.

Gord said quietly across the room, ‘Go home, Rocky . . .’

He was three inches, minimum, shorter than his friend, he was fifty pounds lighter.

‘. . . Just take yourself off home, Rocky. Game’s over.’

He saw the puzzlement on the big man’s face and then the annoyance flickering at his mouth. Gord stood his ground with his hands easily on his hips.

Rocky went. He left a third of his big glass full on the table and a half of his chaser glass, but he went out of the bar and Gord heard him slip in the corridor and fall and then heard the vivid curse from the outer door when the weather would have hit him.

Gord went to the table where they sat.

‘I apologize . . . I’m Gord Brown.’

Each of them shook his hand. He cringed. They showed no anger. He asked them to show him their photographs. He was sobered by their dignity. He took Rocky’s chair, pushed aside Rocky’s drink, scoured the table with his handkerchief.

The top photograph was pushed towards him by the smallest man. A woman lying naked in her own blood on the steel trolley that had been pulled out from a refrigerated compartment in a morgue. Her arms were crossed in death to preserve the modesty of her breasts, but one hand had been severed at the wrist. A small square of cloth had been placed over her groin. The pale skin of the body was marked by contusions and slashes and bruises. Gord breathed hard.

He moved aside the top photograph. He saw a picture of a man laid out on a dirt floor and some of his face was obscured by the kneeling shape of a woman, and the focus on the camera had been sharp enough to record the tears on her cheeks. The shirt of the man had been opened to display the wounds that Gord reckoned were the work of a knife or bayonet. There was a bullet entry wound in the centre of the forehead. He felt the vomit rising in his throat, he had only drunk that evening and had not eaten.

There was the image of a child’s face, close up, rigid in death. He could not look away because he had played a game with these people, made his fun and amusement and sport from them. He owed it to them to hold the photograph in his mind. The eyes of the child had been gouged out of blood-dark sockets. The ears of the child had been sliced off. He could see because the cadaver’s mouth was open that the tongue of the child had been cut short . . .

He turned away. He was sick onto the floor.

From behind the bar the landlord watched him, said nothing.

Another image was slid in front of him.

He vomited again, his evening’s drink and his lunchtime’s sandwiches and he could taste the flesh of dead fish.

A photograph of a fresh-excavated grave with bodies half retrieved from mud and a woman pointing to a corpse and men standing around leaning on long-handled spades . . .

He knew where they were kept. He went from the table and out across the bar and down the corridor to the scullery beyond the hotel kitchen. He ran water from the sink into the bucket and he took the mop back with him. They sat in their silence as he sluiced the floor around the table. No word from the landlord at the bar. It was Gord’s work. He poured Dettol from a plastic bottle onto the linoleum of the floor, dosed it so that the smell of the vomit and of the dead fish was over-whelmed. He took back to the scullery the mop and the bucket and the disinfectant, and threw the contents of the bucket as far as he could into the night. He came back to the bar and sat in his chair.

‘I’m Gord Brown, what do you want of me?’



The dawn came in a grey haze off the sea waters of the loch. He walked the white sand of the beach. Where the incoming tide had not covered them his footprints showed the trek he had made back and forth from the rock cliff to the west, in the darkness, to the black mass of the seaweed field to the east.

The wind took the top from the waves, flecked clear white against the shadow distance. What did Gord Brown stand for? He had been told of an Indian people suffering under the boot of the military.

The cloud was sweeping fast from the shoreline across the road to the base of the mountains beyond. Where was the life of Gord Brown going? He had been told of a young man charged by a dying father to return to his own and to take with him a fighting man who would understand the mind of an enemy.

His anorak billowed open from the soaked shirt clinging to his chest. Was Gord Brown looking to a future? He had been told of the proletarian masses who waited only for the call to rise up in arms and of a victory that was inevitable.

Each time that he turned now at the extremity of his walk he could see them. They stood on the wind-stung sedge grass between the beach sand and the road in front of the hotel. Before they had gone from the bar to negotiate accommodation with the landlord, and he had come down to the sand to walk away the night hours and contemplate the proposition, they had talked to him in a language that was half damn funny and half damn pathetic. Funny and pathetic because ‘proletarian masses’ and ‘revolutionary struggle’ and ‘power of the people’ were old slogans, buried. But it was the dignity, sincerity, that was hard to mock.

They stood beside the road in the front of the hotel and waited on his decision.

If they had come a week earlier, before the fish had slid stressed into the dead hole . . . What did Gord Brown stand for?

If they had come six weeks earlier, before the farm had been put onto a stagnant market . . . Where was the life of Gord Brown going?

If they had come three months earlier, before the first signs of the sea lice on the underbellies of the salmon . . . Was Gord Brown looking to a future?

If they had come before he would have heard them out, smiled, shaken their hands, and told them to go lose themselves on the way to Acul village of the Ixil triangle region in the Quiché district, or anywhere.

He was, had been, a fighting man.

He was thirty-four years old. He wavered. He could stride to the west of the beach and climb the granite rock stones and go back to his mobile caravan home, he could slide across the seaweed mass to the east and go to the caravan and lock the door and strip the clothes from his body and sleep till it was time to go back to the farm and start up the suction pumps that drew the wasted fish from the dead hole . . . It was three years since he had seen a beaten people and turned his back on them, left them to the mercy of an army’s firepower.

He walked towards them.

It was ridiculous.

When he was close to them he saw that their faces showed no surprise that he came to them. It was as if they had not contemplated rejection.

Gord said brusquely, ‘What are you paying?’

The smallest man said, ‘We have no money.’

Scornfully, ‘You don’t pay?’

The man with the attaché case lisped, ‘What is the price of freedom? What is the cost of honour?’

Softly, ‘You reckon I come cheap?’

The oldest man smiled. ‘Mr Brown, you would have our gratitude.’

It was five days since he had been able to see the summit of Sidhean Mor, where the eagles flew, where he had climbed the previous year to be close to the nest where the big birds reared their young on an escarpment ledge. He would have liked to have watched them again, the big birds. He could not see the steep slope walls of Sidhean Mor.

Gord Brown was death on the move. He had worked all the previous day and into the evening, and then he had drunk and thrown up, and then he had paced the beach through the night. Nothing seemed to him now to be ridiculous.

He started to walk towards his mobile home and the three Indians from Guatemala trailed after him.



The landlord of the loch-side hotel had been awake for more than an hour.

His dog had woken him, yelped for attention from the kitchen, and he had heard the outer downstairs door of the hotel being opened, the bolts being ground back. He stood at the west-wing window while his wife slept behind him. He had thrown on a sweater and his heavy wool dressing gown, and he used the binoculars that he kept beside the window to watch most mornings for otters in the seaweed at the eastern end of the beach. He had been able to see them, the three of them, standing on the grassline between the road and the beach, and he had been able to follow the restless pacing passage of Gord Brown across the sand. In the bar he had been able to hear little, but the landlord had the wit to know that a proposition had been put by these stunted little beggars from wherever to the man who played at being a fish farm labourer. He had seen Gord walk over to them, talk briefly with them, and now he watched as Gord led them away to the right to where the mobile home was parked in the old stone quarry. If he had thought his wife knew more about Gord Brown than he did himself then he would have roused her, but she didn’t; none of them in the village knew about the outsider who had come to live amongst them fifteen months back, other than that he had a past. The landlord knew that Gord Brown had a past that was obscured because the man steered every conversation away from his life history before he had come north and west to the peninsula that jutted towards the islands off this Scottish coast. The villagers, and he counted himself among them, rated themselves as having a rare talent at probing any blow-in’s history, and all would have admitted quite total failure with Gord Brown. Not rude about it, not aggressive, just determined that the past was private and staying that way.

The landlord would have said, if he had been asked, that he had come to respect the quiet Englishman. Typical of him, what he had done in the bar. Thrown up, not the first and he wouldn’t be the last, in the bar – but the first and last to go out into the kitchen and get a mop and a bucket and a bottle of disinfectant and sluice away the mess. He had never had trouble with the Englishman and he had noted the strength last night when Gord Brown had told big Rocky that the fun time was over, and big Rocky was capable of putting men into hospital and had gone like a lamb, and Gord’s voice never raised. Gord had reached the mobile home. In the vision of the binoculars the little guys hung back. The landlord focused again on Gord Brown. The contours of his body were shown under the wet clinging trousers and shirt, no spare weight. An easy roll on the balls of his feet as if work and the absence of sleep were something he could cope with. The landlord wouldn’t have known what was a good-looking man, but his wife had told him that there had to be a good and concrete reason for a man with those features to be without a woman. Dark hair was flattened back on his scalp. The eyes were clear, the ears were neat. There was a weather tan to his cheeks. Good teeth that were looked after. He could see the stubble, through the magnification, on a jaw that was powerful . . . Gord went into the mobile home.

The landlord would have admitted it, wasn’t ashamed of it, that he would have given a week’s takings to have known what proposition had stirred Gord Brown to miss his bed when he needed it. He considered how, some time and some day, he might find out. He would speak to the post. The post was sister-in-law to the driver who delivered orders from the store in the village. The driver went rough shooting with the policeman. If the policeman got to hear then it would come back to him along the chain of the driver and the post. But the post wouldn’t be with him that morning for more than an hour.

Gord came out of the mobile home . . . He carried a black and bulging bin liner bag. The landlord saw Gord drop the caravan’s keys into the message box beside the road. The rims of the binoculars were pressed hard against the landlord’s eyes. Gord opened the passenger door of the Nissan pick-up and the smallest of the little beggars climbed up and inside. Gord picked up one of the others, the only one who carried a bag, and lifted him easily into the open back of the pick-up, and the landlord fancied that he heard, carried on the wind, shrill laughter, and then the last one went the same way, and Gord threw the bin liner bag in after the two of them. The landlord watched Gord drive the red and mud-spattered Nissan down the road past the hotel and round the corner, gone from sight. Gone without fanfare. As far as the landlord remembered from fifteen months back, he had arrived without fuss.

He went away down the corridor to the guest rooms, to the room where the door had been left open. Last night, late, he had spent more than twenty minutes getting out two collapsible beds and bringing sheets and pillowcases from the airing cupboard. He’d insisted on it, two collapsible beds and the double bed, for the three of them. Little beggars, dirty little beggars, because only the double bed had been slept in.

There had to have been a past. If there hadn’t been a past then Gord Brown would never have driven away with them.



‘. . . Fight fire with fire . . .’

The fast train hammered south.

He understood fighting fire with fire because it had been talked of by the embarrassed young officer, searching for neutral ground, safe talk, who had been charged with minding him when he was confined to quarters in the base camp at Dhahran before the flight back to England. They had spared him close confinement, but he was never to be out of the sight of the minder when he was eating, lounging, sleeping, crapping. The minder, an infantry officer who had come out to Saudi too late to join his unit for the big push into the Iraqi desert, had rabbited one evening about the shortage of flame throwers experienced by his battalion when they had hit the concrete defensive positions of the Republican Guards. The infantryman had said that what he had been told by those who had been in close-quarters combat was that flame throwers would have been the answer to the defensive machine-gun positions, that they’d been held up while waiting for an armoured squadron to give them the punch needed to silence the machine guns. It was more than three years back and Gord could still remember the chatter of the infantry officer, and the nervous young man’s pleasure at finding acceptable conversation.

He had driven the Nissan to the centre of Glasgow, left it parked on a double yellow line underneath a sign that threatened clamping and towing. The carriage clattered at speed through a station, blurring the faces of those on the platform who waited to take the slow stopping train behind.

He was far back in his seat. The flame throwers that Gord had been told about were all old Soviet stock. He had good retentive memory, had been blessed with it since a child. The sort of soldiering he’d done, before the Gulf and ignominy, had been an endless series of courses, the stacking of knowledge as a way of keeping men from boredom. The word turned in his mind, ignominy, and it hurt deep. It was the word that had been used by the Discipline Board, unofficial . . . All the flame throwers that he knew of were Soviet made. The principals, the most recently manufactured, were the LPO-50 and the TPO-50. He could recall the instructor’s session, tipping rain outside, a blackboard hung with photographs and plans of the working parts, in a camp lecture room. The LPO-50 was worn on the back supported with a shoulder harness, good for street fighting, range of fifty metres with something to spare. There was the heavier cousin, the TPO-50, that was mounted on a two-wheeled cart, a big bad beast that threw thickened fuel close to 200 metres. Good dirty weapons . . .

A slow streak of advancing fire. Gord dozed. His eyes blinked. There was a flame flash in front of him. The smallest lit a cigarette. The fire was moved into the face of the one with the attaché case, and then was passed across the central table to the oldest who sat beside Gord. The triple cloud of smoke wafted towards him. They seemed to think it funny, and each of them was grinning and there was their reed chuckle. The cigarettes were bloody hideous and it was foul smoke. He laughed himself. They grinned wider and chuckled louder and spurted the smoke over him again. He was laughing because he had bought his rail ticket, standard class and single, on his plastic, and in four or five weeks the bill from the plastic company would be pitched by the post into the box in front of his caravan home, and it would rot there because sure as hell Rocky wouldn’t be picking up his debts. There was his note in the box to Rocky, along with the caravan’s keys and the Nissan’s spare keys, and his instructions that Rocky should sell the pick-up and dispose of what he had left behind in the mobile home, everything that wasn’t in the black plastic bag on the rack above him, get what he could for them and binge the lot in the hotel bar. Rocky wouldn’t get much for the Nissan, not after he’d paid off the clamping or the towing fee, not with the bodywork rust, but there would be enough for him to drink himself stupid.

His commitment was made. Gord Brown did not expect to be coming back to the sea loch and the failing fish farm. He had turned his back on the eagle nest on Sidhean Mor . . .



If he wasn’t coming back then Christ alone knew where he was going.

He drifted close to sleep. The flame was in his mind, careering forward towards the slits of a machine-gun nest. There were no doubts to confuse him. The hesitation had been settled in the dark hours on the beach. Too long since any bastard had come for him in respect. They were the best he had, three little devils with suits that didn’t fit them and hats that were down across bright eyes, but they had come to him from necessity. It was good to Gord Brown to feel wanted. Their smoke was across his face, inside his mouth, up his nose, seeping into his closed eyes. He had yearned to be wanted.

The train jerked to a stop. The crowds on the platform and then the concourse swam around him. He thought that anyone there, if he had told them the business he was at, would have told him he was lunatic, just as big Rocky and the landlord would have told him, if they’d been offered the chance.

Wrong, the whole damn lot of them.

Their names were gibberish to him. He gave them the names of the three best men he had known. Francis and Vernon and Zachary. They had been with him in the Land Rover, too bloody long ago, Eff and Vee and Zed.

Gord stopped on the concourse and set the black bag down. He kicked aside a discarded fast food pack and opened the top of the bag and lifted out his scarred boots and rummaged until he found what he searched for. The passport was given to Vee. All of them looked at the photograph, tight-faced and glowering and blinking at the flash, and there was the shout of their laughter. He told Eff where he would see them the next day, and he slapped Vee on the back and felt the strength, and he tweaked the cheek of Zed and saw the friendship light in the man’s eyes.

It was because they had come for him, and wanted him.





10

The rumour slithered in the high country of the Cuchumatanes mountains, a snake on its belly.

The rumour was heard in the villages of the Ixil triangle, the communities that were bounded by the towns of Nebaj and Cotzal and Chajul, and it was heard further north up the mud and stone track that reached to Sotzil and Ilom and Sajsivan. The rumour was carried by men who had gone through the night along trails that were streams of rainwater. The rumour was carried to the village and to the Pole Developments that were under the watch of the army and to the loggers in the forest and to the road repair gangs that huddled in huts and waited for the weather to change. The rumour would reach a village house and then fan out in secrecy, taken by whisper, avoiding the homes of those who collaborated. Before the dawn, in the villages of the triangle, men gathered together in the homes of the elders. Vee was in a village, and Zed in another, and Eff gathered around him a road gang. Soldiers slept, the men of the Civil Patrols manned their blocks in ignorance. The message that had been carried from the village of Acul demanded that men who would join the march should move out before first light.

The rumour spoke of fire.


A growing column on the move.

The column headed south and west, going slow, towards the garrison town of Nebaj.

‘I am a professor of mathematics,’ the Academic told Gord. ‘I deal with a world that is logical, quite predictable. There is no room in the world of my study for the possible or the probable . . . Will we get to Guatemala City?’

‘If I have the weather.’

‘I was a fireman in the city.’ Broken English quietly spoken, and the sloshing in mud of the heavy boots. ‘I have no knowledge of the army. Can we win?’

‘If the weather stays with us.’

They were masked by the low mist, climbing and then sliding in chaos into the steepness of the valleys. Harder for Gord because the numbers were increasing and the control that he demanded was slipping, and the breaks for rest were down now to five minutes in each hour. They stayed in the tree lines, away from the roads and tracks. Each time the march stopped, each time the rain fell sheer on his face and his shoulders, each time he peered into the blanket of the mist, he heaved a great sigh of relief. While the rain fell then the mud roads would slip and the heavy transport of the army would be blocked. While the mist cloaked them then the fixed-wing bombers of the army with high explosive and napalm and the helicopters with rockets and machine guns could not fly to find them. Driving the march forward . . .


A flash signal. Sent in code. Given priority designation.

Kramer alternated between his sandwich and his cigar and his Coca Cola. He watched the signal go, rolling on transmission. He grinned, a little wickedness, because he anticipated the bluster and the argument that his signal would achieve, and the hastily gathered meetings, and the summoning up of Guatemala detail, and the scratching of appointments. The signal was beamed from the roof aerials of the embassy to the Agency’s regional headquarters in Panama City, then relayed to the antennae farm serving Langley beyond the beltway of Washington, DC.

Good and choice . . .


The Archaeologist saw it all. It happened within his earshot, not twenty yards ahead of him.

They were more than two hundred men and the column stretched ahead into the trees so that he could not see Jorge who was the front-marker and it coiled away behind him so that when he turned he could not see the back-marker.

The cart wheels were playing in his mind, angering him. All the time that he pushed, shoved, dragged the awkwardness of the cart, the noise of the wheels scraped in him. They were on a track that might have been used by farm workers going to distant fields from a village, narrow and hardly beaten down now that the maize harvest had been cut and collected. He thought that the wheels of the cart owned a personal bloody-mindedness, difficult to shift over each raised stone or protruding root.

Gord came past him again, chivvying at the column, and he took a turn at the weight of the cart and there was his brusque smile, and he was going forward again. They came round the corner of the trail and the nozzles and tubes of the cart smacked into the back of Gord’s legs. Going to apologize, and the cry again . . . The apology stayed in the Archaeologist’s throat.

It was a bundle of rags.

It was in the middle of the trail. The big man was over the rag bundle and his boot scythed at it, kicked it. It was the big man, the bald head, who had shot the prisoner back on the Sayaxché to Chinajá road. It was the big man who had directed the machine-gun fire that had cut down the gate sentries at Playa Grande. The big man with the stubble beard kicked with ferocity and the bundle shrieked. The Archaeologist saw what Gord would have seen. He saw the face amongst the rags, frightened and defiant, and he saw the silver light flash of the knife blade . . .

‘What’s your problem?’ Gord’s gravel voice.

‘He’s scum.’

‘What’s your problem with that kid?’

The big man kicked again, fast, and the knife’s slash was too slow to cut the leg. ‘He’s a thief.’

‘What’s with a thief ?’

‘I don’t want scum . . .’

The big man had the rag bundle boy pinioned now on the ground and the barrel of his rifle pressed against the chest of the child.

‘Leave him.’

The march was stopped. A circle of men gathered around Gord Brown and the big man and the rag bundle child. The Archaeologist saw the nerve flicker in the eyes of the big man.

Bombast. ‘We don’t want thieving scum, we don’t want this . . .’ He went to kick the rag bundle where it was pinioned by the rifle. It was the show of the big man’s independence of Gord Brown. The boot swung. Gord going so quickly, a blur of movement, and the catching of the big man off balance, and the toppling of him. So fast. The big man on his back, and Gord walking away from him, like he had no more interest, and the child scampering after him. The march starting again . . . The Archaeologist saw the wallet that lay beside the pressed ground where the rag bundle child had been pinioned. It was a tourist’s wallet. It was the kind of large wallet that his father would have owned back in Garden City. It was a wallet for credit cards and cash and traveller’s cheques. Each volunteer who came to join the march was searched before he was allowed to go forward.

Did it matter that the kid thieved tourists’ wallets?

The Archaeologist tugged at the cart wheels to get them moving again.

The Archaeologist stumbled on, striving to match the new urgency. Ahead of him the big man walked sullenly alone, and further ahead of him Gord Brown marched under the weight of the backpack and the machine gun and the swathes of ammunition with the Street Boy dogging his heels. Gord needed a week of rain and ground-level cloud. It was the first day of Gord’s week. They were manhandling the cart across the torrent of a small river. The wheels cleared the underwater rocks, then were stuck again. Gord was on the far side of the river bank, and he seemed to clutch at the collar of the Street Boy and throw him easily into the torrent’s heart and the Street Boy ducked in the water and then surfaced and had a hold of the cart and was dragging it with them. The Archaeologist saw the excitement of the Street Boy, and the sharp pleasure grin of Gord Brown, and he saw the bitter anger stare of the big man. He wondered if they could hold together for a week . . .

By the end of the day they looked down onto the town of Nebaj.


The government’s inspectors were in. They had taken the far end of the open-plan area of the office space, and they had required a wall safe to be cleared and then they had made it their own with a changed digit code on the lock. Three desks were available to them, and they worked there with their laptops and their calculators and the files they had demanded. They were at the desks within two hours of the Houston flight smacking the tarmac at La Aurora. They accepted nothing, made their own coffee, hiked down to the dining area for their own open sandwiches, had booked into a hotel on their way from the airport to the embassy. A woman led the inspectorate team in a navy two-piece that would have been smart if it hadn’t creased in the cramped airline seat, and there were two men who crawled to her. The work of the DEA, Guatemala City, was on hold. It was the way when government inspectors called in at a field station. They could be called forward at any time, Tom or the Intelligence Analyst or the Chemist or the Treasurer . . . Hell, and why not, Tom Schultz thought, because there was no way that a war against drugs importation into the United States great and beloved of America should take priority over the crime of lost paperclips. He’d slept well, and the bottle of Glenlivet malt was dead in the rubbish can of his room, and by sleeping well he had sidetracked the nightmare of a downed bird falling with fire. They were squashed into customs territory, pushed off their own ground. He shared a table with the Liaison major who smoked sweet tobacco in his briar.

He turned sheets of paper, a blur to him, because he thought of a man he had seen, a hundred feet below a banking Huey, a man crouched at a cart that carried a flame thrower . . . He picked at the scar.

‘You should leave it . . . Sorry, what the hell’s it to do with me?’

‘Not a lot.’

The major bored on. ‘Was that in the Gulf, Desert Storm, I heard you were there?’

‘Right.’

‘I heard you were downed . . .’

‘Right, too.’

‘Where was it?’

He pushed the paper away, wished the major would wrap. ‘Over a shit piece of sand.’

‘I’d have given an arm to be there. I was at Bragg right through it, hell of a disappointment. Behind our lines or their lines?’

‘Their lines.’

‘You must have been in some state, that hole in you . . . Christ, you feel bad when you miss something like that. Don’t suppose you could walk out. Rescued . . . ?’

‘Right again.’

‘That must be quite a thing. I mean, to be rescued from behind their lines. Special Forces, those guys are real heroes. Quite a thing to owe your life to a man, group of men. Get up each morning, crap and wash and dress, and know that some place there’s a guy who’s the reason you’re still with us. Do you get to see him?’

Flatly said, ‘No.’

‘But you write . . . ?’

‘No.’

‘Heh, if I owed my life to a man I reckon I’d want to know how he was going.’

Tom said quietly, ‘I don’t see him, I don’t write to him. I don’t like to owe any man anything. You don’t rate when you’re downed. It’s not exactly the accolade of success. It’s not just bad luck, you know, it’s because of a mistake. The mistake cost a life and a machine, and I don’t care to be reminded of it. So, I don’t go visiting and I don’t sit writing chat letters . . . Subject matter closed.’


Three meetings scratched.

‘What the fuck do the Brits think they’re playing with . . . ?’

Guatemala printouts called up from the computers.

‘Isn’t that place an island of stability . . . ?’

A gathering of an assistant under secretary and a grade 3 staffer with responsibility for Central America and two at grade 5 who specialized in the affairs of that country.

‘Imagine the chaos if that place went down . . .’

Coffee on the table, and the grade 3 staffer breaking rules and smoking, fourth cigarette, and the large map spread wide.

‘The British have no right to be interfering . . .’ the older grade 5 man said.

‘Intolerable, the end game could be a disaster for the region . . .’ the younger grade 5 woman said.

‘Playing the goddamn end of empire game again, like the tune’s stuck on the needle, like they’re still in goddamn vinyl . . .’ the grade 3 staffer said.

‘Let them know they’re off field. Don’t take crap from them. Who is this jerk? How does he get rubbed? Kick their asses in London . . .’ the Assistant Under Secretary said.

The signal was drafted.


When the dusk came, when the hammering rain shone against the light of the high perimeter lamps, the boy was moving closer to the sentry on his raised platform. The boy played with stones, piling them, moving on and finding more, making new piles. A tin roof over the platform gave some shelter to the sentry, but there were no sides.

The town of Nebaj was 6000 feet above sea level, and the figures would have meant nothing to the sentry who had not learned to read nor to write, but he understood the cold and the loneliness that was sentry duty on a platform above the perimeter wire round the Nebaj army camp. All of the duty of sentries had been told by their sergeant to be watchful. There had been a battle, he had heard, at Playa Grande, but that was two, three days’ walk away, or many hours in the bus. He could see only to the rim of the light thrown by the high lamps, and caught in the light, moving casually nearer to him, was the boy, and each time he stopped so the boy found his amusement with the stones, making the small piles. Beside the platform, which was sited to guard it, was a gate. The gate was higher than the razor fence, a wooden frame with barbed wire slung across it. The gate was an entry point to the back of the camp, set between the coils of the perimeter razor wire. The sentry stamped his feet, shivered. His boots bucked the plank platform and rocked his machine gun that rested on a bipod with a belt loaded and readied for use. The sentry heard the new sound, strange. It was beyond the rain wall and the darkness wall and the cloud wall into which he peered. The boy was calling to him, soft but excited. The boy was away from the stones that he had piled and was close to the front spindle legs on which the platform stood. Beyond the rain and the cloud and the darkness was the squealing sound, not that of a young pig but that of metal on metal. It was what the boy had seemed to pick from the ground in front of the platform. What the boy held up shone brightly. It seemed to the sentry to be a ring. He crouched on his platform. The boy was reaching up to him and offering him the ring. His arm was out. The sentry’s fingers touched the bone hand of the boy. There was the squealing sound of the wheels, brought by the wind. He looked up, sharp. He saw the shadow movement where the light and dark merged. And the hand had hold of his wrist and pitched him forward, off the platform. The sentry hit the ground and the blade of the knife flashed in his face.


They were in four groups.

Golf and Oscar and Roger and Delta, Jorge’s thin joke . . . Golf was the flame-thrower cart and the mortars. Oscar was the machine gun and the rockets for the main gate of the camp. Roger was for the police barracks in the town. Delta was for the plaza in front of the church and the market.

Gord led Golf. Harpo led Oscar. Zeppo led Roger. Jorge led Delta.

The scream of the cart’s wheels going over the cleared ground, Gord and the Fireman and the Academic dragging it. Belting forward in the stampede, and Gord saw the stone piles as he had wanted them. Groucho, with guerrillas and men from Playa Grande and Acul village, waved by Gord to the stones and setting the mortars. What he had told the Street Boy who was scum and a thief, and brilliant, was to line the stones as he played so that one line directed a flight path for the mortar bombs to the administrative block, and another to the biggest dormitory building of the camp. Charging on past Groucho and rushing the wired gate.

They were halfway across the flooded football pitch, the cart’s wheels gouging the track, and the Archaeologist panting behind with the wheelbarrow, and the mortars were in the air.

The first mortar explosion, short of the command building, was the signal. The machine-gun fire of Oscar group at the main gate . . . the muffled shooting of Roger group and Delta group away in the streets of Nebaj. Tracer in the air. He was in the shadow of the latrine building. It was as he had argued it through. It was the way he had told them that it would be.

He could hear the shouting over the explosions and the shooting. The officers trying to gain control in confusion. He waited and he watched. He was fifty yards from the command building and seventy yards from the near corner of the dormitory building where the officers, in cover, were rallying frightened men. He wrenched the lever. The jet flew. Compressed petrol and oil arching forward. Gord pressed the ignition trigger.

The fire swarmed forward.

The fire caught at men who had been eating or resting, men who had been dreaming or washing their kit, men who had been reading or preparing to walk out into the town on the evening after market. Gord saw the fire catch at men, hold them, and he heard the screams of men who had been caught and held by the oil in the fuel. Moving now . . .

Running with the cart for the protection of the wall where the garrison’s vehicles were parked. Stopping. Dragging forward the cart and squirting the black snake forward and then the fire leaping after it and finding the walls and windows and doors of the command building. He saw the silhouette of a man who tried to close steel shutters to a window and who was beaten back by the stream of flame. He hosed the command building . . . Running with the cart and throwing himself down in open ground and aiming the nozzle ahead and towards the low concrete structure without windows that would be the armoury. There was a gaggle of men, shouting in hysteria, at the door of the armoury, and one trying to insert the key into the padlock, and the race for them to open the door before the fire reached them. A lost race . . . Going with the cart, needing to hug shadows, searching for darkness. There was the shrill laughter of the Street Boy beside him. There was the whisper of the Academic’s prayer. There was the wheezed gasp of the Archaeologist’s oath.

Gord ran for a new firing position.


The two lorries were returning troops, on rotation, from Chajul to Nebaj.

Had it not been for the weather, for the state of the road, the lorries would have been back in the garrison camp four hours before. There had been earth slips, rock falls, there had been a forty-foot-high conifer tree down across the road. The lorries had been crossing the plaza when the first mortar shell had hit the camp.

The Priest saw it.

He was a man of middle years and long experience of the triangle. Apart from nineteen months in Italy, studying in Perugia, and seven months in the Belgian theological centre at Louvain, he had spent the last thirteen years of his life in Nebaj. He had come to Nebaj to assist a Spanish Jesuit, shot dead on his bicycle on the road outside the town that led to the waterfall. He had worked with a German priest, fled from death threats. He had been his bishop’s man in the town until the bishop had closed the parish, too dangerous for the church to work. He had given last rites to thirteen women shot by the army in front of the church steps. To those who worshipped in his church he was a man not known to permit fear. He had taken that evening a cooked meal from the nuns at the Sisters of Charity orphanage, and shared laughter with them, and later it had been his intention to go again to the garrison camp to continue his protest at the health of coffee finca workers, who, it was his belief, had been systematically poisoned by the insecticides sprayed from aircraft. He had a file in his lodgings behind the church of the death threats that he received, and he liked to show the file to foreign visitors, bishops from Europe and aid workers and television crews. The Priest came from one of the cobbled narrow streets near the plaza.

The gunfire whipped the plaza. Market night, and the trading done, and the money gathered, and the drink started. Men and women and children scattering in panic. The rabble army ducking and firing, weaving and firing. The soldiers in cover beside the high wheels of their lorries.

They ran for the church doors. They abandoned their stalls and their drink, they dropped their food. The marimba music died. The fear rush for the doors of the church.

Where the Priest watched from, the corner of the plaza, an officer crawled up the steps of the church and, arm raised to get better distance, threw two grenades through the open door.

He had seen it, the grenades rolled into the church door, and the soldiers had fled. They were cut off from the camp, they scattered into the town.


The sheet had been ripped and tied to a broomstick. The sheet waved through the window at the end of the command building.

Gord called Groucho to him. The men were to stop firing, they were to stay down and not to show themselves. ‘Tell them that we recognize the flag of surrender. Surrender is unconditional. They are to come out unarmed and with their hands up. They are to come to the football pitch and they are to sit down. They will not be harmed . . . Tell them that.’

It was a dribble at first, and then a spurt. A river of men walked through the rain towards the football pitch, and there were others who were helped and some who were carried.

The senior officer was a tall man with dishevelled hair and he wore a silk dressing gown that was open to his body and the singlet and underpants, and his boots were unlaced. Perhaps he had been about to take a shower when the first mortar bomb had exploded, or perhaps he had been changing before his dinner. The senior officer, alone, ignored the stream of men who went under the cover of the rifle and machine-gun barrels to the football pitch, and walked to the shadow darkness where Gord crouched beside Groucho. The senior officer stood in front of them. His shape was thrown forward across them by the flame light. A neatly trimmed moustache, and half-glasses that were askew. Gord thought the man had dignity.

Groucho’s hesitant question, and the senior officer replied, curt, ‘Yes, I speak English.’

Gord pushed himself upright. ‘The surrender is unconditional, do you understand, sir?’

‘My men refuse to fight . . . you are a mercenary?’

‘I asked you, sir, if you understood?’

‘My men refuse to face the fire . . . you are an agent of your government?’

‘Do you understand, sir, the terms of surrender?’

The senior officer stared at him. He would have seen the hollowed eyes of tiredness and the caved cheeks of exhaustion, and the stubble on the cheeks and the black oil smears.

‘I understand them.’

More shooting from the town, a long burst of automatic fire. Gord snapped the orders at Groucho. Men were to guard the prisoners, to escort the medical orderlies, to break into the armoury, to gather together food supplies.

They walked down from the camp and past the guardhouse at the gate. They went through the old streets where the windows were shuttered, the doors closed, they went through the old streets where the Ladinos lived. The Fireman and the Academic pulled the cart that carried the flame thrower and the wheels squealed over the cobbles and the wheelbarrow was pushed behind them by the Street Boy, and the Archaeologist was beside him.

The crowd pressed around him. He heard the murmur of a name. Women in bright-coloured blouses, girls in brilliant-red skirts, men with hope alive in their faces, pushing against him, touching his clothes and his body. The name was Gaspar, and the murmur had become a shout. He saw Jorge, beyond the crowd, near the swinging body of an officer, who stared down at him from the church steps. He shouted to Jorge that he should make his speech, draw in his recruits. The crowd grew around him, groping to feel him, calling the name of Gaspar. He saw Zeppo, swaying helpless in the crush, carried along, and could not read his face. He shouted to Zeppo that he should make his way, fastest, to the camp, help with the sorting of supplies. He told Groucho that he wanted to move by midnight, that Groucho should escort the prisoners from the hotel and the senior officer back to the camp. He was Gaspar, he was the spirit of the legend. The blood ran in him. The tiredness and the exhaustion were gone from him. Men reached to grasp his hand, women lifted their small children so they could gaze into his face. He stood near to a wall and the sound of the name beat in his ear. In an entry behind him the Fireman was helped by the Academic to refill the tubes of the flame thrower. There was the smell, acrid, of the thick oil and the hiss, sharp, of the air cylinder. The name was a ferment around him. A button was pulled from his tunic, as if it were a token, and fell to the ground, and men and women and children scrabbled for the prize . . .

The Archaeologist tugged at his sleeve, pushed back an old man without teeth. Foul breath and the whined call of ‘Gaspar’.

‘You have to sleep, Gord.’

‘We don’t have the time to sleep.’

‘You can’t do it all yourself.’

‘When I don’t, no-one else does.’

‘That’s arrogance, Gord . . .’


He had a full head of hair, almost white now.

He wore a well-cut toothbrush of a moustache.

Percy Martins was finely built for his years. He could easily have carried for himself the grip bag and the tackle box and the sleeve for the rods. One of the old guard from front desk trailed Martins along the corridor, bearing his burden.

A day’s fishing, midweek, was not unusual now for him.

Two young men, their jackets already discarded in their offices, ducked their heads to him, and right that they should show some bloody respect. A young woman, carrying a wrapped sandwich and a closed polystyrene coffee beaker, glowered at him, would have been of the new intake that was provincial and force-fed with education, but stepped out of his way.

He clumped into his outer office, past the bat who was now his secretary, not for long . . . unlocked the door of his small room and smiled sweetly as the man stacked his bag and his box and his rods in the corner.

His secretary brought through the signal, passed on by North American Desk.

. . . Bloody people in Washington. Bloody Americans.

Too much shit taken from the Americans, too much rolling over like a whipped cur, tail across the privates . . .

He reached for his telephone, dialled the internal number of North American Desk.

‘. . . You’re level with me. Five had a name, right? We helped Five, right? No Further Action, right? Thank you . . .’

Percy Martins would have considered himself armourplated if it came to inter-departmental argument. He was one of the few remaining of the former men of the Secret Intelligence Service. He had survived, comfortably, the weeding-out process of the new Director General. He had, now, no specific designation, no stated responsibility. He occupied an office that was flanked by Personnel (Records) and Expenditure (In House), on the fourth floor of the new building by Vauxhall Bridge; if he craned from his window, pressed his nose against the glass that could not be opened, he could just see the river. Bits and pieces came his way, things no-one else could pigeonhole, but not too many.

There had been so many who had been cleared out with the move. A scandal. Too many for the formality of even the briefest leaving parties. An utter scandal. Good men, more than twenty years’ service in, and let go on a Friday afternoon with a brown envelope on internal delivery issuing them with fifty pounds of vouchers for the Army and Navy store. Not even a clock, not any more, not even a sherry decanter. Not for ‘Sniper’ Martins, oh, no, not yet . . . The young men and women, with their good degrees, eyed him in the corridors with suspicion and yet with envy because his achievement was still talked of, grudgingly. A marksman in the Beqa’a valley of the Lebanon, controlled by Percy Martins. The shooting of a Palestinian assassin, organized by Percy Martins. The presence in a former Prime Minister’s attic loft of a high-powered rifle, de-activated by Royal Ordnance, presented by Percy Martins. More than any of these Johnny wimps of today would achieve, a killing in the Beqa’a . . . The in-tray caught his eye, what the secretary bat had left there. He riffled the sheets of paper. There was his four-page digest, unrequested and written from his own initiative, on the need for closer monitoring of the nuclear warhead stockpile held in the Ukraine, his suggestion for a field agent to be put in; scrawled across the top sheet was ‘Better Left to Satellite Photography’, and then the spider initials of the head of Europe (East/Former USSR) Desk. Intolerable . . . Three stapled pages submitted to Near East (Iran) Desk, detailing the need to aid and arm and control from the sovereign base in Cyprus the Iranian dissidents operating inside mullah-land; ‘Thanks for your interest, will come back to you if relevant’. Disgraceful . . . Accounts wished to see him, personally; his expenses. Bloody cheek . . . The Deputy Director General regretted a full diary prevented the fixing of a meeting; a hands-on and meaningful future. Bastard . . . His position was secure, so they attempted death by a thousand cuts. Not his intention to make it easy for them.

He walked out to his secretary. He chewed on a peppermint, spoke through it. ‘Over at Five there’s a creep called Hobbes, I want to see him, soonest . . .’


‘I have just had, Brennard, one of the most opinionated, self-satisfied, under-achieving creatures from Six in this office, not just lecturing me but pissing down at me from on high. I didn’t like it. Why am I covered in this piss . . . ? Because you, in your wisdom, wrote “No Further Action” on the matter of Brown, Gordon Benjamin. Brown, Gordon Benjamin, I think you called him “a total fool”, is currently leading a rebellion in Guatemala that could, if successful, destabilize the region. Ten out of nine for judgement, eh . . . and we just have a series of platitudes to tell us about him.’

‘What do we want . . . ?’

‘Not what we want, the Americans want this total fool dead in his tracks. We probably wouldn’t mind helping them . . . Trouble is that Brown, Gordon Benjamin, is our man and we know nothing of him. Am I getting there?’

‘What should I do, Mr Hobbes?’

‘I remember that before promotion out of the nursery, you used to run to Mother.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘Very little is. Get Parker on it.’


It was down by the bridge outside Nebaj that the front of the column met the flotsam refugees from Playa Grande. They came off a track that idled beside the river and Gord saw them as they stumbled and trudged clear of the trees. Children and women and older men, they meant little to him because he was still giving out the orders. Sometimes the orders had been given through Jorge, and sometimes when he could not find Jorge then he cracked those orders himself and left Groucho to translate for him. The orders covered the organization of the march, and who would go faster and scout ahead, and where in the column the machine guns should be carried, and where the food should be, and where the mortars, and where the medical supplies.

He snapped the orders, because he had already been overruled by Harpo. Gord had said that women and children from Nebaj should not accompany the men recruited by Jorge’s speech from the church steps. Women and children from Nebaj would accompany the men, Harpo had said, because otherwise the men would not march. They were a winding column at the bridge, a flickering of torch lights in the darkness of early morning. He had not slept. He was moving forward, hurrying to gain the head of the column, when he saw the debris people of Playa Grande. He was surrounded by what had become his personal guard of the Fireman and the Academic and the Archaeologist and the Street Boy. When he had talked with Jorge, to choose the route of the march, Jorge had stayed silent and it had been Gord’s stabbing finger that had decided on the climb into the 9000 foot-high Cuchumatanes; he was too tired to care that he humbled the leader. He was moving forward, and always there was the obsession drive for speed. The rain was carried into his face by the wind that blustered between the trees by the bridge. His uniform was clinging to his body and he had no warmth left in his arms and chest and legs. The cart was dragged behind him, and the wheelbarrow was pushed behind the cart. He saw her . . . She was at the back of the group. A torch beam found her face then lost it, then found her again. A shrunken man leaned on her right arm, her left arm supported against her shoulder a sleeping child. The dog would have smelled him. The dog bounded forward. The dog’s tongue licked the grimness from his face. She came to him, and she let go of the man and she reached forward and with strength she dragged the dog back from him, as if the dog should not show affection to him.

‘So you took Nebaj?’

‘Yes.’

‘And how many did you kill?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Because you took Playa Grande, the village is now destroyed. Is
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