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 Prologue


“The riff-raff we
let in these days,” said the little man in lace cravat and
knee-breeches. “I dread the loving-cup. I swear it gave me mouth
ulcers last year.”

“It's all right for you,” said the new
Governor of the Bank of England, stretching his long legs out
towards the flickering fire, “the Lord Mayor gets first
go.”

The tradition of passing round a chalice of wine at the
banquets for each guest to sip was a symbol of the brotherhood of
the City.

“I'm glad that's all you have to worry
about,” sighed the new Chairman of the Stock Exchange, scratching
the side of his thin nose. “The reptiles are baying
again.”

“Reptiles don't bay,” said the Governor,
author of a dozen financial thrillers under another name and a
stickler for words.

“I bet Tyrannosaurus Rex bayed,” said the
Chairman gloomily. “I bet he howled and gnashed his
teeth.”

They lapsed into silence, watching the flames flicker in
the fireplace and dipping their faces into brandy goblets big as
nose-bags.

“The City's the only decent industry the
country's got left and the press want to ruin that as well,” said
the Chairman.

“Not their fault,” said the Mayor, who was
on the board of a newspaper company.

“Whose fault is it then?” grumbled the
Chairman. “Just because there are a couple of rotten apples they
condemn the whole barrel.”

“They're fishing,” said the Governor.
“When you ask for proof they say they have to protect their
sources. Which means they made the whole thing up.”

They lapsed into gloomy silence again. The only sound in
the Mansion House parlour was the ticking of a grandfather
clock.

“So what do we do?” asked the Governor.
“Tell them to stop rocking the boat?”

“They'll think we've got something to
hide,” said the Mayor.

“Who hasn't?” snapped the Governor. “What
do they think we're playing here? Monopoly?”

The burden of responsibility hung heavy on the protectors
of the City, the griffins at the gate with sword and shield and red
pointed tongue.

“Throw them a bone,” said the
Mayor.

“What's that supposed to mean?” asked the
Chairman.

“Give them something to chew on. When the
wolf's outside the door you don't stick your fingers down his
throat. You throw him a bone. Ancient proverb.”

“We can't shop our own chaps,” said the
Chairman.

“We don't have to,” said the Mayor. “We
just nudge the papers in the right direction. They invent the rest.
I know an editor I can whisper a quiet word to.”

“Anyone in mind?” asked the
Governor.

“Not yet. We'll find some
Johnny-come-lately too big for his boots,” said the
Chairman.

They chuckled and passed the brandy and poured it into
their individual goblets.



 May
Day


It was a crisp May morning, the first of the merry month,
May Day. A youngish man, slim and dapper in a dark three-piece
suit, plucked a red carnation from the facade of the Moscow Narodny
Bank. He hooked his neatly furled umbrella in the crook of an elbow
while he fixed it and considered for a moment whether he should
wear a buttonhole with a black tie. Life must go on. Despite the
tragic events of the night he felt light-hearted, optimistic, glad
to be alive, whatever the uncertain future might bring. He hummed
to himself as he strode jauntily down Threadneedle Street.
“Ti-tum-ti-tum ti-tum-ti-tum...”

The offices of Dividend Investments were in a new
development of tarted-up warehouses at the eastern edge of the
City. They took up one floor of Capital House, an old opium
warehouse from the heyday of the China trade, gutted and scrubbed
clean. It formed one side of a square around a cobbled courtyard.
He walked briskly over the cobbles and up the steps, pausing for a
beat to let the automatic doors sigh open. A fleshless man, scoured
pink, in blue and red military uniform with thick gold stripes on
his sleeve, snapped to attention behind a desk.

“Morning, Sir.”

“Morning, Sergeant. Carry on.”

He made straight for a waiting lift and pressed the button
for the fifth floor. By the time the door opened he had his keys
ready to unlock the reinforced glass door. With a sharp pang he
realized that he was now the only living key-holder.

The reception area was panelled in dark oak. Step back in
time, said the panelling, step back to the old-fashioned values of
thrift and tradition and respectability. Our long-established firm
was founded way back in 1979, you can trust us, and here are some
old engravings of the Bank of England and Saint Paul's and the
Guildhall to prove it.

A door on the right boasted ‘General Manager’ in gold
letters. A door on the left muttered ‘Staff Only’ in silver. A door
in the middle, behind the receptionist's mahogany desk, said
nothing. He went to the unmarked door, reached a practised hand
inside and flicked a dozen switches. Concealed lights flickered on
and a red light on the alarm system stopped flashing.

“Ti-tum-ti-tum ti-tum-ti-tum...” With the
decisiveness of habit he went through the door marked ‘General
Manager’ into another lobby panelled in the same dark oak as
reception. He stood for a moment while he reconstructed in his mind
George Livery's last moments. Livery had been working late. He had
staggered into the lobby clutching his chest and collapsed on the
floor. Mentally he drew the outline of Livery's body on the carpet
and respectfully stepped round it to go through an unmarked door
into a kitchen where he switched on the coffee-machine cook had
prepared the night before.

While he waited for the coffee to brew he went through the
connecting door into the dining-room. It had windows along one side
and a door that led into an ante-room where guests gathered for
drinks before being ushered to the table. Both rooms were decorated
in Barbican Nouveau, teak and chrome and white leather, with prints
of exotic birds on the wall in aluminium frames. He walked round
the long table, inspected the cocktail cabinet and the sideboard,
glanced at the floor, to make sure nothing was out of place. He was
particularly attentive to the ante-room, straightening the sofas
and putting his hand down the back of the white cushions, as if he
had lost something. All clear. Nothing to worry about. Fingers
crossed.

“Ti-tum-ti-tum ti-tum-ti-tum...” He went
back to the kitchen, poured coffee into a Doulton cup and carried
it back though the lobby into the general manager's office. He
looked round the empty sanctum, breathing in the smell of coffee
and wax polish and cigars and thick pile carpet. He opened the
Venetian blinds and sat down in the high-backed leather chair and
put his cup carefully on the leather-bound green blotter. The red
Economist diary was closed, the in-trays empty, the screens blank.
It was innocent, ready for a fresh start, swept clean like sand for
the next ephemeral footprint.

“Eddie!”

The grating, reproachful voice made him jump. He saw who it
was, framed in the doorway to the secretary's office, and let
himself sink slowly back on the farting leather cushion, trying to
pretend he had not been leaping to his feet. Tall, pale, veiled in
black, she looked like Death herself.

“Eddie, how could you?”

“How could I what?”

“Sit in his chair.”

“Easy. I aimed my bum and bent my knees. I
do it several times a day.”

“It's Mr Livery's chair,” she
hissed.

“He doesn't need it any more. He doesn't
need anything any more.”

Death sobbed, turned on her heel, and disappeared. Eddie
got up and followed her. She stood in front of an open filing
cupboard dabbing her eyes and looking at herself in the mirror
fixed to the back of the door. She took off a voluminous moiré
patterned coat but kept on a black pillbox hat with a spotty veil
designed for easy eye dabbing. She wore a black silk suit and black
gloves.

“It's a bit soon for the
funeral.”

“Where's your respect?”

“More to the point, Nora, how did you know
he was dead?”

Nora looked at herself in the mirror and pursed her lips.
She was made up to look as though she had not been made up and her
lips were much brighter inside than outside. She took off her hat
and shook her hair, mourning hair, straight brushed. Black tears,
made of jet, dangled from her ears.

“You phoned me.”

“Just as long as I know. What
time?”

“How should I know? Eight
o'clock.”

“I was still at the hospital. Make it
ten.”

“Wasn't there anything they could
do?”

“Nothing. He was gone before he left
here.”

She threw her head back and slapped her forehead with a
clenched fist as if she was rubber stamping it. Like all Nora's
movements it was slightly awkward, uncoordinated, as if she were
aiming somewhere else.

“What are we going to do,
Eddie?”

“You can take off the funeral gear for a
start. Your relationship with Mr Livery was purely secretarial.
Then you could check the ante-room again. You wouldn't want
anything left lying around.”

“That's why I came in early.”

“Go and do it, there's a good
girl.”

“This isn't true, is it, Eddie? Tell me
it's not happening, tell me someone's making all this
up.”

“It's not true and someone's making it all
up and it's all in your imagination.”

“He's got a luncheon at National Midland
today.”

“He'll have to skip that one.”

“I never picked up his
bifocals.”

“He won't be needing them for a
bit.”

“He was ever so cheerful and suddenly he
said, Oh dear.”

“Oh dear.”

“Oh dear, he said.”

“That was a bit of an understatement. In
the circumstances.”

She glared at him, her fist still fixed to her
forehead.

“You don't know what I've been through.
How can you know? How can anybody know?” She closed her eyes and
moaned again, removed the fist from her forehead and put it in her
mouth.

“They could put two and two together. Mrs
Livery noticed his shirt was tucked inside his underpants. She said
he never wore them like that. She accused the doctor.”

“Oh no. I could have sworn...”

“She said it was common.”

Colour burst through the white mask on Nora's face.

“What will she do?”

“She might forget all about it. On the
other hand it could prey on her mind. She might start asking
questions.”

“If she finds out...”

“They'll be after us. We have to cover our
tracks.”

She looked at him blankly, blinking through tears black
with mascara.

“What do you mean, after us? Who's
‘they’?”

“General Manager Dead of Shock in Office
Love Nest. After-hours Orgy Kills Bank Supremo.”

“What are we going to do, Eddie?” She took
a deep breath and pulled her broad shoulders back, reminding Eddie
of a figurehead on a sailing ship.

“Do what we always do.
Yes-Sir-no-Sir-three-bags-full-Sir.”

“But they'll find out.”

“There's always a way out, Nora. We just
have to think of it. Leave it to me.”

“Eddie? You won't tell anyone, will
you?”

“No, Nora.”

“It's not for me. I don't care. It's for
his sake.”

Underneath the flummery and posing Nora must have been
genuinely upset. Eddie's feelings took him by surprise. He felt
sorry for her. For Nora! He must be slipping. More important was
that he had something over her. It might come in handy in the
future.

“Don't worry. Of blessed memory,
Nora.”

“Thanks, Eddie.”

He sauntered out into the general manager's lobby. It was
furnished with a haven of sofas around a low coffee table,
illuminated by a crystal chandelier and dominated by a portrait
under a spotlight. It was a colour photograph of a middle-aged man
fudged to look like an oil painting. He posed at his desk, one hand
on a telephone and the other on a diary, a man of authority, a
captain of industry, a chairman of the board. The scarcity of hair
on his smooth, receding crown was compensated by black and bushy
eyebrows brooding over eyes that were hooded yet protruding, like a
crocodile's. His other features were lost among the wattles and
swelling cheek pouches of the rest of his face. The identity of the
great man was not entrusted to the competence of the artist. A
brass label on the bottom of the frame announced ‘Percival Wheeler,
Chairman and Chief Executive of the Dividend Group of Companies'.
Eddie stood in front of the picture. His impertinent good looks,
sharp but cheerful with a crooked smile and straight nose, were
superimposed on the captain of industry. He straightened his tie
and smoothed down his dark curly hair and gave himself a cheeky
grin. He switched on the spotlight and his reflection
disappeared.

He went into the entrance lobby and brought the mail-bag in
from outside the front door where it had been dumped and went
through the door marked ‘Staff Only'. It opened into a large
open-plan office. Coming from the management suite across the
no-man's-land of reception was entering another world. There was no
panelling or subdued lighting here, no coffee-machines and soft
cushions. The people who work here are different, it said, they do
different things, they are not as important as the people on the
other side. It was brightly lit with neon tubes, furnished with
grey and silver metal. Free-standing partitions about five feet
high divided it into a warren of cubicles and passages. The
partitions, the floor, the walls were covered in fuzzy grey carpet,
bristling with static. Stepping lightly and trying not to touch any
of the surfaces Eddie went straight to a row of four fax machines
against the wall and tore off the messages that had come in
overnight. He read them carefully as he threaded his way back
through the maze to the lobby. He picked up the mail from the
reception desk and took it through the unmarked door into his
post-room. He liked to get it all read before the staff
arrived.

“Ti-tum-ti-tum ti-tum-ti-tum... We'll keep
the red flag fly-ing...”

At five to nine he sat at the reception desk to tick off
the names of the staff in the attendance register as they arrived.
He could have done the job just as well in front of his television
screen in the post-room. But he liked them to know they had him to
thank when they were marked down as arriving on time even when they
had not. As usual Norman, the Chief Dealer, was the first to
arrive. He was in his early fifties but could have passed for
sixty-odd. His ancient gaberdine mac and shuffling walk, eyes
downcast as if prospecting for cigarette butts, would have gone
unnoticed at a refuge for down-and-outs.

“Bad news this morning,
Norman.”

“Hong Kong dollar down?”

“Mr Livery. He closed out his options.
Squared his position.”

“What did you say?”

“Mr Livery passed away.” Eddie forced his
cheerful face into an expression of mourning.

“Swifter than. a weaver's shuttle his days
have passed leaving no hope behind,” intoned Norman.

“Sorry?” .

“Does Mr Wheeler know?”

“He'll be here later. He had a heart
attack.”

“Who? Mr Wheeler? God bless
us.”

“Mr Livery.”

“Ah.”

“Just thought I'd let you know.
“

“Thanks, Eddie,” he sighed and shambled
off into the main office, shaking his head, body language he
employed to ward off whatever news threatened his conviction that
he had seen it all.

“Fleas? Have you caught the fleas?” said
Freda Grafton, slamming open the glass door. She was a busy,
bustling woman with a frizz of greying hair and a permanent frown.
She was Head of Administration, nominally Eddie's boss, a pretence
they kept up once a year when she gave him the envelope with his
pay-rise notification. Nothing else connected them except a line on
the corporate fiction entitled Organization Chart. Eddie shook his
head.

“I knew it. That Louise telling stories
again. She says they're in the walls. And in the partitions. She's
a troublemaker that one. If I have to look at the bites on the back
of her legs again I'll slap them. I'm seeing them now. Out of the
comer of my eye. All of accounts is scratching themselves. We'll
have to fumigate the place...”

Rumours normally lasted about ten days. They covered the
spectrum of plausibility - impending closure, redundancy
programmes, Legionnaire's Disease from the water cooler,
cockroaches in the coffee-machine, impotence from the neon lights,
radiation from the computer screens, death rays from the satellite
dish on the roof. They gave shape to the general feeling of
impending doom associated with boring work. This week it was fleas
in the fuzzy wall carpet. It was eclipsed by Eddie's news of a doom
that no longer impended but had fallen fair and square on their
boss's head.

“Mr Livery,” he said, the mention of
management silencing her instantly, “passed away. Last
night.”

She clapped her hand to her mouth and turned round to glum
Larry Chivers, Chief Accountant, sidling past behind her. He was
thin and pale and insubstantial. Livery called him - used to call
him - the ghost in the machine.

“We've lost Mr Livery,” she said.
Startled, Larry looked round to see where his boss could be
hiding.

“He died last night,” added Eddie, putting
him out of his confusion. They observed a few seconds silence, each
waiting for the other to express the first condolence.

“I've got a salary review with him this
morning,” murmured Larry.

“Better get out the ouija board then,”
said Eddie.

By half past nine there was a sense of industry in the main
office that the employees of Dividend Investments rarely
experienced, a buzz of excitement more usually associated with
footage of dealing rooms on the television news or commercials for
building societies than with real life. Nora typed out an
announcement for Eddie to stick on the staff notice-board outside
the toilets but like all information on staff notice-boards it was
an empty formality. The real news grew like barley sugar on a
string.

“...heart attack...”

“...stabbed in the heart...”

“...collapsed in the office...”

“...scaffolding collapsed…”

“...buried alive...”

“...buried by the market...”

“...in Leadenhall Market...”

“...knocked down by a delivery
van...”

“...couldn't deliver...”

Between the caucuses of speculation and rumour went Eddie,
listening, gathering, gleaning, enticing with a crumb of fact the
conjecture away from its more fanciful flights and with crusts of
disinformation steering it away from the truth. The colder the
trail to his own small part in Livery's demise the better


Nora stood behind Livery's desk and closed the blinds. He
had never liked to look out on the council flats and seedy
buildings of Spitalfields and the squalor of Bishopsgate where it
abandoned the shiny glass and marble of the City of London and
degenerated into the stained concrete and crumbling brick of the
borough of Tower Hamlets. She bit her bottom lip and let the tears
run down her face. She would look a sight and the staff would
gossip but someone had to weep for Georgie. The rest of the staff
only talked about what was going to happen and who was going to
take over and what was in it for them. Didn't they care? Don't they
have any feelings? Anyone would think that death was just another
excuse for not turning up for work.

She opened the top drawer of the desk and began to sort out
his personal belongings. She put them into a cardboard box to be
sent to his wife, no, his widow, Mrs Edwina Livery, Mrs George
Livery no longer.

“What about me? Does my name change? Is
there any sign of what I suffer? Do I have to keep my grief a
secret, like my love?”

That sounded quite nice. She'd put that on her wreath,
sealed inside a folded piece of paper, like a confidential luggage
tag. She jotted it down in her shorthand pad before she forgot. The
Smart Alecs who said shorthand was a thing of the past, a relic of
the days before dictating machines and word-processors, forgot that
it was a very convenient way of keeping things secret from men.

Spare bifocals. Gold-plated cigar-cutter. Silver hip-flask.
A black and white photograph of a young woman with a fifties perm
in a small silver frame. Three Cross pens engraved with various
corporate logos. A disposable lighter. A silver golf tee. An indoor
putting set. Five ball-bearings on a cradle, tick tick tick. An
oblong leather case with a gold lock containing Masonic regalia. A
little silver model of an old Bentley. A leather case of business
cards. A pewter tankard. Membership cards for the Bankers' Club,
the Lombard Association, the Threadneedle Society. Tags and badges
and lapel pins for Henley and Ascot and Epsom. A Rotary badge. She
caressed these and other men's things with gentle fingers before
wrapping them in tissues and putting them in the box.

“Oh Georgie.”

There were other objects which she did not put in the box,
things which a wife should not see. These she put in the empty
in-tray to be transferred to the bottom drawer of her own desk. The
key to a hotel room in Harrogate on a long wooden tag. A shrunken
head with a tiny shrunken penis dangling round its neck. A colour
photograph of a young woman in an eighties bikini languorously
draped on a beach lounger. Books of matches advertising discreet
little restaurants. A pink coral heart on a key-ring. A front-door
key strung on a black lace garter. Mementos of her own life as well
as his, lives now over and done with. Oh Georgie. Who could replace
him?

“Wheeler's on his way up,” said Eddie. He
came in without knocking and she bristled. Their complicity had
made him too familiar.

“Mister Wheeler, you mean?” With heavy
heart she put the cardboard box on the in-tray and carried it into
her office.

Percy went straight to the alleged scene of the tragedy
with Eddie without taking off his velvet-collared coat. He stood
under the crystal chandelier with his back to his portrait.
Although there was a definite resemblance, skilful use of the
airbrush concealed from the public a number of details that rounded
out the whole person: the scurf in his vigorous eyebrows for
example, or the matching hairs that sprouted from his ears and
nostrils. He was a stocky, pear-shaped man. On his sloping
shoulders even his well-tailored clothes looked as though they
still had the hangers in. He stooped over the carpet and surveyed
it through hooded eyes.

“Did he say anything?” he
asked.

“About what, sir?” asked Eddie. Bosses
feel more at ease with subordinates who are obtuse.

“Last words, that sort of
thing.”

The speech therapist employed by the media consultant he
patronized had not succeeded in wholly eradicating the Birmingham
Brummie consonants that lurked among his classless vowels.

“He was undergoing a mystical experience
when he expired.”

“Mystical?”

“Jesus I'm coming, he said. He was a
religious man underneath. I told Mrs Livery. I thought it would
comfort her.”

“Livery religious?” Wheeler's eyebrows
shot up his forehead like a pair of crows taking flight.

“Deathbed repentance. You can't deny him
that, can you sir?” Wheeler quizzed him. with his hooded eyes,
trusted the innocent look on his face and passed on.

“You gave him artificial respiration
before you called an ambulance?”

“Yes Mr Wheeler.”

“Mouth to-mouth?” he asked,
incredulous.

“Yes,” said Eddie, trying to stop himself
visibly retching at the thought of George Livery's moist, purple
lips and bristly moustache and furry tongue. It had been bad enough
thumping his chest on the floor of the ante-room and watching
half-naked Nora fish his dentures out and labour over his flaccid
chops with her smudged red mouth. A tremor of nausea passed across
the corner of Percy's mouth too.

“What was he doing here at seven
o'clock?”

“Working late sir.”

“Working late? That doesn't sound like
Livery.”

“He said he had something important to do.
He wanted to give something to Nora, his secretary. Miss
Truelove.”

“Was she here?”

“Oh no. She'd gone home.”

“Why were you here?”

“I always lock up.”

Wheeler's eyebrows came back to roost and he looked hard at
Eddie. For the first time he began to have misgivings about his
story. Livery's sudden appetite for work had made Wheeler
suspicious.

“Then what happened?”

“I'm sitting at my desk in reception when
I hear a shout - no, a sort of strangled cry. I come in here and
see him on the floor, sort of writhing around and pulling at his
collar.”

Eddie gave audiovisual reinforcement to his story by
clutching his collar and rolling his eyes. In his experience it
gained nothing to be economical with the truth. The more lavish
with it you were, the less people noticed the bits you missed out.
He refrained, however, from going the whole hog and lying on the
carpet to kick his heels.

“Tragic.”

“It gave me a fright, I can tell
you.”

“Terrible.”

“It was the way he would have wanted to
go, Mr Wheeler. On the job.”

Together they gazed down at the spot on the carpet where
George Livery was purported to have rendered up his spirit.

“I wonder what brought it on.”

“Overwork?”

“Livery?” asked Wheeler, rhetorically, but
nevertheless obtaining a reply.

“Oh yes, sir. He'd started to go through
the files.” The crows were startled again.

“Files? How do you know?”

“He had one in his hand when he came out
of his office. I had to prize it out of his fingers when the
ambulance came. Company property. I couldn't let it out of the
office, could I?”

“What file was it?”

“What file?”

“What file!”

“I don't know. I didn't look. I mean in
the circumstances...”

“Show me.”

“Show you?”

“Show me!”

“Show you what, sir?”

“The file.”

“The file.”

The crows were performing an aerial samba by now. Eddie was
not prepared for the summoning of evidence. One of the many
misconceptions about important people in high places is that they
are only concerned with applying broad brushes to big pictures.
They have got where they are as much through attention to detail as
to the strategic generalities. Percy Wheeler was no exception. A
lifetime of looking after the pennies, gathering mickles, buttering
the edges of the slices before the middle, had taught him the value
of thoroughness.

“The file!”

“It's in the main office.”

He left Wheeler pondering mortality in the velvet pile and
went into reception and through the door marked ‘Staff Only'. He
threaded his way through the fuzzy grey maze to the automated
filing cabinet that held the customer files. It was untended.
Louise, the filing clerk, was gossiping about Livery to the girls
in accounts. He picked a file out at random. The Panama Investment
Company. When he came back Wheeler snatched it out of his hand.

“PANIC,” he muttered. His face turned
bright red and his jaw muscles rippled and his teeth ground above
the hum of the air conditioning. Eddie hoped he would not be
thumping his chest too before the morning was out. He wished Nora
luck with Percy's mouth. His lips were so thin she could cut
herself.

“Panic, sir?”

“Panama Investment Company. Have you shown
this to anyone else?”

“No, Mister Wheeler.”

“Good. Keep it that way. I'm relying on
you. I want the utmost confidence. If this gets out in the wrong
way...”

“You can trust me, Mister
Wheeler.”

Percy tucked the file under his arm and marched to the
general manager's office.

“Thanks, Eddie.”


“Mr Simple for Mr Wheeler,” announced
Eddie.

Any female of any age and of any disposition who met Harry
Simple experienced the same sensation when she first saw him: a
sudden intake of breath, a tremor somewhere behind the breastbone,
as if she had been given a mild electric shock. Despite the tide of
grief on which she was tossed Nora was no exception. He was tall,
slim, elegant, black hair swept back, blue eyes, tanned face, firm
jaw, straight nose, shy smile, deep and beautifully modulated
voice, scent of musk and tweed. He wore a perfectly tailored dark
blue suit with double vents and a soft pyjama-striped shirt and
pink and maroon silk tie. Like Eddie he wore a buttonhole for May
Day, a pale yellow rose, but not in honour of the workers' day. His
May Day was the maypole on the village green, choirboys warbling
over Oxford from Magdalen Tower, relics of a golden age, not
promises. He stooped slightly in front of her desk, a courtier's
bow, and for an instant George Livery was submerged. She pulled
herself together and gave him the traditional secretarial
greeting.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Gosh. He just phoned me. Pole right round
he said. I say, sorry about the bad news and all that.”

Behind his back Eddie performed one of the silent
impersonations he was famous for in the lower bar of the Samuel
Pepys, this time his chinless Sloane. Nora glared at him as she
opened the door into the general manager's office.

Percy stood masterfully with his hands on his hips looking
out of the window. His light grey double-breasted suit, unbuttoned,
floated round him like a new blazer on the first day of term. He
looked through his scowling reflection at the smoke-grimed churches
and redbrick tenements and warehouses and markets, the narrow
streets already filled with scuttling office workers ‘going down
the lane', poking and ferreting among the barrows, Nigerian market
mammas, round and gaudy as hot-air balloons, wizened Bangladeshis
in Astrakhan caps and long white beards, turbanned Sikhs with shiny
briefcases, muscly men with loud suits and Rolls Royces parked on
the pavement, down-and-outs and drunks looking to earn a few
shillings by clearing up the rubbish. He could see into sweat shops
where Asian men and women and children made leather clothes and
jeans and frocks and saris for the shops below, into storerooms
piled high with Japanese cassette players and Indian brassware and
Chinese toys, into little offices unchanged for a hundred years
except for a telephone. Bathed in the warm breeze of the
air-conditioning, peering through the of the blinds, it was like
being in the posh stateroom of a luxury cruise-liner moored in an
exotic port.

Unlike the late lamented Livery he liked the view. He
preferred it to the regimented, sanitized, automated bustle of City
streets and office blocks. He knew what it was like to roll up his
sleeves, work long hours, haggle and bargain, take all his capital
out of his back pocket and put it on a single deal, cash on the
nail, no questions asked, no tax returns. That was real business.
He had never been comfortable with Dividend Investments. In theory
its business was straightforward. DI collected the surplus cash of
all the other subsidiaries of the Dividend Group and invested it in
bank deposits and securities. But Percy preferred real things. He
liked to count notes and kick tyres and see the bricks and
mortar.

“Mr Wheeler, Mr Simple to see you,” Nora
announced in a simpering contralto before spinning like a model on
a catwalk and making her exit downstage left. Wheeler continued to
look out of the window while he counted to ten, listening to Harry
pad across the carpet. He let him stand for another couple of beats
before turning round.

“George Livery dropped dead last night,”
he said by way of greeting.

“I know. Poor old Livers.” They observed a
five-second silence. The formalities concluded, Percy
resumed.

“That's why I'm over here for the morning.
Get things sorted out. We'll have to make an
announcement.”

“I'll get right on to it,” said Harry like
a keen school prefect.

Harry was Director of Public Affairs, Director of Investor
Relations and Official Spokesman of the Dividend Group. Wheeler
himself took on these roles when there was good news to announce:
profit rises, dividend increases, acquisitions, pay rises, bonuses.
Harry looked after the bad news: dips in profits, redundancies,
closures, complaints to the Press Council, briefings of libel
lawyers, appearances at public inquiries.

“We'll need a new General
Manager.”

“I'll get old Kingers on to
it.”

“Who's he?”

“Kingmaker. The executive search
chappie.”

“Headhunters? Cannibals. Blood-sucking
cannibals. Why should I pay a year's salary in fees just to get
some empty suit?”

“That's how you recruited me.”

Percy had a reputation for many things and tact was not one
of them. Yet he managed to suppress the obvious reply as the crows
over his eyes fluttered on their perch.

“Internal promotion. That's the answer. No
recruitment expenses and you can pay them less. Get Personnel to
find somebody in-house.”

“That's an idea,” said Harry. He did not
say what sort of an idea he thought it was. It was best not to
contradict Percy directly. “There's just one thing,
Percy.”

“Yes?”

“Off the top of my head I can't think of
anybody in-house who knows about investing money.”

“You're right there. They only know how to
spend it. How about the old-boy network? That's what I hired you
for, Harry, your connections.”

“Nice to know my abilities are
appreciated, sir. I'll ask around.”

“Get on to it. There shouldn't be a
problem. The City's having another shake out. The banks are letting
people go.”

“Gosh, come to think of it I bumped into a
chap at the Contango the other day. Bright chap. Harvard Business
School, lending experience, dealing room, high-flier, fast track,
just got passed over for the top job. We'd have to pay him but he'd
fit the bill.”

“I don't want a yuppie. I want someone
lazy and stupid and middle-aged and thick as two planks and
unsuccessful and anything for the quiet life who I can pay
peanuts.”

“Pay peanuts and you get monkeys,” said
Harry, embarrassed at using an Americanism.

“Exactly. I want a sleepy baboon who
spends all day scratching his balls and wondering where the next
banana's coming from. There are plenty around the City. Try the
clearing banks.”

“I see why you don't want to use a
head-hunter. This isn't the job specification they usually
get.”

Percy's hooded eyes narrowed, sizing up Harry, making it
plain that he was considering whether to share a confidence.

“I've got plans for Dividend Investments,
Harry.”

“What sort of plans?”

“Short-term plans.”

“Gosh.”

“It doesn't make enough profit. It's
cheaper for the subs to handle their own banking
business.”

“You're closing it down?”

“Did I say that?”

“No sir,” conceded Harry. Percy liked to
keep his subordinates guessing.

“Whatever I decide to do, there won't be a
job for a general manager by the end of the year. “

“Why not close it down now?”

“I would. But there's some unfinished
business I have to get to the bottom of first.” His voice dropped
and he leaned over the desk. “Livery was working late.”

“I say,” said Harry, sharing his master's
concern. Then he was struck by a second thought. “What's so odd
about that?”

“Maybe nothing,” said Percy. “Maybe
everything. When did the idle bugger ever open a file during
working hours? Livery was the old school. The working day ended
with lunch. The afternoon was for sobering up. So what was he up
to? What was he doing that gave him a heart attack?”

“Gosh. You mean...”

“I don't know what I mean. Maybe he was up
to something. Maybe he discovered something that someone else was
up to.”

“Maybe there was nothing. Maybe he just
had a heart attack.”

“There are rumours. There've been
snoopers. Reporters. Sniffing round the company. I want you to keep
your ears open. If you hear anything, let me know. If anybody on my
payroll is up to something so help me I'll have their guts for,
for...” He balled his fists and stared malevolently down at the
PANIC file on his desk.

“Garters, sir.”

“What?”

“Garters.”

“What's garters got to do with
anything?”

“I mean, er guts garters. Guts for. You
said...”

“What are you blathering
about?”

“Nothing. I mean apart from Livers working
late there's not a lot to go on, is there? I mean is there anything
else that looks fishy?”

Percy put both hands flat on the PANIC file and leaned over
until his chin was nearly on the blotter, as if he were going to do
press-ups, and opened his mouth to share a confidence when the door
from the ante-room burst open to reveal Nora triumphant with a
silver salver, as if it bore the head of George Livery instead of
coffee things. She processed to the desk and unloaded the tray with
meticulous ceremony, watched by the two men in irritated silence
which she interpreted as gratitude.

“White or black, Mr Wheeler?” she asked,
looking sideways at Harry.

“We'll look after it,” snapped Wheeler. He
saw her recoil, noticed her puffy red eyes and added more
ingratiatingly, “Thank you Nora, that's wonderful. What would we do
without you?” In silence they observed her retreat down the catwalk
to her own office, the exaggerated care with which she closed the
door, the final glance in search of approbation.

“Crème de la crème, sir?” asked Harry. He
picked up the silver milk jug in two delicate fingers like an altar
cruet and poured the contents in both cups. “You were saying about
old Livers.”

Percy leaned back in his chair, his hands still on the
PANIC file, and eyed Harry.

“No, there's nothing else. But you know
what it's like. One whiff of scandal and there'll be DTI inspectors
and the Securities and Investments Board and the Fraud Squad round
here before you can say, say...” He picked up his coffee cup and a
chocolate biscuit and dunked one into the other.

“Insider dealing,” volunteered
Harry.

“What's that?” hissed Percy. “What are
they saying? Out with it. I want complete, complete discretion
about this. This comes at a ticklish time. I happen to know they're
working on the honours list right now.”

“I say. Sir Percy Wheeler. Very
nice.”

“I've spent a lot of money, Harry. Boys'
clubs, East End settlements, homes for alcoholics. Fiddlers and
layabouts. Look what I've given to the Tories. I don't want it all
chucked out of the window. If there's a whiff of scandal in any of
my companies it won't do me any good at all.”

“Absolutely.”

“I've got to find out if there are any
skeletons in the cupboard.” Wheeler fed chocolate fingers into his
mouth, munching briskly like a hamster with a carrot, frowning.
Harry stirred his coffee with a puzzled frown as well as a spoon,
as if something in the story was missing.

“What's the matter?” asked
Percy.

“I'm not a hundred per cent sure of what
you want me to do.”

“Just find me a general manager. A
caretaker. I need someone to count the paper-clips and not poke his
nose into what doesn't concern him while I tie up the loose ends
and take care of Dividend Investments in my own time.”

“A bright future for somebody.”

“I'll give him a good
reference.”


“Morning comrades,” chirped Eddie, putting
the crate of food on the table in the middle of the kitchen. Lucy
snatched an envelope from a clutch of kiwi fruit laid in straw and
tore it open to pluck out the invoice. She checked there was
everything she had ordered from the High Class Suppliers in
Leadenhall Market, flicking the paper with a sharp fingernail as
she went down the list.

“The creeps forgot the mangoes again.” She
shook her head in anger. Lucy did most things in anger. She was
about thirty, with a long face and long hands and long body,
everything about her long including her Titian hair which she wore
combed and crimped in Pre-Raphaelite tresses if she was in a good
mood and a tumbling mass of rat's tails if she was not. Whatever
her mood she clothed her angular body in the same Laura Ashley
fabrics, their innocent little flowers turned to blooms of deadly
nightshade and foxglove and laburnum under the toxic influence of
her resentment. Today it was the rat's tails and a frown on her
wide, freckled forehead.

“How much did you spend today, Lucy?”
asked Eddie, as usual.

“Never you mind,” she said, as usual,
spiking the paper on her cork notice-board with a skewer for
everyone to see that the ingredients for lunch for Mr Wheeler and
his guest - quail's eggs, truffles, salmon, strawberries and other
delicacies, the more out of season the better - approximated to an
average weekly supermarket bill for a family of four.

“What are they drinking with this lot?” he
asked. “I would have thought the “84 Sancerre all the way through.
Unless you're doing your Béarnaise brulée with the salmon, in which
case it has to be the Graves.”

“Sounds all right to me,” said Rhoda,
fumbling ineptly with her apron strings, but not as ineptly as when
she came to untie them again after sherry, wine, port and brandy
and whatever else she could lay her hands on before she went home.
Rhoda helped out in the kitchen and served drinks and waited at
table. She was short and round, like a cottage loaf, with a bun of
dyed black hair that took ten years off her age, leaving her with
about sixty.

“So what's going on, Eddie?” asked Lucy,
chopping leeks with a cleaver and a fury that threatened to split
the beech block into matchwood.

“How should I know?” said Eddie
innocently, pouring coffee from the cona into a mug entitled ‘I'm
the Boss.’ “I suppose it's what Mr Wheeler's discussing in there
with Mr Simple.”

“Who is he? The new manager? And Mr Livery
not cold yet,” said Rhoda, dusting her nose from a powder compact
she kept in the pocket of her apron. She was sensitive about her
nose, with good reason, a handsome ruby conk accentuated by the
pale Welsh face in which it was mounted. She plastered over it
every few minutes but today tears for Mr Livery were playing havoc
with the rendering.

“Hooray Harry Simple. He's Wheeler's
Director of Public Affairs. His chief-of-staff. His
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