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An Amazing Debut—The Most
Exciting Assassination Thriller Since

The Day of the Jackal

Meet Sonny: a recent graduate of medical
school, a man of tremendous sexual prow-
ess, a good sport, fine raconteur, stalwart
friend—and cold-blooded, expert killer.
His assignment: to murder one of the
most closely guarded of all world leaders.
His employer: another head of state,
driven by a thirst for vengeance.
Pursuing Sonny are Scimitar’s two
other unforgettable characters. One 1s a
meek young clerk at the British embassy
in New York who must investigate the
random murders of British citizens in the
city—random, that s, except for the small

green scimitars tattooed on their chests.
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The other is an American woman who
falls under Sonny’s sexual thrall—until
she discovers what he really is.

Once the identity of his target is re-
vealed, we know that Sonny cannot ulti-
mately succeed, yet the suspense remains
nerve-tingling. For he is an assassin of
incomparable cunning, and the plan he
devises 1s so ingenious that we cannot
imagine how it could fail. To whet your
appetite, it involves an innocuous pesticide,
a cross-country train trip with astonishing
erotic repercussions, the seating plan in the
Baroque Room of New York’s Plaza Hotel,
and an out-of-order lavatory midway up
the steps of the Statue of Liberty.

Written with masterful skill, Scimitar
bristles with shocks, surprises, and ar-
cane knowledge of the killer’s craft. You
will read it quickly, for its pace is compel-
ling. But you will remember it always.

JouN ABBOTT is the pseudonym of a world-
famous author.
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- Tomas was talking about a head floating in a toilet bowl.

This had been years ago in Houston, in the building where
he’'d lived. They’d heard yelling upstairs and he’d gone up
with his sister and his brother-in-law, this shabby little walkup
where they were living at the time, climbed the stairs with the smell
of rancid oil and stale cooking in the hallway, a whitf of marijuana
drifting from one of the apartments, knocked on the door to 3C,
and a woman opened the door and told them in Spanish that her
husband had just suffered a heart attack. But there was a bloody
cleaver in her hand.

“He’s in the bathroom,” she’d told them in Spanish.

In the bathroom, the man’s decapitated body was lying along-
side the tub, and his head was floating in the toilet bowl.

“Gross,” B] said.

Pudgy and short, with blue eyes and straight brown hair styled at
a barber’s college, B] looked like a Georgia redneck farmer. Actu-
ally, he was a preppy WASP, born and bred in Connecticut, a prod-
uct of Choate and then Yale where—to hear him tell it—he’d
learned not to pee on his hands, although graduates of Harvard
also claimed that singular distinction. He peppered his speech with
teenage colloquialisms, sometimes sounding more like a Valley Girl
than a man with a medical degree. He was now rolling his baby
blues in bug-eyed horror at the very thought of a severed head in a
toilet bowl.

Tomas relished his revulsion.

Like a dedicated sadist, he described in meticulous detail the
woman in the blood-stained slip, her hands dripping blood, strings
of blood in her hair, flecks of blood on her face—
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“Barphsville!” B] shouted.

—and then went on to describe the appearance of the bathroom,
which to Tomas resembled the chicken market back home in Hous-
ton, Texas, where birds with their throats slit and their feathers
drenched with blood hung upside down on hooks and flapped out
the last minutes of their lives against white-tiled, blood-spattered
walls. The piece de résistance of his gory tale was the severed head
itself, wedged into the toilet bowl, the bald scalp intersticed with
chop wounds, the throat ending in a jagged tatter of torn and lac-
erated flesh where it had been severed from the body.

Sonny was enjoying both Tomas’s story and BJ’s discomfort.

The singles bar was in downtown Los Angeles, not too distant
from the hospital, but far enough away to make it seem safe. Safe
from what, he didn’t quite know. Safe to get drunk, he imagined.
Safe to indulge profligately, without any of the teaching staff acci-
dentally wandering in to cluck collective tongues over the unseemly
behavior of doctors in residence.

The Doctors Three, they called themselves.

Sonny himself, BJ, and Tomas, whom they sometimes called To-
masito because of his diminutive stature. Small-boned and thin,
with straight black hair and eyes as black as midnight, Tomas
moved with the grace of a butterfly, his slender fingers floating on
the air now as he described in more intimate detail the anatomy of
the long-ago woman in the pink slip, who kept insisting that the
two-piece corpse in the bathroom had achieved its present bipartite
condition via a heart attack.

“That was when I knew [ wanted to be a doctor,” he said.

The Doctors Three.

All of them in their second year of residency at what was known
in the trade as ““a busy hospital,” or ““a hands-on hospital,”” mean-
ing a hospital with more than its fair share of broken heads and
bullet wounds. Come next June, they would each and separately
venture out into the wide, wide world of internal medicine. They
had met at the hospital as strangers with Doctor of Medicine de-
grees. They were now fast friends, albeit somewhat drunken ones,
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B] already half in the bag, Little Thomas not far behind him, and
Sonny trying to stay sober long enough to determine whether the
leggy blonde at the bar was in actuality tossing her lilting laughter
exclusively in his direction.

Tomorrow would be Saturday, the twentieth day of June. To-
morrow night, the beast that was Los Angeles would bellow and
roar once again, and the citizenry of this fair city on the Pacific
would begin flooding into the Emergency Room, complaining of a
wide variety of fractures, contusions, and wounds. Normally, the
Doctors Three were on rotating duty in various and separate parts
of the hospital, the better to see you, my dear. But on the weekend,
all three of them were needed downstairs to breach the tide and
stanch the flow of blood. This Friday-night respite was a necessary
part of the process, Sonny guessed, a time to regroup and recharge,
a time of merriment in anticipation of a good night’s sleep before
the—

The blonde’s lilting laughter floated his way again.

He turned to face the bar.

Their eyes met.

No question about it. I'd Like To Know You Better, her eyes
said. His said the same thing. Hers were blue, his the color of tar-
nished brass, an admixture of his father’s brown and his mother’s
blue, the genes tangled over centuries of invaders in two different
lands. His complexion was the color of California sand.

“See you guys later,” he said, and pushed back his chair.

BJ whispered something to Tomas. Tomas laughed.

As he crossed the floor toward the crowded bar where the blonde
was still in apparently delighted conversation with a girl at her left
elbow, Sonny was aware of his own good looks and the stir, the
buzz—or so he imagined—that accompanied his very passage
through a room. His looks were what most women considered
exotic, this mingling of East and West, the dusty complexion and
green-grey eyes, the brown hair with its lustrous shine, the aquiline
nose and sensuous mouth he’d inherited from his father, the tall
muscular body that was a legacy from his mother’s side of the
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family. The blonde turned on her stool as he approached, swiveling
away from the girl on her left, welcoming Sonny by crossing out-
rageously long legs sheathed in an extremely brief, blue-leather
mini. Blue stockings. He loved blue stockings. Pantyhose, actually,
he guessed. Blue, high-heeled, patent-leather pumps. Her eyes
flashed. A paler blue than the pantyhose. She was wearing a white
silk blouse with little pearl buttons down the front. Long blond
hair hanging loose around the pertect oval of her face. Red, red
lipstick, you expected a more orangey color on a blonde. Blue eye-
liner. A dazzling smile that could have kleig-lighted a Hollywood
premiere.

“Hi,” he said, “I’m Sonny,” and extended his hand.

“I’m Corrie,” she said.

“Okay to join you?”

“Sure,” she said.

He took the stool beside hers. She swiveled to face him. She
smelled of spring flowers in bloom, he wondered what perfume she
was wearing. The bartender waddled over. He was a big fat man
wearing green suspenders. He looked jolly and eager to please.

“Sir?”” he asked.

“Beefeater’s on the rocks, please,” Sonny said.

“Lady still okay?”

“Corrie?”

“Please,” she said, extending her glass. “It’s . ..

“Corona and lime, right,” the bartender said, and smiled, and
waddled off again.

“So,” she said.

“So,” he said.

“Is Sonny your real name?”
“Are you ready?”’ he said.
“That bad, huh?”

“Try Krishnan Hemkar.”
“Say what?” she said.
“Resshy; .47

“Yeah... .

>3
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“Okay . ..”
nElent .o
“Uh-huh ...”

“Kar. Krishnan Hemkar. It’s easier when you break it up.”

“That’s what you think,” she said, and laughed. “What is it,
anyway? Russian?”

“Indian,” he said.

“Which tribe?”” she asked.

“Not American Indian,” he said. “Indian Indian. Calcutta, New
Delhi, Bombay, like that. My father was Indian.”

This was the lie.

The eternal lie.

“He met my mother in Rajistan. She’s British.”

Embroidering the lie. By rote.

“I thought maybe you were Hispanic,” she said. “From a dis-
tance, you and your friend looked Hispanic.”

“My friend, yes,” he said. “Me, no.”

“Why Sonny?”’ she asked.

“Lots of Indians are called Sonny. I really don’t know why.”

“Lots of Italians are called Sonny, too,” she said. “Didn’t you
see The Godfather?”

“No, I'm sorry, I didn’t.”

“Well, Sonny Corleone. He was Italian, you know. Not James
Caan, but the character he plays. In the movie. In the book, too.
Sonny.”

“Yes,” Sonny said.

“I loved Jewel in the Crown, too,” she said. “Did you see that
one?”’

“No, I'm sorry.”

“On television? You didn’t see it?”

“No.”

“It was all about India!” she said, her eyes widening, her face
registering surprise and perhaps outrage that someone of Indian
descent had not watched a show that was all about India.
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“I don’t watch much television,” he said. “Or see many movies,
either. When I’'m not at the hospital, I’'m home studying.”

“Oh?” she said. Interest flashing in the blue eyes. Was it possible
that the handsome Indian was also a med student? Or perhaps even
a doctor? Half the interns in the United States of America were
Indian. Press your bedside buzzer at two in the morning, you got a
guy in a turban and baggy pants, wearing a little black plastic
nameplate with white letters that read Dr. Vishwambhar Prakash.
When you were sick, the whole world was Indian.

“I’'m a doctor,” he said, ending the intensely suspenseful mo-
ment.

“No kidding?”

“No kidding. Dr. Krishnan Hemkar. Sonny Hemkar.”

“Well. 'm pleased to meet you,” she said, and extended her
hand. He took it. They shook hands. They held hands briefly. She
withdrew her hand. She smiled at him.

“Beefteater’s on the rocks,” the bartender said, “Corona and
lime. Pour it?’” he asked Corrie.

“Please,” she said. “With a head, please.”

He poured the beer over the squeezed lime.

“Keep the tab running, sir?” he asked.

“Yes, please,” Sonny said.

The bartender went off again. Sonny raised his glass.

“Cheers,” he said.

“Cheers,’” she said.

Their eyes met again.

“What’s the Corrie for?” he asked.

“Guess,” she said, and pulled a face. “Corinne. Isn’t that aw-
ful?”

“Actually, I like 1t,” he said.

Another lie. Minor league, but a lie nonetheless; Corinne was
possibly his least favorite name in the entire world.

“It’s a diminutive of Cora,” she said. “Which in Greek means
‘maiden.” Which in itself is a laugh,” she said, and smiled. Meaning
she was n#ot a maiden. As if any woman in her mid-twenties, which
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is what he guessed she was, could in this day and age be mistaken
for a maiden. Nonetheless, she’d informed him. Which was en-
couraging. He would have to remind her, later, that she’d been the
first to bring up sex, however remotely. “So were you born in In-
dia?”’ she asked.

“Yes, but we moved to England when I was very young.”

The lie, the lie.

“How young?’’ she asked.

“I was eight months old.”

“Then you were just a baby.”

Y esy

“Then, actually, you were raised in England.”

i =N

“So really you could call yourself English if you wanted to,
couldn’t you? I mean, your mother’s English, isn’t that what you

satd .. .2
“Yes.”’

“...and you lived in England from when you—how old were
you when you came to America?”

“Eighteen.”

“How old are you now?”

“Twenty-nine.”

“To go to college, or what?”

“Yes, college.”

“Where?”

“Princeton.”

“I went to U-Mich,” she said. “I wanted to be a writer.”

“Do you still write?”’

“Yeah, insurance,” she said, and laughed.

“Would you like to sleep with me tonight?” he asked.

She looked at him.

“That was fast,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, smiling, nodding, ducking his head in the Little
Boy manner that had worked for him on far too many previous
occasions. He had never had trouble bedding any girl or woman
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he’d wanted. Never. At the same time, he often felt that he was at
their mercy, felt that each time a seduction succeeded for him it was
contradictorily he himselt who’d succumbed to a torce beyond his
control.
“So?”” he said, and smiled boyishly. “What do you say?”
“Why not?”” she said.

So much for safe sex, he thought.

Shower at six in the morning, leave the apartment, dash home to
douche or whatever it was they did afterward to ward off evil de-
mons and venereal disease. In all fairness, she had asked him for a
briet sexual history—he’d made it as brief as possible—and then
insisted that he use a rubber, which he’d always felt was tanta-
mount to skiing on grass. The night had been only moderately
exciting, and he was not surprised to find her long gone when the
alarm went off. He looked at the clock again. He had hit the snooze
button at eight; it was now twenty minutes to nine. The sheets
smelled of stale sex. He stretched his arms over his head, yawned,
and then threw back the covers and got out of bed.

The apartment was insufferably hot.

Something wrong with the air conditioner, he’d been begging his
landlady to fix it ever since the heat wave began at the beginning of
the month. He went into the bathroom, performed what B] called
The Morning Rites of Passage, and then washed his hands as if he
were scrubbing up for brain surgery. There was something wrong
with the hot water, too, this damn apartment. He yanked a big
white bath towel from the rack and, drying his hands, looked at
himself in the mirror over the sink; he did not feel even vaguely
positive that he could cope successfully with the day ahead. Wear-
ing only the big towel—white against his dusty skin, the hard flat
belly and dancing pecs courtesy of Nautilus three times a week—he
came out into the kitchen, put up the coffee, and poured himself a
glass of orange juice. The time was 9:06 A.Mm. by the digital clock on
the countertop microwave; it felt like the middle of the night. A
note was propped up against the toaster. He picked it up. In a hasty
scrawl, she’d written: Adored it, I'll call you.

8
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Don’t bother, he thought.

The telephone rang.

So soon?

He lifted the receiver from the wall mount.

“Hello?”” he said.

“Scott?” |

A British accent detectable even in that single word. But . ..

“Who’s this, please?”” he asked.

“Mrs. Jennings,” she said.

Nothing valid yet.

“And the first name?”

“Priscilla.”

“Go ahead, Mother,” he said. “This is Scott.”

There was a slight pause. Then she said, “Are you awake,
Scett?”

His heart lurched.

“I’m an early riser,” he said.

The proper response.

“I have good news,” she said.

“Tell me.”

““I think I’ve found an apartment for you.”

“Where?”

The proper words, the proper sequence.

“Here in New York.”

“How did you find 1t?”

“In The New York Times.”

Essential information.

“How much are they asking?”’

“Twenty-five.”

More vital information.

“That sounds reasonable.”

““And will you let me know when you get here?”

“You can be sure,” he said.

The proper sign oft.

He put the phone back on the wall hook.

His heart was pounding.
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At ten minutes past noon that Saturday morning, it was still
raining in New York City, a relentless summer rain that drilled the
pavement surrounding the sidewalk telephone. In New York now-
adays, you couldn’t even go into a proper phone booth to escape a
downpour. There were only these ridiculous little shells—not even
those, really. Just these stingy little—Gillian was at a loss for a
word to describe them. Listening posts? Narrow and constructed
two abreast, with a plastic divider falsely promising privacy be-
tween them. The phone position—as good a word as any—along-
side hers was still vacant. She fished in her handbag for another
quarter, dialed a number, and listened to the insistent ringing on
the other end.

“SeaCoast,” a male voice said.

“Mr. Scopes?”” she said.

“Who’s this, please?”

“Priscilla.’

“Go ahead, Mother. This 1s Arthur.”

“Arthur, ’'m calling about the shipment we were expecting.”

“Which shipment?” '

“From Los Angeles.”

“Yes, go ahead.”

“It will be here on the twenty-ffth.”

“Very good. And will you keep me informed?”’

“You can be sure,” she said, and hung up.

She put the receiver back on its hook, felt automatically for her
quarter in the coin return chute, and then stepped out boldly into
the rain. Her umbrella was one of those flimsy little folding jobs the
size of a rolled tabloid newspaper when it was closed. Open, it
seemed incapable of braving the unseasonably fierce wind. As she
turned left at the corner, into the full onslaught of the wind roaring
eastward through the narrow canyon from the Hudson, she felt
certain the umbrella would either flip inside out or else be torn
from her hands. The umbrella was red. She held it like a small
shield, pushing it into the wind and the rain, muttering to herself

10
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about the dreadful weather. She was drenched to the skin by the
time she reached her apartment building on West End Avenue.

Sighing audibly, she stood in the small entrance hallway for a
moment, catching her breath, marvelling that she had neither
drowned nor been blown to bits and pieces. She shook out the
umbrella, pulled it into its miniaturized state, fastened its Velcro
strap, and then reached into her handbag for her keys. They were
lying on the bottom of the bag, alongside the muzzle of a Walther
9-mm Parabellum pistol. Casually, her hand moved the gun aside
to get at the keys. She unlocked the glass-paneled inner door, and
climbed the steps to the second floor of the building. There were
two keys to the locks on her apartment door. She was home at last.
She put her bag and the umbrella on the hall table, took off her
soaking wet raincoat, hung it on the brass coatrack near the mir-
ror, and then stepped out of her low-heeled walking shoes. Bare-
footed, she padded into the bedroom and began getting out of her
wet clothes.

The apartment was what they called a two-bedroom in this
city, but which was in reality a one-bedroom with a small dining
room that converted into either a second bedroom or what she
used as a sitting room. The living room faced south and was quite
sunny on good days, and the kitchen had been entirely redone
only two years ago. There was only one bathroom, this off what
was laughingly called the master bedroom, which—given its
size—might better have been called the maid’s room. She unbut-
toned her blouse, unzipped her skirt, yanked down her panty-
hose, unclasped her bra, stepped out of her panties, and dumped
the whole lot unceremoniously on the floor in a sodden little pile.
Naked now, she looked at herself appraisingly in the full-length
mirror fastened to the closet door, dismayed as always to recog-
nize yet another time that the good full breasts were beginning to
sag ever so slightly, the once flat tummy was developing a most
unattractive bulge. She supposed this was forty-nine. If so, she
wondered what dread calamities fifty would bring. Eyes still a
clear and penetrating blue, however, hair at least reminiscent of

11



J OREEN- ANE B DT T

the blond it had been in her youth, silver threads beginning to
show among the gold, but legs still long and lithe and shapely, a
woman’s legs never changed. She went into the bathroom and
turned on the shower.

She was drying herself some fifteen minutes later when she heard
the front door opening.

She remembered all at once that she’d left her handbag on the
table in the hall.

Near the front door.

Her pistol was in the handbag.

“Yes?” she called.

Silence.

Perhaps she was mistaken.

“Is someone there?” she called.

More silence.

And then a board creaking under someone’s footfall.

She dropped the towel at once, stepped swiftly out of the bath-
room, and was moving toward the bedroom where she kept a sec-
ond pistol in the nightstand beside the—

He loomed suddenly in the narrow hallway.

A giant of a man wearing a black trenchcoat and a black rainhat
pulled low on his forehead, black gloves, a black pistol in his right
hand, it looked like a Colt, it suddenly exploded.

The first bullet was low, he’d been going for her throat, the muz-
zle of the gun had been tilted up toward her head. It shattered her
clavicle instead, sent her reeling back from the impact, colliding
with the wall, bouncing off the wall in a frantic half-turn toward
the bedroom, the gun, the spare gun in the—

The second bullet took her in the back, high up between the
shoulder blades. It knocked her stumbling forward through the
entrance door of the bedroom, sent her falling to the floor beside
the small pile of damp clothing she had removed not twenty min-
utes ago. On her knees, she scrabbled toward the bed, threw herself
headlong across the bed, and was stretching to reach the night-
stand on the far side when the third bullet took her at the back of

12
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her head. She did not feel this one. It blew out her forehead and
spattered tissue and bone and brain matter onto the wall and onto
the top surface of the nightstand where the Browning automatic
rested on a pile of pink panties in the top drawer.

The man leaned over her and fired again, unnecessarily, into
what was left of her head. Then he hurriedly left the apartment and
walked out into what was now a cold, slow, steady drizzle.

13



The next holiday would be the Fourth of July.

Independence Day.

[t said so on the mimeographed sheet tacked to the bulletin
board on the wall opposite Geoffrey’s desk. This was one of the eas-
ier ones. Like Christmas or Good Friday. Some of the others—like
Martin Luther King, Jr., Day or Memorial Day—were a bit more
ditficult for an Englishman to remember, no less comprehend.

The mimeographed notice had been sent round at the beginning
of the year, two copies to each registry, intended to be seen by all
staff in the Hong Kong Othce, the Embassy in Washington, the
North America Department FCO, the UN Department FCO, the
Resident Clerk FCO, and all Consular Posts in the USA. It was
flanked on Geoftfrey’s bulletin board by another mimeographed
sheet listing the addresses and telephone numbers of all British
Consulate General offices in the United States and yet another sheet
listing all the police precinct telephone numbers here in New York
City.

Actually, Geoffrey was not at the moment the least bit interested
in any of the mimeographed information fliers. He was, instead,
consulting a properly printed sheet that had been produced by the
Cartographic and Map Section and distributed early last year to
every British Consulate in the world, including the one here in New
York. Its headline, boldly marching across the top of the page the
way the redcoats must have done at Lexington or Concord, read:

STANDARD TIME ZONE EQUIVALENTS AT FCO OVERSEAS POSTS
WHEN 12 NOON (GMT) IN LONDON

The letters GMT stood for Greenwich Mean Time.

14
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The letters FCO stood for Foreign Consular Office.

The FCO tor which Geoftfrey worked here in New York was
called the British Consulate-General, and it was located on the
ninth floor of an office building on Third Avenue, between Fifty-
first and Fifty-second streets. From Geoffrey’s corner office, he
could look south for quite a ways downtown, and he could also
look west across Third Avenue to the front of the Seventeenth Pre-
cinct across the street. He was, in fact, looking east this morning, if
spiritually rather than actually; he was consulting the printed Over-
seas Posts chart to ascertain what time it was in Kathmandu.

It was now 9:00 A.m. on a bright Monday morning, the twenty-
second of June. Adjusting for Daylight Savings Time, which had
last month sprung the clocks ahead both here and in London,
Greenwich Mean Time was now 2:00 p.m., which made it 6:40 p.Mm.
in Kathmandu, which did not adjust its clocks to suit the seasonal
fashions, and which was rumored to be the second worst foreign
post to which a person could ever be assigned.

At 5:00 p.m. Kathmandu time, Alison would have taken her leave
of Snuffy, as Her Majesty’s Consul-General there was familiarly
called (although his proper name was Sherwood Spencer Hughes),
and would by now be showering and dressing before leaving for
dinner at either the Del Annapurna or the Soaltee Oberoi, both
five-star hotels. He would give her a bit more time to put on the
finishing touches, and then he would call her at 10:00 a.m. sharp
here in New York, which would catch her at 7:40 r.m. before she
left her apartment. There in the shadow of the Himalayas, they
dined late.

The worst foreign post, of course . . .

Well, actually, there seemed to be several.

Saudi Arabia. Oh, dear Lord, the stories he had heard about that
place! Or the Ivory Coast. And long-time foreign servants had told
him it was a toss-up between Ceylon and Ulan Bator as to which
was the most utterly boring. But they all agreed that Dakar had to
be the absolute worst in the world, perhaps the entire uni—

The telephone rang.

15
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For a brief delirlous moment, he imagined it might be Alison
calling him!

He turned from the bulletin board and the benign gaze of Queen
Elizabeth staring at him from a poster above it, snatched the re-
ceiver from its cradle, and said somewhat breathlessly, ““British
Consulate, Turner speaking.”

“Yes, hello,”” a man’s voice said. Nasal and veddy veddy British.
A Colonel Blimp adrift in Manhattan, the first Distressed British
National of the week.

“Yes, sir, how may I help you?” Geotfrey asked.

Three minutes past nine on a Monday morning, and already a
DBN on the line.

“Yes, hello, can you hold a moment, please?”’ the man said.

“Certainly,” Geoffrey said, and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

He was about to hang up when the man came back on the line.

“Yes, sorry,” he said, “my wife was bending my ear. What I need
to know, young man . ..”

Geoffrey wondered how the man knew he was young.

“...1s how a person would go about establishing residency in
the U.K., do y’tollow me?”

““Are you a British national, sir?”’ Geoffrey asked.

“I am indeed. Born and bred in Manchester.”

“Then, sir, why would you need . . . ?”

“No, no, this i1s for a friend of mine,” the man said. ““A Yank.
Plans to move to Kent, lovely spot, d’you know it? Hawkhurst?
Quite lovely.”

“Yes, sir, quite lovely indeed.”

“My ftriend’s sixty-seven years old, been retired for some time
now. Can you tell me what the requirements would be?”

“To apply for entry clearance as a person of independent
means?’”

“Well, yes, I should imagine that’s what he’d be. Is that what you
call it? A person of independent means?”
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“Yes, sir. If, in fact, that’s what he is. In which case, he would need
to prove that he has under his control, and disposable in the UK., a
sum of not less than a hundred-and-fifty thousand pounds . . .”

“That much, eh?”
“Yes, sir, or income of not less than fifteen-thousand pounds a

B year.”

“I should imagine he gets at least that much in retirement pen-
sions, shouldn’t you think? Fifteen-thousand pounds?”

“I have no 1dea, sir.”

“Well, I shall have to ask him then, shan’t [?”

“Yes, sir, that would seem a good idea. And then, if he wishes to
apply, he can write to this office for the proper forms.”

“Thank you so very much, young man. You’ve been most help-
ful.”

“Happy to’ve been of service, sir,” Geoffrey said, and put the
receiver back on its cradle, still wondering how the man had known
he was young. Something in his voice? His telephone manner?
Surely, if the DBN had been standing here before him, looking at
him across the desk, he’d have seen nothing about Geoffrey to
indicate he was but twenty-four. For this was no callow-faced pim-
ply youth growing a sparse mustache in a vain bid for maturity.
Rather, here were the lean good looks of someone whose forebears
were part Welsh and part Scottish, the smoldering dark eyes, the
high cheekbones and thrusting jaw, the thick black hair, somewhat
tousled now at a quarter past nine in the—

The telephone again.

He picked up the receiver.

“British Consulate,” he said, trying to make his voice deeper.
“Turner here.”

Another DBN, a woman this time, reporting that her handbag
had been stolen, along with all her money, her credit cards, and her
passport. Not an unusual distress call. Geoffrey took at least one of
these every day of the month, more of them in June, which was the
busiest month. He asked the woman where she was staying, gave
her the telephone number of the police precinct closest to her, and
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advised her to report the crime there and then to come directly here
to file an application for a new passport.

He hung up wondering whether the stolen passport activity was
heavier in a city like Chicago or Houston. Detroit. That was prob-
ably the worst of the lot, but there wasn’t a British Consulate there.
New York was a choice post, he still marvelled at the good fortune
that had landed him such a plum as his second assignment. First
crack out of the box had been Dublin, but one didn’t join the
toreign service to be sent directly around the corner.

He had entered the service as a vice consul at the age of twenty-
two, with a good university degree—a first in History, actually—
and coming in as a Grade-9, which paid a starting salary of
twelve-thousand quid a year. This had been more than enough in
Dublin, one could live there like a king on that amount of money.
Here in New York, though, where he was living “on-Manhattan™
as opposed to somewhere in the boonies, everything was much
more expensive, and he could barely make ends meet at thirteen-
five, his new Grade-8 salary.

And he had to admit that the glamour of the city sometimes
paled beside the incessant tiresomeness of the daily routine here in
the Passport and Visa Section. Process some thirty-thousand visas
annually, and another thirteen-thousand passports, and one could
with justification call the repetition deadly dull. And when it got to
be June, as somehow it always did, one might say the routine be-
came numbing. He sometimes felt that it he never saw another
Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Ghanaian, Indian, or Afghan applying for
a visa to—

And yet, there were times when New York . ..

Well, not now. Certainly not now. The temperature had been
insufferably hot since the beginning of the month, and now that the
expected humidity was here—the Yank forecasters quaintly called
it the Three H’s, for Hazy, Hot & Humid—there was no relief
except out at the Hamptons, which seashore required hours of
motoring to reach and tons of money to enjoy. He wondered
abruptly if there was a chance in hell that Alison would join him on
her holiday. He would ask her again tonight, when he—
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But why on earth wait? It was now a quarter to ten, and with a
nine-hour and forty-minute—damn it, even Dakar didn’t have such
a peculiar time-zone difference. Forty less fifteen came to . . . yes, it
was seven twenty-five in Kathmandu, where Alison was undoubt-
edly all lipsticked and lovely. He would wait another five minutes
and call her at seven-thirty on the Dorothy.

The call went through without a hitch, miracle of miracles.

Her voice sounded as clear and as sharp as if she were in a phone
booth on Madison Avenue, rather than in a room thousands of
miles away.

“Are you coming to New York?” he asked.

“I don’t know yet,” she said.

“Allie, please, you’ll love it here.”

“It’s just that I miss London so terribly much,” she said.

“Don’t you miss me?”

“Of course, I do, Geoffrey, but . . . can’t you possibly time your
holiday to coincide with mine? So that we can both go to Lon-
don?”

“I've been to London,” Geoffrey said. ““I joined the foreign ser-
vice to get away from bloody London.”

“I just don’t know,” Alison said.

“New York is a wonderful city,” he said. “It’s enchanted, Allie,
you’ll love it. Especially during the summer. Even with the Three
H’s. And . ..”

“The three what?”

“The Three H’s. Happiness, Humor and . . . uh . . . Halvah. Be-
sides, don’t you want to help Mrs. Thatcher celebrate?”

“Who? What on earth are you talking about?”

“Mrs. Thatcher! She’ll be here on a personal visit, Allie . . .”

“Well, who cares about that? I've seen her thousands of times on
the telly. Even here in Nepal.”

“Ah, yes, but have you ever danced in the same room with her?”

“Done what?”

“Danced, my dear. The light fantastic. There’ll be a big ball on
the first, and we’re both invited.”

“We are?”
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“Indeed. I've been handling a great many of the arrangements,

23

you see . . .

“You have?”’

“Mmm, yes.”

“And you say we’ve been invited to . . .’

“Yes, she extended the invitation personally.”

“Geoffrey, are you pulling my leg?”

“Have I ever lied to you, darling? Our beloved former Prime
Minister will be arriving at the end of the month, just before the
Americans start their yearly celebration in honor of our eviction.
Attila the Nun, the Iron Maiden, the Redoubtable Maggie, will be
here in lieu of Mr. Major a day or two before you get here! So what
do you say now, luv? Care to join us?”

There was a long pause on the line.

He waited for what seemed a lifetime.

Then a voice said, “Excuse me, sir, you asked me to interrupt
at L%

“Yes,” he said, “just a moment, operator. Allie?”

“Yes, Geoff.”

“Anyway, sir, it’s three minutes.”

“Thank you. Allie?”

“Yes, Geoft.”

He hesitated.

“Please say yes.”

There was another long pause.

He thought he would die.

He waited.

“I don’t know, Geoffrey,” she said, at last. “It’s just that I really
had my heart set on London, truly. I just miss London so terribly
much.”

“Well ... think about it, would you?” he said. “I’ll call you
tomorrow, will that be all right?”

“Snuff’s having a party for staff tomorrow.”

“I’ll call you after the party, all right?”

“Well, try me, but I may be late. Goodbye, Geoft, I have to run

b

now.

b
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“Allie? Allie, waita...”

There was a click on the line.

“Damn,” he said, and jiggled the rest bar. When the operator
came on, he asked her for time and charges, and then leaned back
in his chair and wondered why on earth he’d lied to Alison.

His expertise, such as it was, lay in passports and visas, in which
section he worked with a consul and three other vice consuls, all of
them women, all of them British, all of them ugly. Normally, such
a lowly serf would have had nothing whatever to do with the im-
pending visit of someone so lofty as the Nun. But because this was
a rare occasion for the consulate—her visits normally took her to
California, to see her old buddy Ronnie—every available man and
woman had been pressed into service to smooth the arrival and
ease the passage of the former Lady from Number Ten. Even so,
the extent of his involvement had been minimal at best. He had
hardly, as he’d claimed to Alison, handled “‘a great many of the
arrangements.”” In fact, all he’d done . . .

Well, last week he’d telephoned the Canadian Consulate-
General—who’d invited Mrs. Thatcher to attend the gala on Can-
ada Day, the first of July—in an attempt to determine whether the
tables would be rectangular or horseshoe-shaped, the better to col-
laborate on a seating arrangement that would offend neither Mrs.
T. nor the Canadian Prime Minister. The young woman to whom
he’d addressed this pressing problem was a dimwit with an accent
that sounded American, but which—she assured him at once—was
Canadian. He had only by the end of the week learned that the
main table would, in fact, be horseshoe-shaped, and that among
the visiting dignitaries would be the President of Mexico, here to
honor Canada on this its special day, and incidentally to remind
America that Mexico, too, shared a border, albeit to the south.

It seemed to Geoffrey that an equitable seating arrangement
would place Mrs. Thatcher between North and South, so to speak,
but he’d been informed by the head of Admin Section that the rules
of diplomatic form and procedure as they applied to receptions
were to be strictly followed. He was later informed by Chancery
that the Canada Day gala was to be considered an “official” recep-
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tion in that the guests had been invited exclusively by reason of
their position, and the dinner was being offered in honor of a head
of state, in this instance two heads of state and one former head,
which was what made the situation so partic—

The telephone rang again.

He glanced at the clock.

Five minutes to ten in the morning.

He lifted the receiver.

“British Consulate, Turner here,”” he said.

“Detective Delaney, Twentieth Precinct,” the voice on the other
end said.

“Yes, sir, how may I help you?” Geoffrey said.

“We’ve got a homicide victim,” Delaney said.

“Oh, dear,” Geottrey said.

“Yeah, woman shot with a Colt .45, which I guess you know is
a big mother. Looks like she caught four, maybe five slugs, it’s hard
to tell ’cause the head was totalled.”

“I see,” Geoftrey said.

He abhorred many of the words the Yanks used. Totalled. To
indicate utterly demolished. With a gun that was a big mother. To
indicate exceptionally large. The words seemed particularly inap-
propriate in describing what had been done to a woman’s head
during the commission of a violent crime.

“Yes?”’ he said.

“Cleaning woman found her when she came in this morning,

sprawled on the bed, blood all over everything, her brains on the
wall.”

Geoffrey winced.

“This 1s on West End Avenue, just off Seventy-Third,” Delaney
said.

“Yes?”” Geoffrey said.

“Her name’s Gillian Holmes, like in Sherlock.”
“Yes?”’

“She had a British passport in her handbag.”

» » 3
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The Eagle had left Los Angeles last night at ten minutes past
eleven Pacific Time. It was now ten minutes past 8:00 a.Mm. Moun-
tain Time, and the train was scheduled to stop in Phoenix in twenty
minutes. Sonny had been awake and dressed since dawn.

The sleeper he’d booked was a deluxe bedroom with a sink, a
vanity, and its own private toilet facilities and shower. Both the
upper and the lower berths had been made up for sleeping when
he’d boarded the train last night at Union Station. He’d slept in the
extra-wide lower berth, which he’d been informed would become
a softa during the day. There was also an armchair in the room, and
a wide picture window past which the Arizona countryside flashed
in early Monday morning splendor. The windows on the corridor
side of the compartment were curtained.

He had rung tor the porter as soon as he was dressed and had
been told the dining car would not be opened until they left Phoe-
nix. But he offered to bring Sonny a cup of coffee and some sweet
rolls if he wanted those now. Sonny asked him to please change the
bed back into a sofa before he brought the coffee and rolls. The
porter flashed a wide grin and said he’d be happy to, sir.

Sitting now with his coffee and warm rolls, Sonny faced the di-
rection in which the train was speeding, and watched the magnif-
icent landscape outside. By this time tomorrow morning, they’d be
in San Antonio, Texas. On Wednesday morning, they’d be pulling
into St. Louis, Missouri, and by mid-afternoon they’d be in Chi-
cago. He’d connect there later that evening with the Lake Shore
Limited to New York. If all went as scheduled, he would arrive
there at 1:40 p.m. on Thursday, the twenty-fifth.

How much are they asking?

Twenty-five.

Giving him the absolute deadline for arriving in New York.
Twenty-five. The twenty-fifth of June. Knowing he could not pos-
sibly take an airplane because airport security devices had a nasty
way of detecting weapons packed in one’s luggage.

He sipped at his coffee.

He had been told several months ago that one day soon his years
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and years of waiting would be over. He suspected what the assign-
ment would be; one did not forgive easily in his part of the world,
and it had been too long a time now. But even without knowing the
complete details—the actual target, though he felt he had already
guessed correctly, the date, the location, the number of people, if
any, who in addition to himself would be involved—he could feel
a rising sense of excitement. After all those years and years of train-
ing, all those years and years of waiting in a foreign land among
people he despised, his patience would finally be rewarded by suc-
cess. At last they would permit him to serve his country with honor
and with pride. He awaited only his final instructions. The rest was
already in his hands and in his head.

He looked at his watch.

Seven minutes past seven.

In ten minutes, they’d be in Phoenix.

And shortly after that, he would enjoy a hearty breakfast in the
dining car.

He telt very good about everything.

She had seen him last night when they were boarding the train,
but she pretended not to notice him this morning as he came into
the dining car. He was possibly the handsomest man she’d ever
seen in her life. She had to admit that her knowledge was some-
what limited; she was only nineteen years old. But she was not
altogether inexperienced, and to her discerning eye he seemed not
only extraordinarily good-looking, but extremely self-assured as
well.

She could not tell what color his eyes were from where she sat
midway up the car, either blue, or green, scanning the tables, meet-
ing her own eyes briefly before moving on, and then flashing with
sudden light as the train emerged from a tunnel and sunlight
splashed into the car, causing him to squint. She even liked the way
he squinted. Eyes scrunching up, and then the face relaxing again,
a faint smile touching the mouth. Humor at his own expense, a
grown man ambushed by sunlight. She wondered how old he was.
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She’d once dated a thirty-year-old. Thirty was too old, but she
didn’t think he was that old, God he was handsome! She went on
pretending not to notice him, busying herselt with the menu again,
and was genuinely surprised when he appeared at her table.

“Excuse me, is anyone sitting here?”” he asked.

She was too startled to speak.

“Hello?” he said, and smiled again.

“Hello, hi,’she said. ¢Sorry; 1...”

“l didn’t meanto...”

“No, no, I was just ...

““Is anyone sitting here?”

“No. No, please sit down. Please.”

“Thank you.”

He pulled out the chair.

Green. They were green. Or actually a greenish-grey. She
guessed. She forced herself to take her eyes from his face. She bus-
ied herself with the menu again. He was watching her. She felt
suddenly flustered. She wondered if she was blushing.

“Anything good?”’ he asked.

“What?”

“On the menu.”

“Oh.1...uh...haven’t decided yet. Imean. . . there are lots of
good things, but I don’t know what I want yet. Would you like to
look at it?”

“I’ll get one from the waiter,” he said.

“You can have this one if you like. Really.”

“No, that’s all right.”

“Really. I think [ know what I’m having, anyway.”

“I thought you didn’t know.”

“I always have eggs,” she said, and shrugged.

“And are you having eggs this morning?”’

Faint smile on his mouth. Was he laughing at her? Or did she
delight him? Full, sensuous mouth . . .

“Yes, I think I will be having the eggs this morning,” she said.

“As usual,” he said.

3
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“Yes,” she said, and smiled. i
b

“In which case, I'll accept the menu,’ he said.

She handed him the menu.

“Thank you,” he said. He was still smiling, studying her face.
“I’m Sonny Hemkar,” he said.

And realized his error at once.

“How do you do?’’ she said.

Damn it. Force of habit. Too late now. He held out his hand.
Awkwardly, she reached across the table for it. |

“I’m Elita Randall,” she said.

“That’s a very unusual name,”” he said.

“It means ‘special person,’ ” she said. “In Latin.”

“Randall?”

“No, Elita. The word ‘elite’ comes—oh, you’re putting me on,
right?”

“And are you a special person?” he asked.

Still holding her hand. The waiter was watching them. Sonny
holding her hand that way. Sonny. He couldn’t be thirty. Nobody
named Sonny could be thirty. He had such a beautiful mouth. She
suddenly felt like kissing him. Just as suddenly, she took her hand
from his. Gently.

“Are you?” he asked.

“Am [ what?”’

“A special person.”

“Yep, that’s me. Gorgeous, intelligent . . .’

“You forgot modest,” he said.

“Right, modest, too,”” she said.

“You are,” he said. “Gorgeous.”

“Thanks,” she said, “but I know I’'m not. I wouldn’t have said it
if I really thought I was.”

“How old are you?” he asked.

“How old do you think I am?”’ she said.

“Fourteen,” he answered.

“Oh, sure.”

Did he mean it?

“Or fifteen, maybe,” he said.
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He wasn’t smiling. Maybe he meant it. Did she really look like a
teeny-bopper? She was wearing faded jeans and a floppy sweater,
maybe they did make her look younger than she actually was. But
fourteen? Even fifteen?

“Right,”” she said, “I’m the youngest soph at UCLA.”

But suppose he really thought she was fifteen?

“Is that where you go to school?” he said.

¥iYes.”

“Good school.”

S es?

“What’s your major?”’

“I want to be a social worker.”

“Hard work,” he said.

“Yes, but it’s what I want to do.”

“Good,” he said, but it sounded like a dismissal. Perhaps be-
cause he picked up the menu at the same time.

“What do you do?” she asked.

“I’m a doctor,” he said from behind the menu.

Stuck with it now. Go with the truth. Or at least the partial truth.

“Really?” she said. ““Do you practice in L.A.?”

“I’'m in residence there.”

True enough. But . . .

“I'm going back East to see my mother. She isn’t feeling
well.”

“Oh, 'm sorry.”

“I’'m sure it’s nothing serious,” he said, and lowered the menu.
“I think I’ll have the eggs, too,” he said. “Is your home in New
York?”

“Yes. Well, my mother’s. I’ll be staying with her for the sum-
mer.”” She paused and then said, “They’re divorced. My dad’s with
the Army in Germany. He’s a colonel.”

Sonny raised his brows appreciatively.

“I hardly ever see him anymore,” Elita said, somewhat wistfully.

“You must have done a lot of traveling around,” he said.

“Oh, yes. Well, an Army brat, you know. By the way, I'm not
really fifteen.”
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“You're not?” he said, feigning surprise. ‘I thought you were.
Your name’s Lolita, so I thought . ..”

“No, it’s Elita. E-L-I-T . .. you’re putting me on again, right?”

“How old are you really, Elita?”

“Nineteen. How old are you really?”

Please don’t say thirty, she thought.

“Twenty-nine,” he said.

She felt enormously relieved. Twenty-nine wasn’t quite thirty.
But try to sell that to her mother. Mom? Hi, I just met this gorgeous
guy on the train, I think I’'m in love with him, he’s twenty-nine
years old. Mom? Take your head out of the oven, Mom.

“What’s funny?” he asked, and she realized she was smiling.

“My mother,” she said.

“What about her?”

“Are you Mexican?’’ she asked.

“Why? Is your mother Mexican?”

“No, but are you?”

“Do I look Mexican?”

“Sort of.”

“My complexion?”

“I don’t know what. This . . . sort of exotic look you have.”

“Oh my,” he said, “exotic,” and waggled his eyebrows like
Groucho Marx.

“Are you?”

“No, I’'m part Indian and part British,” he said.

She wondered if that was better. Hello, Mom? He isn’t Mexican,
you can climb down oft the windowsill. He’s British, Mom. Well,
part Indian, I guess.

“Indian Indian, right?”’ she said.

“Yes,” he said.

Which is really a whole lot better than Comanche or Chippewa,
Mom. Wait’ll you see him, he looks like a young Dr. Zhivago,
whatever that actor’s name was. Only better looking.

“What part of India are you from?” she asked.

Careful, he thought.
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“A little town called Jaisalmer,” he said.

“Where’s that?”

“Close to the Pakistan border. Have you ever been to India?”

“No. But my dad was stationed near there when I was twelve.”

“Oh? Where?”

“Burma,” she said.

He signaled to the waiter. Everything he did, his every motion,
seemed smooth and accomplished. He made something as simple
as signaling to the waiter seem like a liquid hand gesture 1n a ballet.
Careful, she told herself, this can get complicated.

“Who’s Lolita?”” she asked.

“A little girl who fell in with a dirty old man,” he said.

“Oh my,” she said, and rolled her eyes.

“Yes,” he said.

“And did she come to a sorry end?”

“Yes, sir,” the waiter said, “‘are you ready to place your order?”

“Elita?”

“I’ll have the eggs, over medium, please, with bacon.”

“Orange juice? Coffee?”

“A small orange juice. Do you have decaf?”

“Fresh brewed.”

“I’ll have a cup, please.”

Sir2”

“Same as the lady,” Sonny said. “All the way down the line.”

“Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” the waiter said, and walked off grin-
ning.

““Tell me more about Lolita,” she said.

The call from London came just as The Eagle was approaching
Texas. The train had by then come through Arizona and almost all
of New Mexico, and was on the outskirts of El Paso. On the train,
it was still three-thirty in the afternoon, Mountain Time. In New
York City, it was five-thirty on a hot summer evening.

When the telephone rang, Geoffrey was just about to hit the
four-number combination that would unlock the inner door to
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what the consulate personnel called “the airlock.” The security
measure had been installed in 1984, several weeks after Libyan
terrorists killed a policewoman in London. The airlock consisted
of a pair of steel doors flanking an empty cubicle. One door led to
the inner offices. The other door led to the waiting room. Each
door had a different combination lock on it. You opened one door,
locked 1t behind you, and then opened the second door. The air-
lock had been designed to dissuade entry by anyone intending mis-
chief. Geoffrey had already pressed the first number of the
combination when Peggy Armstrong, one of the vice consuls in
Passports and Visas, called in her high, shrill voice, “Geoff, tor
you! It’s the Mainland!”

He wondered whether hitting the first number of the combina-
tion and then leaving it at that would cause alarms to go off and
security people to descend upon him in hordes. Nothing on the
alarm panel indicated what one should do in order to abort. He
waited, fully expecting total disaster. Nothing happened.

“Geoff!”

Peggy’s voice again.

“The Mainland!”

Why she insisted on calling Britain “the Mainland™ was totally
beyond him. He sometimes suspected that Peggy had descended
from another planet and was only now coming to grips with living
on earth. She did somewhat resemble an alien being, what with
trizzed red hair sticking out all over her head, and enormous brown
eyes magnified by equally enormous goggles. A totally bug-eyed,
flat-chested wonder, standing beside his desk now in tweeds better
suited to the moors than to the Three H’s of a summer in New
York, telephone receiver in her hand, thoroughly exasperated look
on her homely face.

“Thank you,” he said coolly, taking the phone and hoping his
tone of voice conveyed the annoyance he’d felt at being yelled down
like a ishmonger.

“Turner speaking,” he said as Peggy marched off in a hutf, pre-
sumably to her waiting spaceship.
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“Geoffrey, ho, it’s Miles Heatherton here.”

Heatherton worked in the Consular Department of London’s
Foreign Office, in a street near St. James’s Park called Petty France.
Geoffrey had telephoned him earlier today, immediately after the
Twentieth Precinct biked over the passport they’d found in the
murdered woman’s handbag. He’d given Heatherton the number
on the passport, the woman’s full name—Gillian Holmes, as in
Sherlock—and the date and place of issue, in this instance June of
last year in London. All routine. As required, the woman had listed
in her passport the names, addresses, and telephone numbers of
two persons to be notified in the event of an emergency. One was a
brother named Reginald Holmes, who lived in London. The other
was a friend named Jocelyn Bradshaw, who lived thirty-six miles
west of London, in Henley-on-Thames.

“Sorry to be getting back to you so late on this,” Heatherton
said, ““but we ran into a bit of a problem.”

“What do you mean?” Geoffrey asked.

He could not imagine anything so urgent that it could not have
waited till morning. This was a routine notification of next of kin,
and it was now past ten-thirty in London.

“Well,”” Heatherton said, “we tried the numbers you gave us for
these people—the one in London, and the other in Henley—and we
got two other people entirely.”

“I'm sorry,” Geotfrey said, “I’m not following you.”

“There’s no Reginald Holmes at the London number, and no
Jocelyn Bradshaw at the Henley number.”

“Moved, have they?”

“Well. . .no,it doesn’t appear so. The people who answered the
telephones said they’ve lived at those addresses for the past ten—
well, ten years in the case of the London man, seven for the one in
Henley.”

“Uh-huh,” Geoftrey said. He hadn’t the foggiest notion where
Miles was leading.

“Which I thought decidedly peculiar in that these are the iden-
tical addresses listed in the passport,”” Heatherton said.

31



J ORHAN A BIDeT T

“Are you saying the addresses and phone numbers in Miss
Holmes’s passport do, in fact, exist, but the people she’s listed as
brother and friend do not live at those addresses?”’

“That’s exactly the case,” Heatherton said.

“Then where do they live?”

“There are thirteen Holmeses in the London directory, and two
of them are Reginalds. Neither of them had ever heard of a woman
named Gillian Holmes.”

“How about Henley?”

“Not a single Jocelyn Bradshaw there.”

“Mmm,”” Geoffrey said.

“Or 1in London, either, for that matter. We checked on the
offchance.”

“Mmmm.”

“Yes. Exactly what we wondered.”

“How do you mean?”

“Why the false names?”” Heatherton said.

il oA

“Yes,”” Heatherton said.

“And what did you conclude?”

“Well, that’s what’s taken me so long to get back.”

“Miles, I seem to be having enormous difficulty following you
tonight. Perhaps you ought to ring me sometime tomorrow morn-
ing, when we’ve both had . ..”

“The passport could have been issued anywhere in the U.K., you
see, even though you’d told me it was written in London.”

“aes: Last:June?”

“The woman was how old?”

“She listed her date of birth as 1943.”

“That would have made her forty-nine.”

Syes.?

“And she’d never had need of a passport till last year? Woman
living so close to the Continent? Never traveled abroad in all her
forty-nine years?”

“Well, perhaps she was a homebody,” Geoffrey said. “Or this
may have been a simple renewal.”
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“No, it wasn’t a renewal. Nor quite that simple, either.”

“How do you know?”’

“We’ve run her through, Geoft.”

$Runher . 2.

“Through the computer, yes. That’s what’s taken all this time. I
must admit [ didn’t like the smell of it from the start. Otherwise, I'd
have let it go till morning. But . . .”

“Perhaps you should have done,” Geoftrey said. I really hate to
see you working so late on my be . ..”

“In retrospect, I'm glad I didn’t. She’s not in the computer,
Geoff.”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean the British government has issued scores of passports to
women named Gillian Holmes over the years, but none of them
was born on February 9, 1943, in Colchester, England.”

filhen oas?

“Moreover,” Heatherton said, “‘the number on the passport, al-
though valid, was the number issued to a Scottish passport holder
named Hamish Innes McIntosh, who was born in Glasgow on the
third of November, 1854, and who most certainly should be dead
by now.”

There was a long silence on the line.

“Then you’re saying the passport is counterfeit,” Geoffrey said.

“Yes, dear boy,” Heatherton said. “That’s precisely what I'm
saying.”

She had looked for him at lunchtime and again at dinner, but he
had not come to the dining car, and she was beginning to wonder
if he’d taken ill. Well, he was a doctor, he should know how to take
care of himself, and yet she was concerned. The man sitting across
from her at dinner was an elderly tractor salesman from Burbank,
who was on his way to Chicago to meet with a son from whom
he’d been estranged for the past seven years. His eyes welled with
tears when he talked about the young man, who sounded like a

Grade-A shit to Elita.
The man explained to her that they had crossed over from Moun-
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tain Time to Central Time when they’d left El Paso at six p.Mm., at
which time she should have set her watch ahead an hour, although
she wouldn’t have to touch it again because it would remain Cen-
tral Time all the way to Chicago. But, of course, if she was traveling
on to New York . ..

“Yes, I am,” she’d said.

. .. then she’d have to set it ahead yet another hour when they
crossed over from Valparaiso, Indiana, to Warsaw, Indiana. He
warned her to be very careful in New York, as it was a very dan-
gerous city. She had the good grace not to tell him she’d been born
and raised there.

On her watch now—which, as instructed, she’d set ahead at the
dinner table—it was already twelve minutes to midnight, wherever.
they were. They had lett the station in Little Rock at eleven-thirty
or thereabouts, so she guessed they were still in Arkansas, although
it all looked the same out there in the dark. She wondered again if
Sonny was sick. She thought of going back to the dining car to ask
the porter who’d served them breaktast if he knew what had hap-
pened to the Indian gentleman. Halt British, Mom, don’t forget.
Was it possible he’d got off the train earlier than she’d expected?
But he’d told her he was traveling to New York.

She left her seat in the coach section, and walked forward to
what they called the Sightseer Lounge, which was a two-story car
with a cafeé on the lower level and these huge wraparound picture
windows upstairs. She looked briefly into the caté. A waiter was
leaning against the serving counter. Otherwise, the place was
empty. She debated going back to her seat, and then went upstairs
instead.

He was sitting in one of the lounge chairs at the far end of the
car.

Looking out at the star-drenched night.

Thoroughly absorbed in his own thoughts.

So very beautiful.

“Hi,” she said.

He turned, looked up, smiled.

34



SCCSHIMAL "ET AR

“Hi,” he said.

“Mind if I join you?”

“Please,”” he said.

She took the chair alongside his.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Sure.” A puzzled look crossed his face. “What do you mean?”

“I haven’t seen you around,” she said.

“I looked for you at lunch,” he said.

“Oh? When was that?”

“Around two.”

“I went 1n at noon.”

“Must’ve missed you then,” he said.

“Too bad,” she said.

Silence.

The stars wheeling overhead. The night flashing by.

“Did you have dinner?”” she asked.

“No, I wasn’t very hungry.”

“Well, sure, if you eat lunch so late.”

Silence again.

The rattle of the wheels over the tracks, the evenly spaced
clickety-clacks. Outside, the telephone wires swooped and dipped
from pole to pole, and clouds scudded across the sky.

“Which car are you in?”” she asked.

“I’ve got a sleeper,” he said.

“Doctors must make a lot of money.”

“Not this doctor. My mother paid for it.”

“Ah.”

“Ah,” he repeated.

Another silence, longer this time.

“Listen, would you like to be a good Samaritan?” she asked.

sure.”

“I mean, if it isn’t any trouble.”

“No trouble at all.”

“l ordered a scotch at dinner and they carded me, would you
believe it? I mean, on a goddamn train—where you have to
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change your watch every five minutes and you never know where
the hell you are—they refuse to serve me ’cause I’'m not twenty-
one. Could you do me an enormous favor and ask the waiter
downstairs for a scotch and soda, please, before I die of thirst?”

“I’d be happy to,” he said, and got up at once.

“Wait, let me . ..”

But he was already on his way.

He came back with two drinks in actual glasses, never mind
cardboard containers. His estimation in her eyes went up at least
two-thousand percent; she hated to drink whiskey in anything but
a glass.

“How much do I owe you?” she asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Is your mother paying for these, too?”

“Cheers,” he said in dismissal, and clinked his glass against hers.

“I owe you one,”” she said. “Cheers.”

They both drank.

“You have no idea how good this tastes,” she said. “What are
you drinking?”’

“Gin.”

“I’ve never developed a taste for gin,” she said.

“I feel the same way about scotch.”

They sat sipping their drinks.

Alone with him in the car, alone with him and the stars and the
night and the dark silence of the entire universe, she felt as if she’d
known him a long, long time.

“Why’d you decide to become a doctor?” she asked.

Her voice softer now, almost a whisper.

“I wanted to help people,” he said.

“That’s totally amazing,” she said. “Because that’s just why I
want to be a social worker. So I can help people.”

“I can’t think of anything nobler,” he said.

“I totally agree.”

“I just hope I never change my mind about it. I see so many
doctors . . . well, I’'m sure you know. They forget why they went
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into it in the first place. They forget the purity . . . the innocence. . .
the dedication. They become nothing more than businessmen of
another sort. I hope I never get that way.”

“That’s very beautiful,” she said.

“I mean it sincerely,” he said.

“You’re a very beautiful person,” she said.

“Well . . . thank you,” he said. “That’s very kind of you. Thank

b b

you.

“Do you feel you’ve known me a long time?”’ she asked.

“Yes. Since at least this morning,” he said.

“Oh, stop it,” she said, and playfully tapped his hand. “I’m be-
INg serious.’

“Yes, I feel I've known you a very long time.”

“Honestly?”’

“Honestly.”

“Because I do. I feel I can tell you anything I’'m thinking . .. or
feeling . . . or hoping . . . and you won’t laugh at me. I think that’s
very rare. And very beautiful,” she said.

“I think you’re very beautiful,”” he said.

“Oh, sure.”

“Gorgeous and intelligent and the youngest fifteen-year-old at
UCLA.”

“You know, I really believed you?”’ she said, turning to him and
putting her hand on his arm. “That you thought I was fifteen?”

“You didn’t.”

“Idid, [ swear to God. I kept wondering, does he really think I'm
only fifteen? Do I seem that immature to him?”

“On the contrary. You seem very mature.”

“People are always telling me I seem older than nineteen.”

“Well, you do. There’s a very ... serious and sensitive side to
you, isn’t there?”

“Yes,” she said softly.

“Which is in such marvelous contrast to your playtulness.”

“I love having fun, don’t you? Don’t you just love doing fun
things?”’
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*Ldo:¥

“Unexpected things.”

LERE

“Things that . . . oh, you know!”

She took her hand from his arm, raised it suddenly, tossed it in a
What-the-hell gesture, and then put it immediately on his arm
again. He covered her hand with his own. She turned to look into
his eyes.

“Elita?” he said.

“Yes, Sonny?”’

“Would you like to sleep with me tonight?”

“Yes, Sonny,” she said, I really would.”

She would always remember this night—or at least while it was
happening she thought she would remember it always—as the
night she stopped being a girl and became a woman. Because no
matter what she and the other college girls her age told themselves
about being women and wanting to be called women, she knew in
her deepest heart that nineteen was still a girl, nineteen was still a
teenager, and a teenage girl was simply not a woman, any more
than a teenage boy was a man.

Sonny Hemkar was no teenager.

He’s no teenager, Mom. | thought you'd be delighted to learn
that. Mom? Please, Mom, come in off that fire escape, okay?

Until now—until this night in his sleeping compartment, the
countryside flashing by outside, the train speeding through the
darkness—until these deliriously empty hours of the night when
she was full of him and full of herself, Elita had known only three
men intimately, all of whom she now realized were merely boys,
although one of them had been twenty-four years old. Until now—

There was something frightening about the intensity of his pas-
s101.

She found herselt wanting to say No, don’t kiss me, even as his
lips found hers and even though she wanted desperately for him to
kiss her. She found herself wanting to protest his hands on her
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~ breasts, heard herself actually saying, “No, please don’t touch my
breasts,” longing for him to touch her.

He unbuttoned her blouse . . .

“Please don’t,”” she said.

... spread the blouse in a wide V over her bra, his hands cupping
her breasts, urging them out of the bra . . .

Please don’t, she thought.

. . . her breasts overflowing the bra, “Oh, please no,” she said,
her nipples stiffening to his touch.

She had already told him how much she really did want to sleep
with him tonight, but now she kept repeating over and over again
in her mind and aloud, please don’t, please don’t, breathless in his
herce embrace, terrified by her own response to his ardor.

Never in her life . . .

His hands were everywhere, her blouse and skirt falling away,
dropping to the floor of the compartment in a clinging whisper of
cotton and silk. There were suddenly lights outside, flashing past in
a blur, some sort of village or town, traffic lights and street lights,
window lights, bright circles and rectangles in an otherwise pitch
black landscape. The lights flickered momentarily on her breasts
and her belly. She was virtually naked now, standing before him in
high heels and panties, her bra still fastened but pulled below her
breasts. He did not remove the bra. He could easily have unclasped
it to allow her breasts complete freedom, but he chose instead to
keep them in partial bondage, lifted by the restraining nylon cups,
their sloping tops and nipples elevated to his hands.

The lights of the town fell behind.

A new and deeper darkness enclosed them.

In the darkness his lips found her mouth again. His hands con-
sumed her breasts. Her own hands hung limply at her sides. She
could feel the nylon of her panties brushing the insides of her arms,
just below the elbows. Her panties were wet, she was afraid he
would touch her down there and discover that she was soaking
wet, but she wanted him to touch her, find her, and she willed him
with all her might to let his hand drop between her legs and into her
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panties where he would find her achingly wet for him, but he would
not release her breasts.

She leaned into him, her hands still hanging loose at her sides,
leaned into him with her nipples and her breasts, offering them to
his passion as if in sacrifice, her entire body seeming to rush up-
ward into her nipples, hard and burning and yielding to his hands
where they worked her relentlessly. She was beginning to feel dizzy.
She thrust her tongue into his mouth and jutted her hips toward
him, searching for him, finding him hard against the nylon panties,
don’t take off all my clothes, she thought, please don’t . ..

Reading her mind . . . seeming to read her mind . . . he did not,
would not release her from the bra, choosing instead to keep her
partially restrained, nipples bursting ... did not, would not re-
move the bikini panties . . .

But yes, oh Jesus. ..

Xes:

... rolling them down now, over her hips, down to . ..

Yes, that’s it, she thought.

. . . Just where the tangle of her pubic hair began . . .

Find me, she thought.

. . . the waistband pressing against the upper side of the blond
triangle that defined her . . .

Please don’t, she thought.

She could not later remember how long he kept her poised be-
tween girlhood and womanhood. She could not later remember
how long she stood there partially clothed, leaning into his quest-
ing hands, trembling as he probed her, discovering her wetness,
exploiting her wetness, quivering beneath the onslaught of his in-
cessant touch. When at last he lifted her onto the bed and spread
her legs to the darkness and to the night and to his brilliant hard-
ness and murderous passion she thought No, don’t fuck me, but he
was already fucking her, oh yes how he was fucking her, and she
knew she would never in her lifetime be the same again.
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Never in his life had Geoffrey Turner been inside a morgue.
Even this early in the morning, there were people working
in blood-stained smocks. Bloated bodies on stainless steel

tables. Blood dripping into stainless steel basins. Everywhere Geoft-

frey looked, he saw the obscenely exposed insides of human beings.

But the greatest obscenity was the stench. It was the stench of pu-

trefaction, a sickly sweet odor that made him want to wash out his

nostrils with salt water. The detective with him seemed not to mind
any of it at all.

The detective’s name was Al Santorini.

He was not the same detective who’d called the Consulate on
Monday to report the murder of a British subject. This one was a
detective from Homicide. He explained that in this city, at this
particular point in time, Thursday morning, the twenty-fifth day ot
June . ;.

“It changes practically every day,” he said, “‘but this is what it
happens to be at this particular point in time . . .”

—the precinct detective catching the original squeal, even if it
was a murder, was usually the one who followed the investigation
through to its conclusion.

“If there is a conclusion,” Santorini said. “Lots of them end up in
the open file.”

But in this particular case, where the victim was someone be-
lieved to be a foreign national, and where now there seemed to be
some question about whether the person really was British . . .

“It’s merely that we believe the passport is a forgery, you see,”
Geoffrey said.

“Yeah, I understand that,” Santorini said.
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He was somewhat taller and broader than Geoftrey, with a shock
of very black hair hanging on his forehead, and dense black hair
curling over the collar of his shirt. Forty-two, forty-three years old,
Geoffrey guessed. A rough-hewn streetwise look about him. Brown
eyes that matched the color of his sports jacket. Rumpled brown
slacks and unpolished brown loafers. Smoking a cigarette, even
though one of the doctors sawing open a skull looked up every now
and then and frowned at him. Detective/First Grade Allan San-
torini, Homicide Division.

“The point 1s, that’s why I took over the case,” he said. “Well,
me and my partner. Jimmy Halloran, you ever hear of the Grey
Ghost?”

“No,” Geoffrey said.

“He used to play ball for L.I.U.,” Santorini said. ““He holds the
record for most bases stolen in college baseball.”

“I’'m not too familiar with the sport,” Geoffrey said.

“Yeah, well,” Santorini said drily. ““Anyway, he’s famous. Used
to be famous before he became a cop. The Department frowns on
famous cops.”

“I would imagine,” Geoftrey said. He was thinking it was rather
like the foreign service. They didn’t want anyone to shine. Bril-
liance was a definite handicap. “But you see,” he said, “the fact
that she was carrying a forged British passport doesn’t necessarily
mean she was British to begin with, don’t you see?”

“Oh, sure, but her landlady seems to think she was.”

“Well, how would she have known?”’

“From the funny way she talked.”

“I see,” Geoffrey said, and cleared his throat.

“The landlady says she sounded English. Not British, she didn’t
use the word British. She said English.”

“lseat

“So that’s all we’re going on so far. So tar, what we’re going on
is an English lady with a phony British passport, or so you tell us,
who gets shot four times and immediately cashes in. Also, we
found two weapons in the apartment, a nine-millimeter Walther in
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the lady’s handbag, and a Browning automatic in the night table
alongside her bed. So this doesn’t seem like your usual English lady
taking a stroll in Piccadilly, does it?”

“If she’s English at all,” Geoffrey said.

The smell in this place, and the fact that Santorini kept insisting
the dead woman was English when for all anyone knew she could
be Czech or Lithuanian or Mongolian tor that matter, was begin-
ning to irritate Geoftrey. He didn’t know why he was here in the
first place. On the phone, Santorini had said something about pos-
itive identification, but how was he supposed to positively identify
a woman he’d never seen in his life who, into the bargain, had been

. carrying a forged British passport? The doctor looked up from the

open skull he was examining and again frowned at Santorini, who
took a last puff of his cigarette and then ground it out in a small
stainless steel cup that may have contained a pint of blood not half
an hour ago.

“What I’d like you to do,” he said, ““is take a look at the corpse.”

Oh, great, Geotfrey thought.

“You realize,” he said, “‘that I've never laid sight on this woman,
don’t you? So my taking a look at her now, especially in her present
unfortunate condition . . .”

“Yeah, her head all blown away,” Santorini said, and shook his
own head sadly.

“Yes, exactly,” Geoffrey said, “could hardly serve any purpose,
now could it?”’

“Well, looking at her head wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,”
Santorini said.

“You told me you wanted a positive identi . . .’

“No, what I told you was I thought what we found might help
you guys get a positive [D.”

Geoffrey looked at him.

“So come take a look at her,” Santorini said, and walked over to
where a man in a white uniform was sitting behind a desk reading
a magazine. “We’re here for the Jane Doe,” Santorini said, and
showed the man his shield. The man stood up without saying a

3
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word, leaned over the desk while he finished the paragraph he’d
been reading, closed the magazine—which Geoffrey now saw was
one of the American girlie books—and then walked to a stainless
steel door set in a stainless steel frame. He opened the door. A chill
rushed into the room.

It was not the chill of death—although at first Geoffrey thought
it might be, given the circumstances—but was instead the chill of a
refrigerated compartment. He followed the attendant and San-
torini into a vast cool room, listened to them haggling over which
unidentified female Santorini wanted to see—apparently there
were three such stiffs, as the attendant called them, in residence at
the moment—and was relieved, he guessed, when they finally set-
tled on the woman who’d been brought in this past Monday.

The attendant opened a small door and rolled out a tray.

The woman on the tray was naked and blond.

Part of her face and most of her skull were entirely gone.

Geoffrey wanted to throw up.

“Take a look at the left tit,”” Santorini said.

Geoffrey looked.

Tattooed just below the nipple was what appeared to be the

silhouette of a sword:

A tiny green sword.

He was just coming out of the shower that Thursday morning
when Elita noticed the tattoo.

At 6:25 last night they’d boarded the Lake Shore Limited in Chi-
cago, and were already eating dinner when the train passed South
Bend, Indiana. She drank a single scotch before dinner—no one
asked her for identification—and two glasses of white wine during
dinner, and then they went back to his bedroom again. And while
the rest of Indiana, and then all of Michigan and Ohio, flashed by
outside in the darkness of the night, she gave herself to him as she
had the night betore and the night before that, again and again and
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| f again, mindlessly and completely. By dawn, when the train entered
' New York State, she was utterly exhausted.
' It was now a little past nine in the morning.
They planned to eat a late breakfast before the train pulled into

the Albany-Rensselaer station. They were scheduled to arrive in
" Penn Station at twenty minutes to two that afternoon, and she was
. hoping he would take her to lunch in New York, although he’d
- made no mention of it thus far.
She was lying naked on the wide lower berth where all last night
'~ they’d made love, a faint, pleased smile on her face, her long blond
- hair fanned out over the pillow, her head turned toward the closed
 bathroom door. The train was still heading eastward, it would not
. begin its true southern descent until they left Albany. The compart-
' ment’s picture window was facing north, it splashed a cold clear
. light into the room, broken occasionally by the dappling of infre-
~ quent trees along the track. The bathroom door opened.
~ He came out into the sharpness of sunlight streaming through
" the window, materialized like some dusty pagan god wearing only
- awhite towel around his waist, his brown hair wet and plastered to
~ his head, his grey-green eyes reflecting the light, his face breaking
. into a grin when he realized she was observing him solemnly and
silently and—well, reverentially, she supposed, and felt suddenly
embarrassed. |

There was another glint of green, echoing the green of his eyes,
darker in hue, curling like a misplaced eyebrow on his left pectoral,
just below the nipple. She realized all at once that it was a tattoo,
and further realized that it was a sword ... well, some sort of
sword . . . one of those swords you saw in the waistbands of guys
wearing turbans and baggy pants . . . that kind of sword.

“Is that what I think it is?” she asked.

“Is what what you think it is?” he said, drying himself now, the
towel in his hands and no longer around his waist, his cock—he
had taught her to call it a cock, and not a dick or a prick—his cock
faintly tumescent even in repose. Her first boyfriend . . . well, the
first boyfriend she’d known intimately—had called it a dick. That
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was when she was sixteen. The other two had called it a prick. That
was when she was respectively seventeen and just nineteen. Last
night, when she stopped being a teenager altogether, Sonny had
informed her that a prick was what you called a son of a bitch. A
cock was what he was about to put in her mouth.

“It 1s a tattoo, 1sn’t 1t2”

*Oh,” he'said. “This.”

And looked down at his chest as if discovering it for the first
time.

“A samovar, right?”’ she said.

He burst out laughing.

“No,” he said. “Not a samovar.”

“Well, what do you call that kind of sword?”’

“A scimitar,” he said.

“Yes, that’s what [ meant,” she said, and felt suddenly childish,
suddenly the teenage girl again and not the woman she’d become,
the woman he’d miraculously caused her to become. Still drying
himselt. The towel behind his back, an end in either hand, working
the towel. His cock hanging there. Moving slightly with the move-
ment of the towel. Like a pendulum. Hanging there. Moving. Wait-
ing to be touched. By the woman, not the girl, not the child. She
had a sudden desire to take him in her mouth again.

“Where’d you get it? The tattoo, I mean.”

Her eyes on his cock.

“In San Francisco,” he said.

“When?”

“I was still very young. Just out of medical school.”

“Why a sword? A scimitar.”

“Why not? The other new residents were getting mermaids and
hearts and such. I igured a scimitar would be more original.”

“Why green? To match your eyes?”

“No, it was St. Patrick’s Day. We’d gone up there for the week-
end. | thought green would be appropriate.”

“Bring it closer,” she said.

He walked to the bed. She reached out to touch the tattoo.
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“Cute,”” she said.
“Thank you.”
“This, too,” she said.

Geoffrey placed the call to Nepal at 1:00 p.m. sharp, New York
time. He had eaten a hamburger and french fries at his desk, wash-

. ing his lunch down with a Diet Coke, waiting for the appropriate
- time to call. By his calculation, it was now 10:40 p.m. in Kath-
- mandu. Alison should be in her apartment and in bed at this hour,

with nowhere to rush off to and plenty of time to talk. The phone
rang once, twice, three times . . .

“Hello?”

A man’s voice. A brusque tone even in that single word. Had
they put him through to the wrong number? Halfway across the
bloody world?

“Yes, hello,” he said, “excuse me, I’'m trying to reach ...”

“Who’s calling, please?”

Same brusque tone, more impatient now.

And then, somewhere in the background, “Who is it, Spence?”

Alison’s voice. But who . . . ?

“Is Miss Haywood there, please?” he said.

“Who is this?”

The voice thoroughly impatient now, virtually rude.

“Geottrey Turner. May I please speak to Miss Haywood?”

“Moment.”

And off the line.

Muted voices in the background.

Spence who?

“Hello?”

Alison again. On the phone this time.

“Who was that?” he asked at once.

“Spence,” she said.

“Who’s Spence?”

“You know very well who Spence i1s.”

“No, ’m afraid I don’t. Who in bloody . .. ?”
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“Sherwood Spencer Hughes,” she said.

Sounding every bit as impatient as Spence himself had a moment
earlier. Sherwood Spencer Hughes, Her Majesty’s Consul-General,
familiarly known as Snufty, except apparently to a certain female
Grade-9 who called him Spence and in whose rooms he happened
to be at—what the hell time was it?

“What’s Snufty ... ?”

“People do call him Spence, you know."”

“I’'m sure,” Geoftrey said. “*But what’s he doing at your place at
this hour of the night?”

“Late meeting,” she said.

A shrug in her voice.
“Alison?” he said.

“Yes, Geoffrey?”
Cool. Precise.

“Alison . . . what’s going on, would you mind telling me?”

“I assure you nothing’s going on.”

“Then what . .. I call your place at whatever the hell time it 1s
there, and Snuffy answers the . . .”

“Geottrey, I'm truly sorry, but this is an inconvenient time for
me. As [ told you . ..”

“Inconvenient? I'm calling all the way trom . ..

“Yes, but we're in the midst of a meeting here.”

“Well, I'm awfully damn sorry about your meeting, but . . .’

“I’ll have to ring off now,” she said.

“Not before we . . .”

The phone went dead.

“Hello?” he said. ““Alison?™

And looked at the receiver in his hand.

Snuffy? he thought.

He’s sixty-two years old!

"

One moment he was there, and the next he was not. He was
carrying only a single suitcase, whereas she was carrying trunks
and trunks full of clothes, which she probably should have shipped
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by UPS as her mother had suggested. But until these past several
nights of ecstatic instruction, she’d been merely a rebellious teen-
ager who’d objected automatically to any suggestion her mother
made, and so the tons of trunks—well, actually one camp trunk
and two oversized suitcases.

Plus a duffle full of dirty clothes.

And a traveling case with her cosmetics and perfumes in it.

And her tote. which contained—in addition to her wallet and
Kleenex tissues and chewing gum and hairbrush and whatnot—a
pair of jogging shoes which she would have put on if she’d been
alone and not with Sonny. Sonny preferred heels. So she stood now
with her luggage, wearing moderately high heels and a trim blue
suit, no hose because of the suffocating heat, long blond hair pulled
back in a cool, elegant and she hoped womanly bun, the tote slung
over her shoulder, waiting for him to come back with a porter.

Penn Station looked worse each time she saw it.

When she’d been home for the spring break, she thought it
couldn’t possibly get any worse, there was just no way on earth it
could look more like New Delhi, she had to ask Sonny if he’d ever
been to New Delhi and did Penn Station look worse? Although
he’d already told her he’d been born in London and had spent most
of his childhood and young manhood here in the United States,
which didn’t come as much of a surprise since he didn’t sound
British at all, despite his mother.

The big wall clock across the terminal read five to two.

It would probably take him a while to find a porter. She tried to
remember the last time she’d seen a porter in Penn Station. Most of
the people who came through the station day and night were com-
muters who didn’t need porters. In any case, there seemed to be a
dearth of them here on the upper level where there was not a sim-
tlar scarcity of homeless people. She hoped none of them came over
to beg from her; she found them frightening. Then again, there
were a lot of things that frightened her; she did not think of herself
as a particularly strong or self-sufficient person. The fact that she
hadn’t even been able to buy herself a drink on the train, the fact
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that she’d had to ask a strange man—well, he had been a stranger
at the ime—to intercede on her behalf . . .

At two o'clock, she wondered what was keeping him.,

At two-thirty she realized he simply wasn’t coming back.

The Hilton on Sixth Avenue was the sort of hotel in which a
person could lose himself entirely. Host to conventioneers from
everywhere in the United States, popular as well with tourists from
all over the world, the hotel was normally booked to capacity, a
condition Sonny found entirely suited to his current needs.

He had kept a dozen credit cards active and in readiness for the
past ten years, preparing for just the contingency that had brought
him to New York today. The reservation here at the Hilton had
been made under the name to which one of those alternate credit
cards was issued. His original name, the name given to him at
birth, was buried so deep in GID files he’d almost forgotten it him-
selt. Here in America, he’d been Sonny Hemkar for what seemed
forever. But his train reservations had been charged to an Ameri-
can Express card made out to one Albert Gomez. As he checked
into the hotel now, he offered Albert Gomez’'s Visa card. Gomez
was leaving a clear trail that led to a post office box in Los Angeles.
Dr. Krishnan Hemkar—Sonny Hemkar to his friends and associ-
ates—had disappeared from that city on the twenty-first of June.
When and where he could sately surtace again was anyone’s—

“Enjoy your stay, Mr. Gomez.”

“Thank you.”

The desk clerk tapped a bell. A uniformed bellhop appeared at
Sonny’s side, took the proffered key and registration slip, and said,
“Good afternoon, sir, 1s there just the one bag?”

*“Just the one,” Sonny said.

“If you'll follow me, please, sir,” the bellhop said, and lifted the
bag and began walking through the crowded lobby toward the
elevators, Sonny following him lke a quarterback behind a
blocker. In the elevator, the bellhop said, *“Will you be with us
long, sir?”’
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“Not very.”

“You’ve hit some nice weather. A little hot, but much better than
the rain we had last week, don’t you think?”

Sonny nodded.

He hated idle elevator talk. It was like elevator music. Vapid and
dull. Worse in New York than anywhere else in the United States.
He supposed that all the service people here were instructed to
bend over backward in an effort to dispel the city’s reputation for
surly rudeness. Chattered on aimlessly where no conversation was
necessary at all. A total waste of time in that the city’s reputation
was well earned and no amount of empty servility could disguise it.

Sonny had known that when the call finally came it would most
probably summon him to one of two places: New York or Wash-
ington. As a result, he had learned both those cities intimately,
acquiring a working knowledge as well of Los Angeles and San
Francisco, the two next likely candidates. But—

—I think I've found an apartment for you.

Where?

Here in New York.

Telling him where.

All things considered, he guessed he was glad they’d chosen New
York. There were a great many ways to get out of New York.
Washington was far easier to blockade. And once this was over—

““Here we are, sir, 2312.”

The bellhop unlocked the door, allowed Sonny to precede him
into the room, and then came in to do his stand-up routine about
the air-conditioning and the television set and the wake-up calls
and the restaurants available here at the hotel, seamlessly perform-
ing his little tip-seeking dog-and-pony act, which Sonny rewarded
with two dollars and a friendly smile he hoped was masking his
impatience.

The bellhop left.

Sonny went immediately to the telephone.

He dialed the number from memory.

The phone rang once, twice, three times . . .
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“Hello?”
A man’s voice.

Sonny hung up at once.

The ringing telephone scared hell out of Santorini.

Alone here in the apartment where the English lady had been
killed, early afternoon sunshine streaming through the windows
and slanting onto the bed where her blood had soaked into the
covers and mattress, alone here with the evidence of sudden vio-
lent—

And the goddamn phone rings!

He yanked the receiver from the cradle.

“Hello?”

A sharp intake of breath on the other end.

And then silence.

And a click indicating the caller had hung up.

Santorini wondered why.

He knew he could not go to the apartment.

And will you let me know when you get heres

Her words on the telephone.

He had just tried to let her know he was here, but a man had
answered the phone, and he knew that no one but Mother would
ever have answered the private line in her apartment, no one but
she herselt was permitted to answer that phone, this was the simple
hardfast rule.

But a man had indeed answered it.

[f Mother had answered Sonny would have used her code name
at once. Priscilla. The name premised on the s-¢ sequence, Priscilla
Jennings, the s-c buried in her given name. He had no idea what her
everyday cover name might be; he knew that whatever name she’d
been given at birth was as deeply buried in the archives as was his
own. But she’d been expecting a trade call today, and she’d have
asked tor his code name . . .

Who's this, please?
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Scott Hamilton.

... and only then would she have proceeded with, “Go ahead,
Scott. This 1s Mother.”

He could not go to the apartment. If she’d been discovered, then
going there might put the entire operation in jeopardy.

How did you find it?

In The New York Times.

His fallback position.

He picked up the phone again, dialed the bell captain’s exten-
sion, and asked him to send up a copy of today’s Times. The paper
came up some ten minutes later. It was already a quarter to four.
He opened the newspaper to the Classified ads, and began search-
ing through the Help Wanted columns. The heading tairly leaped
off the page.

LANDSCAPE GARDENER WANTED
SAN FRANCISCO AREA EXPERIENCE ESSENTIAL.
NO OTHERS NEED APPLY. TOP SALA ...

His eye skipped to the number at the bottom of the ad. He dialed
it, and a woman answered the phone.

“Hello?”

“I’'m calling about your ad in the Times,” Sonny said.

“Which ad is that, please?”

“For a landscape gardener.”

The s-c sequence.

“Have you had experience in the San Francisco area?”

Repeating the sequence.

“Yes, I have.”

“Do you have references?”

“I worked for Priscilla Jennings.”

“Can you tell me your name, please?”

“Scott Hamilton,” he said.

“I’'m Annette Fleischer,” the woman said. “Go ahead, Scott.”

Repeating the name immediately after confirmation of it. The
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essential double-check. Had she not said the name again, he would
have ended the conversation at once.

“I tried to call Mother,” he said, “but...”

“Mother i1s dead.”

A silence on the line.

Sonny waited.

“Where are you now?” she asked.

“The Hilton. Room 2312.”

“When are you available?”

“I'm available now.”

*“Can you come here?”

“Where are you?”

She gave him an address on the upper east side.

“Give me half an hour,” he said.

“I’ll be expecting you,” she said.

He waited.

There was a silence on the line. She was waiting for his prompt.

“*And will you be there?” he asked, supplying it.

He would not go to meet her unless she responded correctly.

“You can be sure,” she said.

He had never seen the woman he’d known on the telephone as
Priscilla Jennings. His control. Mother. The woman who, he’d been
told, would one day awaken him from sleep. The woman who had,
in fact, awakened him last Saturday morning.

Now he wondered what she’d looked like.

His new control—if such she turned out to be—was a woman in
her mid-ffties, he supposed. Dark brown eyes, a vaguely Mediter-
ranean look about her except for the reddish-blond hair, clipped
close to her skull like a medieval archer’s helmet. She was wearing
a grey cotton cardigan buttoned up the front over ample breasts.
Her dark skirt was festooned with cat hairs. There were cats ev-
erywhere Sonny looked. At least ten or twelve cats in the apart-
ment, one of them sleeping on the windowsill, another perched on
the upright piano, yet more flopped on cushions or silently stalking
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the small apartment. Everywhere, there was the faint aroma of cat
piss. Mrs. Fleischer poured tea. Sonny listened to the sounds of
summer filtering up from the street and through the open window
where the cat snoozed. He was thinking that never in a million
years would anyone guess this woman was one of them.

“So,” she said. “When did you arrive?”

“This afternoon,” he said.

Not a trace of accent in her speech. She could have been Greek or
Turkish, even Israeli, but nothing in her speech revealed a country
of origin. Her hand pouring the tea was steady.

“Where’s Priscilla Jennings?” he asked.

“Pardon?” she said, and raised her eyebrows. Faint polite in-
quisitive look on her face.

“Priscilla,” he said. “Jennings.”

“I don’t believe I know her,” Mrs. Fleischer said. “Milk? Lem-
on?”’

“Lemon, please.”

She caught a wedge of lemon between the jaws of a small pair of
silver tongs. She dropped it on his saucer. She passed the saucer to
him. He was wondering why she was now denying the existence of
his previous control. She had acknowledged her name on the
phone—but no, she may only have been confirming the s-c se-
quence. It was quite possible she knew nothing at all about her. Yet
she had informed him that Mother was dead. What...?

“Did you get a chance to sleep on the train?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said, and thought suddenly of Elita. And just as
quickly put her out of his mind.

“Are you well rested then?”” Mrs. Fleischer asked.

“Completely.”

“Completely awake?” she asked.

“I’m an early riser,” he said.

Their eyes met.

She smiled.

“I have your instructions,” she said.

Voice low and steady.
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He had been waiting for these instructions from the time he was
eighteen. He had come to America eleven years ago, trained and
prepared, and had been anticipating these instructions ever since.
He leaned torward now.

She opened her handbag. She removed from it a glossy black-
and-white photograph, some three inches wide by four inches long.
Handing 1t to him, she said, **She’ll be here for the Canada Day
celebration on the first of July. Security will be ught, access diffi-
cult.”

He looked at the photograph.

And telt mild disappointment.

Had they awakened him for this? Merely this?

“The celebration will take place at the Plaza Hotel on Fifth Ay
enue and Central Park South, are yvou famihar with 112"

“Yes.” he said.
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“The Prime Minister of Canada will be there, of course, as well
as the President of Mexico. But Mrs. Thatcher is only your second-
ary target. Your primary target ...’

“Yes, who will that be?”

. ..may or may not be present at the dinner that night, we
haven’t been able to ascertain that as yet. In any event, you
must not do anything to jeopardize your main objective. There’s
a possibility you can kill two birds with one stone, so to
Speaicay o

A faint smile.

“...but only if your primary target...”

“Who?”” he asked.

*“...1s present at the dinner and ball. Otherwise, you’ll have to
wait till the Fourth of July,” she said, and grimaced. “Their big
holiday, Independence Day. There’ll be a ceremony at the Statue of
Liberty which he is scheduled to...” She hesitated, studied his
face. “They told me you were familiar with New York.”

“Fam.”

“You seemed puzzled when I mentioned the Statue of . . .”

“No, I was only wondering who.”

“I want to make certain, first, that you understand you can’t be
diverted from ...”

“Yes, I do understand.”

“The whore is relatively minor.”

es

“If you can accomplish both objectives, all to the good. But you
mustn’t sacrifice purpose to expediency. Forget her if you
must...” A nod toward the photograph in his hand. “But get
him.”

“Yes, who?” he asked again.

She handed him another small photograph.

“Him,” she said.

Sonny looked at the picture.
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And then, truly puzzled now, he looked up at Mrs. Fleischer.

T

“The whore because . ..

.|

“Yes, I realize, but . . .
*“. .. without her, the bombing would have been impossible.”

Y es, but . .8

“He has not forgotten,” she said. Hatred burning in her eves
now.

“None of us has torgotten.” The hatred leaping into his own
eyes, entflaming them. “But...”

“Nor has God torgotten. Or torgiven.”

“Allah be praised,” Sonny said.
“Praise God, tor there 1s no God but He.”

There was a silence. They sat staring at each other, memories
flaring. One of the cats mewed softly. The silence lengthened. At

last, Sonny asked, ““But why have we chosen . .. ?"
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“This will make it clear to you,” she said, and handed him an
envelope. “The letter will explain. When you’ve read it . . .”

He was already reaching into the envelope.

“Not now,” she said. “There’s a telephone number in the enve-
lope. Call it atter you’ve read the letter. Ask for Arthur Scopes. You
are not to contact me again. I have never entered your life, I no
longer exist. Do you understand?”’

“I understand,” he said.

“May God go with you,” she said, and snapped her handbag
shut.

The click sounded utterly final.
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Carolyn Fremont was in the midst of packing for the move
to Westhampton Beach, carrying clothing from her bed-
room dresser to the open suitcase on her bed. Elita was
slumped listlessly in an armchair near the window in her mother’s
bedroom, early morning sunlight streaming through the parually
cracked blinds, touching her blond hair with fire. Carolyn knew
the signs well; Elita was in love again. Or, worse, Elita was in love
again and had once again been abandoned.

“How anyone as bright and as beautiful as you are,” she said,
“can manage to get herself abandoned as often as . . ."

“l wasn’t abandoned, Mom,”" Elita said. “There was just some
mixup at Penn Station.”

“Who is this boy, anyway?”” Carolyn asked.

The two were in the Park Avenue apartment Carolyn had re-
ceived as part of the divorce settlement from her former husband,
Ralph Talbot Randall, known to her forevermore as The Late
Colonel. The $1,939 alimony check she received each and every
month was made out to her maiden name, which she’d begun using
again even before the divorce was final. This sum was exactly forty
percent of The Late Colonel’s salary. She had also received in set-
tlement the house in Westhampton Beach, a brand-new (at the
time) green Jaguar convertible, and child support and college tu-
ition for Elita. Which served the bastard right for starting up with
his gorgeous sergeant, a twenty-seven-year-old (at the nme) red-
head with spectacular tits but no brains at all.

“He’s not a boy, Mom, he’s a man,” Elita said.

“I'm sure,” Carolyn said, and rolled her eyes.

Her eyes were as blue as her daughter’s—well, perhaps Elita’s
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were bluer in that The Late Colonel’s eyes were blue as well, and
their offspring had been twice blessed genetically. Carolyn’s hair
had been as light as her daughter’s when she was her age, but over
the years she and an assortment of beauticians had patiently guided
it to its present shade, the tawny color of a lion’s mane. At thirty-
nine, Carolyn was leggier than her daughter, fuller of breast, infi-
nitely more attractive in a womanly way, and certainly not a person
anyone would ever abandon.

““His name is Sonny,” Elita said.

“I thought he wasn’t a boy,” Carolyn said.

*“He’s twenty-nine years old.”

“And he still calls himselt Sonny?”

“His real name is Krishnan.”

“Is what?”

“Krishnan Hemkar.”

“I see,” Carolyn said, and went to the dresser for another stack
of slips. Carrying them to the open suitcase on the bed, she won-
dered whether twenty-nine was too old for Elita, remembered that
there was a fourteen-year age difference between her and her
former philandering husband, decided ten wasn’t too terribly bad,
after all, and then realized she was already marrying off the child to
someone named . . .

“What’d you say it was?”

“What was?”

“His name.”

“Krishnan Hemkar.”

“You sound like you’re clearing your throat.”

“That’s his name, Mom. He’s half-Indian, half-British. And
when you meet him, I hope . . .”

“Oh, am I going to meet him?”’

“If you meet him, I hope you won’t make fun of his name.”

“I have a friend named Isadore Lipschitz, and I’ve never made
fun of his name, so why should I make fun of Christie Hemmar’s
name?”’ Carolyn said, and shrugged and went back to the dresser.
“How many sweaters should I take?”’ she asked aloud.
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“Krishnan Hemkar,” Elita said.

“Whoever. I'm sure he’s delighttul, stranding you in Penn Sta-
ton.”

“I wasn’t stranded, Mom. | managed to get my bags outside all
by myself, and get a taxi all by myself . ..”

“Mama’s big girl,”” Carolyn said, carrying sweaters to the bed.
“Are you coming out with me tomorrow?”’

“I thought I'd stay in the city for a few days.”

Carolyn turned from the suitcase, a white, pearl-buttoned car-
digan in her hands. She looked at her daughter. “Why?” she asked.

“Ijust got home,” Elita said. ‘I want to spend a few days in New
York before running out to the beach.”

“The city’s going to be an oven all week long.™

*“So what? I like hot weather.”

“Since when?”

“Sometimes it gets very hot in L.A.”

Carolyn kept looking at her.

“It does,” Elita said.

“There’ll be a message on the machine, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

“Giving the Westhampton number. If anyone calls.”

“That’s not why . ..”

“If this Sonny person calls.”

“I'just want to spend some time in New York, that’s all. And he’s
not this Sonny person.”

There was a long, strained silence. Carolyn kept looking at her
daughter.

“Elita?” she said at last.

“Carolyn?” Eyebrows raised, faint mocking tone.

*“I hate when you do that,” Carolyn said.

“Do whart?”

“Mimic me.”

“Sorry.”

“And call me by my first name.”

“Gee, sorry.”
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“You know I hate that. 'm not Carolyn, 'm your goddamn
mother.”

“Yes, Mother.”

“You’re staying here because you’re hoping he’ll call, aren’t
you?”’

*“I told you why I'm staying here.”

“Because you hope Sonny Lipschitz . ..”

“Goddamn it, Mom!”
“...will call. You’re going to mope around here in the apart-

ment for the next...”
“I am not!”
*“...three, four days...’
“Itold youlI...”
*“. .. waiting for some goddamn Indian you met on a train . ..’
“He’s half Br...”
“...tocall you! Instead of . . .”
“I’ll come out sometime next week, okay?”’
*“. .. 1instead of for once in your life exhibiting the tiniest bit of
pride and selt-respect!”
“Mom.” A pause. As lethal as her sudden glare. ““I don’t want to

go to Westhampton tomorrow, okay?”
“Okay, fuck it.”

“Nice talk,” Elita said.
Carolyn turned away from her and hurled the pearl-buttoned
sweater into the suitcase.

3

-]

The two detectives who’d caught the squeal were pounding up
the steps ahead of Santorini. One of them was called Hawk for
Hawkins because his first name was Percival and anyone who
called him Percival or even Percy would have risked a mouthful of
knuckles. He did not look like a hawk at all. He looked, in fact,
more like a bear. Two hundred and fifty pounds if he weighed a
dime. Wearing a blue polyester suit he’d bought at some discount
joint. White shirt and red tie. Beer barrel belly hanging over his
belt. Sweating bullets as he climbed the steps.
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His partner was black. The strong silent type. Wearing his hair
in what they called a hi-top fade, looked like some kind of upside
down flower pot sitting on top of his head. Plaid sports jacker,
looked like wool, the guy'd never heard of tropical weight fabrics.
Tall and slender, maybe a bit over six feet, a hundred sixty-five
pounds stepping out of the shower onto a scale. Big knuckled hands
of a street fighter. Eyes as black as midnight. Skin the color of a
coconut shell. Santorini igured him for the sharper of the two. And
the more lethal. Down here, this was the One-Nine. If he ever
worked anything down here again, he had to remember to ask for
[ yvall Gibson, which was the black guy’s name.

Hawkins was doing all the talking. Puthing up the stairs, throw-
ing the words over his shoulder. Santorini was doing a little puffing
himself; the victim was in an apartment on the hfth floor of the
walkup. There were the usual cooking smells you found in any
building in this city, even some of the expensive condominiums.
Made you want to puke sometimes, the smells in the hallways.
They kept chimbing. Hawk kept talking.

“...saw the inter-departmental alert you guys put out, hgured
this one would really interest you. You’da got it anyway, sooner or
Jaser o

“Not necessarily,” Santorini said.

He was not eager to take on another case. The stff rightfully
belonged to Gibson and Hawkins, they were the fucking cops
who’d caught the squeal. So why were they busting Homicide’s
balls?

**. .. the coincidence and all,”” Hawkins was saying.

“It’s no coincidence, Hawk,” Gibson said.

He pronounced it coincidence, the way people from the South
pronounced umbrella or police. Santorini higured he hadn’t been
up North too long. Either that or he'd picked up his speech pat-
terns from a mother who'd been born in Mississippi or Georgia.

“I hate these buildings got no elevators,” Hawkins said.

“No doorman, either,” Gibson said.

“No doorman, she gets a coupl’a bullets in the head,” Hawkins
said.
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Santorini wished he had a nickel for all the homicide victims he’d
seen who had doormen and a couple of bullets in the head. They
were on the fourth floor now. One more to go. They turned and
walked across the landing to the next flight of stairs. As they began
climbing again, he could see a pair of blue uniformed trouser legs at
the top of the stairwell. Putfing, he followed the two detectives
onto the landing. The uniformed cop was standing outside the door
to apartment SA. The A, some kind of metallic shit that wasn’t real
brass, hung crookedly from one screw.

“How you doing?”” Hawkins said to the cop outside the door.

“Okay,” he answered.

“Everybody still here?”

“Yes, sir. Except the ML.E., he just left.”

“They didn’t take away the stiff, did they?”

“No, sir. Lieutenant gave strict orders Homicide had to see it
first.”

“Well, this here’s Detective Santorini from Homicide, we’re
gonna go in now, show him the body.”

Y ERLUBIr.

Santorini wondered what all the fuckin’ fuss was about. Drag-
ging him all the way down here to look at some dame got shot in
the head ’cause she didn’t have a doorman? Why couldn’t he have
viewed the corpse at the morgue? A stiff was a stiff no matter where
or how you looked at it. They went into the apartment. At least it
smelled better than the morgue. Big burly guy in a grey tropical suit
and wearing a greyish straw fedora came over with his hand ex-
tended.

“Lieutenant Costanza,” he said, “we got something good for
you.’

“I wonder what it could be,” Santorini said, thinking he was
making a joke about calling Homicide in to see yet another dead
body. But everybody here was looking so serious and solemn, like
they just found the latest victim of Buffalo Bill; the trouble with too
many cops nowadays was they saw too many fuckin’ movies.

“Over here,” the lieutenant said.

The dead woman was surrounded by what had to be a dozen
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cats, all of them looking contused. One of them, a white cat with
vellow eyes, was sitting closest to the woman and meowing inces-
santly.

“Goddamn cats,” the lieutenant said.

The woman herself was half-seated, half-lying on a sofa with
tloral-patterned slip covers. There were two overlapping bullet
holes between her eyes. The slugs had torn out the back of her skull
and splashed the wall behind her with blood the color of the slip-
cover flowers. Her hair was clipped short, a sort of reddish color,
but not as bright as the blood. She was wearing a grey sweater. The
M.E. must’ve unbuttoned it a bit to slip his stethoscope onto her
chest; she had good firm breasts. Santorini figured she was fifty,
hfty-hive years old, a woman who might have been good-looking
when she was younger. There were cat hairs all over the grey
sweater.

“Her name’s Angela Cartwright,” Hawkins said. *“We found a
passport with her name and picture in 1t.”

“A British subject,” Gibson said.

So that’s the coincidence, Santorimi thought. Two fuckin’ Brits
get killed in the same week, right away they run to Homicide.

“You know . . .”" he started to say.

“M.E. noticed this while he was examining her,” Costanza said,
and unbuttoned the dead woman’s sweater to reveal her white
brassiere. Gently, almost tenderly, he eased her left breast out of its
restraining cup. Just beneath the nipple, Santorini saw:

|

“We hgured it tied in with the one in your alert,”” Costanza said.
“Two Brits, both of them with swords tattooed on their chests.”
“Guy kills ’em and tattoos 'em,” Hawkins said, and shrugged at
the simplicity of 1t all.
Santorini knew this wasn’t the case; the coroner’s report had
indicated that the tattoo on the last victim had not been a tresh one
at all.
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“Anyway,” Costanza said, “we figured we’d turn it over to you
right away.”

Terrific, Santorini thought. Now I'll get to talk to that dumb
fuck at the Consulate again.

Arthur Scopes had chosen the venue himself; his private otfice at
SeaCoast Limited had been swept for listening devices and further
equipped with a babbler to confound long-distance ears. On the
telephone, he told Sonny that he knew the place was completely
sanitary. The words private office conjured for Sonny a wood-
paneled area offering both space and solitude, with windows over-
looking on one side Seventy-second Street and on the other
Columbus Avenue. But as the ancient elevator in the soot-stained
building creaked and whined its way up to the third tloor, he began
to realize that his expectations may have been a trifle ambitious.

SeaCoast was at the end of a narrow hallway that contained two
other offices, one an accountant’s, the other a firm that repaired
electric shavers. The door to the shaver-repair irm was standing
wide open. An electric fan swept back and forth over a counter
opposite the entrance, wafting cool air into the hallway as Sonny
walked past. At eight-thirty this morning, just before he’d left the
hotel, a television forecaster was predicting temperatures in the
high nineties.

The words SeaCoast Limited were lettered in black on the upper,
frosted-glass panel of the company’s entrance door. Sonny grasped
the brass doorknob, turned it, opened the door, and found himself
in a smallish room where two people—one an Asian girl, the other
a white male—sat at desks with telephone receivers to their ears.

A pair of windows at the far end of the room admitted mid-
morning sunlight. The room was noisily air-conditioned by a single
window unit in the window on the left, a virtual babbler in itself.
The Asian girl was speaking in what Sonny assumed to be Chinese.
The white male was saying . . . three-ninety-nine a pound for the
chicken lobsters, six and a quarter for the jumbos. May I take your
order, sir?”

67



JrOLE N LARBIBIOR T )

An organizational cover beyond reproach. A legitimate business
that could withstand even close scrutiny. Sonny was impressed.
The Chinese girl—she was in her twenties, Sonny guessed—fin-
ished her conversation, turned from the phone, and asked, *“May |
help you, sir?”” Her speech was entirely accent-free. She was wear-
ing a white blouse and a blue mini-skirt that rode high on her upper
thighs. Sandals with white leather thongs. Good Chinese-girl legs.
Long black hair fastened with a blue plastic barrette. Sonny had
recently read that Chinese women were undergoing cosmetic sur-
gery to remove the folds in their eyelids and make their eyes look
rounder. He figured the women in China were going crazy.

“I have an appointment with Martin Hackett,” he said.

His everyday cover name.

“*And your name, sir?”

“Scott Hamilton.”

“One moment, please.”

She rose in a single fluid motion, smiled briefly, and went to a
closed door Sonny assumed was Hackett’s private othce. She
knocked . . .

“Yes, come 1n.”

... opened the door, entered, and closed it behind her. Sonny
waited. The white male on the phone was still giving prices to
whoever was on the other end of the line. He did not so much as
glance at Sonny. The Asian girl came out, said, “Mr. Hackett will
see you now,”’ and stood aside for him to enter.

The door eased shut behind him.

He was looking at a large man wearing a white cotton jacket of
the sort people wore in supermarkets. Embroidered in red over the
. breast on the left-hand side of the jacket were the words SeaCoast
Limited. The man’s looks were clearly Arabian. Black hair and
dark brooding eyes, an aquiline nose. A strapping man of the desert
stuffed into a cheap white jacket that was too tight across his shoul-
ders. But this was no camel herder.

“I'm Arthur,” he said, and smiled, and rose, extending his hand.

Arthur Scopes. The Martin Hackett was tor civilians, but Arthur
was the code name he’d be using for the business at hand.
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“Nice to meet you,” Sonny said.

“Sit down, hmm?”’ Arthur said, and indicated a straight-backed
wooden chair in front of his very dark, virtually black, indetermi-
nately wooden desk. The windows here in the front office faced the
Columbus Avenue side of the building. On the street below, Sonny
could hear cab drivers impatiently honking their horns. The walls
were painted a grim shade of grey. There were two pictures hang-
ing on the wall behind the desk, one of what appeared to be a
French landscape, the other of a laughing peasant girl with golden
curls. Sonny took the chair. It was uncomfortable.

“So,” Arthur said. “You’ve been briefed, hmm?”

“I’ve been briefed, yes.”

““Have you read the letter?”

“I’ve read it.”

“Does it explain everything?”’

“Everything,” Sonny said.

He had read the letter at least a dozen times. Remembering the
events it had triggered, he became enraged all over again, the anger
igniting his eyes—but only for an instant. He was a professional;
there was work to be done here.

“What happened to Mother?”” he asked.

“Mm, Mother,” Arthur said, and tented his fingers. Huge hands.
Blunt fingertips. Manicured nails. “She was murdered,” he said.

Sonny’s eyebrows went up.

“We don’t know who or why. We’re watching it closely. This
may be a countermeasure of some sort.”

“How was she killed?”” Sonny asked.

“Gunshot wounds. All we really know so far is what we’ve read
in the newspapers. The police are still investigating. I'll keep you
informed.”

“I hope you will. If my back needs covering . . .”

“Oh, no question, we’ll let you know at once.” He hesitated a
moment, and then said, “Were you told this is a No-Fail opera-
tion?”’

“No.”

“That’s what it is. Does that trouble you?”
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“Not particularly. I've been trained for any eventuality.”

“You understand, don’t you, that a pistol 1s out of the ques-
tion?”’

“Yes. That's what No-Fail . . .”

“Because pistols aren’t infallible, are they?” Arthur said. *“We
don’t want him surviving, the way Reagan did. And we don’t want
him left a vegetable, either. He's to be eliminated, hmm? Cleanly.
Completely. And anonymously.”

Sonny looked at him.

“We'll claim no credit atterward, we want no later retaliation.
Just kill him, Sonny. And vanish.”

Or die if I must, Sonny thought.

“Do you understand?”

“I understand.”
“Good. What will you need?”

“A drop.”

“Use SeaCoast.™

“Can | have deliveries made here?”

*“Of course.”

“Are we still using the same cobbler?”

“McDermott, yes.”

“Is he at the same address?”

“Yes. East Seventieth Street.”

“I’ll also need some basic information.”

“What sort?”

“Precinct numbers, the addresses of police supply ...

A buzzer sounded on Arthur’s desk console. He hit a button.

“Yesr”

“A Mrs. Fremont on ftour,” the Chinese girl said.

“I told you not to disturb us.”

“She said it’s urgent.”

Sighing heavily, Arthur hit another button on the console and
picked up the receiver. “*Hello?”" he said, and listened for a mo-
ment. ““No, don’t be silly,” he said, rolling his eyes heavenward,
“always plenty of time tor you.” He listened again, nodded, said,

b ]
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“Mmm, I see. Yes, a very good idea, and I quite agree it’s of par-
amount importance to make certain the fish is fresh. But, you know
... SeaCoast 1s a wholesaler, hmm? Yes. To restaurants and fish
markets and the like. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yes, I see. Well, what I
could do . . . hmm? The seventeenth, did you say? Well, that’s . ..
well, let me see,” he said, and glanced at his desk calendar. *“That’s
still three weeks otf, I'm sure I could . . .”” He rolled his eyes again,
impatiently this time, and listened for what seemed an intermina-
bly long time. “What I was going to suggest,” he said, “was that I
put you in touch with a retailer on the island . . . yes, I’ll be happy
to do that. I’ll find a good one and get back to you. I’m sure I have
your number, but let me have it again, hmm? Uh-huh,” he said,
writing, ‘“uh-huh, good. I'll call you as soon as I ... what? Oh.
Thank you. The seventeenth, yes, I’ll put it on my calendar. Good
talking to you,” he said, and hung up and expelled his breath in
exaggerated exasperation. ‘A neighbor,” he explained. “She’s hav-
Ing a fish party, God help me.”

Sonny smiled.

“You were saying?”’ Arthur said.

“Police supply houses, police precincts . . .

“You’re planning elementary substitution, hmm?”’

The “hmm?” was an annoying verbal tic that threaded his con-
versation like a shiny metallic wire.

“I’'m not sure,” Sonny said. “But I’ll need to know which pre-
cinct the Plazaisin...”

“Of course. But you realize, don’t you, that we’re still not sure
he’ll be at the Canadian affair?”

“I’ll be there, anyway.”

“Ready to improvise, hmm? Play it by ear, so to speak.”

“No, I'll have a plan by then.”

“It’s not that far off, you know.”

“I’ll have a plan, don’t worry.”

“You’ll want to check out the Baroque Room . . .’

“Is that where the . . . ?”

“Yes, sorry. I got that today.”

3
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“Sull at the Plaza?”

*“Yes. The Baroque Room at the Plaza Hotel. It'd be convenient
if he did decide to come, wouldn’t it? Get him and the bitch at the
same time, hmm? But | haven’t yet heard if that’s likely. The Statue
of Liberty’ll be harder. It’s on an island, you know . . .”

“I know.”

*...and security will be very tight, I imagine. So ...

“I'll need the number of that precinct, too.”

“I'll get it for you. Burt . .. I was about to say . .. if you're plan-
ning to go in as a cop, it might be extremely dithcult. The space is
too confined, and getting close to him . . .”

“That’s what I'll have to fAgure out.”

“Be much easier at the Plaza. Big ballroom, lots of space to roam
around in, lots of exits and entrances. Even so, it won’t be easy. |
don’t know what kind of security the British will provide for
Thatcher, if any at all, now that she’s out of othce, but I'm sure the
Canadians and Mexicans’ll have agents all over the place. And if
Bush does show up . ..”" Arthur rolled his eyes. “*Be literally thick
with them, hmm?”

Sonny nodded. He was thinking that either way—the ballroom
or the island—he might have to do a lay-in job. He didn’t want to
discuss that quite yet, not until he knew for sure what his weapon
would be and how he would . ..

“What weapon did you plan to use?” Arthur asked.

Mind reader, Sonny thought.

“I don’t know yet. I didn’t know this was a No-Fail ll just . . .’

“Of course. The point is, will you need help?”

“Maybe.”

“You'll let me know, of course.”

“Of course.”

“You know,” Arthur said, and hesitated. **The Canadian attair
is on the first. That’s only five days away.”

“I realize that. But I got here as soon as | could. My outside
deadline . ..”

“Of course, I'm merely saying. The pointis. . . if you have to go
for the second option, that’s only three days later. So if you'll need
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any weaponry assistance from us . .. will you be considering ex-
plosives, for example?”

“I’'m not considering anything yet.”

“Because we have a man who can rig whatever kind of . . .”

¥Se canl.”

“Of course. Forgive me. I’'m merely saying we can help you with
whatever . . .”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Good. Phone me if you . ..’

“The Chinese girl and the other one, are they ... ?”

“Not Scimitar, but yes, with us, of course. She’s not Chinese, by
the way. She’s from Bali.”

S

“In any case, you don’t have to go through the SeaCoast line.
The number you have is my private line and completely secure. As
[ told you.”

“How soon can you get me the information I need?”

“I’ll put someone onit...”

“Because the sooner the . ..’

“I was about to say I'll put someone on it immediately, hmm?”’

All at once, it was clear to Sonny that Arthur did not enjoy having
his authority questioned. Fuck him, Sonny thought. Time was of the
essence here, and he preferred directness to convolution. His plans
had to be formulated as soon as possible, the one for the ballroom,
the contingency plan for the island. If Arthur couldn’t get the infor-
mation he needed quickly, then he would go elsewhere for it.

“T’ll need some cash, too,”” he said.

“How much?” Arthur said at once.

“A few thousand for now. Perhaps more when I know what my
plans will be.”

“Fine,” Arthur said, and opened the bottom drawer of his desk.
He took from it a small, grey, metal cash box, unlocked it, and
removed from it a sheaf of banded hundred-dollar bills. Breaking
the paper band around the bills, he began counting them out.

“You know how important this is to us, don’t you?”’ he asked,
counting, his head bent.

2
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“I do,” Sonny said.

“You won't fail us, hmm?”" he said, and looked up sharply, his
eyes meeting Sonny’s.

“I won't,” Sonny said.

“I hope not,” Arthur said, and smiled, and handed the bills
across the desk to him. They felt new and crisp. “*Anything else?”
he asked.

“Is there a safe house? If I should need one?”

“Of course.”

“Where 1s 1t2”

“In Westhampton,” Arthur said.

The call from Miles Heatherton came at twelve-ten that Friday
afternoon, just as Geoftfrey was leaving the othce for lunch. A
glance at his watch told him that his stomach was understandably
growling and that, incidentally, it was already a bit past closing
time in London.

The first words Heatherton said were, “*Are you having us on,
Geoft?”

“How do you mean?” Geoffrey asked.

“This second passport notification request.”

Geoffrey had rung London at eleven this morning, shortly after
Santorini had left the consulate othce. The detective had seemed
almost gleeful that yet another British subject had turned up dead
in this insufferably hot and murderous city. With an identical scim-
itar tattoo on her breast, no less. Which report Heatherton had
received silently and non-commuttally, promising to call on Mon-
day. It was not yet Monday. It was merely lunchtime today—and
thank God it’s Friday, as the natives were tfond of saying. Geoffrey
waited now for whatever dire information Heatherton was about
to transmit.

“Having you on how?" he prompted.

“The two persons she listed in the passport?”

i (- NG

Get on with it, he thought.
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“Non-existent,” Heatherton said.

“1see.”

“And it’s the same passport.”

“How do you mean?”’ Geoffrey asked.

“As the first one. The name on it is different, of course, Angela
Cartwright on this new one, as opposed to Gillian Holmes on the

firstone . ..”

Oh dear, Geoffrey thought.

“And the dates and places of birth are different as well.
Colchester in 1943 for the Holmes woman, London in 1937 tor the
Cartwright woman.”

Oh dear dear, Geoffrey thought.

“Which are almost certainly false names,” Heatherton said,
“since, you see, the passport numbers are identical.”

Geoffrey glanced at the number he’d copied from Angela Cart-
wright’s passport before making his call to London this morning.

“Which number,” Heatherton said, “‘is the number of a passport
issued to the same Hamish Innes McIntosh.”

Born in Glasgow, Geoffrey remembered.

“Born in Glasgow,” Heatherton said.

In 1854, Geoffrey remembered.

“In 1854,” Heatherton said. “So what we have here is a case of
two women claiming to be British subjects, tfor reason or reasons as
yet unknown, seemingly unrelated save for the identical passport
number and the rather curious tattoo adorning their, ah, respective
bosoms.”

Geoffrey sighed audibly.

“I’ve turned this over to MI16,” Heatherton said flatly. ““I rather
imagine someone in New York will be contacting you.™

Geoffrey looked at the calendar.

“When?”’ he asked.

“Depends how urgent they feel it is, wouldn’t you say?”’ Heath-
erton said. “There are two corpses already, you know . . .”

But not British subjects, Geoffrey thought. So why .. .?

“So perhaps they’d like to move on this before there are any
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more of them, eh?”” Heatherton said. “How’s the weather there in
New York?”

“Beastly,” Geoffrey said.

“Quite the same here,” Heatherton said, **but in a different way,
I'm sure. | wouldn’t plan on dashing off to the mountains, by the
WAY .+« o)

Shit, Geoffrey thought.

*“...ortheseashore,” Heatherton said, *‘until the man from MIé6
has made contact. Shouldn’t want him to think you rude, eh?”

Geoffrey looked at the calendar again.

Friday, the twenty-sixth day of June. He had, in tact, planned to
go to the seashore tomorrow. A friend in New Jersey . . .

“What do you think those bloody scimitars represent?”” Heath-
erton asked.

“I haven’t the foggiest,” Geoffrey said. ““When do you think this
chap will be contacting me? To be quite trank, I'd made arrange-
ments for the weekend, and the thought of hanging about in New
York, waiting for a telephone call . . .”

“I shouldn’t think 1t would be betore Monday,” Heatherton
said. “But, Geoff . ..” His voice lowered. *‘I really wouldn't leave
the city, were I you. Truly.”

Shit, he thought again.

“Toodle-00,” Heatherton said, and hung up.
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It was still only a little past one on Friday afternoon, but
Santorini felt like he’d been sitting here in front of the com-
puter for a month and a half. The computer was called Fat
Nellie, for the letters FATN stamped into a metal plate screwed
onto its back. Santorini didn’t know what the letters actually stood
for, and he didn’t give a damn. He had trouble enough working the
damn thing, without having to concern himself with technicalities.

The fucking computer was driving him crazy.

First of all, because he wasn’t sure how you spelled scimitar.

It took him close to half an hour to realize that just possibly the
word was spelled with an s-c like in scissors instead of just a plain
s like in simple, or a p-s like in psycho, this was some tuckin’ lan-
guage, English.

What he was trying to do was come up with a scimitar tattoo,
preferably, if there was any such thing in the files. But in addition
to scimitar tattoos, he asked the computer to locate any sword-
shaped tattoo because he was willing to settle for anything that
even looked like a scimitar. And then, for good measure, he threw
in sword-shaped scars or birthmarks as well, which he hoped might
possibly give him something that related to the two dead broads
with scimitar tattoos on their tits, stranger things had happened.

He had started his search by limiting it to New York City and by
further restricting it to felony arrests over the past five years. Those
arrests would of course include murders, since homicide was a fel-
ony as every schoolboy and schoolgirl in this city knew from watch-
ing television and movies and—in some instances—from having
committed one or two themselves, murders. The same way that
every kid in this city, from the third grade on up, knew that a kilo
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was the equivalent of two point two pounds. Never mind any other
mathematical formulas; they could be failing algebra and geometry
or even elementary-school arithmetic, but they all knew for sure
that a kilo of cocaine or heroin was two point two pounds of the
shit.

Which 1s why Santorini suspected he should try spelling scimitar
with an s-¢, stranger things were possible.

Bingo! Right off the bat, he came up with more scimitars than he
could shake a sword at.

There were two street gangs in Brooklyn named Scimitar. One of
them was the Scimitar S.A.C., which letters stood tor Social and
Athletic Club, like fun. The other was just plain Scimitar, but the
computer indicated the gang was now defunct; Santorini wondered
if the Scimitar S.A.C. had taken over the name of the gang that had
preceded it in time and exceeded 1t in reputation. Both gangs, past
and present, tattooed these funny little swords on their right hands,
on the ball of flesh where thumb joined index finger.

There was also a street gang in the Bronx that called itself Scim-
itar Psychos, but they preferred tattooing the Persian sword on the
forearm—except for the gang’s female members. The debs called
themselves Scimitar Psycho Bytches, and they preferred to tattoo
the little curved sword—well, well, well—on the upper slope of the
breast, where the tattoo would be visible in a bikini, a halter top, or
even a low-cut blouse. But the computer indicated that the oldest
of the Bytches was only nineteen, scratch Gillian Holmes and An-
gela Cartwright, or whatever their square handles were.

Santorimi kept scrolling.

A guy named Curtis Langdon had slain three nurses in the
Bedford-Stuyvesant area of Brooklyn four vears ago and had
carved onto their cheeks a mark that faintly resembled a curved
sword. The newspaper had taken to calling him the Scimitar Killer.
According to the computer, though, Langdon was languishing up-
state at Attica, where he was doing life plus ninetv-nine.

A woman named Alice Hermann had drowned her six-day-old
infant in the bathtub of her apartment in a Queens housing project
a vear and a halt ago. Among the physical characteristics identity-
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ing her was a tattoo on her left arm showing a heart pierced by a
curving sword. Well, who the hell knew? Except that she, too, was
doing time in the Women’s Division of the Bedford Hills Correc-
tional Facility.

There were several other men and women with similar sword-
in-heart tattoos . . . that was the trouble with such a wide search
.. .and a man with a scar that resembled a curved sword or scim-
itar . .. and a remarkable number of men and women alike who
had birthmarks shaped like curved swords or scimitars...and. ..

Santorini leaned closer to the screen.

In Manhattan, three years ago, a terrorist group named Simisir
had claimed credit for planting an explosive device that detonated
in the Iraqi airlines terminal at John F. Kennedy airport. One of the
group had eventually been arrested, convicted of arson and reck-
less endangerment, and sentenced to twenty years in prison. He
had escaped last tall and had not surtaced again. His name was
Mustapha Hayiz and he was listed as an Iranian national.

In Persian, the word simsir meant scimitar.

Sonny walked past Bergdorf Goodman on the corner of Fifty-
eighth Street and Fifth Avenue and paused to look in the corner
window, where a plastic blond mannequin, dressed in crisp white
and black, looked coolly inditferent to the sweltering heat beyond
the plate glass. He himself was wearing a tan tropical suit, match-
ing shirt and tie, and brown loafers. Under his arm, he carried a
brown leather Mark Cross porttolio with a gold-plated clasp. He
looked at his watch: 1:23. He had made his appointment for 1:30.

He turned the corner onto Fifty-eighth, walked partway up the
street, almost to the Fine Arts theater, and then crossed Fifty-eighth
and walked past the fountain and small park outside the Plaza.
Huge flags, only one of them American, hung limply over the en-
trance doors to the hotel. A dozen or more limousines were parked
outside, their windows down, their chauffeurs looking pained by
the heat. A doorman, uniformed in white trimmed with gold braid,
hailed a taxi for a woman who waited at the top of the steps under
the merciful shade of the hotel marquee.
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Sonny glanced at her as he walked by and pushed his way
through the revolving doors. Following the directions he'd received
on the telephone, he walked past the Palm Court and to the left,
and then went straight ahead and up a flight of carpeted steps to the
mezzanine level, following the signs to the Terrace Room. His ap-
pointment was with a woman named Karin Lubenthal in the Ca-
tering Department. He had told her on the phone that he wished to
make reception and banquet arrangements for his sister’s wedding
next June.

The wooden sign was painted white, edged with gold, trimmed
with a double scallop at all four corners, and fastened to the wall
with a pair of brass fleurettes. It read:

CATERING * SALES
CONFERENCE SERVICES
OFFICES

The receptionist just beyond the door was a woman in her late
. twenties, wearing a wispy red summer dress, her dark hair cut in
bangs on her forehead. A laminated identification tag was clipped
prominently to the sash of the dress.

“I'm Mr. Morris,” he said. I have a one-thirty appointment
with Miss Lubenthal.”

“Yes, sir, please have a seat,” the woman said. ““I'll let her know
you're here.”

He sat in an upholstered straight-backed chair on the wall per-
pendicular to the desk. There were several brochures on the table
beside the chair. One of them was ttled Wedding, Plaza Style. It
showed on its all-pink cover a bride all in white. The other was
larger—some six by twelve inches, he reckoned—and was simply
utled The Plaza, in elegant gold script lettering against a back-
ground that looked like marble. He was opening the first brochure
when the receptionist said, **She’ll be with you in a moment, sir.”

“Thank you,” he said, and then, conversationally, **Do you all
wear those tags?”’

“Pardon?” she said.
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“The ID tag. It is an ID tag, isn’t 1t?”

“Oh. Yes, sir. All hotel employees are required to wear
them.”

“Why’s that?” he said, studying the tag more closely now.

“Well, for security,” she said. “We don’t want unauthorized
people wandering around the halls.”

“I would guess not.”

“For security, that’s all,”” she said, and shrugged.

A redheaded woman who appeared to be in her mid-thirties
came down the corridor, stopped several feet from where Sonny
was sitting, smiled, and said, “Mr. Morris?”

He stood up at once and extended his hand.

“Yes,” he said. “How do you do?”

“Karin Lubenthal,” she said, and took his hand.

“Where’s your tag?” he asked.

“What?” she said, puzzled.

“Your ID tag.”

“Oh. In my desk drawer,” she said, still puzzled.

“Only checking,” he said, and smiled.

“I just finished telling him we all have to wear them,” the recep-
tionist said.

“Well, don’t report me,” Karin said, and winked at her. “Won’t
you come with me?” she asked Sonny, and then led him down a
carpeted corridor to the office’s inner recesses. She was wearing a
pleated white skirt and a navy blue blazer. She looked altogether
nautical, and quite patriotic if you counted her red hair.

“So your sister’s getting married,” she said.

“Yes. You may think it unusual . . .”

“Not at all.”

“. .. for me to be handling the arrangements . . .’

“No, we get different members of the family all the time.”

“Both my parents are dead, you see.”

“I’'m so sorry.”

They were passing conference spaces, or consultation spaces, he
didn’t know quite what to call them, they certainly weren’t offices
per se. Merely spaces partitioned one from the other. . .
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“They died a long time ago,” he said. I virtually raised my
sister, which is why I’'m here today.”

“Not at all unusual, won’t you come in, please?” she said, and
smiled, and indicated one of the partitioned spaces, in which there
was a desk and several chairs. She sat in the chair behind the desk.
He took one of the chairs in front of it.

“First,” she said, “let me give you my card. People sometimes
have trouble spelling the last name.”

“Thank you,” he said, and accepted the card, and glanced at it.
Looking up again, he said, “‘Just the way it sounds,’” and then took
out his wallet and tucked the card into it.

She waited till he’d put the wallet back in his pocket, and then
she asked, ““Has your sister chosen an exact date yet?”

“No. It’ll be next June sometime, but . . . oh my,” he said. “Are
we already too late?”

“No, no,” she said. “We sometimes get people who book two
years in advance, but there’s still time, please don’t worry.”

“Phew,” he said, and smiled.

“How large a party will this be?”” she asked.

“The exact higure 1sn’t set yet,” he said. “I expect somewhere
between a hundred and a hundred fifty people.”

“I see you have both our brochures,” she said.

“Yes, but I haven’t had a chanceto...”

“If you’ll open the back cover of the larger one ... yes ... and
just flip back the flap there ... that’s it . .. you’ll see a page with
some floor plansonit...”

“Yes,” he said, nodding.

“...and below them, a chart.”

o £ E

“If you’ll look at the floor plan...”

Sonny looked at it.

“...in the upper right-hand corner there,” Karin said, “just
above the Grand Ballroom—I don’t think you’d want the Grand
Ballroom, would you? It’s much too large for something like this.”

“I quite agree.”
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“But the Baroque Room is very popular tfor wedding receptions.
Do you see it on the plan there?”

“Yes, I do,”” he said.

“I’ll show you the room itself later on, of course,” she said.
“That, and also the Terrace Room. You passed through the Ter-
race Foyer on the way in...”

nyes ...

*“. .. which is right here on the mezzanine floor, and also very
popular for wedding receptions. Do you see the floor plan there?
Just under the plans for all the other rooms? It’s separated from the
others because they’re all on the first floor.”

“Yes, I see that.”

“Now if you take a look at the chart...”

Yes:®

“Right there below the floor plans . ..”

“Yes,” Sonny said, and looked at the chart.

“You’'ll see that the Baroque Room is almost twice the size of the
Terrace Room—a bit more than forty-four hundred square feet as
opposed to twenty-four hundred.”

“Yes. Sixty-three by seventy . ..”

“As opposed to sixty by forty.”

¥esd

“I personally find the Terrace Room more intimate . . .’

“It looks small.”

“No, the floor plan is deceptive.”

“I think my sister might prefer the larger room.”

“The Baroque, yes, a lovely room. I’ll show you both, of course,
and I’'m sure she’ll want to look at them personally before she
makes a final decision. Where will the wedding take place?”
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