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To Sarah Sands


And always, night and day, he was in the mountains, and in the tombs, crying, and cutting himself with stones.

But when he saw Jesus afar off, he ran and worshipped him, And cried with a loud voice, and said, What have I to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son of the most high God? I adjure thee, by God, that thou torment me not.

For he said unto him, Come out of the man, thou unclean spirit. And he asked him, What is thy name? And he answered, saying, My name is Legion: for we are many.

Mark 5: 5–9


 



The body which lay beneath the thin white linen sheet was in pain. Only occasionally did groans or whimpers come from the bed. Then, one of the women would try to dab his lips with water, but though he sucked the moisture with the desperation of a baby, his face remained tormented. The torment, however, was a controlled torment, and this was what struck all who saw it as so powerful, so strange. One of the younger monks said that he knew now what it must have been to witness the Crucifixion. The agony on that bed appeared, to this young observer, to be offered to God, and shown back to them: a pattern of how to die. But much of the agony was spiritual. None of them could doubt that, as he lay there, he underwent mental suffering which matched the wounds in his body. Sometimes, he opened his eyes and looked up at the crucifix which hung on the wall opposite the end of the bed. His large blue eyes, full of tears, gazed at the figure on the Cross.

He had sinned much, though quite what those sins were, only God knew – God, and the monk who had been to hear his last confession. There were others, evidently, prepared in their different capacities to rush to judgement.

The police had suggested that he should be taken to a prison hospital and held in custody until the various allegations and counter-allegations could be investigated. He stood, as far as they were aware, suspected of a string of terrible crimes: the abuse, and the murder, of a minor; involvement in terrorist activity; possession of illegal firearms; conspiracy to murder.

A lawyer, the family lawyer of his brother, the Earl of Longmore, was able to point out, however, that he had not been charged with any of these crimes, and that there was no evidence against him. Yes, they had seen him shoot the boy. There were dozens of witnesses to that. But though he was illegally in possession of his old service revolver, his shooting had saved another human life, and would certainly be defended as a justified homicide.

The tall, military gentleman – a brigadier working for the Ministry of Defence, but clearly an intelligence officer – had, against the better judgement of the infirmarian, been allowed into the room to sit beside the bed to interrogate the dying man.

The questions had all been, if not ignored, then quietly sidestepped.

‘Can you hear me, Father, Father Chell?’

The Brigadier’s upper class voice was gentle, but insistent.

‘I’m sure you would want the truth to be known.’

From the bed, a murmur, perhaps an expression of pain, perhaps an ‘mm’ of agreement.

‘Did you know anything about the plan to assassinate the General? The bomb in the hotel?’

‘Mm.’

‘You did? You knew who was going to organize the attack? Was it Thimjo, or one of the other Albanians? It wasn’t an Irish device.’

‘Mmm …’

‘The bomb in Bermondsey was defused – the one in the newspaper building,’ said the Brigadier. He spoke in such a quiet tone that he might have been relaying cricket scores. ‘We’ve a fairly clear idea who planted that one. But please, Father. You have made your peace with God, man. If you know something which can prevent any more innocent people being killed … The bomb in the hotel didn’t just kill the General, you know. There was the waiter. One of the women lost an arm – the women who were with him in his room. Surely you don’t want to die with that on your conscience. If there’s anything you know, anything at all …’

There was silence from the bed. Then the great blue eyes opened again.

‘Mother of Mercy,’ said Vivyan Chell quietly.

‘You’re talking about Mrs d’Abo? The mother of Mercy Topling?’ asked the Brigadier.

The old grey head on the pillows nodded slightly but then murmured, ‘Hail, Holy Queen, Mother of Mercy, Hail our life our sweetness and our hope …’

The Brigadier looked sheepish. The prayer was obviously unknown to him, but he was respectful – more than respectful, evidently awestruck in the presence of the monk’s stoicism. The dying man was not just a monk. He had been awarded the Military Cross for valour when a major in the Coldstream Guards.

‘To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve …’

‘Quite,’ said the Brigadier, quietly. ‘Perhaps, anyway, if any names occur to you …’

‘Mother of Mercy …’

‘We would offer them amnesty in exchange for the explosives, the weapons.’

‘Is Joshua dead – little Joshua?’

‘Yes – General Bindiga is dead. There has been a régime change in Zinariya.’

‘Lennie dead?’

‘Lord Mark is alive. General Bindiga is dead.’

The monk on the bed closed his eyes, and for the first time in days, a smile played on his face. The interview was over, and the Brigadier never heard him speak again.

There were rules in the house about women; ever since Kelvedone, a cavernous, ugly brick mansion, had been turned into a religious house in the early twentieth century, women had been banished from most of its rooms. They were allowed into a small chamber near the front door, to seek advice or spiritual counsel from one or other of the monks. No woman had ever dined in the refectory since the house became a monastery. None had ever entered a monk’s room. None had entered the infirmary.

But now it was the twenty-first century, and the figure lying beneath the white sheet was no ordinary man. The Superior of the community had not even consulted with his brother-monks. When Father Vivyan’s body had been brought back to the mother-house of the order, groaning and bullet-wounded, the young, dark-haired, intense woman had been with him in the ambulance. It would hardly have been possible to turn her away at the door. Later, when the black woman had arrived, it was equally difficult to think of a good reason why the rules should not be broken. The black woman was the mother of the boy Father Vivyan had killed.

‘How many more parish women are going to follow?’ had been the weary misogynistic question of one of the older fathers. It was a rhetorical question, though. The monks had no intention of allowing crowds into the sickroom of a mortally ill man. It was necessary, apart from anything else, to keep out the press. One of the papers – the Legion, inevitably, against which he had waged his lonely war – had asked, on the day after Father Vivyan was shot, IS THIS THE MOST EVIL MAN IN BRITAIN?

The dark-haired, intense young woman, Rachel, had wept when she saw the headline. The Father Superior, who was allowing her to stay in one of the guest houses, said nothing. Later in the day, he pointed her to a passage in one of Father Vivyan’s devotional books:

The Cross does not make us despair, as Darwin might do. It says, rather, ‘The only sort of God worth worshipping would be a God, not of Absolute Justice, but of Absolute Love. You only find out whether such a God could be, not by arguing, but by living the life of Christ; by dying with Him to self, and by rising with Him to glory. Then we have to become the loving gods of creation. We have to animate the pitiless universe with love, endow the impersonal infinite with personhood. Then the human waste, whom Nature casts aside as statistics – a million famine victims here, a thousand killed here by flood or earthquake – becomes the mass of individuals, queuing with rice bowls or sleeping bags at our doors, calling in our hearts for the love of Christ.

Rachel, the intense young woman, handed the book back to the Superior without a word. Later, writing to thank him for allowing her to be with Father Vivyan to the end, she confided that she was an incurable atheist, to whom such words meant nothing.

The other woman, some ten years older, Mercy Topling, was a very different figure. When the monks discovered who she was – the mother of the dead boy – they had feared that she had come to cause trouble. She was a plump, sensual-looking person, whose face, all the time she sat beside the bedside, was wet with tears. She did not sob. She wept silently. Sometimes, in spite of protests from the Brother Infirmarian, she stroked the brow of the semi-conscious monk. Sometimes, she placed her hand beneath the sheet.

‘Oh, Vivyan, Vivyan, we’ve lost our boy … we’ve lost our darling boy,’ she would whimper. Sometimes her hands moved beneath the sheet with the words ‘my lovely, lovely man’. None of the monks who had ministered to Father Vivyan discussed the implications of these words at the time. They did not wish to do so. The truth was that Father Vivyan was viewed at best ambivalently by the rest of the community. Though a monk of their order – the Community of the Holy Redeemer – he had hardly spent any time at Kelvedone since joining them. After his initial period of training in the mother-house, he had returned to his beloved Africa, where his life-work had made him famous. Lately, as almost all newspaper readers by now knew, he had returned to Crickleden, to run a parish in south London.

No small community, college, family, monastery takes completely kindly to one of its members becoming a star. Father Vivyan’s fame brought lustre to the order, and in this the monks to some degree basked. Most of them, however, had been known to say that ‘there are over a hundred and fifty members of the order worldwide, and it is a pity if the only one who ever gets mentioned is Father Vivyan’.

Rachel Pearl, the one whom the Superior thought an intense young woman, realized in retrospect that the scene of Father Vivyan’s dying in the monastery had parallels with the death of the staretz, Father Zossima, at the beginning of The Brothers Karamazov:

Though the late elder had won over many hearts, more by love than by miracles, and had gathered round him a mass of loving adherents, none the less, in fact, rather the more on that account, he had awakened jealousy and so had come to have bitter enemies, secret and open, not only in the monastery, but in the world outside it.

Had Father Vivyan been killed by his own pride: by his belief that he could ‘save’ a dangerous and mentally unstable boy? Had he been killed by his own fanatical political posture, his alliance with those whom the rest of the world saw as terrorists? That was clearly what the old Brigadier felt, the tall, genial man who sat beside the bed, trying to pump Vivyan for information. Or had he been destroyed by the popular press, and in particular by Lennox Mark, the proprietor of the Legion? Perhaps by a bit of all these things.

The time of watching beside the bed was seemingly interminable. When the end came, as it happened, there were quite a number there. It was dawn. Old Monty Longmore, Vivyan’s brother, knelt beside the bed in an attitude of prayer which would not have been out of place in a medieval altarpiece. Mercy Topling knelt on the other side, holding Vivyan’s hand. Rachel Pearl, Brigadier Courtenay and a number of monks stood at the end of the bed. When the whimpering from the body ceased, and with it the breathing, the Superior began to recite the prayer ‘Go forth upon thy journey, Christian soul’. There was a moment of intense calm which all present would recollect for the rest of their lives. It was a calm broken, seconds later, by the insistent ringing of the front door-bell.

It was a young novice who opened the door. He saw the Bentley pulled up on the gravel. The paunchy, short figure in a light grey suit smelt of the frankfurter sausage with onions which he had been consuming in the back of his limousine.

‘Tell me I’m not too late,’ he gasped. ‘Tell me I’m not too late. I must see him, I must see him.’

‘But … there must be no more visitors … the Father Superior …’

So it was that within minutes of Father Vivyan’s soul leaving its body and soaring God alone knew where, to purgatorial shade or celestial bliss, the silence of that religious house was broken. Even in the infirmary, which was at the back of the house and yards away from the front door, they could hear the coarse accents of Lennie Mark shouting, ‘Don’t you realize – you CUNT – don’t you realize who I FUCKING am!’


PART ONE


ONE

There had been no witnesses, but it was easy enough for the police to reconstruct what had happened. Whoever perpetrated the outrages – the attack on the delivery boy, the unlawful entry, the thefts, the threatened assault on Mrs Mark herself – must have been watching the house for several days. They would have seen the same delivery boy, on the same motor-scooter, arrive from the same large Knightsbridge shop at the same front gates on three successive afternoons.

Granville Stoppard did not reckon to operate a takeaway or same-day delivery service; but Mrs Mark was Mrs Mark, and this had been an emergency. Okay, she had agreed on the first day it happened, she was ringing after the Food Hall had closed. Surely that did not stop the fool of a man from getting her a pint of milk. And while he was about it – lobsters. Three lobsters. A dinner party? What the fucking hell had it to do with him if she was giving a dinner party? As it happened, the lobsters were for her husband to eat in the bath before they went out to dinner. Oh, and she had run out of cigarettes.

More to the point, she had run out of servants. So, the first day, and the second, and the third, Granville Stoppard had been on hand to supply Mrs Mark and her household needs. They would not open up the Food Hall after hours for Everyone. But Mrs Mark was Someone. And the manager knew what view would be taken in The Daily Legion, The Sunday Legion and Gloss if the capriciously ordered deliveries were not supplied. No lobsters (whether or not available after the closure of the Food Hall), no semi-skimmed milk, no Dundee cakes and Vacherin cheese (‘My husband likes to spread Vacherin on Dundee cake’) and it was easy to imagine the damaging publicity which would ensue.

Mary Much, the editor of Gloss, would plan the long-term damage: articles in the opinion-forming glossy dismissing Granville Stoppard as the John Lewis of the new millennium, a place for suburban aunties, where the truly chic would not have been seen dead. Meanwhile, in the women’s pages of the Legions, Daily and Sunday, articles would remind readers that only has-beens went to Granville Stoppard. The paid gossip columnists – ‘Creevey’ of the Sunday, ‘Dr Arbuthnot’ of the Daily – would bristle with stories of famous people closing their accounts at Granville Stoppard. It was even possible to imagine them commissioning L.P. Watson to write one of his ‘outrageous’ columns about the venerable old store. The manager would not put it past them to infiltrate reporters from The Daily Legion, posing as members of the human race, to enter the shop as customers and engineer situations in which they had been insulted by the lift boy, ripped off at the parfumerie or kept waiting inordinately long in Accounts.

Easier by far to send off the required lobsters and milk – at seven p.m. the first day. She had the decency, on following days, to ring slightly earlier with her requirements. On the day that the delivery boy was attacked, she had added a cold chicken to the order at the last minute, two jars of pickled herrings, and not just Dunhill cigarettes. She wanted menthol. No – as well as Dunhill. As well. As well. Did not the fool know English? Menthol as fucking well. She knew that the Food Hall did not stock cigarettes. This she had been told on the first day and the second, but if a motorbike-rider did not have the intelligence to stop at a corner shop and buy forty menthol cigarettes was it any wonder the country had become a fucking laughing-stock in the world? Oh, and bread – they needed bread. What kind of bread? What kind of a question was that? Brioche, sun-dried tomato, pain au chocolat, any of those, anything except fucking wholemeal, which gave her husband the squits.

Ahmet Hussein will not play a large part in our story, though strangely enough, he too had his connection with the world of The Daily Legion. His father, Ali Hussein, a newsagent in Crickleden, rose early each morning to slice open the bales which were dumped on his doorstep by the wholesalers’ vans. The Legion was his biggest seller, and it was the newspaper he read himself. In future, Ahmet – aged eighteen when the attack occurred – would always feel queasy as he watched his father hump the heavy parcels of newspaper and jab with the Stanley knife at the plastic tapes which bound them.

As he was able to tell the police, after he had been treated at the Chelsea and Westminster, Ahmet had parked his Honda City Express (50 cc) beside the kerb in the leafy street, Redgauntlet Road, SW7, somewhere behind the Brompton Oratory. Darkness was falling. It was about four in the afternoon. He took the plastic bags containing lobsters, cold chicken, pain au chocolats, pickled herring and menthol fags from the plastic tub on the back of his moped and approached the twin brick pillars which sustained the ten-foot-high reinforced gates. On the previous days, he had rung the buzzer and spoken into the entryphone. He was just about to do so on this afternoon when an arm came from the shadows behind him and he felt something sharp prick his throat.

It was somewhere in the Brompton Road that a passer-by stooped to find him. Before that, he had run, then staggered through half-lit streets, feeling blood and the capacity for coherent attention drain from him. He passed out in the gutter. They never were able to find his ear, but – though he carried a scar in his throat for life – the wound came nowhere near his jugular. As a nurse remarked in Casualty, he’d been lucky. The doctor who gave evidence to the police said it was almost as if someone had been playing. Whoever manipulated the knife would appear to have shown, not pathological violence so much as heartless frivolity.


TWO

‘The first question,’ said Lennox Mark, ‘is this. Why is there anything at all?’

Lionel Watson did not overtly sigh, but he felt a lowering of the spirits. During any meal with the proprietor, there would in all likelihood come a moment when the Eternal Verities were debated.

‘You haven’t,’ added the proprietor, ‘finished your steak.’

They had already had the roast of the day (which was lamb) as their starter. Then some potato soup – with extra croutons. Double helpings of smoked salmon. Then Lennox had asked for the steaks. With chips.

Lionel tried to keep up with his paymaster on these occasions but at a certain point his body simply refused to take in any more food. It was not, especially, that he felt sick. That would come later. It was that the colloquialism about feeling full really was true. He believed that if he were at that moment put under anaesthetic and cut open, the surgeon would find a stomach stretched to capacity with potatoes, chewed meat and fish. Something like a queue of the stuff had formed in his oesophagus; every yard of intestine felt as if weighed with it, while beyond the stomach the colon filled with the processed reject.

Just as some women, lunching with Lionel, would know that there would be a point in the meal when a hand would begin its exploratory work beneath tablecloth and skirt-hem, so Lionel himself knew that when he was almost breathless with the proprietor’s hospitality, the question of God would be placed on the table, as unwelcome at this juncture as another bowl of spuds.

‘May I?’ asked Lennox Mark, taking Lionel’s cold sirloin and slithering it on to his own plate.

‘You would concede,’ he insisted, ‘that existence itself is fairly mysterious. There doesn’t need to be anything.’

He cut the steak into manageable mouthfuls, placed the knife sideways on the side of the plate in the American fashion and with his large, pudgy right hand brought a forkful to his lips.

Seated, Lennox Mark had a certain dignity, since his markedly short legs were not in evidence. He wore expansive double-breasted suits of a pale grey suggestive of summer wear or tropical kit, whatever the season. His face was fleshy, but not especially fat. He had a very big head, with a massive jaw. White hair was swept back from an apparently untroubled, anyway unwrinkled, forehead. In the massiveness, even monstrousness, of his skull, the eyes, always seeming slightly sore, as if mild conjunctivitis could not be banished, looked small. His nose was blubbery, and had a suggestion of the later, more syphilitic portraits of Henry VIII. Lionel Watson had more than once pointed out the likeness of their proprietor to a Holbein: it was one of the jokes he shared with Mary Much.

‘It depends,’ said Lionel, ‘what you mean by need. Existence is what there is. For many of us that’s tautology, but – literally, it goes without saying. You don’t need to speculate about whether it is necessary, nor whether it has a cause. We are not looking for explanations.’

Lionel Watson, at fifty-three, was the same age as his proprietor, but in various ways he had weathered less well. There was a tremendous weariness, an ennui, in his face – which was meant by nature to be the face of a thin man. The heaviness around cheek, jowl and chin hung superfluously and reproachfully. He was not a healthy colour – the veins in his cheeks were burst, many of them. His brow was furrowed. He was half bald, and a great quantity of dandruff and scurf fell on to the dark pinstripe which was his habitual wear.

‘You would admit,’ said Lennox, ‘that it would be easier if there wasn’t anything at all?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Neater.’ He spoke with his mouth full, so the word was semi-audible. ‘Less bother.’

‘To whom?’

‘Ah!’ said Lennox with a gleam.

The disconcerting thing about these discussions was that they were not random. Lennox Mark, huffing and panting through a thousand luncheons, was in quest of the person who could persuade him that God did not exist. The Hound of Heaven pursued the proprietor of News Incorporated, down the nights and down the days.

Lionel Watson remembered reading a Graham Greene novel in which the hero was in love with a married woman. He believed she had another lover, and he set a detective on her. In fact, she was going to visit a professional atheist to convince herself that there was no God. If she could only convince herself, she would be free to disregard a vow she had made to God that she would stop seeing her lover.

Lennox Mark was fatter – Lionel imagined – than the woman in the book, and it was hard to imagine him having a love affair. Lionel had not fathomed from what moral hook the proprietor would exempt himself if he could embrace total unbelief. They had often, over the cheese, the puddings and the savouries, run round Dostoevsky’s contention that if God did not exist, anything would be permitted.

In what sort of moral universe The Daily Legion would be permitted, L.P. Watson, its leading columnist, did not like to speculate.


THREE

While Lennox Mark lingered out luncheon at the Savoy Grill with Lionel Watson, his wife, at home, was about to have an afternoon bath – when the front door buzzer interrupted her.

Since the Filipinos had staged their truly unpardonable walkout four days ago, Martina Mark had run the bath herself. Well, whatever anyone might suppose, she was capable of turning a tap. Half-dressed, she was still an impressive sight after all these years, as half a dozen mirrors attested, while she drifted from bathroom to bedroom and pressed the device on an adjacent landing to answer the peremptory entryphone.

Carefully coppered hair, so skilfully done by Franco of Sloane Street that even the most malicious of women had taken it for genuine chestnut, clustered round that pale, clever face. The eyes had worn their expression of frozen surprise for some years now, rising to positive astonishment after a second lift was deemed advisable by the brilliant Mr Aziz of E. 65th Street. Her lips were frozen in an everlasting scarlet moue. The nose was at least a centimetre shorter than it had been during a wretched adolescence and young womanhood. Had the surgeons left that nose in the state in which first Nature, then a brutal man, had shaped it, Martina’s face would have told, rather than concealed, its story; one would have read dignity and sorrow rather than the studied pertness, both of cartilage and manner, which was presented. Some years ago, almost imperceptibly, the face had passed through the stage where it might plausibly deceive the short-sighted to one where it made no pretence at reality, as such. Rather, it challenged the observer: so – which would you rather? A woman who let herself go? Yes, it’s art. So have almost all fashions, whether of coiffeur or couturier, for the previous five centuries been art. It was a hauntingly intelligent mask through which eyes caught an approving glimpse of themselves in a mirror, as all-but-motionless lips said, ‘Yes?’ into the entryphone.

She was lighting a long American cigarette as she spoke.

Cigarettes, by the way, were no more harmful than crossing the street, as the Daily and Sunday Legions both reminded readers on a frequent basis. (They made no mention of the extensive tobacco farms owned by Lennox Mark’s family in the northern region of Zinariya.) The Puritans who wanted to interfere in people’s lives with their bogus statistics and sob stories about Auntie dying of cancer should just SHUT UP. It was the God-given right of every English man and English woman to smoke cigarettes. What else in hell’s name had Magna Carta been for? Okay, L.P. Watson went too far in his columns, advocating ‘Fags for Kids’ in primary schools, but Christ, that man was bloody funny.

‘Yup? Yup?’ she said impatiently into the device.

When the police interviewed her, they asked why she had not noticed, on the tiny screen identifying callers by a concealed camera, that this was a different delivery boy. She was damned if she was going to explain to a policeman that without contact lenses she could hardly see the fucking screen, let alone make out the smudged little figures on it. Besides, she had learnt early in life not to make too much distinction between one visitor and another.

So, bare-legged and bare-footed she had said, ‘I’ll be down’ into the receiver. Then she drifted down to open the door.


FOUR

‘No money? Whaddya mean, no money? There can’t be no money!’

Lennox Mark was shouting. He’d left the Savoy Grill, and L.P. Watson, and was alone in the back of the Bentley, which purred eastward. He eschewed a receiver, using the type of mobile which allowed him to speak aloud without an instrument. It gave him the appearance of a madman talking to himself.

The words were a yelp of despair: they were also his creed, this howled double negative. There couldn’t be no money – just as there couldn’t be no God. Money had always come from somewhere. Always. If not hard cash, then something more important: the capacity to reassure someone else to part with some of theirs, some punter, banker, some stupid bastard, some sap.

The mobile mumbled back its devastating words. Kurtmeyer at his least helpful.

‘But you told me the Scouse deal was in the bag!’ yelled Lennox, adding in a whisper, ‘In the bag!’ because he had suddenly met, in the driving mirror, the eyes of his driver Tom. It was intensely painful, suddenly, that this man, a driver who was paid £14,000 p.a., should have heard those words ‘no money’, and, with a glimpse, seen through the rich man who leaned against the flesh-coloured leather seats in the back of the limo.

‘We – that is News Incorporated – never tied up the details … Sky … Moon …’

Kurtmeyer was saying that all the other production companies had a pre-negotiated deal with one of the more prestigious football clubs … Arsenal … Man U …

Scouse TV, which News Incorporated had bought as a shell two years before, had actually no hope of outbidding any of its serious rivals.

‘But I bought a fucking football team – Scunthorpe Athleticals … You made me go to Scunthorpe, and get myself photographed in the local paper.’

‘It’s one of the NI titles, boss.’

Kurtmeyer chose Lennox’s most vulnerable moments to call him ‘boss’. He quietly reminded him that the purchase of Scunthorpe Athleticals had been his own idea, foisted on him by the editor of The Daily Legion. Both Spottiswood and Kurtmeyer himself had been against the purchase.

Lennox allowed whole weeks to pass in which the complexities and details of his financial affairs were blurred in his mind. Kurtmeyer or Spottiswood, or their combined genius, usually saw him out of the worst crises. For the past ten days, in spite of their giving no indication that this was the case, he had allowed himself to think that one of the two men would produce a miracle. The money from the Scouse deal – a television franchise which would give them exclusive rights over some of the key FA fixtures – would have compensated some of the horrendous losses at the Legions.

‘Another option …’ Kurtmeyer was saying, ‘would be to abolish the Sunday as of now – just merge the two titles.’

‘Jesus.’

‘You’d be saving the salaries of two hundred overpaid fuckers.’

‘Okay,’ Lennox shouted, ‘okay.’

Kurtmeyer said what everyone always said about Blimby, the editor of The Sunday Legion.

‘Then let’s sack Blimby.’

‘The drawback,’ Kurtmeyer’s gentle voice reminded him, ‘is that you have yet to announce the sacking of Tony. If you sack the editor of the Daily and the editor of the Sunday in one week, it might look like panic.’

‘I haven’t told Tony he’s sacked,’ said Lennox.

‘But you’ve offered his job to Worledge. You’re dining with Worledge next week – no?’

‘And Blimby. Christ – maybe we don’t need to sack Blimby?’

‘But you could tell them at the dinner – about the merger of the titles. Get Worledge to wield the axe – he’s a cruel bastard. He’ll enjoy the sackings.’

He wanted to yell at Kurtmeyer – It’s all right for you, it’s not your buggering money that’s going down the pan! Such moments, however, brought the dreadful sense of void – it wasn’t his money either. There was no money. In the pit of his stomach he had the sense, like the knowledge in childhood that he had angered his old man, that a Reckoning approached. Kurtmeyer was burring and buzzing about printing bills unpaid, overdrafts extended to pay Legion salaries, advertising revenues down. Lennox Mark thought not of this or that creditor refusing to wait any longer. Instead he was possessed by a generalized sense of doom.

‘Are there really …’ his voice croaked as he asked it, ‘no funds … anywhere?’

Pudgy fingers shook as they reached for the emergency comfort-bagel, oozing cream cheese, which he had been balancing on a trouser-knee. It was between fat thumb and stout white forefinger. That swooping emptiness, that horrifying sense of putting his foot on what he had supposed firm ground and finding nothing but air … that falling, falling …

The bagel was gone in two mouthfuls.

Now, what in hell was he going to eat? The Bentley was wedged in traffic, approaching the Tower of London. They were quarter, maybe half an hour from LenMar House, the penthouse office, the fridge, and the caviar.

‘So now – Kurt – are you listening?’

Kurtmeyer was listening as Lennox Mark spoke the hateful truth to the back of his chauffeur’s head.

‘Incorporated – News Incorporated – the TV company, the fucking football club – all my newspapers – Gloss, the magazines – they are all dependent on what we can get out of Africa? From Zinariya, from Bindiga?’

Kurtmeyer seemed to think this a fair assessment of things.

Jesus, what would his old great-grandfather have said, Lennox Mark the First, he who first gouged out the red earth of Kanni-Karkara and opened the copper mines? What would the old patriarch have thought about a Lennox Mark, in the third millennium, going cap in hand to a crooked nigger like Bindiga?

Lennox rapped Tom on the shoulder and said, ‘If we pass a food shop – any kind of place – I need something to eat.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘Why not sell Scouse while we’re at it? Sell Scunthorpe Athleticals?’ he bellowed to the air. He knew the answer before Kurtmeyer had given it. Spottiswood had been trying for months to find buyers for the crap TV company and even crapper football club.

Twenty minutes later, LenMar House, all twenty-five storeys of it lit up in the murky Bermondsey afternoon, came into view. Tom had stopped the Bentley outside a takeaway in the Jamaica Road, and bought three meat pies for the boss to chomp during the final leg of the journey. Lennox Mark’s mouth, though not for long, was full, as the Bentley swerved into the forecourt, and he could ask, of no one in particular, ‘What the fuck?’ The smooth progress of the chairman and proprietor of News Incorporated towards the automatic glass doors and the uniformed commissionaire was being impeded by a group of angry demonstrators – a crowd of between fifty and a hundred people. And head and shoulders above the crowd was the tall, scrawny figure of the man whom Lennox saw as his nemesis, his guilty conscience, his visitant from a disapproving God.


FIVE

‘Granville.’

That was all he said.

‘What’s that?’

‘Granville. Gottya food. Innit.’

The voice was the parody of rough cockney; but then, so were the voices of a million others in London. It was only when Martina quizzed him again that she became puzzled.

‘You mean, you’re from Granville Stoppard?’

‘That’s right, madam.’

This appeared to be spoken by another young man, an officer in the Brigade of Guards, a public schoolboy.

‘I’ll be right down.’

Martina’s suspicions – how did she put it to the police afterwards? – were hardly aroused by the way a delivery boy spoke. She had other things on her mind.

She would lie to the police. She would have to. Yet it was true that, as she drifted downstairs towards the boy, she was not interested in his personality. She had, while running the bath, been concentrating her mind on the newspapers in which she took so much more intelligent, so much better informed, an interest than her husband did.

It need hardly be said that it was her decision to sack Anthony Taylor and put in Worledge as editor of the Daily. The little coterie known as Martina’s Court made those sort of decisions, while Kurtmeyer – sometimes Spottiswood, sometimes the pair of them – bleated about the boring stuff. Lennie, who owned over forty periodicals, knew hardly any journalists, except those, such as L.P., procured for him by his wife or by Mary Much.

Lennie met everyone, or rather, Everyone: those in his own terminology who were Big Hitters. Yet while meeting Everyone, he knew No One. He had no intimates. This was one of the first things about him which Martina had intuited: the knowledge from the first gave her enormous power. She marched into virgin territory to colonize and plant her flag, rather as his forebears, having the geological flair, and the sheer cheek, to understand the meaning of those red hills in an unclaimed part of West Africa, had proclaimed themselves lords and owners of the mines of Kanni-Karkara.

Through the reinforced iron gates, which she had just opened for the young psychopath, had strode others whose psychopathic tendencies, creatively used, had taken them to triumphant heights: the present Prime Minister, and the one before that; the new Leader of the Opposition, and the two before that; any number of Foreign Secretaries, Chancellors of the Exchequer, ambassadors and peers had trodden the short gravel path between the little row of tubbed bay trees and listened patiently while Lennie and Martina told them what to think about the world. Film stars, television luminaries, foreign heads of state, playwrights – even novelists of a certain type – had trooped in to the fashionable evenings up the very steps now trodden by the youth with his bagful of lobsters.

It was all Lennie’s fault anyway – and this, apart from the new editor of The Daily Legion, was her other chief concern as she girlishly skipped down the carpeted stairs – that the Filipinos had gone away. By Christ, she had given that fucking agency hell about it on the telephone. The bloody woman had had the cheek to say there were limits. Lennie had enemies. One needed enemies. This had been one of Martina’s most useful discoveries about life. A few enemies here and there served as grappling irons to assist one’s ascent up the sheer rock face. Lennie, though, had made enemies pointlessly, just by being a shit. She had forced him to offer a lot of money to that agency, she’d gotten them to sign injunctions the minute the little Filipino shits walked out on them forbidding them to say one word about their experience. Otherwise, it was easy to imagine the headlines in the rival titles. Gone were the days of decency when stories about proprietors were not carried in newspapers owned by rivals. In the scurrilous gossip columns of other rags, and in Private Eye, there had already been inaccurate jokes about Lennie’s servant troubles.

The world knew – or that part of the world which enjoyed reading shit – about Lennie’s uncontrollable rages with drivers, cooks, maids, butlers. The shit-eaters had all read about Lennie picking up the Chinese – Korean, actually, which shows how much you can believe of this total crap – maid by the scruff of the neck and holding her out of a first-storey window; and similarly garbled stories had appeared of the coffee pot that got hurled at the little Eye-tie’s head, or the scrambled eggs deliberately thrown, then heeled into the sheepskin rug. He did not, however, shout, ‘Now suck it’ – he’d said, ‘Lick it.’ But these bastards got nothing right. Of course, they never stayed long, these agency servants. Never before, though, had all five walked out en masse and without notice.

It was obviously to punish the Marks – Martina wasn’t a fucking idiot – that the agency had not supplied replacements at once. If the Queen’s staff all left Buckingham Palace, if the German Embassy found itself without a single person to wash a teacup, then the agency would have temps round there and – aber dalli. Why did this fucking agency not send someone at once to empty Martina’s kitchen trash-can, which was starting to stink, make a meal, tidy a bed? Because they were making a point. So tonight’s dinner – which was to have been a buffet for thirty – was now a smaller sit-down affair at Diana’s, the Court’s favourite restaurant. The couple promised by the agency would not start for another week.

Martina thought of these things, and not of the personality, or appearance, of a delivery boy bringing a few supplies, relief to the house of siege. So – no – afterwards – to the police – she could not give any very accurate vision of what he looked like.

As she fumbled with the key which opened the last Chubb lock on the front door, she asked, ‘You remembered the cigarettes?’

The visitor was six feet or more, a gangling boy in a loose black blouson and enormous trainers. Of his features, a balaclava helmet hid all but his eyes, which were smoky-grey.

‘What cigarettes is vat ven?’

The cockney had returned, replacing the Guards officer. It was a flattened, slightly anxious voice. He walked past her carrying the plastic sacks. That was her first intimation that something was amiss: he did not, as the real delivery boy had done on the two previous afternoons, put the bags down by the front door, and present a chit for her to sign before scampering off again into the dark. This boy stepped inside and slammed the door shut with the swivel of an elbow.

‘You’re on your own, right?’

The throaty fear was all the more evident in his tone now, but she also sensed, with his fear, an excitement.

She was so taken aback by the impertinence of his question that she answered it.

‘What’s that to you?’

‘Quick. Money.’

‘But the shopping is always charged to our account. You’re not expecting me to pay on delivery?’

‘Money.’ More insistent.

‘What is this? If you think you’re getting a tip simply for doing your job …’

It was then that she saw the Stanley knife in his hand. Its blade was already moist with blood. In his grey-blue eyes she read a combination of emotions which she had seen so often before in her visitors in the old days: triumph and terror.


SIX

Towering above the other demonstrators, the bony skull and grey hair of Father Vivyan Chell were unmistakable. Though Lennox Mark had seen the priest on television and sometimes in the newspapers, it was nearly forty years since he had seen him in the flesh. The short hair, which had been dark in those days and was now silvery, was brushed back from the brow in the identical military manner. The high cheekbones and hawk-like nose both seemed more pronounced. He was even thinner, like some alarming bird of prey in his black monk’s habit and cloak. Yet, despite the peculiar rig, he looked, as he had always looked, more like a brigadier than a padre.

In figurative and actual terms, Chell stood head and shoulders above the other demonstrators. These displays were a regular occurrence outside LenMar House. Some of the bleeding-heart newspapers had begun to notice the situation in Zinariya. One of the lefty rags had a cock-and-bull story about the Kanni-Karkara mines: it raked up the old sob-stuff about cruelties in the days of white ownership, the supposed responsibility of Britain to intervene because Britons – that is, great-grandfather Mark – had first thought to extract copper from the mountains of southern Zinariya, the setting up of the West African Mining Organization after independence, the alleged abuses continuing after African control, the stories of corruption, of Western businesses forming unwholesome alliances with the present régime. Time was, the Western busybodies who presumed to interest themselves in these complicated affairs had supported General Bindiga because he was supposedly a Marxist-Leninist. Then, the earnest old hags in ankle-socks and the corduroyed college lecturers discovered that, like Lenin, Bindiga was not afraid to kill people who got in his way. Then, some of these bearded cretins put two and two together and realized that Lennox Mark’s business interests continued in West Africa while he built up a media empire in Europe. So, when they wanted to make themselves feel smug and warm inside and they had momentarily forgotten the plight of the poor little foxes being hunted by dogs, or the Tibetans being persecuted by the Chinese, or prisoners of conscience languishing in Turkey, the professional minders of other people’s business would come and demonstrate at LenMar House. Lennox did not reckon much to their chances of interesting the great British public in their moral preoccupations. The great British public would weep buckets over the plight of poor little foxy-woxy, but it frankly couldn’t give a shit about some tribesman in northern Zinariya having his balls shot off by one of Bindiga’s guerrillas, nor about the so-called slave-labour employed on the cocoa farms in those regions. Jesus, most English people did not know the difference between West and East Africa, wouldn’t be able to locate a big country like Kenya on a map, let alone point to Zinariya.

Father Vivyan was something rather different. When Lennox Mark was still a little child, the story of Father Vivyan had gripped the public imagination: the gallant young army officer who went to Lugardia, as it then was, in the last days of colonialism, became embroiled in the civil war, and then, as a result of a profound spiritual experience, renounced the soldier’s life, and joined a religious order, and lived among the poorest of the poor. He wrote a spiritual autobiography which was an international best-seller. Vivyan Chell had become the voice of the African oppressed, persuading the missionary order which he had joined – the Community of the Holy Redeemer – to identify itself completely with, first, the Zinariyan struggle for independence, later with the most radical of its political figures. Chell’s voice and influence were heard beyond the confines of Zinariya. He visited South Africa and Rhodesia, from both of which he was expelled, and he formed friendships with several African heads of state. He had become himself a symbol of the European capacity to remake itself, in penitence, and assist a new and independent Africa on its way: a symbol, more generally, of Christianity’s surviving power to challenge the values of this world.

Lennox Mark was a boy of fifteen when he read Father Vivyan’s Lift Up Your Eyes!. The book came as an extraordinary revelation. It had never before occurred to him to question his father’s and grandfather’s right to be rich and powerful. Their ‘ownership’ of farms, tobacco, cocoa, of copper mines, of large houses, of stocks and shares, seemed quite natural, just as the servitude of the black house-servants and farm-workers was simply a given, the way things were.

At Queen Alexandra College, the bogus public school which he and the other white boys attended in its well-mown grounds outside Chamberlainstown (now Mararraba), the life of the huge majority of Zinariyan citizens was unseen, unimagined. Lennox edited the school magazine. Somewhat to his surprise, the headmaster acceded to his request to go down to the slums of Louisetown, the shanty district of Mararraba, which huddled near his grandfather’s copper mines, and interview the famous Christian troublemaker who lived there.

Within the first five minutes of stepping from that dusty old bus, the pudgy schoolboy Lennox had known that he was to have his entire vision of the world changed. He had seen and smelt the life of the poor for the first time. And above the rags and the dust and the squalor of the red mud-houses soared the brick church, built with their own hands by the Community of the Holy Redeemer, a building which, since the coming of Vivyan Chell, already symbolized in the eyes of many Africans the hope of freedom.

Vivyan Chell was fifteen years older than Lennox, so on this encounter he was little more than thirty. So many times, in the intervening decades, Lennox had closed his eyes and seen that street in Kanni-Karkara, a gust of wind blowing a dust-cloud along the road; shoeless children running, clutching the skirts of this enormously tall, gaunt Englishman, who wore a white cassock like the Pope’s.

And here he was again, forty years on, in Bermondsey, bellowing, ‘Justice for Zinariya!’ The crowd, which was about half African, took up the cry, and then Chell began to chant ‘Alkawari!’ – the name of the opposition party, whose leader, Professor Galwanga (‘The Zinariyan Gandhi’), was regularly lampooned in the Legion newspapers.

‘Alkawari!’ drawled Vivyan Chell’s unmistakably aristocratic tones. ‘Alkawari! Alkawari!’

That adolescent encounter beneath the great brooding brick church of the Holy Redeemer was something which Lennox Mark had been trying to forget for his entire life. He had fallen completely under the priest’s spell. The headmaster had given him permission, for the purposes of collecting information for the magazine article, to stay one night in Kanni-Karkara. In the event, for nearly four weeks the boy stayed and worked in the mission in the shanty towns. He had slept on a straw pallet, as the priests did. He had risen earlier than dawn to pray with them, and to wait for God in the darkness and silence of the African night. Then, before first light, he had served Father Vivyan’s mass, an unforgettable, highly charged spiritual experience, and the day would begin, the exhausting and unfolding life of a poor parish in an African industrial suburb.

The monks helped to run a hospital, many of the patients young men, wheezing and dying from emphysema or pneumoconiosis – now, Lennox had heard, forty years on, full of AIDS patients. There were two schools, run largely by volunteers. There were the makeshift houses where mine workers lived with their families; all these hovels were tiny and none had proper sanitation. There was no flush lavatory, as far as Lennox ever discovered, in the whole of the township; the monks, like the mineworkers, squatted over earthen holes when the need came.

‘You have been given a great gift,’ Vivyan Chell had told him. Lennox could still remember the bony fingers of the priest on his own fleshy shoulders, and the penetration of those iron-grey, terrifying eyes looking into his own.

‘Christ sent you here.’

In spite of Vivyan’s short back and sides, there was something about the monk’s long face which recalled certain images of Jesus, those on the Turin shroud, for example, or of El Greco, which made it possible, when he spoke, to believe that you were actually in the presence of the Word Made Flesh.

‘You did not come here by chance. Christ sent you. You must go and tell your father what you have seen. Your father is not a bad man. He is something very like a bad man, though – and that is, a rich one. It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom and know God. You want your father to know God? Well, it is for his sake that you must go and tell him what you have seen here. Tell him what these mines are doing to these people …’

This speech so fired the adolescent Lennox with a vision of Christ’s Kingdom that he did pluck up the courage and tell the old man. Not long afterwards, he found himself on a plane crossing the Atlantic. He did work experience in a merchant bank on Wall Street, stayed with some cousins at the Hamptons in the summer, lost his virginity, and entered MIT, slightly young, the following fall. He had never seen Vivyan Chell from that day to this, though he had followed the monk’s career, his political agitations, his return to England.

Forty years on, Lennox Mark did not know whether he still possessed a conscience. He sometimes wondered if Martina’s function in his life, the secret of his dependence upon her, was her capacity to numb his few remaining tendencies towards heart, towards feelings, towards what the sentimentalists called decency. He could not resist the superstition, it had been with him ever since his first encounter with the priest in Africa, that Vivyan Chell could reawaken all the bleeding-heart nonsense. This was because, try as he did to convince himself otherwise, Lennox Mark believed that the universe was indeed run along lines where moral laws were as invariable as those of physics. God was always there behind the curtains.

‘Get that crowd cleared away before I get out of the car,’ Lennox told Tom.

‘Alkawari!’

The old ladies and corduroyed lecturers had taken up the African cry.

‘Alkawari! Alkawari!’

‘Get rid, I say, get rid …’

The commissionaires were emerging from the automatically opened glass doors of the building, but it was hard to see what two bottle-nosed old pensioners in white peaked caps could do against a crowd of a hundred, nor why the police need be summoned to disperse an entirely peaceful assembly.

Lennox Mark did not mean to get out of the car until the crowd had gone away. He certainly did not mean to address them. No sooner, however, did he hiss at Tom to get rid of the demo than he found himself opening the door of the Bentley and facing them.

‘I assure you …’ he heard himself calling to them, ‘there is absolutely no … If you have a grievance … I am more than happy to discuss …’

Corduroy, beards, black faces, ankle-socks, like waves of the Red Sea falling back before the rod of Moses, filed against the plate glass of the building, leaving alone Father Vivyan Chell, as if before that modernist construction of the late 1980s there had been translated, as in some pious fable, the carved statue of a saint from the stone niche of a Gothic cathedral, standing there upright, gaunt and tall.

‘Then, Lennox,’ said the monk, ‘I should think that after forty years there would be things to discuss – wouldn’t you?’

‘Father Vivyan.’

He stood there, the silver-haired proprietor of that great enterprise, once more a gauche, overweight teenager.

‘I don’t know quite … what it is you want … what …’

‘You could invite me in,’ said the monk, ‘for a glass of whisky.’


SEVEN

Martina’s steadiness surprised even herself. It visibly surprised the boy. She could see the eyes peering from the balaclava for signs of distress. Even her voice betrayed only the hint of fear, its tremolo disguised by the habitual foreign lilt.

She knew that he had stepped into a world where he would find nothing familiar, and she traded on this weakness. Even her un-Englishness was chic, sophisticated. He had probably never heard a voice like hers unless he had hung round the bigger tourist hotels in London.

She returned his stare and just above the eyes saw a few centimetres of honey-brown skin.

‘What do you want?’ she asked.

‘Money,’ he repeated huskily. ‘Jewels.’

A long-fingered hand, also honey-brown, reached for the diamond in her right lobe. It was a large stone for so small an ear, and it was a stud, fixed by a small screw. From the way in which he held the ear, as a clumsy child might grab a flower on a delicate stem, it seemed possible that he was deciding between two quick methods for removal, either tearing the ear from her head with his fingers or doing a slice with the bloodstained Stanley knife.

‘Let me help you,’ her voice said.

Early in life, she had learnt to detach herself utterly from what was happening physically with a man. Only thus had she retained her sanity. Those early days of unhappiness served her in good stead now.

‘Don’t try nuffink.’

It was the parody voice again.


EIGHT

‘You don’t drink?’ asked the monk, who had taken a swig of the single malt offered him.

‘I’ll stick to Seven Up – no, I don’t drink. Are you sure you don’t want …’

Lennox leaned forward, offering the plate of turkey sandwiches, and seemed relieved when, with the wave of a languid sacerdotal hand (almost as if he were blessing them) Father Vivyan rejected the chance to share.

‘I’ll stick to your excellent whisky. Well, you are a busy man, Lennie, up here in your eyrie, looking down on the kingdoms of the world and the glories thereof.’

They were at the very top of LenMar House, and outside three vast plate-glass windows London stretched, a shimmering drizzle of street lamps and neon. Behind the sleek coiffure of Lennox could be seen the distant Tower of London and beyond it the floodlit dome of St Paul’s. From the window to his right the river wound seaward past the twinkling tower of Canary Wharf. Behind the monk’s head was the sprawl of south London – Streatham, Balham, East Dulwich, Sydenham, all indistinguishable in the murk.

‘You didn’t answer my letters, Lennie.’

‘I didn’t know how to.’

‘Do you remember meeting little Joshua Bindiga when you spent that month with us at the Redeemer?’

‘Of course.’

How much did the monk know about Lennox Mark and Bindiga? Lennox had expected, after the ‘demonstration’ in the forecourt, that the old man would take the chance to preach a sermon, but he was simply sitting there, with a huge slug of whisky, staring at Lennox with a slightly whimsical smile.

Of course he fucking well remembered meeting Bindiga as a schoolboy. That was the extraordinary fact about his month with the monks in Louisetown township: it could have made him a Christian saint – as it was, it gave him the crucial piece of good fortune which had enabled him to move from being a comfortably rich businessman to being a hitter, big indeed.

All manner of rumours circulated about how Lennox arrived from Africa, apparently from nowhere, and was able to buy The Daily Legion and the Sunday, the glossy magazine Gloss, a host of smaller publications including the surprisingly profitable The Seedsman, as well as a handful of local newspapers in England and Scotland. The prosaic truth was not (as rumour wished) that Lennox had a connection with the Mafia: nor that he had been adopted as the toy of a Texan heiress with a fetish for fat boys; nor that he had struck oil in the South China Seas. (All these stories found credence where two or three London journalists were gathered, and alcohol consumed.)

The Lennox Mark money came from copper: it was as simple as that: but he would not have held on to it, nor would the old man have been able to die on the family tobacco farm (when so many other Europeans were driven off their confiscated land), had he not befriended the General. In the civil war of ’81, which ended in a victory for Bindiga, the control of the copper mines at Kanni-Karkara had been the single most important factor in Zinariya’s economy. The prodigious, princely wealth of Lennox’s grandfather, and of the great-grandfather who had first sunk the shafts and sent African miners down into the red rock of the southern province during the 1890s – this vast wealth had evaporated. The old man, Lennox’s father, inherited none of the business acumen of his paternal line. The vagaries of the world stock markets before the Second World War ate into his huge capital. After the war, gin and frequent divorce made him sink from the princely class to being merely a man of means, Lennox’s various stepmothers managing to run up colossal debts doing nothing in particular in Monte Carlo, Nice, the Greek islands and London. His holdings in WAMO made him a key player when the future of the copper-mining industry was in question, but he had no subtlety, no foresight, no practical intelligence. By the end of the civil war, the old man was on a bottle and a half of Gordon’s each day and the fourth (or was it the fifth?) wife, as leathery and as foul-mouthed as her predecessors. Marooned on their farm in the northern province, they inveighed against the ‘fucking commie’ and against Lennox for ‘siding with the niggers’ against his own kind.

This had been Lennie’s real stroke of luck, genius, or both. He openly sided with the man who seemed to be intent on the destruction of all the European settlers. The last time Lennox had met that final stepmother, her stringy brown arm had stretched forth for the umpteenth cigarette of the afternoon and she had gluggled more poison from her tumbler.

‘Bin-digger’ – she evidently found it stylish to mispronounce the General’s name – ‘is a fucking commie.’ False teeth clinked against ice-cubes in her glass. ‘Red, nigger, bastard – right? And that white bastard – yes – that one’ – a long scarlet talon jabbed from the end of the nicotine-orange index finger – ‘that father of yours has done nothing – NOTHING – to stop it.’

The old man’s tendency to marry women who abused him, usually verbally, sometimes physically, had been one of Lennox Mark’s reasons for delaying marriage. The old man had spent his life in various pleasure spots which gave no obvious pleasure, numbing out their irrational angry whinnies by matching glass for glass their appetite for the sauce. Cirrhosis, which was an inevitability, was deemed by the final shrew a ‘relief’. Many a vsitor to the hotel bar in Eastbourne would hear, before her own liver gave out, how she’d got out of Lugardia in time; how it would have broken Jim’s heart if he’d lived to see what the niggers had done to his beloved Africa.

Lennox Mark’s own attitude had always been different. He was happy to see Lugardia die and Zinariya be born. He was not a defeatist. He saw in Bindiga a kindred spirit, a fellow scrambler up ladders, sailor near winds, cutter of corners.

‘You came in those days – no white boy from Queen Alexandra College came among us: but you came. For that month you came and lived with the fathers. You shat in a hole like an African. You taught me rugby. You remember? Drop goals?’

The General had grinned. This had been almost his first word to Lennox when he granted him an audience, after the revolution. The General’s advances in life had begun in that missionary school: his decisions to pass exams and get to Sandhurst had been made possible by the chance of being taught by the former Major Chell MC – now Father Vivyan. This was some feat – of push by Bindiga, of stringpulling by Chell. The strict requirement of the Zinariyan army was that soldiers be five foot six inches or above. The General was five foot four. This Napoleonic truth about him could be seen as a paradigm for all his further defiance of the fates. He knew how to take chances, when to change tack. All his advisers, LSE-trained, urged upon him the out-and-out nationalization of the mines in ’81. One last meeting at the Presidential Palace in Chamberlainstown (as it still was then) had clinched the matter.

‘Take over those mines, General, and all your international investors will pull out: tomorrow.’

Lennox knew that this
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