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1 INTRODUCTION

Perhaps it was the effect of the champagne that made the Contessa light-headed. Or maybe it was 
the attention she was granted. Two men, both well dressed, immaculately groomed, leaned towards 
her and cooed and smiled pleasantly at every word she breathed at them. Their faces were the 
embodiment of respect, their mannerisms, what was the word she was looking for? Gentillesse. Yes,
gentillesse: that medieval respect and attention, that old fashioned gallantry from a different time 
and place. That ancient patronising of the fairer sex! Whatever. The Contessa liked it, and, she 
concluded, it was indeed intoxicating.

And no doubt she was having the same effect on them. Her stories of foreign locations and similar
hotel function rooms and cocktail parties had them hooked. (During every perfectly timed pause she
thought of the fishermen after the Christmas carp.) The thought brought a grin to her rouged face, 
extracted the subtle lines around her crimson lips and evoked feelings of uncut grass beneath her 
bare feet. She was sure these two gallant knights felt the same way, reading her thoughts as she 
transmitted them. The fact that the fishermen after the Christmas carp didn't use hooks and lines 
didn't bother her too much, not when she was on a roll. Not when she was busy enchanting the rich 
guys.

"Smetana," she repeated as one of them, standing directly beneath an unusually low chandelier, 
gulped his champagne, "very evocative." She suspended their attention for a fraction of a second. 
Just long enough to check again the mismatched decor of the hotel function room. Eighty, probably 
ninety bodies, sweated like hogs in the central heating while the temperature outside dropped to 
minus ten. Maybe that was why the walls and ceiling, still visible behind opulent Christmas 
decorations, were coloured cool grey. This was not the colour scheme of the Hapsburg Empire, but 
an international hotel chain. The chandeliers, nine of them dangling like crystal mushrooms, were 
on their own in making a silk purse of this interior pig's ear. 

"Why evocative, Contessa?" The question brought her mind back to the immediate vicinity and 
the mens' grey hair that seemed to match perfectly part of the wall behind a widespread untouched 
buffet.

"My family's exile in Switzerland would have been intolerable, were it not for the music that 
supplemented our memories. Of course, the valleys were heavenly, and the sky was as blue as any 
that you'd find here in Bohemia, but there was always an emptiness. A solitude that would have 
been unbearable were it not for Smetana. Even though we had each other, and believe me, as I said, 
we were a close family, no-one can feel complete unless they are surrounded by the family that is 
their homeland. Smetana is the music of a thousand voices, you know. A thousand friends." They 
smiled again. She hadn't asked them their names. One was a patron of the Czech National Opera, 
paid millions of krowns and deutschmarks every year to ensure it's continued survival. An act of 
altruism, he had said, that was essential in an expanding secular economy. The Contessa wasn't sure
what he was talking about, but she had smiled sweetly. The other simply called himself a 
businessman. A consultant. He had the suit of a businessman: cut crisply, a white shirt that shone 
beneath the pearlescent lighting, a silk handkerchief placed with the care and attention of a gourmet 
chef (maybe he was a chef - gastronomic consultant!)

Out of the corner of her eye the Contessa noticed another man approaching, pushing through the 
crowd, barging aside expensive looking women in metallic dresses, shouldering through a startled 
array of emissaries, ambassadors, representatives and an archbishop. She ignored him, but the sight 
of his panting, desperate face had started to alarm her, electrify her nerve endings in a way that 
made her delicate golden skin tingle. 

"Where in Switzerland did your family live, Contessa?"



"Pardon?"
"Your family." She glanced again to her right. The man was momentarily hidden, but reappeared. 

He was closer now, bigger, accelerating. He had a run of clear floorspace before being blocked by a 
waitress and three Orientals.

"My family. Oh, my family... I'm sorry, what was your question again?"
"Where in Switzerland did your family live?" 
"Alabama!" The Contessa giggled the name before being grabbed by the arm.
"Excuse me, gentlemen. I do apologise for this intrusion, but I must speak to this woman for a 

moment." He wasn't laughing. This intrusive  apologetic man guided the Contessa through the now 
silent crowd. The sea of bodies parted automatically as the unclean was led away by the unwashed. 
Eyes narrowed, brows furrowed, a hush of confusion and disgust puffed from the empty heads of 
the staring mannequins. For a moment, a long awkward moment, time froze as the Contessa was 
exhibited before this microcosm of Prague's old rich, new rich, bent and incorruptible. The outrage 
was sublime, the distaste intriguing. What were they thinking, these bastions of bad taste? The man,
still gripping her arm as if it might suddenly run off on its own, was more embarrassed than she 
was. He stumbled as he struggled to negotiate the shallow steps leading up to the double doors.

Outside, the corridor was silent. Not a soul moved. The man released her arm and rushed away to 
his left. The Contessa followed, knowing that her evening was over. "Twenty minutes," she said. 
"What took you so long?"

The man's shoulders were rising as his frustration began to grip the muscles in his slender neck. 
He turned to face her, his expression washed purple with anger. "I have been very busy tonight." He
started walking again. There was  another awkward moment of silence as she followed him down to
the hotel reception. 

He was more relaxed here. The small walnut-lined reception area was his empire. Here he was 
superior, power incarnate. An Assistant Manager at ten minutes to eleven with only the menials to 
push around. "So, who were you tonight, Helen?" He stood, arms folded, legs wide apart, letting the
fall of his trouser leg drift as he shook his right ankle. 

"The Contessa Maronite."
"What?"
"The Contessa Maronite. What are you laughing at?"
It took a while before he could answer. "The Contessa Maronite! You're amazing, do you know 

that. If I didn't have to throw you out of here at least once a month I'd find you entertaining."
"You do find me entertaining, Mauro. What would you do in the evening if you didn't have me to 

keep you amused?"
"You, Helen, are a security risk. No, you're a security nightmare. Don't you worry what people 

think of you?"
"What do you mean?" Mauro had stopped shaking his ankle. He was genuinely looking for an 

answer.
"Come on Helen. Attractive young woman, well dressed, hanging around rich men in hotels..."
"Are you suggesting I'm a prostitute?"
"I know you're not a prostitute. You know you're not a prostitute, but what about them?" He 

nodded his head towards the distant function room and it's stock of face-lifted dames and limping 
colonels. "They see you marched out of there." Mauro stopped. "You don't care, do you? Go on, go 
home, Helen. Do you have a home to go to?"

"Of course." She lingered again, as if trying to attract Mauro's attention to the snow and the 
crystallised breath billowing out of every pedestrian hurrying past the brass hotel doors. The world 
outside was icing over.



"Now what?"
"My coat. I left it in your cloakroom." Mauro slumped away and left her alone, trusting her to 

stay where she was for one more minute. Five minutes later he was back with a battered, distressed 
leather jacket with brown patches where the black outer layer of the hide had worn away. He held it 
out with one finger and said nothing.

"What makes you think that's mine?" Helen protested.
"It's the cheapest bit of rubbish in the cloakroom, Helen. Who else can it belong to this evening?" 

His eyebrows rose to emphasise his rhetorical question. Helen snatched the jacket off his finger and 
pulled it on.

"That's my coat you're insulting."
"No, it's you I'm insulting. Anything to stop you gatecrashing this hotel. Helen," he leaned 

towards her, gentillesse was probably not his style, "you're a liability. Get out of my hotel."
"You're hotel? Mauro, you're just jealous." 
He couldn't win. He knew it, if he had any sense. His surrender was all over him, in his body 

language: his hands together in prayer underneath his chin, his eyeballs up and down and cheeks 
blowing out. The face of a clown, Helen thought. Maybe he was ready for one more request. She 
hesitated, stepping backwards and forwards.

"Now what?"
"Could you call me a taxi?"
Mauro was about to throw her through the doors, but the possibility of ruining the crest of the 

hotel, engraved in the surface of the glass, deflected his intention. "You are a very strange animal, 
Helen." He retreated behind the reception desk and rang a number; arranged for a collection: 
"Where to?"

"Sorry?"
"Where do you live, Helen?"
She hesitated, long enough to make her blush slightly. "Kampa Island."
"Kampa Island, apparently," he said into the phone. "Sure, you'll be doing me a favour."
Mauro said five minutes. After six minutes on the reception area clock Helen stepped outside and 

for the first time that evening breathed in icy cold air. It filled her insides with energy, lifted her a 
few centimetres taller. She gazed upwards above the cornices of the buildings on the other side of 
the street and took in a sky dotted with stars emerging to watch her next move. More and more 
appeared, curious to see tonight's Contessa reverting to a small human being darkened by the 
brilliant fresh snow, humbled by the stone enormity of the hotel facade, chilled by the air molecules 
beginning to freeze the fine perspiration across her forehead. 

Helen zipped her jacket up to her chin and stepped through the snow in the direction of Charles 
Bridge. Along the way, whenever the opportunity presented itself in the fine snow, she stopped to 
pick up a discarded tram ticket, a fallen receipt, an abandoned cigarette packet. Her pace quickened 
along the dry pavement beneath the Powder Tower before hastily slowing down again to hesitant 
footsteps as the crunching snow gripped the soles of her shoes. The pointed toes cut a bow wave of 
ice crystals that plumed upwards, drifting back against her bare shins. For a few hundred metres 
through the Old Town Square she deliberately kicked up cloud after cloud of freezing snow, 
allowing the sensation of cold to caress her legs like an icy lover. 

The tourist leftovers and litter of the alleyways leading towards the bridge provided more litter for
her collection until she had enough to be choosy about what she carried. Her pockets were full and 
her knuckles were beginning to turn blue as she gripped a clump of waste paper in each frozen fist. 
But the sight of the bridge and the possibility of her ritual on this perfect evening made her forget 
the discomfort. Turning from the snow-carpeted streets to the frozen cosmos of her night sky Helen 



searched for the moon.

-

The parapet was cleared of a capping of snow. The space was her usual position. Several metres 
from where she had her photograph stand, on the north side of the bridge looking towards the 
hillside and the cathedral towers warmed by the floodlights of the Palace surroundings. The moon 
hovered over the city. It was the brightest lamp she had gazed at all evening, more splendid and 
awesome than any Hapsburg chandelier, more fascinating than any opera patron or gourmet 
consultant. Sitting up on the parapet Helen eventually persuaded a small fire to ignite the collected 
litter she had gathered and arranged into a small circular pyre. The flames were tiny and shy, scared 
to glow in the enveloping chill of the atmosphere. Helen leaned sideways, across her legs dangling 
over the river side of the bridge, and blew gently across the flames. Her breath was loving and 
warm for a second; she was a patient friend, allowing the flames to think about growing and 
flickering more brightly. She blew again, and again, carefully, softly, ignoring the few passers-by 
who bothered to look at what she was doing: so many lovers preoccupied with their partners, so 
many kisses being exchanged on this starry moonlit bridge with its demure lamps and peeping 
statues.

Catching an eager lock of hair falling forward to encourage the flames, Helen continued to 
breathe her ideas across the fire until she saw what she wanted. A hesitant plume of dark smoke 
beginning to writhe and snake upwards from the increasingly vibrant heat. The fire grew larger, as 
wide as Helen's hand with outstretched fingers. Dancing now, twisting and spitting small tongues of
flame to meet Helen's breath, the smoke responded ever more voluptuously until she could follow 
it's upward journey. Skywards past the gothic wall of the Bridge Tower and its pinnacles and steep 
pitched roof. Onwards past the mix and match of the Little Quarter houses and offices, shop fronts 
and hillside walls. Heavenwards, reaching beyond the distant white walls of the Palace and 
Monastery crowning the hillside with its apron of bustling structures and skeletal tree canopies. 

The smoke journeyed upwards, taking Helen's transfixed attention with it until, serenaded by the 
emerging stars entering her vision, the target was struck. A swirling teasing band of dark smoke 
clouded the face of the moon. Helen grinned like a maniac, laughing gently, choking on the glee and
excitement of her successful aim. She sat back against the ornate bulk of the adjacent statue's base 
and waited a moment. The smoke intensified, forming its own shapes and fractal geometries. Helen 
considered the effect and then, raising her left arm, conducted more intricate patterns with the index
finger of her hand. She spun faces onto the moon, cupped her palm over the cloud before releasing 
the obstructed volume building up beneath it with a slight surge that momentarily obliterated the 
unblinking silver disc. Both hands now, she conducted a minor symphony of flowing strands of 
smoke, zig-zagging the veil left and right, waving the opaque mist up and down, paddling the 
huffing particles continuing to bloom as the parapet fire crackled.

Pretending to be exhausted, Helen settled to watch her private, silent spectacle. Reminiscing on 
the first time she ever carried out this ritual. She enjoyed being trapped by the need to perform the 
exercise every time Prague's sky was clear and the air was still. The opportunity was seldom 
presented and life was too short to miss the chance. Life was too short. Take every opportunity as it 
comes, her father would say. You never know when your time will run out. To this mantra she had 
added her own rule: be who you want to be and let others worry about who you really are.



2 OBSERVATION

The sound of a kitchen out of control filled the apartment. Parquet floors and a lack of rugs and soft 
furnishings made the din hard to ignore as it ricocheted through the small rooms and along the short
corridor linking the kitchen to the bathroom. Helen stepped through the doorway of the bathroom, 
sprayed herself with a cheap deodorant and wondered whether to investigate the noise. Inside the 
kitchen, Vitek, her flatmate, 'expense-sharer', trusting companion and occasional large shoulder to 
cry on, was dodging and ducking as a frying pan full of bacon spat at him furiously. The pan had no 
handle causing its objections to be even more treacherous.

"What are you doing?" She stayed on the threshold of the kitchen.
"Jesus," Vitek ducked again, "where did this bacon come from, Helen? It's still alive."
"Did you dry the pan before you started frying it?"
"No."
Helen was quizzing Vitek as he grappled with a teatowel, struggling to shove the raging pan off 

the heat.
"Did you let the bacon thaw? I bet you put it straight onto a hot pan. With not enough oil also..."
"I don't want fifty questions, Helen." The pan was shoved onto a rear element with a final 

dazzling eruption of burning hot fat particles. "Where are you going?" Without the distraction of the
bacon he was able to see, for the first time that morning, Helen dressed smartly in a suit. She looked
different; a radical shift from the usual jeans, tee-shirt /thick sweater combination. Her anti-winter 
costume, she called it. 

"I'm looking at an apartment. It's for sale at fifty million."
"I take it you're not going to be making an offer then." Aware of Helen's curiosity, he turned his 

attention back to breakfast and whether it was ready to accept its fate.
"It gets me out. And I like to see how the other half live."
"Yeah. More of a tenth than a half."
"Communist!" She turned back to the corridor to find her shoes. She had a dark leather pair that 

matched the colour of the suit, but they were drying out from last night. The snow had made them 
soggy. She found them next to a radiator, still noticeably damp. Frowning, she placed her hand on 
the radiator's flaking surface and shivered. 

"Where is this place?" Vitek had followed her and placed a hand on her shoulder as he peered 
down at the shoes.

"Rimska. It's a new development. We might get some ideas for this place." Vitek spiralled away 
groaning. "What's wrong now?"

"No ideas for this place, Helen. What's the point? We can't afford it, we don't own the place. 
Jesus, we don't even rent it. We could spend thousands doing it up only to be evicted tomorrow."

She frowned and watched him slink back to his bacon. "I don't think we'd raise a thousand 
between now and tomorrow." She received a dismissive flap of the teatowel and the kitchen door 
slammed shut. She knew what he meant, but he was so easily wound up. The squat was well 
established, why was he worrying? Money was coming in, everyone at the Circus was happy, to an 
extent. As happy as twenty four puppeteers could be sharing six thousand krowns a week. And now 
they knew someone who could get them Danish bacon for free. They had eaten it at every meal for 
eight days and Vitek was beginning to develop a blunt nose.

She imagined him skulking behind the kitchen door, forking the bacon into his mouth, gazing 
back in her direction and wondering: why him? When the short straw passed his way, why did his 
hand take it? He could have shared a house with others from the Circus; one of which was quite a 
big house not far from the airport. (Underneath the flight path, Helen had told him.) Instead he 



ended up here, in Zizkov, in a mud grey apartment block fifty metres away from a police station. 
Safe place, yes, difficult to find a parking place for the stolen car he drove, yes, and the risk of 
radiation poisoning from the tv tower which, according to people he spoke to, was too far away to 
affect him anyway, maybe. The greater risk was being sucked into Helen's bizarre world of haunting
photographs and fantastic tales, of double and triple identities and obscure conversations. Today he 
didn't want to talk, which was why he had shut the kitchen door. Helen carefully opened it and 
peered inside. Vitek wasn't looking back in her direction. He was stood over a sink full of pots, with
the frying pan uppermost. He ate the bacon hurriedly then rubbed his mouth with the teatowel, 
letting the plate and cutlery disappear into the crevices of the dishes.

"I'm going now," Helen said. Vitek nodded. "I'll see you later, lunch on the bridge?"
"Whatever."
"Whatever? Okay. Whatever. We can discuss the video..."
"No, no, no. Helen, no video. You are not doing the video."
"I have a great idea."
"No, you don't have a great idea. You're not even a video director. How can you do it? Look, I'm 

not even discussing it. Not now, not here, not on the bridge at lunch, where, I should add," he 
started pointing at her and then in the direction of the city centre, "Carp-fingers is still giving 
Francesca a hard time about copyright. You should be there to help her."

"She doesn't need help, you male chauvinist!"
Vitek raised his arms to his side and for a moment Helen waited for him to levitate, but it didn't 

happen. He waved her goodbye. She took her long rainproof coat from a steel coatstand by the front
door and left. 

-

"Commodities, yes, I hear that word mentioned a lot." The agent showing Helen round the new 
apartment was asking her about her business. An intriguing concept, he was thinking. You could see
it in his eyes. If his eyebrows came any closer he'd have one long thick hedgerow across the base of 
his forehead. 

"It avoids currency exchange. Nobody outside Bohemia wants to be paid in krowns. They would 
rather be paid in peanut shells than krowns. My father started the business in 1990: find something 
useful that Germans want, import their commodity, pay them with another commodity." Helen said 
all this using a tone of voice that suggested boredom, as if she'd explained it a thousand times 
before. The tactic worked. The agent ambled through room after room, pointing out every detail. 
The flooring was hornbeam imported from England, Helen liked that, doorframes were twenty 
centimetres wide and almost half a metre deep, lined with a dark hardwood, stained and polished 
until she could see the big brown eyes of her face peering back at her like a trapped spirit inhabiting
the grain. Luxurious curtains hung beside every window; the material was almost as thick as the 
quilt on her bed. Bluish-purple, with a feint modern pattern, possibly ethnic. When she saw the 
kitchen she grinned, picturing Vitek struggling to keep control over a stainless steel frying pan 
exploding on top of this stainless steel cooker set within a beech worktop. The whole room was 
light, light but warm, in spite of the amount of modern metal detailing the cupboard doors and oven 
unit. "What's this?" she asked pointing at the second sink.

"Waste disposal unit." The agent didn't sound too sure.
Cooking utensils came with the apartment. Luxury. Opulence, possibly. Her apartment came with 

a different draft depending on which wall you were standing next too.
"It's very beautiful. I like the location. Shame about the view."



"The view." The agent wasn't aware the apartment had one.
"Yes, there isn't one! I suppose I could grow to like rooftops."
"Well, you are paying for the maintenance of the building, security, basement parking, brand new 

equipment in all rooms."
"No furniture though. I was hoping it might be furnished. I spent three months choosing the 

furnishings in the place I have at the moment. I don't have time or the patience these days." 
"We could arrange to do that for you. I know someone who specialises in interior decor. I could 

speak to him." 
Helen hummed, considering the option for a moment. "Can I see the bedroom again?"
"Of course." He led her back to the vast bedroom with its en suite bathroom, a bathroom almost 

as big as the whole of her apartment. The bath itself reclined in the middle of the room. An 
extraordinary position for it, she thought. And with its own wooden shelf all the way round the lip 
of the enamel tub. She had suggested that the ornate taps were not in keeping with the modern look 
of the bedroom. Yeah, yeah, the agent had said, twitching. He'd mention it to the architects. Helen 
didn't like that response. It was a surrender without really addressing the issue. 

She entered the bedroom again. Her high heels clipped the flooring, sending a minor shockwave 
through the bare expanse of the room. The walls were white, reflecting brilliant light like an arc 
lamp. But a single print, three metres by two, of a painting by Kokoschka, flooded the room with a 
balancing palette of colour that was almost moving within its  slim dark timber frame. Helen had a 
smaller print of Kokoschka in her own bedroom. Imagine the surprise when she saw this, a 
confirmation of her taste, of her judgement; to see this print in a  fifty million krown apartment. Her
head dropped, wondering hopelessly whether to make the offer she knew she couldn't possibly 
make. It was moments of coincidence like this, cruel moments, when she was reminded who she 
really was. What she really was. "Do you like Kokoschka?" she asked trying to distract herself.

"Who? Is that the artist?" The agent considered the print. "No, I think it's an acquired taste."
A thought occurred to her and she made a hasty suggestion to return to the dining room. She'd 

already mentioned doing business occasionally in the apartment she's looking for, and asking to 
look again at the bedroom had reminded her what Mauro said in the hotel the night before. "Your 
colleague, the furniture person, maybe he can look into the sourcing of some business furniture; 
bedroom and lounge need filling." she floated across the floor of the dining room as she led the 
agent back through the open doors of the apartment. Thinking out loud all the way. "Dining table. 
I'd use the second bedroom as a meeting space." (She regretted saying that!) "A few extra prints of 
Kokoschka, I love his work. Love it. What do you think?" She turned to find her companion taking 
out his mobile phone and dialling a number. 

"I'll speak to him now, if he's around." A conversation took place, one sided and brief. Helen's 
heart danced as she heard him arrange a meeting in a restaurant nearby. The chance of a free meal 
that wasn't bacon.

-

The restaurant turned out to be another pizza parlour with a French name! Le Petite Monde. It was 
indeed petite and thankfully not very busy. "He doesn't have a lot of time at the moment, so it's 
good of him to come along and meet you." The agent squeezed himself into the gap between table 
and wire framed chair. 

"You're quite big, aren't you." Helen slid into position and couldn't help laughing as her new 
friend wrestled with the furniture. Men at odds with their surroundings always made her grin.

"My wife constantly reminds me of our food bill."



"Ah. I could get you free Danish bacon." He didn't respond to the offer. She wasn't ready for 
pizza. When she and Vitek had the money, and were sick and tired of bacon, they would slip round 
to a pizza place in Zizkov. There was no wine on the menu here, in spite of the spurious French 
connection, no tempting food either, just the usual array of cheese and this, deep pan that, garlic 
bread, garlic mushrooms, garlic garlic garlic. She hated garlic. One of the beauties of Danish bacon 
was that it didn't lend itself to a garlic garnish!

She chose a seafood pizza and soup. The agent stuck to simple cheese and tomato shallow pan 
effort with no extra bits and pieces. Two bottles of water depressed her, but the only alternative was 
fruit juice and cola. 

Two men arrived at the same time as Helen's order. One man, big and old, in a very light grey 
suit, stood next to the agent and understood him for not trying to stand up to shake hands. Tomas 
Valova pulled a chair from a nearby table. He looked familiar. Helen had seen that face somewhere. 
Those eyes, tiny eyes in a floating sea of veined cheeks and dropping laughter lines around the 
mouth. She had seen those creases running down from either side of his nose, like dry river beds in 
a desert. His ears were enormous. Did his parents pick him up with them when he was a child?

The second man, by contrast, was probably just big enough to be made up of the excess skin and 
bone removed from Valova in some earlier medical experiment. Inhabiting a dark brown suit, his 
body was probably thin if his cheekbones were anything to go by. His hair was thick, woven from 
the same prickly material that formed the agent's eyebrows. He was like a young Wittgenstein: 
bothered and ashen, as if he had stepped out of a black and white photograph to reveal that he was 
colourless in real life. He carried a leather folder. Quite a large one. It was big enough to carry some
of Helen's larger prints that she sold in A2 frames. He clutched it as if it radiated heat. 

"You are in the export business..." Valova waited for a name.
"Helen Siebert." She shook his hand delicately. "That's how the business began when my father 

started moving things in and out of Germany. Now I do a lot of business as a photographic agency. 
It's a worldwide business now." She offered a toast to technology and the internet.

"Yeah, the internet." Valova laughed and his body wobbled. The second man smiled at him and 
then glanced back at Helen. "You deal with the Vietnamese?"

"Grief no. Garden ornaments are not my thing."
"She's a joy, isn't she!" Valova and the agent laughed. They knew something she didn't, but why 

ask? "Well, what do you want in this new apartment you're being extorted for?"
"I haven't decided exactly, but it would amount to sitting room furniture, bedroom furniture, 

dining room and office space provisions. I'd make out a detailed list for you if you're interested."
Valova didn't order anything. A single wave of his hand, the size of a bear's paw, made the waiter 

vanish. His tiny eyes began to expand as he checked out where Helen was coming from. She was 
aware of the smaller man beginning to cook next to his leather hand-held radiator. "You don't have 
your own people who can do this for you. You have a head start in the trade, don't you?"

"I can find as many pictures for the apartment as I want. Original Kokoschka even. But I don't 
pay myself to find my own furniture, Mr Valova. My time, like your time, is money. And please 
don't misunderstand me, but my time is probably worth more than yours." Leaning forward onto the
table she challenged him to be outraged. Instead he smiled, ever so slightly. Enough to disturb the 
course of the dry river bed on the left side of his face. 

"Where in Prague are you at the moment?"
"Prague. Who said I was based in Prague? You can contact me in Plzen." She acknowledged the 

agent again. "I'll leave you my contact details and maybe, when you have something, you can get in 
touch." He agreed, trying not to let a mouthful of cheese embarrass him. "Good." Helen sat back 
and smiled brightly. "There it is."



"You said you do business in Germany. Nurnburg?"
"Yes. And Frankfurt."
Valova rubbed his chin. "How often do you go there?"
"Every week. I stay for a couple of days usually. I have a small office in Nurnburg."
Valova was considering something. His pupils had dilated to mere pinpricks of black. "Fine." He 

was suddenly animated again. "Fine. I'll get to work on it, but it may be a week or two. Don't expect
anything in a hurry."

"Well. you can't really do anything until you get my detailed list, but I'll try to leave something 
within the next couple of days. Let's say, tomorrow morning." The agent agreed. He didn't mind, it 
was all commission to him.

Valova and his shadow were up and off. A brisk crunching shake of the hand was the last contact 
with him before the agent also said he had to leave. Helen stuttered. "The bill, do you want me to 
collect it?"

"No, no." he insisted. He also left half his pizza. They exchanged phone numbers -Helen writing 
hers on the back of one of the agent's own business cards. And then shook hands. She reassured him
that she was very interested if Mr Valova could come up with some decent examples of furniture. 

"To match the rooms, of course. I don't want just anything. The first thing he comes across." The 
agent confirmed Valova's expertise.

"He's busy in this area," he said. "This is his restaurant."
"Really." Helen was disgusted. " And who was the puppet?"
"Probably his accountant, solicitor, I don't know. Son; who knows these days."
"Right. You'll excuse me for not leaving with you. I don't like to see food wasted."
Of course not, the agent couldn't care less really. Within a moment he was gone, forgotten, out of 

her life for good. The pizza was delicious, both of them, and she considered the possibility of a fruit
juice after all. Valova's fruit juice. Valova, the what? Legitimate businessman; car dealer; real estate 
developer; money launderer; drug dealer. He could be all those and none of them. Furthermore, if 
this was his restaurant, he could be back at any minute. Helen gulped down the last bit of pizza and 
left.



3 LIFE IN THE IMAGE

Back to reality, she thought. Three words that always came to mind whenever she stepped away 
from a scene, a scenario, another charade. This was the comedown moment, the cold turkey 
following her fix. The air outside the pizza restaurant was colder than she remembered it to be 
before she went in. Her coat was showerproof, useless against sub-zero temperatures. The walk 
back to the bridge was unacceptable so she took the tram, buying a ticket and a newspaper from the 
first kiosk that came into view.

There was time to browse, but the cold air was making her outstretched arms numb. She 
abandoned the effort just as her attention was caught by a headline. 'York Storyteller's Festival 
Resumes After Year Out.' What was that all about? The tram arrived and carried her away from the 
scene of the deal that could never be.

The city was riding over her as she trudged up the incline beneath the Old Town Bridge Tower. 
The traffic was its usual relentless snarl up, but she ran through a gap followed by a crowd trusting 
her judgement. Francesca wasn't visible. The photograph stand was. As Helen approached she could
see Francesca fifty metres away talking to him, the big guy, all tracksuit and bare flesh at the end of 
the sleeves and squeezed between collar and cap. She approached calculating her first strike, her 
opening salvo.

"Helen, my number one fan." Carp-fingers sensed the woman behind him and turned away from 
Francesca. "I've been looking at your latest collection and I have to say I find it somewhat familiar."

"It's called deja-vu. You're lucky to have the gift."
"Yes, I am the gifted one, aren't I."
Francesca saw the opportunity to return to Helen's stand and open the soup flask for the first time 

that morning. She left the two protagonists facing one another. Helen stared down into Carp-fingers'
fat chest, forehead to stubble-grazed chin. 

"I've been told that you have a problem with my work. Again," she said. "What is it with you, are 
you so stupid that you can't understand the subtle differences between what you do and what I do?"

"I know what you do. You copy. You're a human photostat machine."
"Are these your latest prints?" She asked him as she turned to acknowledge a small collection of 

photographs. Photographs, perhaps ten different views hung up for assessment. The prints were 
reproduced in different sizes from a few centimetres across to prints as big as the folded newspaper 
Helen had under her arm. They were slightly out of focus and overexposed in a  way that made the 
night scenes look like dark November afternoons. His steps up and down Hradcany were flat 
against plain garden walls. "Where's this?" Helen was baffled by a shot of the cathedral.

"What do you mean where's this? It's St Vitus. Everyone recognises St Vitus. Except you."
"That is not St Vitus. That's just a church that could be any church in Europe. Look at it. St Vitus 

is over a thousand years old, does this building look that old? Where are the ghosts, where is the 
echo of the ceremonies that have taken place in there?"
"What are you talking about? That's the difference between you and me, Helen. You talk all this 
bullshit about what is in your pictures, but at the end of the day, they're just the same as mine."

"They are not the same as yours. Your photographs are of stone and wood, mine are of faces and 
shadows. It's not what you capture in the viewfinder, but what you perceive to be there. You try to 
convince the viewer that what you imagine is real."

"You're mad." He turned away from her and watched the flow of people passing by.
"Yes, I know. That's what makes me a better photographer than you. If anyone is the photostat 

machine, it's you."
"That doesn't answer my question, Helen." He was beginning to move towards her stand. She 



followed him closely, tired and irritated by his large intransigence, his lack of understanding. She 
could cope with his accusations and his ignorance if he made the effort to understand what she 
meant. He was supposed to be an artist, wasn't he, caring about his job, his vocation? Why was he 
so philistine about it? Why didn't he care? Why didn't he at least pretend to care?

"See, look here. Hradcany, St Vitus. Oh, and what is this, if not the Astronomical Clock."
"There are only so many tourist favourites in one city," Helen said. "Do you think I'm going to 

photograph something that doesn't exist? Or maybe photograph the parliament building in Budapest
and say it's right here, in the Jewish Quarter somewhere, if you look hard enough!"

"Don't be silly."
"Look closely." Helen shoved his head forwards towards the prints. She whispered in his ear, 

looking at him as he looked at the print in front of his nose. "Look at the frosted surface of the snow
on those steps. What do you see?"

"Sludge."
"Sludge! Look at the footprints. Where do you think they're going? Whose footprints are they? 

Have they left a small house somewhere in the area, perhaps a guy leaving his mistress and 
returning home to his unsuspecting wife whom he's been married to for twenty years. Or maybe 
they belong to a businessman who sold his car to pay off that one final killer debt. Perhaps it's the 
same guy on the way to the house of his mistress, or an assassin checking the sight lines of the 
windows of the Royal Palace. Now he's coming back down to the city centre for one final absynthe,
one last sip of courage before he reassures himself that his aim is accurate, that his nerve will hold."
She shook the guy's head. "Whose footprints are they? That's the real question of the picture, not 
where is this, or when was it taken. Who is the human being leaving their mark, their impression on 
this frozen moment? That mark is indelible, it can never be removed, not now that I have 
photographed it. The adulterer is captured if he only knew it, the assassin has been followed. Maybe
there is someone standing just around the corner: the wife, the detective, the lover waiting to 
surprise her partner. This city is full of stories, there is a myth on every street and that is what you 
should be photographing, not stone and wood. You'll find that anywhere."

"Like I said," the guy had become aware that Helen was no longer forcing him to look at the 
picture, "mad." He stood upright and spoke to Francesca who was watching a group of young 
tourist from Italy shouting their 'bello, bello'  enthusiastically at someone in the distance, unseen. 

"Yeah, mad." Helen repeated. "What's your excuse?"
He left, saying nothing more as Francesca let the steam from the soup warm her pale round face. 

She grinned as the defeated enemy lumbered away, back to his ordinary den, his mediocre two 
dimensional world. "One day you two will be married," she said. Helen fired out an indignant 
laugh.

"Maybe. Should I feel sorry for him? I mean, he's just trying to earn a living like the rest of us. I 
just wish he could see what I was saying. Am I crazy?"

"No, not crazy. Obscure maybe. I look at that photograph you mentioned and I see the lamp on 
the wall and wonder who lights it. What a job that must be."

Helen examined the picture again. "Who lights it? Is it gas? It can't be gas, can it? No, it's 
electricity..." Francesca was grinning behind the transparent veil of steam. "Oh yeah! Good, nice 
one. I'm going back to the flat to change my clothes. I want to do a few hours with the blacksmith, 
okay."

"Okay." Francesca's voice rose through the octaves as she accepted the solitary task of being 
alone on the bridge again. Questioned by tourists, serenaded by drunks, photographed by Japanese 
students, dragged into long incomprehensible bargaining exercises by American men, told by one 
English woman after another how beautiful the pictures were (never bought any though). The soup 



would run out just as Vitek or some other member of Circus Inferno would come by to take an order
for lunch or bring a few burgers from Wenceslas Square. It was the same every day. Only the 
weather changed.

-

The tram back to Zizkov wasn't crowded. Helen sat down and began to feel her neck straining, 
straining to turn to face the reflection of the man who had got on the tram farther back. He couldn't 
hide. He was thin enough to stand behind a ticket machine, but his portfolio gave him away. The 
same man who was in the restaurant was now sitting ten seats behind her. Ten was a guess, but 
that's how it felt. That's what Helen's paranoia told her. Coincidence was possible even in a city 
where nothing happened by chance, everything was the cause of something else. Each individual 
event was the end result of a chain of events going back to Ludmilla's first barked order to her 
family, and little son Wenceslas  establishing this spire-obsessed town.

What was the score now? Would he move up towards her, one row at a time? The tram wasn't full 
enough to cause a human obstruction. She hated this. Her arms were beginning to stick to the inner 
lining of the sleeves of her suit. A discomforting shimmer of sweat was building around her neck, 
the fibres of her scarf irritating the increasing sensitivity of her skin. Who else was on the tram? Old
people in the seats around her, a middle aged man opposite, tucking his chin into the thick collar of 
his sweater. He didn't look the type who got involved, didn't look assertive enough. What she 
needed was another reflection of the skinny guy in the dark brown suit, a vision of that oversized 
portfolio hanging in a sheet of glass somewhere in front of her, where she could watch him, live 
with the pretence that he was there in front of her and not ten rows back where he could be up to 
anything. 

The amount of litter increased in the world outside the tram. Illegally parked cars were being 
ticketed, shop fronts displayed power tools next to cheap adverts for Givenchy and fading Blue 
Stratos. The weeds were bigger here, healthier than most of the people shuffling past them. Helen 
had often thought that most of the dust coating every pavement and wall was once part of someone's
skin, a whole human race abandoned and scattered across this retail procession of fantasies and 
wish lists. The tram stopped and Helen dived for the doors.

There he was. Embarrassed to be caught in such a hastily arranged predicament. His portfolio 
buffeted by the wind as if to say: 'here it is'. His hair was an animated mess, everything about him 
was loose; the panels of his cheap odious coloured suit, the tail of his overcoat, so neutral that Helen
hadn't noticed it before, but there it was, with a belt wafting and twitching where the ends hung 
from the loops at his side. And the chill that must have been blowing down the chasm of his shirt 
collar was probably freezing his stomach.

"Tell me," he said, his voice barely audible above the noise of traffic, "why would a 
businesswoman like you travel by tram? You get your car stolen?"

"What do you want Mr...?"
"Don't ask. You didn't answer me." Close up he had an immaculate complexion, in spite of his 

skin being drawn tight across the skull beneath it. "You travel light and cheap. I bet you're staying in
the Aron aswell."

"I prefer to travel in a crowd, and I never take a taxi in Prague."
He had a good look round at the environment surrounding them. A wide road, sickly looking grass

in the central reservation. More grey buildings, subtle differences in tone and quality, but still not 
much to choose between the grey of the stone and the grey of the mud that framed the grass. "This 
is a lovely district, isn't it? Do you come here often?"



"It's my old neighbourhood. I haven't been back for a year. No, I tell a lie, my old neighbourhood 
is about ten minutes walk from here, but I jumped off the tram early because of you. Why are you 
following me?"

He was on the spot. Couldn't argue with her after the haste he had shown leaping through the 
doors of the tram, almost having the portfolio ripped from his grasp. "Maybe it's better if we talk 
indoors."

"I've had too much pizza for one day."
"I bet you have."
"There's a cafe up here. I think your suit will match the interior."
The cafe was a smoke stained room with a tiled wall behind a counter serving food that was no 

different from the photographs of it on the wall. And the photographs had been fading away for 
maybe five years. Three men filled with fat and nicotine didn't budge when the two strangers asked 
for coffee. Helen and the brown suit sat down. "Tell me your name or I won't talk to you."

"Jan. Okay."
"I don't believe you."
"I don't care. I'm more interested in you and Germany."
"Why Germany?" One of the fat men at the counter turned out to be the owner and brought the 

coffees over to the table. Jan paid him without hesitation.
"Nurnburg and Frankfurt? Do you have access to safe deposit boxes, or anything that's secure? 

Solicitors or something like that?"
"Yes. I have. I take it you're going to ask me to leave that somewhere safe."
Jan brought the portfolio up onto the table and placed his bony right hand flat on top of it. His 

cufflinks were gold. Something about them told Helen they were solid. The shine was slightly dull, 
but the surface of the metal was pristine, like Jan's skin. No discolouration, no oxygenation 
revealing a brassy sublayer. His tie pin was the same. Holding in place a plain knotted length of 
material that could only be silk. Helen recognised silk at a hundred metres. 

"What is it?"
"They're drawings. Prints. They're not the originals, but they are special, and you must show them

to anyone you meet. Talk about them, discuss them, bring them to people's attention."
"Drawings of what?" The portfolio was leather, giving of a scent of tanin, slightly antisceptic, 

strong enough to conceal the smell of the coffee. 
"It's too much to explain now, but there is a new development planned for Prague. The Strahov. 

It's been passed around for years, nobody wants the responsibility. Here is someone's vision. It 
deserves credit, it deserves all the attention it can get." He spoke with a sarcastic finality in his 
voice; the project, the Strahov up on the hill, done and dusted, past the point of no return the tone of
his voice was saying. The regret almost pleaded with pedestrians rushing past the window outside.

"Paste it up on the walls around the station," Helen said.
"No, no. You don't show these drawings in Prague." Jan wasn't interested in his coffee. "No-one in

this city knows about this. People, people like Tomas Valova, want all this to be a secret for a little 
while longer. And I don't blame them. Vienna," he added as an afterthought, "you don't go to 
Vienna?"

"No..."
"Good. That's okay."
Why was he nodding? Why was he squinting and grinning like an old grandmother. Helen's 

anguish was gone, it had jumped off the tram with her and then blown away. Now she was curious, 
a little disappointed. The fear was bogus, like the man, Jan and his cufflinks worth more than his 
suit, the accessories attached to his cheap body. And his story; Helen was so confused she sipped 



the coffee regardless of the effect it might have on her.
"Do you want me to take the portfolio, it looks expensive." The smell hit her again. "Maybe you 

can keep it, then no-one will know you've given the drawings away." He seemed to agree with that. 
She kept them folded, unseen, hidden inside the pages of her newspaper. He went one way, she 
went the other, northwards, towards her flat, her old neighbourhood. She stopped for a moment and 
looked back, but he was gone. Finally succumbing to the wind and the brittle chill that solidified 
anything too weak to keep moving. He was gone. Taking his suit and his gold and silk elsewhere. 
From where he came from; that other world outside Helen's perception. And he left no footprints.



4 WHAT MEN MAY BE

"Wrap up."
"Wrap up!" Helen slumped down onto the arm of the chair Vitek was sitting in. She waited for a 

reaction. "Wrap up. I am a native of this city, you a mere Romanian. How can you tell me to wrap 
up in my own city."

"Okay, okay. Forget I said it. Pretend I don't care about you."
"I know you care about me, and it's sweet. Don't think I haven't noticed."
"Yeah. I've noticed how much you notice. Where I come from you'd be under a lot of suspicion."
"Really. What, spy or supernatural?"
"I've got some good news for you."
"Oh." She leaned closer, teasing the side of his face.
"There is one slice of bacon left. Tomorrow we can start eating normal food again." He never took

his eyes off the football on tv. When Slavia played his world paused around him. Only Helen could 
maintain a sense of movement in his petrified surroundings.

"And what do we eat now?"
"Whatever."
"Fine." She jumped away from the chair arm. "Will that be grilled or baked whatever."
Vitek spoke again. It must be half time. "Some of us were talking about a trip to England." Helen 

rewound to her previous position.
"England. The Storyteller's Festival?"
"Yeah, what, Jesus, how did you know about that?"
"I read about it, well noticed a headline."
"A headline? It was cancelled last year. After the British Prime Minister's murder they called it 

off. Can't think why. But anyway, we thought we'd take the show over there. It'll be  a good 
atmosphere."

"Everyone going?"
"Most of us. We'll take a couple of the vans and park up outside the city. Like a true Romany..."
"You! Romany. You're as Romany as the blisters on my feet. Why don't you get the video 

prepared for when you're there."
"You do this every time." With suddenly aching limbs Vitek grumbled out of the chair. "The video

again."
"Think about it, moron," Helen, fully dressed for the outside world, followed him through the 

apartment, "you can have the live show and a video performance alongside. It will be high-tech, a 
spectacular. There's time to do it. You're a technophobe."

"Helen, you can't do it. You don't know the first thing about it."
"Just wait a minute." She grabbed him by the arm, forcing him to face her. He saw anger, real 

anger in her eyes. "I'm not  a technician. I only want to suggest the idea, the shots, the direction. 
You're scared aren't you?"

"Go to hell."
"Yeah. Hell that's it, isn't it. Superstitious boy, frightened of the devil, aren't you? That's the real 

reason."
"It's a shit idea, that's the real reason. People selling their houses to the devil. How do you put that

to music. Tell me that?"
"The Devil dances with joy, after he's persuaded them to sign away their houses and their souls. 

It's an ancient theme: the eternal bargain, the damnation of greed, payback time. It's gorgeous, it has
symmetry. The homeless peasant with nothing to sell, but keeping her soul. What's wrong with 



that?"
"Before the Devil Dances is a children's fairy story. We don't do fairy stories, fantasies, or any of 

that infantile myth, legend, folklore crap that you love so much."
"It isn't crap. It's allegorical!"
"Go out, Helen. You're keeping your tourists waiting."
Suddenly, there was silence, an unnerving silence as Helen leaned backwards against the corridor 

wall and gazed at the paper beginning to droop from the ceiling. A single wire ran to the lamp from 
a badly repaired hole in the outer wall. The wire was a train of thought leading to a bright idea. 
Vitek followed it, waiting for Helen to speak, to reveal this mind fog that was now forming into 
shapes and suggestions. "What? Is this revenge or a peace offering?"

"York. A lot going on in York from what I've read. Milan Kundera might be there."
"He lives in Paris."
"He should be living here in his own city. But he isn't. He might be in York. It's a possibility. But 

for your information that's not what I'm thinking."

-

"So over there is One-eyed Jan Zizka, and that statue is the biggest equestrian statue in the world. 
Had he lived to see it he wouldn't have been able to see it because Jan Zizka was blind." Helen 
spoke with her back to the floodlit panorama of Prague, dotted and lined by a thousand street lights 
disappearing over the horizon. Her audience was a small group of English and French tourists. (One
Frenchman to be exact, who spoke English, which Helen thought was extraordinary. He took this as
an insult and wouldn't listen to her whenever she did her little presentations.) "He was also known 
as Lucky Jan, not so appropriate for a man who lost both eyes, and the district of Zizkov is named 
after him, celebrating a victory by the Hussites over Emperor Sigismund's Crusaders."

"What year was that?" asked an elderly woman who removed her glasses every time she spoke.
"1420"
"So he wasn't a communist?"
"Who?"
"This one-eyed chap."
"A communist. No, he was a Hussite." She expected the question: 'what's a Hussite', forcing her to

reel off the history lesson all over again. The English were so fastidious about their history lessons 
and dates. Helen came out every other night with a memorised list of dates and times, just to satisfy 
the rabid thirst of the English. The Frenchman had wandered off into another pod of the tv tower's 
observation deck. 

"Bit like being in a helicopter, isn't it?" Another old guy, not as old as the spectacled woman, 
accidently walked into the glass again not learning that it was closer than it looked when you 
approached it. "Whereabouts do you live, love?"

Helen took him round to the opposite window and pointed vaguely. "Over there. Domazlicka. 
There are trees outside our windows. Believe me."

"It's a fantastic view, isn't it?" He said again. Indeed it was and maybe he didn't quite appreciate it 
as much as Helen did, in spite of her coming up here at least twice a week, she never grew tired of 
it. It was a chance to view the extent of her world, check that the boundaries of her existence were 
still as difficult to define as ever. She told herself that the day she saw a wall along each horizon, the
moment the compass points became finite landmarks, she would go up onto the roof, if there was a 
roof, and throw herself off it. Helen had a theory that the human mind expanded to fill the space the 
body was inhabiting. So, up here, with infinite space all around, the mind became infinite, and thus 



capable of anything. It was good mental exercise. Better than doing crosswords.
"What is York like?" Helen's question stopped the man as he followed the rest of the group which 

had decided to look from another observation room. 
"York. It's really nice. Not as big as Prague, but old. Like Prague, you know. Well, I'm saying that,

but it's probably not as old as Prague. But some parts are, you know."
No, she didn't know. That's why she was asking. "Is it interesting?"
"Oh, yes. Lots of interesting places there."
"Where's that?" Others in the group, eager to ingratiate themselves with the guide, joined in.
"York. She's asking me about York."
"Very attractive city," said another guy very carefully. He was almost shouting aswell. "A bit like 

Prague."
Helen smirked, but hid the gesture behind a handkerchief. 
"There's the Minster. York Minster, and a museum. And a Viking centre aswell. Is it Viking?" The 

helicopter pilot, blustering and struggling for details beckoned some of the others to help him and 
give the foreigner some guidance. "Narvik Centre. And the Minster and I think there's a castle there 
aswell."

"It's not a big one, though." The voices were coming at her from all sides. "Lots of little streets 
like the Shambles."

"Shambles. What are shambles?"
"There's only one, love. The Shambles is the name of a street, a little narrow shopping street. 

There all narrow streets in the centre. And they do tours like this, at night. Ghost tours."
Helen's eyes exploded. Everyone, except the Frenchman, noticed her reaction. "Ghost tours. 

There are ghosts?"
"Teeming with them. Half of them are made up, mind, but yeah, ghost tours are popular at night."
"And the walls of the city. You can walk around the walls of the city." 
Helen wanted to be off. Was Vitek aware of all this, all this, this... phantasmagoria! Would he 

appreciate it. York sounded like a place crying out for a puppet theatre to finish off the detailing. 
Black theatre inside the nooks and crannies of the shopping streets. "Some of us were thinking of 
going to the Storyteller's Festival next year. We have a puppet theatre company. You might have 
seen our posters: Circus Inferno."

"There's the devil in York aswell, if you're talking about infernos." 
"What?"
"A little carving of the devil in one of the streets. Over a shop." 
York was off if Vitek found out.
Helen reminded everyone about the view, the communist satellite towns, distant bridge, another 

view of the palace, Vltava running like a glistening ribbon through the centre, (over a shop, was he),
National Museum, (one of the streets...), more spires, the church of whatsit, the Theatre something 
or other. She was on autopilot for a moment  until she became aware of the Frenchman staring at 
her. "Yes?"

"Can we go down now please, this is the third time we are in this observation room."
"Oh, sure." He'd spoken to her. At last.

-

"Why was the festival cancelled last year?" Helen was the only member of the group not out of 
breath as Nerudova hill was climbed. The tourists had puffed their way through Malostranske nam, 
hoping to stop for air at the Liechtenstein Palace, but Helen, like a woman possessed, had surged 



on, chatting all the way, blurting out bits of information, dates, names and events. She had lost the 
attention of her party until one man, desperately trying not to burst out of his multicoloured 
weatherproof jacket, made a plea on behalf of the group to stop. "I'm sorry. I wanted to get a  view 
of the Observation Tower for you." As the group looked westwards they all must have realised that 
the tower was visible from many parts of the city. There was no need for this leg bending hike up 
cobbled hill. "Well, there it is," Helen announced, leaving the subject of York out of it for a minute. 
"It's taller than the Eiffel Tower."

"It doesn't look taller," said the Frenchman speaking to her for the third time this evening.
"That's because you have to include the height of the hill."
"The Eiffel Tower has an antenna on it. So that is higher still now."
"But if you exclude the antenna, this is taller." One of the Englishmen had stepped alongside her 

to check out the Eiffel imposter poking out between the bare canopies of the hillside trees. "Are 
there hills in York like this?"

"No, no. It's flat. It's on the bend of the River Ouse."
"Ooze! What a name for a river. Is that what it does, or what it looks like?"
"It doesn't ooze as such. Just floods from time to time."
"Aye, bad floods this year," added another woman. "Threatened the Minster with inundation."
"Is that why the streets were a shambles?" Suddenly all the faces in front of Helen went blank as 

if she were talking Czech.
"No, love. The name of the street is The Shambles." Was this guy in the rainbow outfit going to 

start counting out the letters on the palm of his hand? Helen began to imagine the voices of the 
other members of the group. There was the old woman with the on-off glasses, the helicopter pilot, 
big voice who thought she was deaf and stupid, and now the potential sign-language speaker. Oh, 
and the aloof Frenchman. Not forgetting the aloof Frenchman, mon Dieu! Helen was beginning to 
lose control of the communication. Their accents were obscure, everyone different, equally opaque. 
"Where in England are you all from?" 

The response was a cross section of Anglo-Saxon origins: Guildford, Halifax, Gateshead, Upper 
Plumpton, and Toulouse. She had met him at a dance in Hereford, they used to work together for a 
locomotive works in Horwich, he lived in Gloucester for eight years, they visited their daughter in 
Tamworth when they could. What was it all about? Then the killer question was asked: "What about
you, love? Where do you come from? Have you always lived in Prague?"

"No, I'm originally from Plzen. Between here and the German border. How I came to be in this 
city is a long story, so I won't bore you with it."

"I bet a lot's happened since you've lived here." Yes, it had. Too painful to mention. Helen looked 
for comfort from the tower and sensed, acutely, the eyes of the group watching her, intruding on her
unexpected moment of solitude. She didn't know what to do next. 

"Does anyone have the time?"
A man who hadn't spoken all evening said: "Ten fourteen."
"Your mini-bus will be waiting for you at the foot of the hill. We should be moving on." She 

exited, snagging their attention as she barged through the group, downhill this time. They were 
eager to follow. "I'm sorry about the weather," she said. "Last week it was quite warm. A lot of 
tourists had come to Prague with winter clothing and they were almost walking about in tee-shirts." 
A minor gasp was shared by those behind her. 

"We're glad it snowed." The comment was greeted by mutual 'ayes' and 'yeahs'. Helen hoped to 
detect a rogue 'oui', but she was disappointed.

She suddenly stopped! Raising her right index finger she suggested "The golem!" Twisting round 
she locked onto their collected gaze and waited, just long enough to intrigue them and let them 



notice her slow blinking eyelids which were painted to resemble the eyes of a cat. "Yes. The golem. 
It was released at the end of the 16th Century by a Jehuda Low bar Beza-lei. A Rabbi. It ran amok, 
trying to work on a Sabbath, which was against God's law. So It was eventually stopped, but it 
escaped and to this day no-one knows where it escaped to." Each member of the group was treated 
to Helen's most intense point of attention; an unfriendly, disorientating examination, interrupted by 
the blinking reappearance of her cat's eyes. "Don't let it find you." A frisson of bizarre confusion 
stalked the group. "You'll never persuade customs to let you take it home."

-

"They're weird."
"Who are?" Vitek was still up when Helen got back to the apartment. She was almost falling 

asleep, fully clothed, in Vitek's chair. 
"English tourists. I can't understand what they're saying most of the time."
"Do they understand you?"
"Of course they do. I don't shout at them when I'm trying to make myself understood."
"Yeah. I didn't mean your pronunciation."
Helen ignored him, and his shorts and tee-shirt attire for sleeping in. He was leaning against the 

doorframe of the living room, listening to Helen's regular debriefing, which was always a mixture 
of confusion, amusement, and cross-cultural curiosity. "Do you now what they call their money? 
Quids. Tonight they paid 'ten quids each'. So, I made eighty quids for that lot. Don't know what the 
Frenchman called his money." Vitek was grinning. "And when they say yes, they say 'I'."

"I what?"
"Nothing, just 'I'. As if solipsism is the order of the evening, or their world is the only one that 

matters. I don't get it. They're all very nice, but some of them are just strange. And apparently York, 
I was asking them, is a shambles when it floods."

"Yeah, I read that England was having bad floods. Global warming, they say." Vitek's voice 
trailed away down towards his bedroom. He'd heard enough.

"Floods. I, that's what they said, Vitek." She closed her eyes and sang out to the ceiling. "I, it were
a shambles when the ooze flooded the city, luv! Let the plan begin. Hey, York," she said quietly to 
herself, "guess who's coming to dinner. You're gonna love me."



5  NO DANCING ON ANY DAY

Okay, so the good news is there's no more bacon. Vitek hated the sight of it so much he ate the last 
bit for his supper. In the early morning shuffle around the kitchen, frozen feet and a body shivering 
out of control, he searched every part of the fridge, opened every cupboard, every draw, looked on 
the floor, behind things, under things -cloths, teatowels and suchlike- and, at ten minutes past eight, 
declared there was no food in the house, unless Helen counted the fungus spreading across the 
corner of the ceiling in the corridor near the front door. Not a bite to eat. No crumb or particle, no 
rogue slice of bread or film of jam inside a crystal clear bottle scraped clean of the contents. There 
were edible things in the kitchen: butter, congealed cooking oil in a rusting frying pan. There was a 
carton of milk, half empty with contents of dubious origin. A bottle of orange juice with flakes of 
sediment lurking, waiting for that junction where the food tube meets the windpipe. A lot of fun to 
be had there! Vitek lurched about, his knuckles almost rubbing along the kitchen floor. Helen had 
arrived at the door just in time to witness this scavenge, this desperate manhunt for any available fat
and carbohydrate that the kitchen might contain.

"Here." She threw him a chocolate bar as he turned in response to her voice.
"Thank god for this. What do we do?"
"You could try eating it. That's what I'm going to do with mine." She was about to leave, but 

turned back. "I presume it's food you're looking for."
"There's nothing in the place, Helen. I'll only get money tomorrow."
"What's happened to your money from last week?"
"We've formed a fund for petrol, and the rest went on the ferry ticket to England, motorway tolls, 

food on the journey. Do you know how much it costs to get out of this country?"
"I know, I know. If you can't afford to go to England why are you going?"
"Desperation, I guess. Can't stay here all my life."
He sucked the chocolate in his mouth, aware of his life melting with it. Vitek, the Romanian 

immigrant, arriving in the Czech Republic at some ungodly hour in 1997, wearing one outfit, one 
pair of shoes and a wallet with 100 krowns in it. Helen wondered whether it had been downhill ever
since for him. Vitek, one of life's great success stories, a violinist, fluent in four languages, a degree 
in aeronautical engineering or something clever like that, gained during his time in the Romanian 
airforce. Now he was a puppeteer and one of the best in Prague. Against a black screen he would 
disappear and bring life to his figures, suspend reality for an hour at a time as the world became 
filled with grotesque marionettes and beautiful carved maidens acting out their fantastic lives in 
front of enchanted audiences. But occasionally he would regress to a pre-Darwinian figure, 
rummaging and scrubbing about for food and liquid whenever his funds sank below a certain 
critical threshold. Bad upbringing, you see, that's what Helen would tell her mother when she asked 
about him. Can't handle money, never had it before, doesn't last long now. How can you cope with 
something you've never had? Where is the fear of losing it?

"I'll get us something to eat when I'm out today. I'll bring something back. Do you want some 
money for today?"

"No, I'll get something to eat at the theatre. I know there's food there. What about you? You okay?
I'm sorry there's nothing in."

"Don't worry about it. I'll have some cash by the end of today. I'll change the English quids and I 
could draw something out of the wall."

"You're not wearing a suit."
"I'm not on official business today." She grinned, subconsciously planning and plotting. It had 

been a couple of days since she was last out 'on business'. And she hadn't got back to the agent to 



give him a definite decision about the apartment in Rimska. 
It was time to go. A swift cup of strong coffee was downed in one and then the outside world was 

taken on: cold wind, traffic noise, hardened snow, the lot. The tram was a rattling, hissing 
symphony all the way to Wenceslas Square. The compartment was packed, elbow to elbow, noses to
the floor, except for Helen's which lazily faced the shoulder blades of the woman in the seat in front
of her. It was a single seat, not necessarily wide enough for a newspaper, but the woman was 
managing to read the same page for the duration of the journey. Slow reader, thought Helen. 
Charging towards the Old Town, from under the railway line that was as chaotic and pathetic as 
Vitek's early morning ransacking of the kitchen, the woman celebrated the brief return to daylight 
by folding the paper over.

A familiar face stared back from the half-tone image midway down the page. The headline 
casually mentioned murder. The body had been dumped on the other side of the river in Troja, a 
desolate place to die. Two bullets to the back of the head. Recent killing. The sentences were short 
as if the copy editor couldn't be bothered to embellish the story. The name was Jan Maier, a forty-
nine year old architect. The same Jan, the same architect, who had followed Helen, passed on a 
drawing, or drawings, that she hadn't even looked at. Now they were still in her room, on a  table 
next to a book by Kafka, next to small harmless radio; in her room filled with insignificant objects 
and meaningless possessions; left idle, abandoned on a table that was worthless, that wobbled when 
you leaned against it. Drawings that were probably radiating the most extreme danger, responsible 
for the death of a man, and where was she, the new custodian, the night watchman, (watchwoman; 
what the hell was she now?), squeezed between the inside of a tram and a small man who looked 
like Woody Allen.

This was life probably, she thought as she stepped off the tram onto the platform just off 
Wenceslas Square. This morning she would handle hot iron, get smeared in cinder dust and end up 
smelling of burnt wood. Still, none of that would be as surreal or bizarre, or captivating even, as the 
events that had now taken her over. Was this real, she pondered, or was this a form of unreality that 
was gravitating towards the everyday, the banal. The newspaper seemed to think so. The story of 
Maier's murder couldn't have been more humdrum if it had been written by an emotionless  freak. 
The whole thing could turn out to be something and nothing by mid-day. On the other hand she 
could return home tonight and find the apartment trashed, Vitek lying in a pool of blood with his 
head cut off, her bedroom emptied in a rampant expedition looking for those drawings. They were 
no longer drawings, they were those drawings. They had become the reason.

And she had them.

-

Eleven o'clock and Helen's absent mindedness was beginning to threaten life and limb of everyone 
around her. She was ordered to stay away from the anvil and eventually sent off to talk to Francesca
on the bridge.

"I've been banished."
Francesca watched her black faced friend with a  mixture of awe and bemusement. "What is it 

about you?" she whispered as a tourist, probably German, slipped photographs in and out of their 
fastenings on the display boards. "Nothing is ever quite right with you, is it? You're like a lens that's 
not focussed properly."

"How much?" The German finally made his move. Helen stepped away to let Francesca 
negotiate.

"That one is three fifty krowns."



He bought it. Francesca placed the money in her hip purse and then found another identical print 
to replace the sold one. Helen came back to her, the black dust on her cheek smeared a little bit 
more, slowly travelling towards her top lip. "Am I odd?" she asked, as if it were the most ridiculous 
proposition to have to consider.

"Not at all." Francesca's tone was a little ironic.
"Vitek was saying this morning that he wanted a money making idea."
"He's always looking for a money making idea. I keep telling him crime pays, but his honesty will

starve him eventually." Francesca searched for things to do around the stand. She had made this 
small part of Charles Bridge her own, tucked nicely inside an alcove overlooked by The Madonna 
being bothered by a couple of Dominicans.

"Don't say that," said Helen. "Vitek thinks Tomas Dubarek is a genius for making half a million 
dollars renting tents to anti-capitalists, but I kept thinking that this morning when he was feeling 
sorry for himself."

"So?"
"So, there are connections, Francesca. Morphic resonance I think they call it."
"Yes, maybe you are odd."
"I have drawings of the Strahov Stadium. Architect's drawings. And now the architect is dead. I 

saw it in a newspaper this morning."
Francesca wanted to be distracted, but the bridge was relatively quiet. She was forced to think 

about what she had just been told; sort out the relevant words, make sense of those four sentences. 
She couldn't. She tried, but her expression was beginning to crumple between her eyes. Her thermal 
hat was slowly dropping down towards the bridge of her nose. She shook her head. "I don't get it. 
Are you saying he was murdered because of the drawings that you now have? Drawings that you 
know abut?"

"Ah, that's the thing. I haven't looked at them yet."
"So how do you know they're of the Strahov?"
"Because he told me about them..."
"You met him?"
"How else do you think I got them?" Every time Helen scratched her head another few particles 

of dust were being deposited off her fingers, aggravating the itch a little bit more. "He told me to 
tell everyone about the plans, but not here in Prague. Tell everyone outside Bohemia. But not 
Vienna."

"And how are you supposed to do that? You never leave Bohemia. When was the last time you 
left this city? Sorry, don't answer that. Why did he think you could tell everyone?"

She had to say. It was no big deal, well it was at the time, Helen supposed, fifty million krowns, 
that size of a deal. But no, significantly: "He followed me back to the flat, gave me the drawings, he
thought I was a businesswoman who travelled to Germany. I was only being nosy, looking at a flat 
in Rimska. I still haven't looked at them. They could be drawings of a drainage system for all I 
know."

"Well let's go and look." Francesca wasn't thinking about the stand. The photographs would have 
to be packed away and then brought back and then "It's only ten minutes to do all that. Helen, you 
have dangerous things in your apartment. You could be in danger."

"They could be waiting for me."

-

In the two years that Helen had shared the apartment with Vitek she had never opened the front door



as quietly or as nervously as this. Every step of the procedure was followed by a hesitation, 
checking for distant noises, footsteps on the flooring, voices in a room. Perhaps they, whoever they 
might be, had stopped when she stopped, listening out for her footsteps, her voice saying 'it's okay, 
there's nobody here'. Confident she was entering an empty flat she stepped over the threshold. The 
corridor seemed to be longer than usual. The doors to the rooms were all ajar, threateningly, 
beguilingly. Tempting. Hideous. She could feel Francesca's presence over her shoulder. A gentle 
movement of weatherproof material, and the squeak of her rubber soled boots on the dry wooden 
flooring.

The bedroom was the target. If they weren't in there, they wouldn't be anywhere in the apartment. 
If the drawings were still on the table they could arrive at any moment. If the drawings were gone, 
unlikely seeing as there hadn't been a break in, the whole issue could be history. Gaining confidence
Helen approached her bedroom door and gently pushed it open wider. The tumble and scatter 
looked like a break-in, but Helen recognised that everything was in its place.

"Here," she watched Francesca close the front door. When she entered the room Helen was 
already unfolding the first of the drawings. Francesca made a space on the table, shifting hairspray, 
magazines, a scarf and a box full of photographic negatives. "That's a nice scarf. Is it silk?"

Helen muttered, but continued examining the wide drawing with its bold black lines. She 
flattened it out on the table and joined Francesca's puzzled face, staring down on a plan, bird's eye 
view, of the familiar outline of the Strahov Stadium: the biggest stadium on the planet.

"Wien Commerzbank," said Francesca. It was a name that appeared close to the drawing's title. 
Helen was trying to comprehend the meaning of the words over the main mass of the drawing. A 

broken line, cross-referenced to other drawings, forming  a clear shape, superimposed over the 
rectangle of the Strahov. "Parliament Complex. A new parliament building. Financed by Wien 
Commerzbank, do you think?"

"That's what it seems to say. What's so mysterious about that?"
Helen waited a moment. "Maybe the President doesn't know about it. Maybe he's being evicted, 

through one of his bedroom windows. Who knows?"
"I don't think there'll be too much opposition to the Strahov being demolished. What did he say to 

you: nobody in the city must find out about it."
"But tell everyone outside Bohemia. Why is it relevant to everyone outside the country, but a 

secret for us here in Prague?" Helen straightened her back and waited for Francesca's response, 
which was slow in coming. 

"Perhaps it's not intended for our government."
Helen couldn't find a response to that. It didn't seem to make sense and yet there was something in

Francesca's words that Francesca probably wasn't aware of either. If a Parliament building was 
going to be built it made sense to build it here, on the Strahov site, up on the hill, close to the 
Presidential Palace. A grand location, watching over the city: its spires and squares, citizens and 
visitors. Standing back a dignified distance from the brow of the hill, slightly hidden by the trees, 
and displaced by the attention seeking Observation Tower with it's bogus height and presumptuous 
notoriety. Yes, tucked away, replacing the communist concrete wreck, the beached whale, the 
stranded ship; the cavernous rotting hulk of the stadium nobody wanted, next to the wasteland, bus 
shelter and sleeping alcoholics. Could anything as big as that be replaced without anyone down 
below finding out?

"That's what he was suggesting." Helen recalled the brief nervous encounter with the man and his 
suit, that windchilled garment with its holes and inlets. Francesca was unfolding the other drawings,
but there was nothing revelatory about them. The same annotation, Wien Commerzbank cropping 
up again and again, elevations showing neo-classical facades, Baroque detailing, pragmatic 



considerations about car parking numbers and 'rodding eyes'! 
The building would sit facing the city, with a large semi-circular plaza in front of the main 

entrance complete with a shallow, but majestic flight of steps, almost as wide as the building itself. 
A double row of four columns would flank the doorway to the building; a vast double arched 
feature two storeys high. The canopy, supported by the columns, had a vague outline of detailing, a 
final relief, maybe, of some time worn battle or ceremonial event, sketched from the distant past. Or
perhaps not so distant. The horrifying possibility that this triangular space, up there, cast in granite 
or marble, would celebrate 1989, almost made Helen throw up. She felt her stomach beginning to 
ache as her mouth dried. What a reminder that would be, watching her every day from the opposing 
hill, facing Zizkov, as she travelled down to the city centre. She would have the satisfaction of 
turning her back on it every time she went home, but that was assuming that home would remain in 
Zizkov. Something neither she nor Vitek took for granted. Vanickova, the road in front of the 
Strahov, was to be widened, the former Olympic Village obliterated to make way for the plaza and 
further empty space for ceremonial shenanigans. 

Francesca dropped another drawing on top of the masterplan. A detailed drawing showing the 
design for the cornice over the main entrance. "What do you make of that?" Helen studied it for a 
moment, but she knew immediately what it was. A figure, on horseback, surrounded by triumphant 
followers, carrying the flags of banners of a well known individual. On the ground a pavement of 
fallen enemies, arms reaching out for mercy, prostate figures beneath the hooves and feet of the 
mass procession above. The banners were repeated across the detail, but the central example was 
the clearest. It was that of Charles IV, Bohemian leader of the Holy Roman Empire. The words 
along the bottom of the scene stated: the centre of Europe shall be the centre of the universe.

-

Vitek clattered through the front door of the apartment, no doubt expecting himself to be alone in 
the flat. Imagine his surprise, his confusion, when he entered the living room and found Helen and 
Francesca sitting in the middle of a pile of freshly prepared mayhem of cushions and magazines, 
boxes and clothes trying to dry in the damp atmosphere. They were talking in a low conspiratorial 
tone of voice and immediately fell silent as Vitek wandered amongst them.

"Hi." Helen never said Hi like this, she was normally a bouncing ball of welcome, a vibrant host. 
Francesca stared at the wall facing her. She was gripping a cup of coffee with both hands.

"Who's dead?" Vitek asked. Helen's eyes rolled upwards. He joined them amongst the rubbish. 
"Good news good news, my fair Helen. Does the Golden Rose Festival mean anything to you?"

"The film festival. Is it in Montreux?"
"It certainly is." He moved again. The chair arm groaned painfully as his weight lifted off it. He 

moved out towards the kitchen, his voice filling the apartment. "We've had conversations all day, 
long heated conversations, Helen." He reappeared. "And do you know what about? I was opposed 
to the idea at first, but some people have more faith in you than I have" Now, at last, finally, the 
mood of the room affected him. "What's wrong?"

"Call it confusion." Helen was deliberately enigmatic, teasing Vitek with her concern. 
Occasionally she glanced at him to see if his reaction was the desired effect. His mouth hung open, 
still, as his eyes darted about.

"You still want to make that video?" He deliberately intercepted her game.
"What. Yeah, of course I do. You want me to make it. Hang on, what do you mean you were 

opposed to the idea at first." Helen stood up taking a cushion with her and beat Vitek savagely with 
it. "Of course I want to make it. Why the change of mind?"



"We thought we could enter it for the Golden Rose Festival. Short Film category. Why not? What 
can we lose?" He boxed off the cushion attack, retreating towards the window.

Something unspoken, or perhaps unspeakable, entered the room; an understanding, a sideways 
glance between the two women which suddenly changed the jubilance into an unsettled hesitance. 
Helen pulled the cushion towards her and her bit her lower lip. Francesca studied her, every move, 
every subtle message contained in the stiffening body language.

"Ahh, Vitek. Maybe it's not such a good idea." She waited...
"What?"
"Maybe you're right."
"Maybe I'm right. About what? Helen, they have spent the best part of the day convincing me 

you're the right person to do this video. The right person with the right imagination. Warped, I call 
it, ingenious they say. I'm not sure she has the discipline, but no, they talked about your ability to 
think of new money making ideas, they reminded me of your photographs: those black and white 
memories and reflections that seem to somehow instinctively capture the other dimension that exists
in this city. The world beneath this one. But no, I persisted, I told them that you had never done this 
before, that you wouldn't know which side of the camera to look into, that you don't handle music 
or sound. Four hours we argued. Four hours, Helen. I didn't realise how much I admired you until 
they pounded it into me how creative and inventive you are."

Helen was blushing, furiously. Her cheeks burning bright crimson. She grabbed the cushion 
again, positioning it in front of her fiery face, trying not to hear.

"And now you don't want to do it. Well, I'm sorry Helen, but I've got news for you." He tugged 
the cushion away from her and faced her, mouth to mouth, close enough to kiss. "You will make 
this video."

"I'd better go." Francesca stood up to leave. She hated being the spectator of these performances. 
"Things happening in this city, Vitek," she said out loud. "I'll wash the cup before I go, Helen."

"Okay. See you in the morning."
"Will you?"
Helen considered the question as she watched Francesca pass the room. Her squeaking footsteps  

preceded the door opening and closing and  a sudden heavy silence throughout the apartment.
"What about York?" Helen asked as Vitek stood guard against the window. He held the net 

curtains out away from the glass.
"York. York is a maybe. We're reconsidering that."
"Perhaps I should go on my own." Helen tried not to weigh her voice with too much regret. 

"There'll be things happening in York. I want to go."
"It'll give me time to study the story. Learn how the devil dances." He spoke quietly to the street 

outside. The evening had cooled considerably. A freezing bubble of cold air surged through the flat 
ever time the door opened. Helen could feel it now, like a small pack of dogs running around her 
legs, brushing her with icy fur. 

"When were you thinking of making the video? What timescale?"
"The sooner the better. Sooner rather than later. What's the problem, Helen? Why are you 

peddling backwards on this?"
"I don't know. I was surprised. Let me sleep on it, Vitek. Tomorrow morning I'll give you an 

answer. Maybe a storyline, a shooting script, frame sequences, storyboard. You know."
"Okay. Sounds good. Don't lose this opportunity, Helen. Second chances don't come around too 

often. Not scared of that little old devil are you." He let the curtains fall back across the window. 
The veil drawn across the night outside. 

"Not the devil, no. Who he represents... what he symbolises. That's what worries me."



"Curiouser and curiouser," Vitek whispered. "Who are you, Helen Siebert? I've never really found
out have I?"

"It's not who I am that should worry you." She dropped the cushion back onto the chair.



6 YORK

Where were you when it happened? When the news broke. Can you remember? Jay Marshall had 
been driving in her car along the same stretch of motorway she was on now. It was the M6 between 
Wigan and Preston and she was on her way to the BBC studios in Manchester. The evening was a 
warm August affair, almost warm enough to sit outside a country pub and reflect on where summer 
was disappearing to. Everything was calm, the traffic was moving, the fields on either side of the 
motorway looked passive and bore no signs of trouble or unrest. Pastoral, was the thought on Jay's 
mind as she allowed her subconscious to take notice of the radio as she concentrated on the road 
ahead.

And then the programme ended abruptly. She immediately recognised the voice of the Radio 4 
news announcer. Like an automated cue-card reader he went through the headline like it was a 
football result.

"Within the last half hour Number Ten has confirmed that the Prime Minister has died suddenly. 
Details as to the cause of death have so far not been released, but unconfirmed sources have said 
that he may have been shot dead. The Metropolitan Police are refusing to confirm whether the 
Prime Minister has been assassinated, but a press conference is due to begin in about an hour's 
time."

Jay wondered why her world was slowing down, as if it was expiring in sympathy. The sensation 
returned to her foot and she pressed back on the accelerator pedal and continued, drove on as other 
cars and small vans slowed to a walking pace, some pulling over onto the hard shoulder, others 
drifting over to the inside lane. All of them slowing, as if their fuel had run out. As Jay passed, she 
saw driver after driver, fiddling with their radios, turning up the volume, changing channels to hear 
more information, more scraps of news that anyone could find about this evening drama. Such a 
warm evening. It had been so tranquil up to that moment.

The rest of her journey had taken another forty minutes. Not long enough to hear the press 
conference, but that didn't matter as she was the press; a freelance journalist who had spent the last 
year investigating a security leak that had compromised the integrity of the Home Office, seen one 
Junior Minister resign in embarrassing circumstances, had upset Special Branch and earned herself 
the nickname 'Exocet'. On that balmy August evening suddenly quivering with the expectation of 
murder, she had seen her future unravel along the road ahead of her. In forty minutes Radio 4 had 
found enough pundits with a theory to fill a car ferry.

The Prime Minister had been on one of his usual 'fact finding missions' to the regions. A 
euphemism for letting the plebs know he was still here. His tour of duty had started at a Housing 
Association development on the outskirts of Tamworth. There he had pressed flesh with community
workers, civic dignitaries, the Chairman of the Local Planning Committee and a thirty one year old 
man with Down's Syndrome. All very photogenic, all very popular. The crowds yelled. Jay had 
caught the scene at the tail end of the lunchtime news on Channel 5 before rushing out of the house 
to escape her boyfriend's constant whine of complaints every time she had to go away for more than
twenty four hours. Hectic wasn't the word!

From the Housing association get together the PM had moved on to the shiny new office block 
that the Chamber of Commerce had occupied. It was, according to local business types, a symbolic 
gesture signalling new investment for Tamworth, and a bright new future for its inhabitants. 
Unemployment in the area was 2% below the national average. No doubt that figure would drop 
still further now that the Chamber of Commerce had its new office. A finger buffet was laid on for 



all of those present and then silence. Jay had shopped in Lancaster most of that afternoon oblivious 
to the fatal goings on in the midlands. As she went in and out of one shop after the other the Prime 
Minister was choking and croking somewhere on a toilet floor deep inside that brilliant glazed 
palace to commerce just a few miles east of Birmingham.

-

So, why the flippancy? As Jay zoomed past the Standish junction, less than a mile from where she 
had heard the news eighteen months earlier, the memories of what followed that broadcast came 
back to her. The events led to her present car journey, a full speed dash for York, away from her 
boyfriend, still whining and moaning about her leaving him and putting her job first. PMs die, but 
other things never change.

The first significant event was the press conference and the Metropolitan Police Chief Constable 
admitting that the Prime Minister had died of natural causes. No-one believed that, especially when 
he also admitted that a man, Bruce Gentle, aged 24 from Solihull, had been released without charge.
Of course he had; no-one ever murdered anyone using natural causes, but Bruce Gentle's story filled
the tabloids for about a week under the careful control of Max Clifford. Gentle was in the toilets 
when the Prime Minister collapsed. He told police he had had a disagreement with the PM over 
economic policy and floored him with one punch. He didn't mean to kill him, but Gentle had been 
long term unemployed, had gone through three New Deal programmes without success and was, in 
his own words, 'a bit pissed off with things'.

The real story was somewhat different. Jay didn't take long to discover that Bruce Gentle was a 
roofing contractor with a criminal record for burglary. Since leaving school he had spent a total of 
four years in gaol and was on probation on the day he met the Prime Minister in the gents of 
Tamworth's Chamber of Commerce. Jay had spoken to him two weeks after the police had released 
him. He was the stereotypical bullshitter, pub drinker, eight pints man who had caught the biggest 
pike, scored the fastest goal, driven the most powerful cars, but couldn't hang on to a girlfriend for 
love nor money. He strung out his story about chinning the PM in order to impress Adele, his 
partner who was threatening to leave him four days after they had first met. He was bragging, 
proving what a hard case he was knocking out Britain's number one citizen, changing government 
policy with a single stroke of his left hook. 

Bruce Gentle was charged with wasting police time and sentenced to four months, a lucky escape 
considering he was already on probation. Perhaps the Magistrate had a sense of humour.

All through the sorry episode Jay was bugging herself with a question. If the police had arrested 
Gentle, which was true -it was his version of events which were false- they must have known about 
him at the time of the press conference later that evening. So, why did they say the PM had died of 
natural causes when they had a  suspect for murder? They didn't know at the time that Bruce Gentle 
was a compulsive liar. Jay's inner suspicion, groomed through years of watching her boyfriend lie to
his first wife about where he was going and who he was meeting, was activated. What about those 
unconfirmed reports about a shooting?

-

Louisa Carnegie put aside any thoughts about bombs and bullets, terrorist assassins and skulking 
figures from Albania and Iraq. No, Louisa Carnegie rose into view like one of her television 
puddings. Everything about her was skywards. Her own career had been fast with an upward 
trajectory. Cooking on telly by day, living it up at night. Within six months of appearing on Channel



4 she had a  book on the shelves with the wholesome title 'Sorted for Meals and Whizz'. She came 
from Gateshead and had a Geordie accent thicker than her mascara. In a tv world of spiky haired 
Rhodes, lisping Olivers and skipping Ainsleys, her in-yer-face hocus pocus was like opening the 
oven door half way through a serious bit of roasting.

She was the girlfriend of Mickey Angelopoulos, a north east stationary millionaire who liked to 
give people a smack now and again. Together they toasted Newcastle before sweeping their way 
south like Vandals into the living rooms of bored housewives from Padstow to Inverary. Louisa 
Carnegie was a star. She knew it, she lived liked one, and in her quest for ever more exotic 
ingredients sampled goods and commodities from as far away as Colombia and the Golden Triangle
of South East Asia.

Eventually, as if her hair knew something she didn't, her television appearances became more 
extreme until she eventually scalded a floor manager and was threatened with legal action. The 
damages were undisclosed. Her new programme 'Grilled and Pickled' was pulled before the first 
show was aired and suddenly, like a mortar shell, her trajectory was heading downwards. Fast.

Such was her renown, she had provided a banquet for an official function in Carlisle when the 
Prime Minister was guest of honour as his President of the Board of Trade received the keys of the 
city. Acting as advisor to the catering firm  Connaught Templeton Ltd, she put on a four course 
splash that had everyone talking about sea food when they should have been discussing the balance 
of trade... It wasn't the first time she had laid on the spread for the PM and his yes-men. Five days 
before the PM's death in a Tamworth toilet Connaught Templeton Ltd had fed him at a function in 
London. Carnegie was nowhere to be seen until after the death when she suddenly, inexplicably 
appeared on Dutch television saying she had poisoned the meal with Amanita phalloides: Death Cap
to you and me. Picked fresh from a deciduous woodland somewhere in Essex. 

The whole charade was ludicrous, the police didn't ask for videotapes of the interview, Carnegie 
wasn't arrested at the airport when she came home the following day. Jay had thought the story a 
complete sham and wondered where Angelopoulos was in all this. He had done a bunk to 
somewhere a little less hot than the infernal surroundings of his permanently roaring girlfriend. 
Then Jay was shown a security video, not of the interview, but of the function in London in which 
the PM's wife could be seen slipping herself spoonfuls of his soup when he wasn't looking. Soup 
that according to Carnegie had enough poison in it to kill the whole of Scandinavia. The PM's wife 
was noted for a sallow complexion, but she was still alive, unlike her husband.

Jay wanted the autopsy report and was eventually informed that the PM's body had no trace of 
toxins at all, certainly not from mushrooms. Of course that was not the same as saying the body 
didn't have a bullet hole, but she let the story go and like everyone else considered Carnegie's story, 
not a mushroom hunt, but a wild goose chase! (Her editor refused to let her use that expression so it 
became a dinner party cliche.) Three months later, sometime around Bonfire Night, a stone cold 
sober Louisa Carnegie played a bit part on a Saturday evening cable tv show and admitted she was 
trying to attract publicity for her book 'The Fat of the Land'. A book no-one had heard of, 
unsurprisingly, as it had sunk faster than her reputation.

-

So many faces had drifted across Jay's vision in that eighteen month period. What she wanted was 
an answer. Several answers, of which the most urgent was 'how did he die'? The natural causes 
thing was too convenient, too mundane for a Prime Minister. And the cackling laughter that seemed 
to be heard in every room she entered buried itself in her mind as if she was being laughed at: Jay 
Marshall, the Exocet, the fact finder, as backward on this one as the rest of the country. The whole 



nation had forgotten, watched as a new leader was selected and moved on as if the whole thing had 
been a fantasy. For Jay, there was no fantasy. There was no fantasy because in spite of Carnegie's 
drug-fuelled hysterics and Bruce Gentle's non-existent swinging fist Jay had listened to another 
confessor, a third attention seeker, a man with a plausible story. Plausible to her, but his story was so
far fetched that her professional reputation would have been ruined overnight had she so much as 
mentioned his name to herself in the bathroom. His name was Philip Hunter. He was 40 years old 
and claimed to have worked at GCHQ.



7 THE COW'S CARCASS

So, Jonathan, why do you aggravate me so? Where do your nerves come from, those sensitive, 
easily offended little creatures that control you with such overwhelming authority? Jay was on the 
M60 carving through a procession of juggernauts towing one another through a slipstream of heavy 
metal. For some obscure reason, Jay the investigator had never figured out why convoys always 
made her think of Jonathan: that sprinting flat headed lover of hers with the nasal tones and the 
reluctant stubble. He wouldn't be able to cope with this sort of vehicular aggro, the argy bargy of 
joining the inside lane of a busy motorway. What did she see in him was another of those eternal 
questions that distracted her.

He left a forty year old wife to live with a thirty year old single woman. Jay was pretty; not 
stupendously so, she didn't turn heads when she walked into a room. She was dark featured, sported
a shortish neatly clipped hairstyle, and had a slight Mediterranean look about her. This wasn't her 
conclusion, she was asked time and time again if her parents were Greek, or Cypriot. Why people 
chose those countries and not France, Spain or Italy she didn't know. Jay sometimes wondered why 
her life was filled with so many unanswered questions. Or maybe there was nothing so inexplicable 
about her life; maybe she was just born to question everything. Professionally her curiosity had 
served her well, earning her a lot of commissions, and selling a lot of articles. Privately it made her 
insecure, paranoid, especially where he was concerned. Him. Yes, that lanky, pathetic Lancastrian 
with the habit of wearing his half moon glasses when he didn't need to.

Funny how heavy traffic makes you want to kill your boyfriend!
Jay was half listening to Radio 5 Live when Nicky Campbell's voice started to remind her again 

about Philip Hunter. Suspect number three. Basket case extraordinaire according to those who had 
met him. He wasn't a UFO freak, didn't eat lentils or twitch, had a flat which he shared with a 
woman who wasn't his mother, and told the most amazing story Jay had ever heard from an 
interviewee.

-

Bruce Gentle and Louisa Carnegie were distant spectres when Jay was ambling out of the Press 
Office of Number Ten on a boring December morning. Most of the reporters and journalists present 
were mumbling and shuffling when she bumped into someone from the Telegraph. The broadsheet 
that had described her as an Exocet was not her favourite newspaper, but she always had a smile 
ready for anyone who worked there. Call it camaraderie if you like, but it was intended to be ironic. 
"You'll be interviewing Philip Hunter soon" Jay was asked.

"Who?"
"Philip Hunter. He was arrested yesterday at the gates of Downing Street." Jay was aware of this. 

A lone individual had caused a rumpus, wanting to get to Number Ten. "They told him the PM was 
dead, but he was adamant he had to see someone. Grave danger, national security, all that was at 
stake. I don't think he was promoting a book, but you just don't know these days."

Jay had contacted the Met and the story was confirmed. Ten days later, or thereabouts, she 
received an e-mail from the man after he had read an article by Jay deliberately written to smoke 
him out of wherever he was hiding. They met in the cafe of his local library and he explained to her 
what was really going on. 

Hunter was dressed very casually, unlike a man you would normally consider to be a nutcase. He 
spoke carefully and Jay watched his hands as he held his coffee cup. She always watched the hands 
of interviewees; shaking or dithering was an uncontrollable giveaway that something was not quite 



right. But Hunter was different. His hands were steady, very calm. He scratched the side of his face 
and played with his spoon a lot, constantly stirring his drink between taking long enjoyable gulps. 

He had worked at GCHQ for eight years. He wasn't around during the trade union disputes with 
Thatcher, but if he had been there he would certainly have been one of those calling for 
employment rights like any other civil servant. He seemed to invite Jay's approval, but she returned 
his deep gazing spell with her own stern expectations. He went on, describing a number of jobs he 
had after leaving Cheltenham and then, having drained his coffee cup, he came to the punchline. He
had a pass, courtesy of Special Branch, that got him into Number Ten. There, the day before the 
PM's fatal trip to Tamworth, he had in fact stabbed to death the Prime Minister. What happened in 
Tamworth was an elaborate set up organised at the last minute by the Home Secretary and MI5.

Jay was about to leave when Hunter signalled that he hadn't finished. Didn't she want to know 
why he did it? She still had some coffee in her cup and used that as an excuse to stay where she 
was. Philip Hunter was no terrorist, he wasn't a disilusioned lone psychopath. He had known for 
four years what the Prime Minister was just beginning to discover. Wishing to establish a closer 
relationship with the Bush administration in America the PM wanted to share secret information 
with the NSA. Information about every citizen of the UK. Information stored in vast databases 
being transferred from paper files to computer. That information had details about everyone's birth, 
education, health, voting patterns, subscriptions to mailing lists, travel arrangements, even trivial 
stuff like credit card transactions and pension arrangements. You can imagine how much space all 
that paper was taking up. (Jay couldn't imagine it.) And when the decision was taken to transfer it to
computer what would they do with the files? (Jay wasn't interested.) As if detecting her increasing 
apathy Hunter pulled another nugget out of his bag of rocks. The government infected cattle with 
BSE and orchestrated a mass cull. The bonfires and burnings that followed were used as a cover to 
incinerate millions of tons of waste paper without raising suspicion.

Behind the counter of the cafe Jay had noticed the menu advertising beef toasties. Suddenly she 
wasn't so sure about anything. Her personal paranoia was on the move, creeping into that fortified 
part of her brain that she kept clean for her work. Was this man, this Philip Hunter, a quiet polite 
forty year old unemployed individual, honestly expecting her to believe that the government would 
successfully pull off a scam so massive, so audacious, and so ambitious? She wanted to ask about 
foot and mouth, and whether the government had organised all that aswell.

-

Jay wasn't used to being phased like that, but the memory, whenever it came back to her, was of a 
day that had suddenly become overcast with rain as if Philip Hunter was able to control the weather.
At any other time in her life she would have walked out of that cafe and forgotten the whole 
ridiculous story, but she was aware of certain details that could almost substantiate Hunter's story 
and it was that niggling insistent bit of grit in her mental notebook, irritating the thought processes, 
that she couldn't shut out. It kept her awake at night; her tossing and turning kept Jonathan awake 
making him more insufferable than ever. 

To make sense of Jay's predicament you had to look at things in context. She looked at the context
a lot that December. The Prime Minister had been a big fan of the Freedom of Information Bill, 
crawling and creeping through Parliament aware that it wasn't really wanted by anyone in the civil 
service. The Home Secretary was more sensitive to the concerns of the mandarins and wanted to 
dilute and tamper with the thing at every opportunity. The dispute caused  a rift, the rift became a 
cabinet split and the Prime Minister was given a rough ride at the hands of the opposition every 



time the issues of sleaze and openness became discussion points. 'If he was so concerned about 
transparency and being whiter than white', they had cried, 'why didn't he get a grip on his Home 
Secretary and push that Bill through Parliament'? What was he scared of? What dreadful secrets 
were relying on the failure of the Freedom of Information Bill?

It seemed the PM was being pilloried during Question Time every week of that dark wet summer. 
And then just as he seemed to be taking a tough line on his cabinet he went to Tamworth and didn't 
come home. 

The week before Jay met Philip Hunter she was having a drink with a friend from London. Vicky 
Belstaff was a literary agent and had been pestering for Jay to write a book about her investigation 
into the Derringer Affair: the secrecy scandal that had earned her the Exocet title. Jay didn't want to 
promote a nickname she found a bit of a burden when she was amongst other journalists, but 
Belstaff was persistent. The conversation had drifted and somehow Belstaff came round to 
discussing the York Storyteller's Festival and how there was always a lack of  journalists taking 
part. After all they were the masters of the tall tale, surely. Belstaff was particularly entertained by 
one story that had won a prize at the previous festival, held every February in the old city. Dan 
Thackray, a writer and storyteller from Sheffield, had told a yarn about a farmer who had murdered 
his wife and then, in the midst of an agricultural crisis sweeping the country, had hidden her body in
the carcass of a cow that was being taken away for incineration.

Lovely, Jay thought. Seven day's later lovely was not the word she was using to describe the story.
And when she read that the first York Storyteller's Festival to be held after the Prime Minister's 
death had been cancelled without explanation, well... 

What would you have done? If you were a paranoid journalist with an investigation going 
nowhere and a reputation crumbling with each day that passed, you'd start clutching at straws, 
wouldn't you? You'd be seeing spooks and conspiracies in every cabinet, stuffed at the back of every
drawer, contained in every microdot posing as a full stop on telephone bills. Maybe Jonathan was a 
double agent. Wherever Jay went she was met with silence, she found no clues, no useful 
information. All she had a was a daft story about a madman stabbing the PM the day before his 
poisoned double was thumped by a burglar in a Tamworth toilet. And the storytellers, ready to have 
a field day with all this rich material, had their picnic called off by the unseen forces of Special 
Branch and the Home Office. Yeah, that was a hell of a Christmas, that was.

-

And now it was February once again, eighteen months after the PM's demise, and Jay was on her 
way to York, city of dreams, the venue of the annual Storyteller's Festival, back on after the 
previous year's disappointment. She was excited. She was nervous. She was also desperate for 
answers, but sure that this time she had a lead. Call it a hunch, an instinctive feeling that somewhere
down the ginnels and snickets of York, cloaked by the shadow of the Minster, buried below the 
layers of history, there was a connection, a common thread, tying together Philip Hunter, the 
Freedom of Information Bill, and the Prime Minister's death. Maybe the answer was also in a cow's 
carcass. Or maybe it was Jay's career about to go up in smoke.



8 THE TROPHY

Jay checked into her hotel. She signed the books, took the keys, listened to the advice and 
information. Hotels were all the same, big, small, guesthouses, grand palatial institutions, wherever 
she was, whatever the decor, whoever's stern face checked her out across the reception desk, she 
always felt the same way. 'I'm the guest, they're pretending I'm always right.' She hated it whenever 
she was asked if she would like the sorbet during the evening meal!

And like a schoolgirl being monitored by her dithering parents back home she would stand 
embarrassed as the receptionist would inform her that her partner had left a message for her upon 
her arrival. What a turd, she thought. Wearily dropping her suitcases to take the handwritten scrawl 
she read: 'Hope you've arrived safely. Give us a call when you get there. J'. Jay (the real Jay, not that
monogrammed itch) thanked the receptionist and handed the message back after she had scrunched 
it into a ball.

The time was just after three. The room was a luscious delight, ornate, intimate, welcoming, 
opulent, just the kind of room you'd want when you felt that you deserved a break. And this was a 
break, a slight working holiday. Jay wanted to enjoy York; she had asked for a room with a view of 
the Minster. But she was also here with an ear and one eye taking notice of what was going on. 
What words were being whispered, what tales were there to be interpreted. She tried not to take the 
event too seriously, but after eighteen months of frustration and the increasingly certain belief that 
her career was going down the pan, she was hoping for some kind of positive result from this 
reconnaissance mission. The storytellers had her future contained in their short works of fiction that 
would be performed and presented, posted and broadcast over the next eight days.

Or maybe she was asking too much.
Never mind all that. After she had showered and changed her clothes for something more 

appropriate to strolling round York's ancient bricks, she calculated how long she would be out, how 
long Jonathan's request for a reassuring call would be ignored. She imagined him doing something 
extraordinarily out of character as he waited. Dusting the pictures, checking for odd job projects and
bits of DIY that he would abandon immediately after Jay's phone call.

The Dean Court Hotel stood behind her,  a facade of bay windows and staggered roofline set 
within a terraced row of old buildings. It was the big sibling of the street, not so much a street, more
of a square, with dormant trees filling the senses, but losing out in the battle to dominate the 
surroundings. To Jay's left the west front of the Minster held her attention for several minutes. The 
pale limestone was a therapeutic vision, the Gothic detail mesmerising. And it was a building with 
great modesty allowing itself to be decorated with those banners advertising various storytelling 
nights and events. The exuberant colours failed to detract from the Minster's immense frontage, but 
even so they seemed like an upstart parasite hanging on to an old dozing animal.

Jay moved off to the right and passed a row of bicycles. She paused to look at the display outside 
a fruit and vegetable shop preparing herself to consider buying something she didn't really need. It 
was the spirit of the day, the atmosphere of the festival, the crash...

Apples, one. two, a third, were suddenly flying past into a display outside the window. Throwing 
them into place was a young woman who, seconds before was somewhere else; Jay reeled. The 
wind blew across her face, making her eyes water and as they cleared she noticed the woman 
picking up her bike which had fallen over. She inspected it intensely. "I think the brakes could be 
better," she said. Jay recognised a foreign accent, tinged slightly with a throaty sense of laughter as 
if the woman would start giggling at any minute. She looked directly at Jay with large startling 
brown eyes that seemed to have an inner fire of their own, independent of any heat that was fuelling
this busy woman. Grabbing a few fallen apples and throwing them amongst their colleagues she 



muttered and rambled to Jay in a peculiar accent. Was it Eastern European? It sounded harder than 
Russian. Maybe Hungarian or Czech.

"Are you okay?" Jay inspected the bike, still lying on the pavement.
"Yeah. It does that all the time. I think it's alive, you know."
"Well, as long as you're alright." Were those apples fit for consumption?
"I bought it three days ago, I thought, I'll buy a bike, get me round the city quickly, but the brakes 

are not up to it. I go fast, they take a vacation and this happens. Every time. Do you want to buy 
anything?"

The owner of the shop, the only woman behind the counter at the time of the incident, came 
outside and studied the foreign woman like a doctor studying a bizarre condition never seen before. 
Jay waited for the exchange. The telling off, the instant dismissal.

"The order will be faxed through to you tomorrow," the woman said to the shop owner. Jay was 
eager to get some names.

"Never mind the order. Are you okay?"
The woman looked confused. "Yeah. Fine. Why?"
Why! Then Jay was asked if she was okay. From inside the shop it looked as if she was being 

bombed by flying apples. Jay wanted to say 'yeah, fine, why', but resisted the temptation. A 
temptation she had felt many times, red in the face, opposite Jonathan at one of his pretentious 
friend's pretentious dinner parties, begging god for the strength to say to his wincing face: Jonathan 
you prat. Jay told the shop owner she was okay, that neither the bike, nor the cyclist had hit her. And
she wasn't struck by any of the apples either. Four or five minutes must have passed before she 
realised that this was not normal. 

"I've only been here five minutes and already the locals are dying to meet me."
"Are they?" asked the woman, genuinely interested.
Humour doesn't translate, thought Jay. "No, I'm just joking. But I suppose in a city with a 

storyteller's festival about to get going you should expect the unexpected."
"I'm Helen," said the woman. "I'm here for the festival also. In fact I've been here for three weeks 

now, wanted to get a feel for the city, live it, immerse myself, let some of the dust seep into my 
pores, let the sounds ring in my ears. You know."

Jay thought the woman was poetic, exercising her English in an unintentional way, perhaps 
unaware that English people just don't speak like that. No-one else is here to get the dust in their 
pores, or the ringing in their ears, or the car fumes in their lungs. Maybe she was one of the 
storytellers. Maybe this was performance art.

"Where do you come from?" Jay asked.
"Prague," said Helen. "I'm a photographer, but I've got a few small jobs for myself to pay for 

staying here for a while. You know, working in a bar, working here a few days a week, I've sold a 
few photographs to a local printer. And," her gorgeous brown eyes lit up again, " I  might also be 
taking a ghost tour round the city. But I'm not sure what night yet. The guy hasn't told me."

"Busy person," Jay said.
"Yeah, he is." 
Not to worry. The understanding is half there. Perhaps if Jay said twice as much as she needed to 

Helen would understand enough of what Jay was trying to say. It was a tactic Jay didn't expect to 
have much time for. As she hinted at moving away from the shop and out of Helen's life the Czech 
woman followed her. The day was a dull one. What light there was struggled to make any 
impression in the way of shadows on the ground, so Helen's presence became like a shadow 
substitute. Eventually Jay couldn't help herself. "Shouldn't you be at work, in the fruit shop?"

"No," Helen said brightly. "I work the mornings. This afternoon I took a basket of fruit down to 



the marquee village for Alice as a favour. She is providing the fruit for a special storytelling event at
the weekend so she was anxious to get the details for the order, but they said they hadn't decided but
they would fax the order through to her as soon as they had made a decision."

Helen wasn't as breathless as Jay after the explanation. "Alice owns the shop?"
"Alice? No, no." Helen was aghast. "She is Maureen's sister in law." She mentioned the names, 

tapping out the syllables with her right index finger. "Maureen has something called pleurasy, so 
Alice is looking after the shop."

"Right. So Maureen is the owner. Right."
"Wrong," corrected Helen. "Maureen's husband Patrick, owns the shop, but Maureen looks after it

because Patrick has another business, in engineering, or something like that. So what do you do?"
Suddenly the question was there, asked abruptly, directly, with the precision and accuracy Jay 

believed she used to have. It was disturbing to be on the receiving end of a question jabbed at her 
like that. "I'm a journalist. I've been writing about the Prime Minister's assassination for nearly two 
years, but I cover other issues aswell. Usually domestic, a little foreign policy now and again, 
depends on who the culprits are."

"I heard about that. Who didn't."
"What? The assassination." Helen nodded at the cobblestones. She seemed to be studying each 

grey block as it passed underfoot. "I sort of hit a dead end about eight months ago and then met a 
guy who claimed to have stabbed the PM at Number Ten."

"Have you seen the red devil in Stonegate?"
"No, I haven't." Jay's summary was diverted, her attention drawn to the narrow street bustling off 

to the left. Helen kept on walking, deeper into the mingling crowds of the square. There was a 
busker, singing defiantly as swathes of people passed by as oblivious to his noise as Helen seemed 
to be to Jay's explanation. "This guy claimed to work at GCHQ, but I wasn't taking him seriously 
until he mentioned some things which may or may not be related to this festival."

"What things?" Helen continued to look down. She was clicking her fingers as she walked. 
Sometimes putting her hands in the pockets of her yellow windproof coat, then taking her hands out
again, flexing her fingers and clicking them again. Jay was hopelessly distracted. She contemplated 
throwing in a bit of exaggerated nonsense just to see if she could grab Helen's attention, but the 
language thing make her think twice about it.

"He mentioned selling or sharing information with the American secret agencies, destroying 
personal data by burning it with thousands of dead cows. Have you heard of the BSE outbreak in 
Britain?"

"No."
"Oh, right. Well thousands of cows were killed and burned when BSE broke out and this guy, 

Philip Hunter his name, said that all  the personal files were destroyed at the same time as the cows. 
The story sounded similar to a story which won a prize at this festival the year before the 
assassination."

"The Cow's Carcass."
"Yeah! You've heard of that?"
Helen looked up for the first time. "Nat told me. Nat's a friend of mine. You see that poster over 

there?" Jay was directed towards a dark blue poster with a load of names written all over it, 
deliberately designed to look like a last minute job, a printer's nightmare, dead-tech graphics with 
back to front illiteracy and a vague background image of a yelling mouth. The poster was 
laminated, had some kind of festival logo on it indicating that it was an official event, part of the 
festival itinerary, and was strung loosely to a cast iron lamp-post. "There." She pointed a short 
delicate finger at the name 'Rancid Carrion'.



"Rancid Carrion!"
"Yeah." Helen chuckled into the collar of her coat. "That's Nat's band. He calls their music Folk 

Thrash. It's more thrash than folk, but it's unusual."
"Lovely." The image subdivided in Jay's mind. A slideshow of moshing lunatics, dizzying lights 

and a bunch of middle class herberts trying to outrage their mothers. Black make-up, fishnet tops 
and leather trousers completed the mental tableau. She didn't dare try to imagine what they sounded 
like. Folk Thrash: could that be the illegitimate offspring of the Spinners and Motorhead? 

"Nat's okay. He comes into the Golden Fleece where I work some evenings. We met there. He 
tells me a lot about York and England. He told me about the Cow's Carcass. I think he would like to 
be a storyteller himself, but he hasn't got the time. He's in his third year at university." (See, middle 
class herbert. Jay chastised herself for being presumptious.)

"He's playing on Wednesday night. I hope you're not going to invite me. Don't be offended if I 
refuse."

Helen looked around the square before saying. "No. That's okay. They're an acquired taste. A bit 
like carrion I suppose." And chuckled again.

For some inexplicable reason Jay found herself wanting to make that phone call home to 
Jonathan. 

But instead she carried on strolling through the sounds and the smells of the city. In spite of the 
nipping weather, the strong breeze that was like a slap in the face waiting for you at every street 
corner, Jay was curious to see how obedient Helen would be when it came to following her erratic 
route through the shops. She had doubled back on herself and was heading for a busy road where 
the traffic drowned out what she was saying. The subject of Philip Hunter was being presented 
again, but now latent din conspired with Helen's apparent apathy as Jay explained the man and his 
motives. "It's a long shot. I keep telling myself to give up the whole idea." Jay thought she was 
shouting. "But I don't like giving up. It's not in my nature to quit." They crossed the road and paused
to watch the assembled gangs of workers and volunteers carrying equipment through to the marquee
village being assembled in the grounds of St Mary's Abbey. "Look at that." Jay was struck by a 
sandwich board at the entrance to the grounds. 'C7 seminar cancelled. Sorry for any inconvenience.'
"I wonder why they've cancelled that." Helen had no answer.

Back in the less frenetic environment of the city centre, where the rustle of umbrellas and the 
floor scraping plastic wheels of prams were the only intrusion to conversation, Jay took note of 
other announcements, posters and banners. All the streets had bunting, a lot of the shops had flags 
displaying the festival logo. York Storyteller's Festival in a green and gold handwritten script set 
against a dark blue background. A shape like the outline of the Minster's towers, a castellated 
underline that ended in the form of a Viking longboat's sail completed the design. The symbol was 
the same one on the Rancid Carrion poster. Rancid Carrion! And here was another one. Silver 
Nitrate. "Who are they?" Jay asked. 

"Silver Nitrate is one of the storytellers," Helen replied casually. "Better to avoid one of his gigs. 
They can be a bit unpredictable according to Nat."

"Has Nat been to the festival before?"
"Yeah. Nat comes from York, you know. He remembers most of them. He knows some of the 

storytellers also."
"Would it be possible to meet him one night? Perhaps this evening if he isn't doing anything."
"Yeah. He's soundchecking tonight. I think they're rehearsing the whole show before Wednesday. 

I could ask him. He might see you after the show if you decide to come to it."
That wasn't the plan, but maybe it might come to that. Jay never envied those journalists who 

parachuted into inner cities to report on the underclass and the crack communities. She read the 



black and white articles in the supplements about the third world in Britain and the single mother 
campaigns, the forgotten estates and real unemployment statistics. She wished she had the courage 
to do that, to get her hands dirty in that way, but she didn't have the guts, she admitted that and tried 
to console herself with her sense of honesty. Now she felt the looming earthquake of a Rancid 
Carrion performance and the claustrophobia of being in a tent or a basement hovel with a couple of 
hundred yelling teenage terrorists. It was social realism she preferred to avoid. But remember, 
wasn't Nat a university student? Okay, make that a couple of hundred drunken twenty year old 
terrorists. Christ, thugs with the intelligence to write a thesis on why they were anti-social.

There was a small fairground in Parliament Square. Helen stopped to watch the children laugh 
and scream as the most innocent of rides thrilled and terrified them. A brilliant smile had broken 
across her face. The lights of the fairground structure, beginning to show prominence in the 
afternoon gloom, reflected in her brown eyes. She stood amongst the parents and guardians, older 
brothers and sisters as the infants jumped off the flying fish and zooming elephants and ran 
hysterical with laughter towards the half concerned adults. 

"Why do you think Philip Hunter would want the attention?" Helen's query was another 
unexpected jab.

"Why?" Jay had to hesitate. "Because he had some kind of psychological disorder. There are 
always people who turn up at the scene of major crimes confessing. They want the attention. I didn't
check his background. Perhaps he was ignored as a child."

"But the other two, Bruce Gentle and Louisa Carnegie had a reason. If Philip Hunter was just like 
all the other attention seekers why did you listen to him?"

She was listening after all. Jay had explained everything, all the players, the times and locations, 
but she thought... she thought wrong. "It was his story about the files and the cows being burned. It 
was the connection."

"But he was speaking after the foot and mouth outbreak, but he didn't mention any similar 
government activity during that."

"No." Jay didn't recall that fact - meeting Hunter after the foot and mouth outbreak - but she must 
have mentioned it. "I think I was desperate to make a breakthrough. You have to remember after 
eighteen months I was going nowhere on this case. Not that I was relying on it for an income, but 
people do ask: how's the assassination investigation going, Jay? People expect you to have 
answers."

"But he wasn't stabbed. He wasn't punched, he wasn't shot and there was no trace of any 
mushroom poisoning."

"No."
"And the man with the most ridiculous explanation is the one you're taking seriously."
"When you put it like that it sounds stupid."
"No, I think you're approaching it from the wrong angle."
"Do you?" Jay turned away from the fairground spectacle. The heat of the lights provided a bit of 

relief from the wind which was getting stronger and colder.
"Yeah. Instead of looking for the truth in Hunter's explanation why don't you look at yourself and 

ask why it's his story that touches something inside you. You say it's the connection to the Cow's 
Carcass, but if he hadn't mentioned that you would have made a connection with something else. 
Perhaps it's intuition. Maybe you have a gift that you're not taking notice of."

"I wouldn't call it a gift. I'm not psychic if that's what you mean."
"Someone must have thought you were special, why else would they nickname you Exocet?"
Now the wind had dropped. There was a momentary calm as Jay remembered exactly where they 

both were when she told Helen that trivial detail. They had recrossed the road from St Mary's Abbey



and were passing a green cafe called Varsity. Jay couldn't remember exactly the context of the 
explanation, but she made a connection, for some weird reason, between the timber interior of the 
cafe and missiles built out of wood. A panic set in as she tried to replay the entire (one way) 
conversation, in case she had said anything deeply personal or accusatory. Blackmail stuff for a later
date! Surely not? 

"Piece things together," Helen said. "You have the Freedom of Information Bill, the NSA in 
America, a policy of burning cattle after an outbreak of BSE and a man who has probably heard the 
Cow's Carcass story. And here you are in York in the middle of February."

"I wonder why the C7 seminar was cancelled?" Another group of eager children were piling onto 
the fairground ride. Their clothes were as colourful as the lights, their smiles and giggles as noisy as
the cacophony squawking out of a pair of rusty speakers. 

"What time is it?" Helen checked Jay's wrist for a watch.
"Five to five."
"Right. I'll have to go to the Fleece. I'm working there tonight. Come in later and we'll talk some 

more about the assassination. The answers are either here in this city or they're inside you and you 
don't know it yet, you know."

"Yeah. I'm sure they are." Helen said goodbye and scurried away, chased by the wind which 
started to blow again. Jay wondered where the Golden Fleece was. She wondered who Helen was, 
or who she might be. The woman with the sharp brown eyes and the sharper quantum-like memory. 
Strolling back to the hotel Jay remembered Jonathan, but the face she could see belonged to Philip 
Hunter. His short hair was, at the time, an indication of his neutral personality and his close smooth 
face was the empty landscape of his world. But now those trivial details were an exaggeration of his
real persona, hidden by the mundanity. Hidden by the mundanity! Jay was sounding like Helen. 
Articulating fanciful poetics to  hide a foreign language deficiency. Except it was now apparent that 
Helen's grasp of English was equal to Jay's, and more than that she could read between the lines; 
that language foreign to everyone who didn't have the insight or the imagination to make the leap 
from innocent statement to ground shaking revelation. It was essential to locate the Golden Fleece. 
Essential to keep Helen within easy reach and tap into that stealthy mind she carried around with 
her.

And Philip Hunter's face remained. He looked like Jonathan. Her increasing impatience had 
started to develop around the time of meeting Hunter. Something about him was projecting onto 
Jonathan, disfiguring him, making him horrible, unsightly. Unbearable. The two men had become 
one and the same.



9 PAST GLORY

Mid-morning. In spite of the need to fix her life Jay felt no urgency getting out of bed. 'Nothing to 
get up for' always sounded like a suicidal thought so Jay avoided it. Jonathan said it every weekend.
He'd lie there on his back, arms behind his head and inspect the bedroom ceiling. Prostrate like a 
lifeless entity he'd groan 'there's nothing to get up for...' Jay wondered more and more why she 
persevered. Stepping down the staircase of the hotel she was overcome with a sense of charity; 
wondering if her viciousness towards her partner was the result of her own disatisfaction with 
failure and frustration. Was Jonathan becoming symbolic of her work, of that inability to push 
through some unseen barrier, an opaque screen hiding all the answers and explanations. This was a 
barrier that went all the way down to ground level. Nothing could sneak underneath this one. 

At the foot of the stairs Jay heard a familiar voice. Sir Robin Conran. She knew he lived in York, 
or to be more exact he had retired to live in his wife's house a few miles to the north of the city. 
There he was, in conversation with a man who may or may not have been the hotel manager, or 
some other important individual. Sir Robin Conran only spoke to important individuals. And 
journalists.

"And there you are," he said as she appeared in his vision. He filled the reception. Six feet tall, 
barrel chested, he occupied his light grey suit and gave his neck some breathing space by keeping 
the top button of his shirt undone. A few wispy white hairs strayed towards his throat. "What a 
dangerous city this is becoming." His blue eyes sparkled as a sly sharp grin teased his lips. 

"Dangerous, Sir Robin?" Jay made no effort to say good morning to the other individual who 
stood solidly with his arms crossed. 

"Yes. Peter tells me that we now have both you and Silver Nitrate in the same place at the same 
time."

"In this hotel?"
The man, Peter, who was assistant manager according to a name plate pinned to the top pocket of 

his black suit, reassured her. "Silver Nitrate isn't in the hotel. I think you mean the city, don't you 
Robin?"

(Robin! No knightly formalities, here. Peter was on second name terms with the old noble.) "I 
saw the posters advertising him," Jay said. "I'm assuming it's a he and not a they."

"He, she, it. God only knows what this Silver Nitrate is going to be next. But I can assure you Jay,
that the combination of you and it in the same place at the same time is a volatile act waiting to go 
off." He invited her to sit down and take tea with him. Sir Robin Conran getting all smooth and 
welcoming at ten forty five in the morning. She was too late for breakfast, he explained, but Peter 
would arrange a bit of a snack for them. It was really a favour for Sir Robin, but being the 
gentleman he was, he played it discreet.

"Do you know him?" Jay waited until Peter was out of earshot.
"Yes. His father is Vice-Captain at the golf club. Nice lad, Peter. He'll be in charge soon." He 

crossed his legs. Trademark green socks became visible. "And what about you Jay? Still after the 
PM's killers?"

"Don't ask."
"Well, I am asking. I've been reading your articles and frustrated pleas for help since the number 

one man hit the tiles. You're not getting any closer I take it?"
"How's Lady Alison?" 
Sir Robin answered. "She's fine. I think I'm getting under her feet a bit so I busy myself. Like to 

keep active, you know. Leave her to her Nigella Lawson cookbooks and cultivating her bloody 
Castor Oil plants while I buggar off out for eighteen holes. I could get quite use to being idle. Do 



you know, I wake up most mornings and think, I can stay here for a bit longer; nothing to get up for 
these days."

"What's life like not having a country to run?"
"Bloody marvellous," he whispered as the tea arrived. There was toast aswell. "Thank you my 

lovely," he shouted to the waitress. "Shall I be mother?"
"Do you often sneak in here and blag free breakfasts, Sir Robin?" Jay sipped her tea and added a 

lump of sugar.
"Most mornings," he grinned. "I particularly wanted to come down here this morning if only to 

see my old friend the Exocet." Jay blushed. "See how your engines are firing these days."
"Don't scoff, Sir Robin. What did I ever do to you?"
"It's not what you did to me it's what you did to my colleagues and friends. A chap never lets his 

friend's down you know."
"You mean Gordon Chambers." As Jay spoke Sir Robin peered at her above his elevated tea cup. 

He held the saucer beneath it and looked about to sip the dregs from it. He was common stock, if 
truth be told. Married Lady Alison Peel to get a foot in the door of minor aristocracy, but he was 
never anything more than a career civil servant who got his gong for longevity. He never did 
anything of note other than cry foul when Jay revealed Gordon Chambers, Chairman of the Home 
Affairs Select Committee, to be an incompetent yes man. "You've never forgiven me for that, have 
you?"

"No," he said resolutely.
"He allowed Special Branch and MI5 to neglect their responsibilities. How can you not distrust a 

man like that?"
Sir Robin put his cup and saucer down and licked his teeth. "Have you ever tried to keep an eye 

on Special Branch? They're a law unto themselves. Them and the Met, they're all a bunch of crypto-
communists with their own agendas. It's not a case of controlling them it's a case of forewarning 
important people that they're coming through."

"That's rubbish." Jay's contention, the backbone of her investigation into the Derringer Affair was 
that government ministers were talking to prostitutes without any security checks and without the 
likes of Special Branch even bothering what these big mouthed loose loined ministers were up to. 
"Dennis Malahide could have been the Prime Minister. In fact, twelve months later the PM paid a 
bigger price than Dennis Malahide. Where were Special Branch then?"

Sir Robin shook his head and started to speak with a mouth full of toast. A dribble of butter began
to slide down his chin. "You see, Jay, you're assuming he was murdered. Why are you the only 
person in Britain who can't accept that the man died of natural causes. Lots of other men in their 
fifties die of natural causes. They're not all punched and poisoned, or stabbed to death in their own 
sitting rooms by conspiracy theorists."

The Philip Hunter reference was a bit close to the bone. Sir Robin would choke on his toast if he 
knew Jay was here because of Philip Hunter's wild eyed twitching tale about cows' carcasses and 
national databases. She threw an obscure reference towards the breakfast table. "Everyone denied 
the existence of Echelon until the EU delivered a warning." Sir Robin paused with his mouth open.

"What in god's name has Echelon got to do with anything?"
"You remember Philip Hunter talking about databases, and then we discover that Echelon does 

indeed exist and has trillions of pages of private information being shared with the NSA, Canada, 
New Zealand, and anyone else who wants to have a laugh at our expense."

"Yes," interrupted Sir Robin, "they'd have a bloody good laugh at your files. The Exocet! I think 
you missed your target, Jay, and you've been flying round the world ever since. I never did like the 
Telegraph. I laughed out loud when I read that epitaph they awarded you."



"Yes, well I never liked the Telegraph either. Or the name Exocet."
"No." Sir Robin gazed at her as one would examine a piece of bone China or an antique flintlock. 

A mixture of curiosity and wonder. "You're more like a catherine wheel aren't you."
Stuck for a response Jay could think of nothing until she remembered that Helen could be 

working in the greengrocer's shop not a hundred yards away from this breakfast meeting. She 
wanted to say 'hang on a minute' and go and grab the Czech enigma with the cheeky giggle and 
clicking fingers. How would she analyse this mischievous old ferret? What response would those 
dark eyes suggest as he, Sir Robin Conran, sneered at past glories. The ex-civil servant, second 
husband of Lady Alison Peel, friend of the bent and corrupt Gordon Chambers CBE, crony to 
Peter's dad, the Vice-Captain of the golf club. Past glories, or were they past failures, for what is a 
lucky strike if not a failed failure for Christ's sake.

"What's the deal with this Silver Nitrate anyway? Why the concern about it?"
"It, whoever it is," he was taking all the toast, Jay grabbed a slice before it was all gone, "has a 

habit of blowing things up or attacking people, stabbing himself, jumping through windows. He 
appeared at a festival in Kendal, up in Cumbria, and trashed the place. He smashed an eighteenth 
century stained glass window."

Jay nodded. "Bit of a communist is he?"
"Red as a Martian." Sir Robin was known for his anti-communist sentiments. All bad types and 

poor fellows, rotten eggs and enemies were communists. A bit rich coming from a man who was, in 
the 1950s, a vociferous trade union member himself. 

"How is Gordon Chambers these days? Does he still come up here?"
"Come up here," replied Sir Robin. "What do you mean come up here?"
Jay's mind recalled somewhere that Gordon Chambers regularly visited Sir Robin at Basholt 

House outside York, but she couldn't remember where she had found out. The ability to examine 
two things at once was an ability that seemed to have diminished round about the time she met 
Jonathan... "He visited you a few times, up here."

"How do you know?"
"He told me." She remembered. "When I first presented my findings at the Select Committees' 

inquiry into Malahide, he told me afterwards that he got on with Lady Alison like a house on fire. 
He'd met her up here when he came to see you. It's funny but Chambers liked me then."

"Most people liked you then, Jay. Until you revealed them all to be a bunch of high risk 
philanderers."

"I did nothing of the sort. And besides, you weren't implicated, so why the aggravation?"
"As I said, you did the sneaky on my colleagues."
Sneaky! "Well, you read the report. You read the findings and recommendations. You have to 

admit that the security around ministers was too relaxed." She wanted to insist that the PM's death 
was proof of incompetence, but Sir Robin had already dismissed that line of thought. "And besides, 
I thought you didn't like the security services. Crypto-communists you just called them."

 "Yes." He crossed his legs over again. "Which they are. And you tidied them away in the same 
bin bag as Gordon. You implicated him along with them."

"I didn't implicate him. It was unfortunate that he was the Chairman of the committee of the 
department that was supposed to be responsible for security. It was accidental."

"Was it?"
Jay grinned. "Collateral damage." 

-



"Collateral damage?" Helen was mystified. After Sir Robin had made his excuses and left Jay with 
a cold tea pot and a silver tray full of toast crumbs, she had gone back to her room, found a coat and
come straight out to the greengrocer's shop hoping Helen would be inside. Only once did Jay think 
this to be a bit infantile, but it was a brief thought. It was exuberance. She had enjoyed referring to 
Gordon Chambers as collateral damage. 

"Yes. I was after the security services and he got caught in the fallout."
"Fall out. You fell out with who?"
"No, not fall out, fallout. Look, a missile hits its target but also blows up a nearby car park. The 

car park is collateral damage. You don't aim for it, but it gets hit by accident."
"And that's a good thing?"
Helen was standing behind the counter of the shop with a lettuce in one hand and a red pepper in 

the other. She looked as if she was about to present a bizarre scientific experiment. But she was 
right to be confused. Collateral damage usually involved innocent victims. The metaphor was vile. 
Suddenly Jay's delight became horror; her language was that of the missile mad fanatic. She was 
everything she hated in politics: ecstatic in victory; inhuman in its choice of policy; ignorant of the 
details and implications. It took a woman in a fruit and veg shop to make her realise this. "I'm 
looking to have a night out later, are you interested?"

Helen was disappointed. "Oh, I have a ghost tour. Mr Yorath says I can take one out this evening. 
He thinks I know enough about the ghost stories in the city to hold people's attention."

"Good." Jay was pleased for her. "Are you nervous?"
"No," Helen giggled and threw the lettuce onto a display. "I'm not afraid of ghosts. Is Sir Robin 

nice?"
"As nice as he can be. He's a member of the old boy network. All for one and one for all. He 

doesn't like me."
"Why's that?" There was no obvious display area for the pepper. Then Helen suddenly spun round

and tossed it onto a display of red, green and yellow varieties. "I've heard he's okay."
"Have you? Who told you that?"
"Nat."
"Nat. Oh, yes. Rancid Nat."
"Sir Robin and his wife, Lady Alison Peel," Helen leaned forward across the counter and 

whispered, "he's her second husband," Jay didn't have the heart to undermine this exclusive, "he and
Lady Alison organise a big party at the end of the festival. All the marquees in the grounds of St 
Mary's Abbey, you remember those yesterday? Well, that is for the big party at the end. Nat and 
other storytellers and volunteers get in free. Others pay and the costs go towards the cost of the 
festival. It's a celebration."

"Does Silver Nitrate get in free?"
"Silver Nitrate will probably be dead or in the casualty department long before then. What about 

you and Sir Robin. How do you know him?"
Jay explained as Helen continued sorting out the shop. She was reflected in an angled mirror 

running the length of the shop above a continuous display of colours and textures.  A few shoppers 
heard snatches of the Derringer Affair and how Jay had followed Dennis Malahide's foray into the 
murky world of Malandra Hardy, a prostitute from Peckham. Malahide was a junior minister at the 
Department of Transport, but Hardy thought he was the PM. She sold her story and in the 
hullabaloo that emerged Jay discovered that Malahide was taking payments from a leisure company
developing properties in two national parks. What concerned Jay was not Malahide's corruption or 
sexual indiscretion, but that he could go where he pleased and do what he wanted without Special 
Branch or MI5 having the first idea about it. And they were supposed to know things they weren't 



supposed to know. Jay had slipped under their radar and exposed malpractice that extended 
throughout all government departments. Any minister was a potential security threat.

"So Philip Hunter is wrong then," said Helen as she weighed potatoes.
"Why do you say that?"
"According to Philip Hunter the security services know everything about everyone, but they didn't

know Dennis Malahide was seeing a prostitute."
Jay wondered how heavy her own brain would be if she plopped it onto those scales. Half an 

ounce maybe? Perhaps it wouldn't register. "Back in the Czech Republic, Helen, you don't by any 
chance work as a private detective, do you?"

She looked up and beamed a smile so beautiful, so innocent and happy, that it lit up the shop and 
made everything shine. "No. I just take photographs."

-

Up on the walls of the city Jay found a wide turret with a bench set back from the shallow steps in 
front of it. She sat alone and felt like crying. Behind her the traffic grumbled along the street 
towards the junction at Monk Bar. Over the jumbled rooftops the Minster's enormity dominated 
everything. It was so obvious, so unavoidable. Jay was surprised she could see it.

There were few people walking the wall. One youth, a student possibly, passed by without 
looking. Two women strolled into view and seeing Jay decided to pay more attention to a guide 
book one was carrying. Jay wanted to get up and leave, walk back to the hotel, pack her bags and 
just go, sod off back to whatever existence was left for her. A partner she no longer wanted, a 
washed up career, failure at thirty, condemned to a life of insignificant articles and occasional 
stories about Westminster tittle-tattle and the bleeding obvious. She was becoming the patron saint 
of the bleeding obvious; having it pointed out to her so often.

A man came by, hands in pockets trying to control the effect of a strong breeze on an unfastened 
overcoat. He should have paid more attention to his hair which was bothering his eyes. He saw Jay 
and approached. "There's a concert in there tonight." He was staring out across the street and the 
traffic jam building up along it. All Jay could see was a pair of jeans and Adidas trainers. The rest of
him, side on, was concealed by the grey overcoat. "D'you like Iona?"

"I've never been."
He turned around and sat down urgently. "No, no. Iona. That's the name of the group playing at 

the Minster tonight. Don't say anything. I know who you are, Jay. Meet me in St. Nicholas's Chapel 
during the concert. The chapel is off the north transept, alright. And before you ask, my name's Dan 
Thackray."

And before she could ask he was off, leaving a blurred memory of  a face that needed feeding. His
mouth was shrinking, his teeth were like baby teeth, small, shrunken, like his nose. Dan Thackray. 
The name (where was that multitasking brain she had at breakfast?) Dan Thackray: The Cow's 
Carcass!

-

This was a day that would be remembered for all the wrong reasons. A bright start, followed by 
disappointment, a body blow, a soul destroyer. Jay was on her own wandering round York and 
trying to avoid a strong wind that was blowing over from the north east. It was bitterly cold. The 
hotel was no comfort. She mooched around her room, casting an eye on the Minster every time she 
saw it through her window. She thought of ringing Jonathan but couldn't stand the possibility of 



hearing his sickly voice saying 'why don't you come home, Jay'. 
She sat on the bed and wrote a list of everything she felt was wrong with her life at that moment: 

3.14 pm. 

1... Jonathan is getting on my nerves
solution... get rid of him
result... single again
SO WHAT!

2... I can't cut it anymore
solution... forget this whole assassination charade
result... people will ask 'whatever happened to that assassination investigation, Jay?'

3... the weather's pissing me off
solution... ask Helen to do something about it

Jay paused a moment and wondered why she had written that. Maybe she was taking too much 
notice of the sharp minded one from Prague. After all, as Jay was moping her way back to the hotel 
that afternoon she told herself that Helen wasn't necessarily correct. Special Branch may have 
known about Dennis Malahide shouting his mouth off to prostitutes, but chose to do nothing about 
it. If nothing was going on Dan Thackray wouldn't have appeared on the city wall with an invitation
to a clandestine meeting. Jay picked up her pen and wrote:

4... I'm becoming a deranged conspiracy theorist
solution... meet Thackray and give it all up, go back to being a sensible human being, stop 

whining about 'him' and get on with your life, stick to the facts, trust no-one.

-

Jay bought a ticket for the concert on the door. The Minster was full. Inside, the stage had been set 
up at the base of the lantern tower between the nave and the choir. Technicians were still meddling 
and dabbling as the audience muttered and mumbled, sitting agitated as the time drew near to the 
group taking the stage. Jay had never heard them before and didn't know what to expect. She 
presumed that the Bishop of York would not allow one of Rancid Carrion's contemporaries to stage 
a full blown mosh in here, not with all this stained glass, and she was sure that Silver Nitrate would 
be kept at arm's length aswell. The problem now was to figure out which bit of this enormous 
building was St Nicholas's Chapel.

By the time Jay had found a guide who knew the lights were dimming and the audience was 
beginning to whistle and clap. The sound echoed beautifully, a rich vocal rumble sang around the 
interior as a speckle of light began to rain down on the audience. The first whispering notes of the 
music wafted delicately from the pa system followed by an angelic voice, pure like crystal, fragile, 
holding a sustained note without a flaw or hesitation. 

In darkness Jay crept a few paces at a time, moving clockwise round the back of the seating 
arrangement. She had one eye on the stone floor in front of her, then she'd stop, take in the music 
and the lights, move another few steps. Passing by the mixing desk, positioned behind the audience,
Jay watched the engineers controlling the lighting effects which followed the music, note upon note,
dancing along with the rhythm, changing colours in response to the melodies which were pleasing 



and enigmatic. She recognised the religious theme of the song. Iona, she concluded, were a 
Christian band. 

Feline precision saw her to the north side of the nave, still behind everyone, unseen and unheard. 
The heads of the audience were illuminated; shining silver one minute, multi-coloured like sweets 
on a tray the next. The heads nodded and bobbed as the music became more intense. The band 
included a drummer, bass player and guitarist who, together, could make a din Iron Maiden would 
be proud of. But the sound was controlled and captivating. She could almost sense the tension in the
audience building up as the song swept towards a powerful climax. Then it paused, fell silent with 
just a gentle keyboard note suggesting a change of tone. A mandolin took up the tune and suddenly 
dancing lights began to fill the nave from the window of the west wall. As Jay stood captivated by 
the display she became aware of heat and brilliance on her shoulders. She turned to be met with 
more intense almost supernatural light pouring through the enormous north window: the Five 
Sisters, flickering and swooping, with beams and jabbing shafts of lights firing through the glass. 
The nave was alive with this light, from all sides, surging through every window and falling like 
snow from inside the lantern  tower. Dizzying. The sight and the sound was narcotic, people were 
on their feet, swaying and waving arms, soaking up the luminosity. Now she understood what the 
scaffolding was for on the outside of the Minster; the rigging for the lamps. The exterior support for
this ephemeral exhibition of sound and light. As the music subsided and darkness returned Jay 
skipped across the short north transept and entered St Nicholas's Chapel.

For a moment nothing happened then she heard a voice next to her. A detached sound dull and 
lifeless saying something incomprehensible. Thackray's image was a light shade of black against the
pitch background. He was hiding in the gap between a tomb and the wall. "Looks impressive", he 
said quietly.

"Yeah. It was." Jay waited, slightly confused. She joined him in the gap and waited for his next 
statement. The curious nook was insulated against the music which now sounded distant as if 
coming from next door's bedroom.

"All part of the rich variety of this festival. You know I'm surprised it was back on."
Thackray's accent was heavy Yorkshire, his vowels were short, almost truncated, and his tongue 

stomped on every consonant. Jay liked that. It was counter to the clipped Westminster politeness 
that hid so much wicked hypocrisy and spin. 

"So, what's your theory?" she asked.
"Theory?"
"Why it's back on."
"Because it's safe." With no light to penetrate the conversation Jay imagined Thackray standing in

the middle of a country lane lined with hawthorn. The strong Yorkshire breeze pushing him about, 
the cold air turning his starved cheeks blue. "Listen, I'll tell you something, right. Two years ago we 
all got a cheque. Do you know how much for?" He waited for an answer and Jay had to speak.

"No."
"A quid. Imagine that. A cheque for a quid. You can't cash it, can you. You'd look a right pillock. 

But do you know why they did it?" Jay said no. "It were a warning. A sign, telling us to keep our 
mouths shut. Tight shut." 

She almost believed him, accepted the gesture as one more eccentric aspect of this carnival. 
Throughout her frozen blustery lonesome afternoon she had walked beneath bunting, strolled 
amongst buskers, clowns and a curious, albeit fascinating troupe of foreign puppeteers manipulating
grotesque marionettes against a screen blacker than the surrounding ether that separated her face 
from Thackray's. The marionettes had disturbed her, upset her equilibrium and cast a shadow over 
an already gloomy day.



Thackray was pulling something out of a pocket. His arms restricted by the tightness of the space 
they were both sitting in. A small flame burst into life and there was another cheque. But it wasn't 
for a quid. "One hundred thousand pounds," Thackray whispered. "That were my cheque."

"Who gave you that?" Jay couldn't deny the evidence, literally right under her nose. She studied it
and noticed Sir Robin Conran's name beneath the signature. "Sir Robin Conran."

"Aye. Lord of the manor. Likes to think of himself as the Laird of York, the keeper of all he 
surveys. Ruler of the roost. We all know it's his wife that runs it all, but he puts his name to things. 
Put his name to this." Thackray waved the cheque, almost catching the flame from his cigarette 
lighter.

"It's a stupid question, but why were you different?"
Thackray held the flame beneath his face. The light lost itself amongst the bony corners and 

crevices of his oddly sculpted head. "Because I knew more than the others."
"The Cow's Carcass. Clarify something for me. Did you get the idea from Philip Hunter or did he 

get the idea from you?"
"He got the idea from the people he worked for."
"That doesn't answer my question. Who told that story first, you or him?"
"A true story has no author."
"A true event has to be reported by someone. Who was the reporter, you or Hunter?"
"I'm not a reporter, I'm an interpreter."
"I suspect you're probably an MP aswell. Philip Hunter said there were personal files inside 

incinerated carcasses. You said there was a man's wife. Who had the idea first? Who influenced who
Mr Thackray?"

"Call me Dan."
Jay sighed. Sitting back she accidentally cracked her head against the wall. The sound was an 

audible thump just masked by the nearby music, still dull and distant. The scenario was ridiculous, 
extraordinary, but not entirely hopeless. One thing she had learned as a political reporter was that 
every avoided question was an unwitting admission of fact. Jay felt confident that Thackray was 
confirming the existence of some kind of cover up. The fact was nothing more than a particle of 
evidence, but it was better than nothing. However, question number four on her hotel list was still 
there, next to her in the shadows: 'I'm becoming a deranged conspiracy theorist'. And it had a minor 
partner: 'I'm sitting next to a deranged conspiracy theorist.' This must be their natural habitat. A dark
corner, between a tomb and a chapel wall. 

"The cheques," Jay continued, "what did the other storytellers think of the gesture?"
"They was upset. Scared. That's why they didn't get together last year. There were a few ideas 

thrown about for a festival, but there was no commitment, no desire to take part."
"So why are you here this year? The people who did that, Sir Robin Conran, for example, he's still

here. Whoever wanted to scare you is still here, aren't they?"
"Aye. But we're back with a plan. I'm not sitting here in darkness for the good of my health, you 

know. Tomorrow night have a listen to Mary Ann Dale. She's telling a story over at the Merchant 
Adventurer's Hall. It's called Queen Consort and it has clues to what's really going on."

"Wait a minute. Wait just one minute. Why don't you tell me here and now what is going on? This
is a perfect opportunity to tell me."

"Tell you what?" Thackray sounded genuinely confused.
"About the truth. The truth about the personal files being incinerated."
"That is the truth, I've just told you. It's not the truth you want, it's evidence. I don't have the 

evidence, I can only tell you were to look and you can start looking tomorrow night. Four of us who
were here two years ago have their own story to tell and the answers are in there somewhere. I don't



know everything. But as a group we all have our ideas."
"Four of you?"
"Me, Mary Ann Dale, Eric Martens has a story called The Tower, and Silver Nitrate." The cold 

stone beneath Jay's rump suddenly froze, transmitting a wave of ice through her pores. "Listen out 
for a story called The Fake Messiah."

"Who is Silver Nitrate?"
"Who is it? Silver Nitrate changes from year to year. It depends on the venue."
"Are you Silver Nitrate?"
Thackray laughed. The cigarette lighter had gone out and was back in his pocket along with the 

cheque. Jay asked again. "Why haven't you cashed that cheque?"
"It's not really mine, is it. If I cash this then I'm saying to them 'I accept your terms. I'll keep my 

mouth shut.' I'm also admitting that I know what's going on, and as I keep saying I don't exactly 
know myself what's going on. All as I know is that we, collectively, have answers. It's up to you to 
put them together."

It was a game. It had to be. Somewhere a secret agreement had been formulated, an opportunity 
must have existed to share the information. So why didn't they? Why hadn't Silver Nitrate and Mary
Ann Dale and Eric Martens and Dan Thackray simply said to each other 'well I know this, and I've 
heard that, and it all adds up to whatever'. She put this to Thackray.

"Individually we don't know enough to be dangerous. We're not a threat with our fragments. No-
one will take us seriously. But they know we know something. That's why they gave us the cheques.
A little reminder to limit what we know to what we know and not to go talking too much to one 
another."

Jay absorbed everything she was hearing. Thackray spoke without an echo to embellish him. His 
slightly garlic tinged breath tainted the air, but that was the closest he came to any toxic effect on 
her. Her conclusion to this bizarre rendezvous was to wait until tomorrow and then regurgitate this 
information. Pass it through the human filter who worked in the fruit and veg shop, who threw 
bicycles about and had the unnerving habit of deconstructing an argument without so much as a 
frown. Jay also made a mental note of the venue tomorrow night. The Merchant Adventurer's Hall; 
Mary Ann Dale and Queen Consort. 

The music had stopped. Applause was filling the nearby nave. A voice spoke to them and their 
was another round of applause. Then more music. The performance continued.



10 QUEEN CONSORT

Day three and idle hands were twitching to do the devil's work. Jay was wandering again. Letting 
the cold weather punish her. She had been in the city for three days and had yet to hear a single 
story. They were advertised everywhere. All the pubs had announcements, opening their upper 
rooms to anyone with a tale to tell. Several of the cafe bars were full, squashed tight with people 
listening to an unseen orator. The bunting flapped violently overhead, posters stretched from lamp-
posts swung out at Jay as she passed below. Amid the names and titles two stood out as if the same 
two posters were following her: Rancid Carrion and Silver Nitrate.

A busker, padded against the weather to twice his normal size, nodded as Jay dropped a two 
pound coin into his open guitar case. He continued warbling a Simon and Garfunkel tune, his voice 
wrestling with the wind that howled up Low Petergate. Jay was resisting the temptation to shop; this
was meant to be a working holiday not some Channel 4 girlie expedition to the regions. But the 
stuff on offer was unusual and beguiling. She found a silk scarf in a sumptuous window display 
painful to ignore. This is February, she told herself. If you can't buy yourself something in this most 
god-forsaken anglo-saxon of months when can you buy something; spoil yourself. It was 
flamboyant, she didn't need another scarf, it was conscience buying, the worst kind, the kind of 
money wasting the credit card demon loved. 

The street opened out and formed the knuckle junction with The Shambles and there Jay saw 
another manifestation of imps and demons. That bunch of puppeteers were there again. The same 
place she last saw them. Against the gable wall of the Shambles end they had fastened up a jet black
cloth that wrapped around three sides of the tiny square. The puppeteers were almost invisible as 
they danced and jumped their marionettes. Jay was tempted to stand closer, to appreciate the skill 
and craftsmanship of the little wooden figures. She thought 'little', they were actually the size of 
small children and were terrifying. Blood red cheeks and wide blazing eyes, their maniacal grins 
were evil not jubilant. A childish terror took her breath and she kept a distance away from the front 
line of the puppets as they twisted and turned to an ethnic beat. 

Helen was there. Jay's memory flashed back to a moment when she was young and she saw her 
best friend in a playground at junior school. She wanted to go over and talk, but there were other 
girls with her she didn't like. As she did then Jay felt alone, standing and staring, hoping that Helen 
would see her, but the tribe of little monsters were entertaining her a few yards away. She was 
loving it. Her own large eyes were wide with hysterical laughter as first one then a second then a 
third marionette serenaded her and beckoned her to dance. She looked tempted. She was about to 
lose her soul, Jay thought.

Eventually, when the music stopped, Helen scanned the small crowd that had stopped to watch 
and saw Jay through a gap. She skipped forward giggling stupidly. "They're very popular," she said.

"They look quite entertaining. Where are they from?"
"They're from Prague. It's Circus Inferno. I know them. They have their own theatre back home 

and I'll be working for them later this year."
"So you came over here with them?" Jay steered Helen away from the puppets and back towards 

the less threatening busker on Low Petergate.
"Originally, we were travelling together, but I came over early. I had a little fall out with one of 

them, but it's okay now. We're friends again."
"I thought you'd be in the shop."
"The shop." Helen was stunned.
"The greengrocer's shop."
"No, I don't work there today." She sounded as if she had told Jay a thousand times, but she 



hadn't. She couldn't have. Jay wasn't sure. 
"I thought you were there every morning. It doesn't matter. So you have time to talk this 

morning?"
"Yeah, why not. I get the feeling you want to tell me something."
Correct. Jay was concerned not to let her head fill with too many thoughts. Helen was flirting 

with mind control now. "I met Dan Thackray last night."
"Did you?" As they passed the shop Helen noticed the same display with the silk scarf that Jay 

had been drooling over moments before. "Isn't that silk beautiful. I like silk. So what was he like?" 
She pushed the door of the shop open and assumed Jay would be right behind her!

"Shadowy. Literally. He met me in St Nicholas's Chapel in the Minster."
"Yeah. That's a nice painting on the wall. Did you see that?"
Jay looked around the shop's interior. "Where?"
"In the chapel. It's painted directly onto the wall. A little scene from Medieval times."
"No, it was too dark. Too dark." Her voice trailed off. Helen was buying one of the silk scarves. 

Jay wanted one for herself even more, but the possibility that Helen would think she was copying 
her became an aggravation. And she couldn't sneak back later because the shop owner would 
recognise her and think she was copying Helen. She shook her head and grinned. She didn't really 
want the scarf anyway. Conscience buying, remember.

"He suggested we should go to hear a story tonight. Queen Consort at the Merchant Adventurer's 
Hall. The storyteller, Mary Ann Dale, was here two years ago for the last festival." As Helen studied
the scarf, and drew the material through her fingers, Jay paused not wanting the shop owner to hear 
what was going on. Helen was preoccupied, but she'd understand everything subconsciously 
anyway. Pleased with her purchase (Helen took an age counting out the exact money to the last 
ninety-nine pence) she stepped outside the shop and Jay, still following like a schoolgirl, continued. 
"All the storytellers received a cheque for one pound. Except Thackray who was given a hundred 
thousand." The news made Helen blink.

"That's unusual. According to Nat his prize money was one thousand five hundred."
"Prize money?"
"Yes. The Cow's Carcass won the Festival Prize that year. Every storyteller gets a pound for their 

troubles. Apparently it's an ancient token. A tradition. A coin for the jester, Nat says."
"Well, it's a cheque these days, Helen. Times have changed."
Helen giggled and stopped to listen to the busker, still strumming and doing a reasonable 

rendition of Mrs Robinson. "I like this song." She was tapping her foot and clicking her fingers 
again. One hand tapped her scarf packaging against her side, her free hand clicking and spinning. 
She mimed the words and the busker's performance became a private request. When he finished, 
Helen clapped and then placed a five pound note in his guitar case.

"Thank you ma'am." He was American. 
Jay longed for that lack of inhibition, that ability to lose yourself in a street full of shoppers and 

let something, a song or a dance, or the sight of children laughing on a fairground ride, elevate you 
onto another level of pleasure. As they walked away he sang another tune and Helen mentioned 
meeting him before. "Nat and me were in the Starre Inne and he came in. The singer back there. He 
bought himself a drink and some sandwiches and paid for it with the money in his pocket. Loose 
change and coins that he must have been given that morning. That's what we're all doing isn't it?" 
Helen was examining the overhanging rooflines and upper bay windows along Stonegate. "We all 
have to sing for our food."

-



No singing for food in the Starre Inne. Jay paid for the lot. They sat down at the back of the pub 
inside a close ceilinged timber panelled room with a large fireplace and intricately carved furniture. 
"How are you and Nat getting on?"

"Getting on, what do you mean?"
"Well, is this a permanent relationship? Have you fallen in love?"
Helen almost spat out her lager. "You're kidding. I call it mutual curiosity. He tells me things and I

tell him things, we play mind games and try to outwit each other. He kissed me once, but I wasn't so
sure. I mean it couldn't last. I don't want to stay in this country forever."

"But you'd be better off here than back in Prague, wouldn't you. Beautiful city, but I've heard the 
job prospects are not that hot."

"That's true, but in Prague people don't call me Soviet and Commie, they don't treat me like a 
piece of dirt when they hear my accent."

"Has that happened to you? Here in York?"
"Yeah, if I go out with Nat in the pubs. I was talking to him one evening and I overheard someone

say 'the festival is attracting the fucking Germans now.' I'm not even German." She was still able to 
grin at this experience. A warm English welcome! "So, one day I'll go back when the festival is 
finished. I haven't let any of that spoil it for me. You know, where I come from originally, Plzen, 
people think you're stupid anyway. All the beer we drink." She didn't seem too concerned about 
people in the Starre Inne hearing her accent. Helen was loud, not shouting loud, or drunkenly 
annoying, but confidently loud. And her giggle had people wondering what the joke was.

"Plzen is the home of pilsner beer isn't it?"
"Yeah. Certainly is. When I was young my father would get it, lots of it, off an uncle. It was his 

brother, my uncle. Uncle Borislav. When boys found out that my father had so much beer in storage
they would become my friend. Sometimes more. They wanted to do anything for me and I had them
controlled by my little finger. 

"I can remember one day a group of us had been walking for hours across fields and over a hill. It
was a long way back. Summer. Summers in Bohemia are very hot and humid. You walk a long way 
and pay the price for it when you're heading home. But you know ten year old boys can be bought 
very cheaply. I said I could get a bottle of beer for anyone who carried me back home. A piggy 
back. I think there were a dozen of us. Six or seven of them boys, and the fight that broke out was 
unbelievable. There was blood and crying and one boy ended up with his arm in a weird shape. I 
don't think it was broke, but he wasn't carrying anything for a long time after that.

"The girls laughed. It was an honour to be fought over and the boy who won... I forget his name, 
carried me like a trophy for hours. We spent the rest of the summer together. We walked alone. 
There was no need to fight for me, but I sensed, and I said as much, that one day someone would 
challenge him. I was the trophy. They fought for me and the winner held onto me for four months, 
six months, maybe it wasn't so long, just the school holidays which at that time seemed like a whole
year. The challenge came early evening. We were sitting next to a stream. For the first years of my 
life I thought water was brown. I thought that was its natural colour, but my father said it was the 
chemicals from the factories in the city. We thought the colour was nice, like chocolate. Chocolate 
streams flowing through green fields.

"He had his arm around my waist and we talked about growing into adults and buying a car, 
renting an apartment, maybe going to university. We didn't mention marriage. Strange to think about
that now, but it wasn't an adult thing. Material things were what adults did. That and join the 
communist party or the army. Establish your contacts early to prepare yourself for retirement. 

"So, the other boys arrived and told him that he had held the trophy long enough. The fight didn't 



last long and they just pushed him into the stream and threw stones at him. He tried to stay under 
the water, but they still hit him. And the water wasn't chocolate at all. He was ill for two years. We 
never did find out what the poisons were, no-one would tell his family. He lost the battle, but he 
didn't lose the trophy. The other boys couldn't understand that. They threatened me, they were nice 
to me, they, the winners, even fought amongst themselves to establish some kind of champion of 
champions, but by then the idea of someone being a trophy was a thing of the past. It didn't work 
like that anymore.

"I liked him. He proved himself. He did go to university. I think. When he left Plzen I lost touch 
with him. He was my trophy. I always said I'd remind him of that." She turned the glass between her
fingers, rotating the circle of lager on the table top. A deep trough of some terrible emotion was 
gouged between her eyebrows. "Nat is like a trophy, but I'll be handing him back when the festival 
is over. And he hands me back. That's how it is. And so far no-one has challenged him to a fight." 
Jay was relieved to hear her laugh again. Helen hadn't spoken like this before.

"Did the boy get his bottle of beer?"
"Oh, yeah. I forget that. Yeah. He got a few bottles of beer. One day I'll be reminding him. Then 

my father discovered where the bottles were disappearing to and my mother stopped accusing him 
of being an alcoholic. Uncle Borislav got into trouble aswell for feeding his habit." The sandwiches 
arrived. Helen had sung for her food.

-

The afternoon was spent in the warmth of the Starre Inne. Helen said that the cold in York was 
nothing compared to the freezing depths of a Bohemian winter when the fog would trap itself in the 
depression of the Vltava and Siberian winds would hurtle across eastern Europe taking the top of 
your head off as it powered through the narrow streets and alleyways of Prague. Her spot on the 
Charles Bridge where she had a photograph stand was only partially protected by a large statue. In 
January and February - especially this time of year, February - the cold would penetrate through to 
your soul. 

The scarf was examined again and Jay said she liked it so much she would go and buy one 
herself. Helen simply grinned. 

"What about tonight. Queen Consort. I haven't heard a story yet." Jay hoped Helen would agree to
go along with her. "I need help, Helen."

"Okay. I'll go. Why do you need help? The Merchant Adventurer's Hall is easy to find."
"Yeah, I don't need help finding the venue. I need help with all this mystery. I don't know where 

to start. Who to talk to, what to ask."
"But you've met Sir Robin Conran. Dan Thackray..."
That was true. And what advantage had Jay taken of this? What was preoccupying her as the main

suspects wandered into her line of sight? Him. The thing. The nasal whine without the will to live. 
Trophy! He was Jay's booby prize.

"Why do I hate him so much, Helen?"
The glass of lager was paused at Helen's lips pursed to take a sip. Her eyes rolled to the left as she

wondered who 'him' could be. The lager had to wait. "Who are you talking about?"
"Jonathan."
"Jonathan? Who is Jonathan?"
"Haven't I told you? I must have told you about Jonathan. My partner. He's back in Lancaster 

where I live. I'm sorry I thought I'd told you about him. Christ, he's becoming an obsession."
"And you hate him?"



"Yes. No, well sort of. I don't feel like going home to him, put it that way."
"Well, don't. Life is too short." And she took the sip she had prepared herself for.
"Back to reality. Enough of him. Dan Thackray told me last night that everyone knows a bit. A bit 

of something black and serious that may be connected to the Prime Minister's death, but certainly to
do with the personal files destroyed before the information was transferred to computer. Apparently,
according to Thackray, the storytellers don't want to know everything because only knowing a 
fragment of the truth isn't as dangerous as knowing the whole story. Which makes sense to me."

When Helen said yes, Jay knew immediately a contradiction was coming. "But if these are the 
people who would kill a prime minister they'll kill a few storytellers regardless of how much or how
little they know. How much value is the life of a storyteller compared to the life of a prime 
minister?"

And the pay off theory had been undermined aswell. The cheques for a pound weren't silence 
money, it was a 'coin for the jester'. "But Thackray's cheque was for a hundred thousand pounds. I 
saw it."

"What colour is my scarf?" Helen locked Jay's attention with her startling brown eyes. 
"What colour is it?" She wasn't sure, but couldn't bring herself to admit it. "It's a dark blue-purple 

pattern," Jay said faking confidence.
Helen took the scarf from the ornate wrapping and looked at it. It was red with a green flower 

motif. "I won't ask you to remember how much it cost."

-

The evening had calmed down and as Jay strolled from her hotel to the east of the city and towards 
the Merchant Adventurer's Hall she began to wonder whether Helen was a help or a hindrance. She 
was certainly a sharp pin bursting every balloon Jay held in front of her. Every idea was displaced, 
every certainty undermined. As Jay wrapped up one set of answers Helen pointed out a flaw in the 
conclusions. She couldn't cope with that. But what was the alternative? Only the consolation that 
there was no deadline for this investigation comforted her.

As Jay passed down Piccadilly she sensed a figure following her. Turning she found Helen 
hurrying to catch up. "You appear out of nowhere these days, Helen. Are you sure your not 
supernatural?"

"That's what Vitek says."
"Vitek?"
"He's the guy I shared a squat with in Prague. He's from Romania originally and very 

superstitious. He didn't want to come to York when I told him the devil lived in Stonegate. But he's 
here now. He's one of the puppeteers. He's the one I had a fall out with."

"And you're friends now?"
"Yeah. Friends again."
They entered the old building together, a stone and timber structure ancient and warped like a 

large gingerbread house. Jay was not entirely reassured by Helen's assertion that she wasn't 
supernatural. She had an eastern European mystery about her; deep like the forests, evocative like 
the turbulent history of her own country. Exuberant like the new hope that the old communist 
satellites were clinging to at a time when the rest of the world was falling into a bout of self-hatred 
and concern. Jay wanted to love her like a friend, but she was too unusual, too much a curiosity. 
Mutual curiosity was the phrase Helen had used and she was right. Her grasp of English was spot 
on there.

Inside the Great Hall people were admiring the timber vaulted roof, ignoring the woman at the 



front who was preparing a chair for herself. She eventually had everyone's attention.
"Thanks for coming," she said. "Nice to see so many here. Are you enjoying everything?" The 

response was positive. "The weather's not putting many off. I've never known a festival so cold. 
Last one was shirt sleeves. Almost." Mary Ann Dale had no notes or books to read from. This is 
what Jay had hoped for. A genuine rendition from memory, live and unscripted. The room was unlit 
except for a double row of large candles glowing from the tops of multi-stemmed holders. The 
candles were scented and the room was filled with an exotic intoxicating aroma of balsam. Dale 
was the fourth of six storytellers today in the Hall; three in the afternoon and three this evening. The
time was eight o'clock, exactly by Jay's watch. Helen was wearing the scarf she had bought earlier 
that day. Jay had not gone back to the shop.

"This story is called Queen Consort. It was written some time ago and no-one's sure who the 
original author is. I first came across it in a book called Masks and Marionettes, edited by an 
American writer called Amanda Lea Harley. Harley had travelled all over Europe looking for folk 
tales and stories that captured the spirit and mood of different cultures. She wanted to see if there 
was a common theme or a thread running through the generations of stories passed down by word 
of mouth. Harley was interested to discover if people had some kind of common concern that 
transcended culture and communities from different parts of the continent. Some latent shared belief
if you like, maybe something that replaced organised religion or some other more local belief 
system. Harley, for anyone who doesn't know her or isn't familiar with her work, was convinced that
there was a common mythology and that all gods were originally derived from a set of ancient 
female stereotypes that were transformed and altered as time passed. I think she was looking for 
evidence of that, looking for clues in all these stories and tales of Europe. Something that might 
give the game away.

"So, Queen Consort could be a few years old or it could be centuries old. No-one's sure. But I've 
adapted it slightly for tonight. Hope you won't mind. Injected a bit of humour into it, taken some of 
the rough edges off the original that Amanda Lea Harley had included in her book."

Queen Consort

There was a time when the King would finish his late meal and retire to a special room where he 
would be entertained by his dancers. Tonight was no exception. Or rather it should not have been 
an exception. His favourite dancer, Jelena, was particularly seductive this evening. But even she 
was unable to compete with the distraction that interrupted the proceedings. 

An apocalyptic rumble forced a breath of dust through the main arch into the room. It floated like 
a phantom messenger before being obliterated by a howl and a crash that shook the castle to it's 
hillside foundations. The dancing stopped, the King groaned and followed the small audience that 
rushed into the main corridor. They were met by a fog of chaos. Coughing and choking monks 
spilled into the corridor from the only door of the church. Amongst them was the Abbot, dusted 
heavily with a white powder that made him look like a risen corpse. 

The Abbot approached the King. Blinking tears from his grime filled eyes he wept. "The roof. The 
church roof which you said you would pay for..."

"The roof was fixed, Abbot." The King spoke through gritted teeth. 
"Aye, fixed. Cobbled together, held up with string and spit. You asked a maniac to oversee the 

work."
"Stonemason!" The King's yell split the eardrums of the Abbot who was expecting sympathy. The 

King was about to yell again when a group of monks emerged from the fog dragging behind them 
the bodies of two men, cut and smashed under the weight of the stone.



"These two intruders fell through the roof, Sir."
The King studied the corpses. They were poor men, badly dressed, unshod. One had a knife which

was still in a leather sheath. The King gazed back at the Abbot and the two men understood the 
situation.

The stonemason appeared, fully dressed considering the late time of the evening. "Stonemason," 
the King said ominously, "these two men have fallen through your roof."

"My roof, Sir." The stonemason spoke with deliberate care, as if he was denying all responsibility.
"It's your roof, Sir. Or perhaps it is the Abbot's."

"No, stonemason. Tonight this is your roof." He ordered the guards to carry the stonemason 
towards a nearby table. They laid him flat, chest down against the dark thick wood and stretched 
his arms out either side of his body. The King drew his sword. "Sir," the Abbot pleaded. Everyone 
standing in the corridor, as the dust settled around them, watched the growing drama. Jelena was 
visible in the King's peripheral vision, but she was more than a peripheral object, a bystander. He 
wanted her to see this display of authority. "Sir," the Abbot said again, "he may be useless, but his 
lack of skill has, tonight, saved your life. If these two are indeed assassins," the crowd gasped and 
murmured, "he has provided you, unwittingly, with your security."

A moment passed as the King stared at his Abbot. Sweat seeped between his hand and the sword 
increasing in weight, and he considered his next move. Jelena's eyes were wide and fixed on the 
King's sword. It was held high at the top of its trajectory. And then as everyone thought the moment 
had passed he brought it down viciously against the table and severed the stonemason's right hand;
a clean cut above the wrist. 

The crowd yelled, the stonemason let out a gutteral inner scream that sucked the dust from the 
table top. Replacing his sword the King turned to the Abbot. "I take into consideration your plea, 
Abbot. Hence the man keeps his life. Now," he said turning away from the stonemason left, face 
down, shuddering on his slab, "don't let anyone accuse me of being a merciless leader. Abbot, a 
word in private."

-

So, no dancers, the entertainment stopped prematurely by a collapsing roof. Result: one very 
annoyed King and one very dusty Abbot. The dead assassins and the handless stonemason were 
now a mere distraction. Recent history. The King fell back onto his heavy cushioned chair and 
groaned loudly. The Abbot sat opposite on a less padded seat.

"Sorry, Abbot. But I think you're more accustomed to sitting on wooden benches. Good for the 
spine, you know." The Abbot was grateful! "You know these difficulties are not going to go away."

"Difficulties, Sir."
"Aye, difficulties. Let's be honest with each other, man. I'm not popular."
"No, you're not, Sir."
The King sat back startled. "Well... The point I'm trying to make is that I'm not popular abroad. 

Allegiances, that's what I need. Allegiances. Consolidation. But how am I supposed to consolidate 
if all the other royal families are barbarians and dogs."

"I'm not sure I understand, Sir."
"Consorts, Abbot. Consorts. I've met three princesses in as many months and I've never met an 

uglier crowd in my life."
"There was one outside your..."
"Yes, yes. Except that one. I can't cope with this. I need a Consort, and one that doesn't look like 

my horse."



They both pondered. The King assumed that the Abbot was pondering, but he fidgeted aswell. 
Squirming on the hard wooden seat. Twisting this way and that. Eventually, "oh, this is hopeless. 
You're no use to me, Abbot. Go and get some sleep."

The two men were interrupted by a soft hesitant voice. "I suppose you won't be wanting us 
anymore this evening, Sir." It was Jelena with the small troupe of dancers behind her.

"No," conceded the King. "No, Jelena. That will be all for tonight. Thank you."
She left without another word. 
"If she was a princess," the King began, "she would have been married long before I would set 

eyes on her." The Abbot sat up, suddenly showing signs of comfort. He looked over his shoulder at 
the spot where Jelena had stood.

"Then make her a princess, Sir," the Abbot said to the memory. Then turning to face the King. "I 
think I know how."

"Tell me."
The Abbot leaned forward. A mist of dust displaced itself from the top of his head. It sparkled in 

the firelight of the torches glowing nearby. "Take those long legs of hers and make them royal legs. 
Transform that slender torso into a royal torso. Make her beautiful face the face of your consort. 
Wouldn't you long to gaze into the pools of her deep blue eyes?"

"Of course I would, you fool. How though?"
"Magic, Sir. By magic!"
The chair cracked as the King lurched backwards into the cushions. "Magic! Spells, tempests, 

jiggery pokery. What do you take me for?"
"I take you for the man you are, Sir. A pagan. Not yet converted to Christian ways. I too know the 

old ways. The secrets are not dead yet. I can take your dancer, your precious Jelena, while you take 
the most convenient horse from a benevolent neighbour. And then, by day, you will have your 
consolidation. By night you will have your Consort. Trust me, Sir."

There was a look in the eye. A special signal that moved through the ages and entered the room, 
informing the King that here was a power, no matter how unfeasible it appeared to be, beneath that 
layer of dust, aye, here was a power that may just be capable of solving this King's problem. 

"Why would she agree to it?"
"She won't."
"Then how will you do it?"
"That is my problem. What I can guarantee is that she will be as perfect as you desire. Perfect in 

every sense of the word. Perfect spiritually and physically." 
"How long will it take?"
"Oh, a few days preparation, a day to carry it out. And then," he rubbed forefinger and thumb as 

he glanced at the walls, "there is the fee."
"What fee?"
"A new roof, Sir. Built properly!"
"Payment on delivery, Abbot."
"Of course."

-

In the weeks that followed the King continued as normal. The castle was the scene of much royal 
reception and pomp as visiting dignitaries came and went negotiating marriage agreements, 
dowries, prenuptial settlements. The court was its usual centre of activity and the King his usual 
demeanour: gloomy, miserable, uncertain.



Visitors were also shocked by a man they mistook to be his jester. An odd fellow with an artificial 
hand which became detached every time they tried to shake it. He would approach them, bid them 
good morning, or good day, hold out his right hand and then laugh, hysterically, as it came off 
when they grabbed it. Visitors discovered that this was the ex-stonemason and a man driven mad by
bitterness and regret. A former servant betrayed, a helper cast out when he was no longer needed.

And ultimately a man who attracted not sympathy but curiosity.
The King agreed to marry a Contessa Maronite from some distant land he couldn't be bothered to

familiarise himself with. She was average, medium height, had a stupid grin when he spoke and ate 
raw carrots in bed. But none of that mattered because, as he explained, he had a sleep deficiency 
which made him toss and turn, putting any bedmate in grave danger from a thrashing arm or the 
occasional out-thrust leg. She agreed to a separate bed and then, when told that he snored like the 
devil, agreed to a separate bedroom.

One evening following a particularly hot day the Abbot appeared. He hadn't been seen for a week
and looked triumphant. "Sir," he said grabbing the King by the arm and stamping all over royal 
protocol dragging him away from a group of advisers, "my work will be complete tonight."

"Really!"
"Really, Sir. I think it's wise if I run through this list of yours one more time."
"List?"
"Of her qualities, Sir." The King remembered. He and the Abbot skulked in a dark corner away 

from the big burning ears of the advisers who shuffled about pretending to be patient. "The 
intelligence of the gods, that's a," the Abbot shook his hand trying to conjure the words, "that's a 
tricky one, but I think I've got it. The stamina of migrating birds. Got that. The cunning of the fox. A
bit cliched, I thought, but it's done. And the durability of the camel. I must say, Sir, with all due 
respect you do have an odd view of nature, but I've interpreted what you're asking for and the deed 
is done."

"Good. Good. And the delivery date, Abbot." The King looked ahead, stroking his rough chin as a
man in command would do faced with an imminent victory.

"I expect there to be an almighty lightning storm tonight, Sir. Tomorrow you will have you 
Consort."

"And her name? I can't call her Queen Jelena."
"Then call the Contessa Jelena, and let Jelena become the Contessa Maronite."
The King agreed. "I'll see to it that work begins tomorrow on a new roof. Good. Well, there it is." 

The King spun round with great flourish, catching the Abbot's eye with a flying hem of his cape.

-

The evening did indeed produce a storm unlike anything seen over the castle for many years. Birds 
screeched with fear as the wind tore through the upper towers. On the ground dogs and sheep grew 
timid as the tension and static made their bodies twitch with anticipation. The sound of horses 
grumbling echoed from the stables.

Far away, in a series of rooms known only to the King and the Abbot, a series of dark 
underground rooms filled with spiders and old furniture, Jelena slept on a table covered only by a 
dark musky sheet. She had been there for six days, unconscious, as the Abbot chanted his spells and
mixed his potions. He had a collection of books so old the text was barely visible on yellowed 
crumbling pages. Most of the information was in his memory, but he needed the details to be sure 
his work would succeed. 

The Abbot, exhausted by the collecting of the right ingredients, waited patiently for the thunder to



wake his sleeping Consort. The slumbering Contessa who drifted away as a humble dancer, was 
now about to be revived as the second most powerful person in the land. 

The thunder was audible. A distant mumble, nothing more. Time passed and the sound grew 
clearer, more pronounced until the clap of aggression became noted. Gazing at the roof the Abbot 
waited, knowing that the moment of awakening was only a matter of minutes away. And what an 
awakening it would be. The beginning of a new era, the transition from pagan past to Christian 
future and the promise of a new roof. Humble Christian, that was the Abbot. All he wanted was a 
roof. Perhaps a gold cross, maybe silver candlesticks... The first violent clap of thunder startled his 
dreaming. His jumped back from the table as the walls trembled. The thunder struck again, like a 
large machine hammering at the rock. Then again. Brilliant light somehow penetrated the 
windowless room. Again, a crash, like the snapping jaws of the Dragon, a Hydra rampaging 
outside the castle roaring and howling, thrashing it's tail, charging the ground with great 
shuddering earthquakes. The chaos grew in intensity until the Abbot couldn't hear himself shouting 
with fear. It was as if the whole castle were straining to come alive and lift itself off the side of the 
hill. The Abbot studied Jelena, still asleep through all this. He wondered whether to try waking her, 
to protect her against the increasingly fragile stonework of the walls. His hesitation was shattered 
as a sharp crack of thunder hit the castle, throwing the Abbot off his feet. The table flew over his 
head as the room lurched. Jelena crashed against the far wall with a nauseating crunch of bones. 
The Abbot couldn't bring himself to look at the aftermath. Jelena had gone head first, neck doubled 
backwards, arms and legs like the sails of a windmill lifted out of the ground by the anger of the 
storm that was now chewing the castle in its jaws. The Abbot dragged himself across the ground, 
but stopped. The vision he saw held him fast to the cobblestones.

As the storm moved on oblivious to what it was leaving behind, Jelena rolled onto her back and 
opened her eyes. Blinking at first she looked this way and that and then, noticing the astonished 
Abbot, prostrate, just yards away from her, she smiled. She lifted herself up and stood to face the 
table that was lying shattered on its side. "Abbot," she turned to him again, "what are you doing 
here?"

-

The King was kept awake by the storm, but it's uproar was nothing compared to that of the Abbot 
who burst through the door of his bedroom like a human tornado. "Sir..."

"Abbot, this is my private bedroom..."
"Sir, the Contessa."
"Which one?"
The Abbot stuttered. "The real one, no, the new one. Jelena!"
"Jelena." The King leapt out of bed. "Where is she?"
"She's where I left her, Sir. Sir," the Abbot tried to grab the King's attention as he fumbled for his 

clothes. "Sir, please."
"What?" Activity in the room paused. The eye of the storm?
"I have good news and bad news, Sir."
"Oh God! Go on. Displease me, Abbot."
"Sir, the good news is the Contessa, she is indeed perfect. Perfect in every sense."
"And the bad news?" The King wasn't sure how there could be any bad news if she was perfect.
"She's immortal."
"Immortal! Oh, god in the heavens, Abbot. Why, no, not immortal. Oh, don't tell me that, I don't 

want to hear that. Why... immortal. Do you realise what this means?"



"I'm not sure. I can see you're not happy."
"Not happy." The King rampaged up and down the length of his bedroom. "Not happy. Of course 

I'm not happy. Tell me this." he swooped on the Abbot, standing timidly next to the bed. "Tell me 
this. Suppose she and I don't get on, suppose she refuses to humour me, suppose, Abbot, she decides
to have nothing to do with me. What shall I do with her?"

"What you do with everyone, Sir." He was about to say 'have her executed', but then realised the 
implications of his message. The effect of his perfection. "Ah, yes. Good point, Sir."

"I can't execute her, Abbot. I can't wall her up, she'll outlive the lot of us. I can't banish her, she'll 
survive whatever horrors are thrown at her. I can't just say to her, 'would you mind forgetting 
everything'. In short, Abbot, I can't say anything to her because I have no means of reinforcing my 
authority. You have created a monster! You realise, you dabbler, you charlatan."

"With all due respect, Sir, I think my only crime was to do the job too well."
"Fine." The King sat on the bed, grabbing a handful of sheets. "Well, that's okay is it not. When 

she comes to cut my throat in the night I'll console myself with that fact."
He stood again. The King was a good twelve inches taller than the Abbot and often preferred to 

stand when he was about to make a proclamation. It gave him a sense of importance, although that 
importance was being eroded as the night wore on. "Can you reverse the process?"

"Reverse the process, Sir. You mean make her mortal again?"
"Yes." The King had a desperate look in his eye. His cheeks glowed red, lips strained and hungry.
"No."
"Why not?"
"Immortal is immortal. Once your immortal that means you're immortal and that means not being

mortal again. Think about it, Sir."
"Can't you even try? You did all this once, surely there's a way of doing it again. Didn't you use 

the, what was it, the durability of the camel."
"Too much camel, Sir."
"Aye, too much camel. Well, what about the mayfly? They only live a day, can't you give her a bit 

of the mayfly? Even things out a bit." The King could see from the Abbot's solid stance, the 
unmoving stoniness that he had already given up. He knew his limitations, no amount of Kingly 
pleading could change the methods of his books or rewrite the centuries of tradition. The King 
threw his hands in the air. "Too much camel." He sat on the bed and closed his eyes. The Abbot 
continued speaking to him.

"She can be pacified, Sir. Try not to upset her, indulge her." He paused. "And if the worst comes to
the worst she won't be able to escape from a walled up room however immortal she might be." The 
King opened his eyes and saw Jelena, covering her nakedness with a cloth, standing just inside his 
bedroom door. The Abbot was still talking. "We have monasteries in distant places, we could send 
her on a voyage of..." The King motioned him to stop, "Send her, send her on a dangerous mission, 
diplomatic mission..." he wouldn't stop, "Sir, is something wrong."

"Hush now Abbot. I think the storm has made you delirious. Jelena." The King stood to welcome 
her.

"Send me away," she said firmly. "Send me where?"
Both the King and Abbot failed to recognise Jelena's tone of voice. Her presence in the room was 

startling and for the Abbot, not used to being so close to angry naked women, intimidating. Yes, she 
was naked before, but then she was immortal, perfect, not the superhuman threat she had now 
become. 

"Oh, don't listen to him." The King chuckled. "Jelena, you need some clothes. Abbot look in the 
closet, there are boots and breeches, and a shirt. Something to be going on with." The Abbot left 



them alone as he went in search of clothes. "Jelena," she sat next to him on the bed and studied him
closely, "I'm sorry for all that talk, but I'm not a popular man, Jelena..."

"Who was I?"
"What? Who were you?" He had to think about this one. "Why you were Jelena, my court dancer. 

My finest court dancer."
"And now?"
"Now you are my consort." He felt proud to say it. Suddenly she wasn't the threat that had crept 

through his bedroom door. She was tender and considerate, sitting next to him patiently wanting 
nothing more than answers. He smiled at her with a growing sense of joy.

"Too much camel," she said.
"Aye. Too much camel." Then her eyebrows almost met in the middle as he repeated the words he 

had shared with the Abbot. "A mere figure of speech, Jelena."
"I am more than a figure of speech, Sir. And as for being your consort... Over my dead body!"
Such words were like arrows; straight through the heart, one through the head, another severing 

his spine as the feeling in his legs withered. She understood the implications as well as he. Of 
course she would, being perfect. Perfect intelligence, perfect understanding, perfect insight. She 
could probably read his mind aswell. "I need no time to think about this one, Sir. My plan is already
established."

"Plan. What plan?"
"Yes. What plan. Wouldn't you like to know? Doesn't your very life depend on what I have 

planned for you?"

-

Judging by the birdsongs anyone wandering through the grounds of the castle on the morning after 
the storm would never have suspected the upheaval that had occurred. The stonemason shuffled 
aimlessly along a collonaded gallery waiting for the first sleepy individuals to appear. Ahead, 
moving out of the shadows of the far corner of the courtyard a man walked into view. As he came 
closer the stonemason noticed the figure to be the dancer Jelena. He stopped. She stopped and 
stood with her hands on her hips. Very impressive, he thought. Fine shirt, breeches were well cut 
and the boots finely crafted. "Dressed like a King", he said to her. She didn't budge. "Making 
favours with his venerable Lordship last night? Comforting him in the storm. I must say," he 
whispered, " he doesn't pay you well. Handing you his cast offs." He woke up lying next to the base 
of a column with a cut lip. Jelena was leaning against the opposite wall.

"Do I have your respect now, stonemason?"
He stumbled up onto his feet still dizzy from the jab that came from nowhere. "Just a joke, Jelena.

Has the king upset you?"
"More than that." 
"Well, maybe that makes us allies. Friends." He approached her ominously, slowly, carefully, not 

wanting another whack in the face. "I've always admired a woman in breeches." He flinched, but 
the blow didn't come. 

"Thanks to you, stonemason, I am what I am now. Let's call it a sequence of events that began 
with your shoddy roof."

"The King and the Abbot will always play their games."
"Not games, stonemason. Who knows how to get onto the church roof? You and who else?"
"Just me. So what?"
"So what?" Now Jelena moved ominously, half in shadow, the stonemason had no way of knowing



which character she was, lightness or darkness. "Two assassins on the roof and only you could 
have told them how to get up there." She left the accusation hanging, as the stonemason would be if
the King found out. "You are neither my friend nor my ally." She turned to leave. "I, on the other 
hand, if you'll pardon the expression, hold your life in the balance." She walked away. Drifting 
smoothly as she did when she was once a dancer. How she could move in time to the music. The 
stonemason had seen her dance. She was like a thought blowing through an imaginary landscape. 
Turning and spinning as if the music controlled her directly. Now the stonemason wondered what 
tune she was dancing to.

-

Jelena left the castle without telling anyone. The King ordered a search. He was desperate not to let
her out of his sight, but she had slipped through the guard as if she and it were living in separate 
dimensions. Now she was free, running amok, doing who knows what, organising a siege of the 
castle, the overthrow of his kingdom, the seizing of his throne. Bagging his belongings and 
confiscating his chattels. He too would be cast out, or walled up. Too much camel! The Abbot's 
words haunted him like a mental jester.

"I should send you out to find her, Abbot."
The setting was a dining room, draughty and sparse. Dust squatted in every corner. The table was

bare and the Kings stomach rumbled like the thunder that had woken the woman who was now 
sapping his appetite, draining him of energy. He had no compulsion to get out of bed, no desire to 
even think further ahead than a couple of minutes. The Abbot sat at the opposite end of the immense
dining table, forcing the King to shout to make himself heard. "Aye, I should send you out, Abbot, 
but I fear that you couldn't get on a horse without summoning one of your pagan goblins to help 
you up." The Abbot drummed his fingertips on the table. "I wonder where she is now. Do you know 
my wife, my real wife, the real Contessa Maronite, won't speak to me! Won't have anything to do 
with me. And I don't blame her. I'm a bag of nerves."

"She may have left for good, Sir." The Abbot tried to reassure the monarch, but it was useless. The
King was paranoid. She had threatened him, there was no escaping the fact that she was coming 
back at an undisclosed hour to reek some indescribable revenge. "The worst thing she could do to 
you, Sir, is make you immortal too."

The King ignored him, but the suggestion persisted. "What do you mean?"
"Well, console yourself with the fact that when the world ends she'll have to endure the 

cataclysmic convulsion that that will entail. And then what? She'll be alone in a  universe of 
nothing. Forever. That is immortality. It's not as nice as it sounds."

"And you think she has that in store for me aswell, eh? And how could she do that unless you tell 
her how?"

"Are you accusing me of siding with her?"
"You created the wretched woman. How do I know who is conspiring with who."
"I think I might answer that." The third voice slipped out of the torchless darkness somewhere 

over the King's left shoulder. The Abbot saw him first followed by the King who noticed the 
stonemason, glide up to the table. "She's heading south."

"South." The King couldn't grasp the significance. "South." Then the confusion cleared. "South, 
Gods, that's the homeland of the Contessa Maronite's family. Are you sure about this?" The 
stonemason nodded. When he spoke he spoke to the Abbot. "I saw her take a horse and ride out 
over the river heading south. I watched her disappear over the horizon. Heading for the forests that
separate this kingdom from theirs. I would guess," he turned to face the King, "she's a week's ride 



away from the Contessa's Father." He smiled. "But why the long faces. She'll be dead within a day. 
Those forests are no place for a single woman."

"Really." The King showed some enthusiasm, leaning towards the stonemason and grinning at the
optimistic forecast. "You're sure of that, are you.?"

"Sir, you know yourself what those woods are like. You don't hunt there. Now why would that be."
"Enough. Shut up." He wanted to wave the little man away, but there was a token gesture in all 

this information somewhere. "Thank you anyway. I know you don't owe me any favours after what 
happened. But that was merciful justice. You should be grateful, but that's not the point. The point is
she is now on her way to do what, Abbot? Form an allegiance with the King Maronite."

"To do what, Sir?" The Abbot disliked the stonemason. He didn't hate him, just didn't trust the 
man. "To kill you?"

"Yes, to kill me. And to do it slowly with a large army. She'll tell him how I've treated his 
daughter. Double crossed her. Had a concubine. I know what I'd do in his place."

"If she wanted to kill you she would have done so by now. She's more than capable."
"Is this Jelena, we're talking about? The dancer?"
He was still there. Even though the stonemason had made himself comfortable stood at the table 

the King and the Abbot had blocked him out of their perception. The sound of his voice startled 
them. "Jelena," the King spluttered, "yes, yes, Jelena. She has information. I'll say no more than 
that. And you shall say no more too, stonemason, or it will be the tongue that I cut off next."

The stonemason nodded. "In that case, Sir, let me keep my tongue and I will be your early 
warning. Your lookout. And give me back my job."

-

Jelena was less than a day's ride on horseback from the castle walls when the foliage of the forest 
allowed a glimpse of the moon. Evening was setting and she was allowing the stars to guide her. 
Memorising their positions when each clearing in the canopy allowed she kept her track and 
trusted the path to be the one that headed where she wanted to go. Thick undergrowth enclosed the 
path and she felt the eyes of the forest watching her. Twitching branches betrayed a frightened bird, 
shifting leaves revealed something dark and quick scurrying away from the approaching hooves. A 
branch cracked, an owl hooted, insects clouded the air in front of her face. 

She heard a whoosh, just past her head. It was the flight of an arrow. An unmistakable sound she 
had come across when the King had been practising his hopeless archery in front of anyone who 
cared to watch. Another startled the horse, and he hesitated, afraid to move another step. Jelena 
tried to calm him, soothing him with soft words and stroking the base of his neck, but still he 
hesitated. Then another flight approached; the whoosh was followed by a thud and the sensation of 
being punched in the back. The horse spooked, twisted and Jelena, grabbing the reins tighter, 
noticed an arrow shaft protruding out of the front of her stomach. The horse groped about 
frantically not knowing which way to turn. He spun on his hind legs and facing him and his rider 
were two men, one holding the bow that had fired the arrow that was now pointing in the direction 
of its source. Angered by the attack and determined to take control of the terrified horse, Jelena 
heaved the animal to a halt and dared the attacker to fire another arrow. He was fifty yards away, 
no more than that, within striking distance for all but the most inept bowman. His colleague 
hesitated, unsure what to make of the victim's predicament. She was unmoved by the arrow, unhurt; 
alive. The horse was calm and Jelena dismounted.

The eyes of her attackers grew wider as she stepped towards them. Her arms hung by her side, 
stiff and ready to grab her own weapon: a long, light, slender bladed sword resting against her 



right hip. The attackers were petrified. Standing still as two monoliths recently carved. When she 
stopped she was within range of her blade cutting their throats. Clasping the arrowhead in her left 
hand she snapped the shaft and pulled the arrow back through her midriff. Examining its broken 
end she allowed them the time to se that there was no blood, and on her body no wound. Before 
they had time to guess what was standing before them her own sword was out and swiping the 
heads clean from the shoulders, dropping and vanishing into the nearby bushes. The bodies fell 
slowly. Limp and useless.

Jelena turned and found a third man watching. He kept himself protected by a thick bush full of 
white blossom and armed with deadly long thorns. He waited before speaking and then said in a 
clear strong voice: "Who are you?" Jelena didn't answer. "I've seen the activities of witches before, 
but never anything like this. You don't have to answer. I'm quite aware I can't make someone like 
you speak, but I'd like to know."

"My name's Jelena. Believe it or not, but I'm a dancer." She made sure her horse was unhurt. His 
ears were back, and his snorting was a tell tale nervousness, but she was satisfied he was 
uninjured.

-

"You can ask me who I am, but please don't ask what I am. I'm not sure myself." Jelena felt the 
stranger wasn't ready for the truth. "Trust me, I'm not a witch. I really am a dancer."

"You're heading south. You must be one of the King's troupe. King Pascas? Yes?"
"Yes." Jelena and the stranger sat in a clearing with their horses grazing quietly nearby. His 

name was Rinus and he was an ambassador of the King Maronite. He had been following Jelena 
for several hours through the forest and was about to warn her of the attack when he believed, 
incorrectly, that she was dead the moment the arrow was fired through her. Sitting on the opposite 
side of the camp fire he had lit, he saw the woman's face shift and distort through the curling 
flames. She was beautiful and the fire warmed the coolness of her steel blue eyes. Rinus was also 
the Contessa Maronite's cousin.

"What do you want, Jelena? Why would a dancer be riding alone through such dangerous 
country?"

"It's not so dangerous," she replied casually, "as you saw earlier." She laughed, but Rinus was 
serious. "It's dangerous for me, it must be dangerous for you too."

"We're not alone, Jelena. I never travel alone."
Jelena somehow knew that. Her instincts were tuned to detect the presence of the human spirit 

and as soon as she discovered Rinus's identity she guessed he would have troops hidden throughout
this forest, watching him, waiting to help him. Highly trained soldiers, not the ragbag idiots that 
her own King had fighting for him. A group of illiterates that couldn't hold the correct end of a 
sword let alone wield it with any effectiveness.

"You didn't answer my question, Jelena. Why are you travelling south?"
"It's important for me to meet your King, explain to him what is going on at the court back there. 

What his daughter is involved with. I saw the representatives assessing the place, but they weren't 
very thorough. Not as thorough as her father would have been had he been there to inspect the 
surroundings." She was distant, as if invoking the memory of a previous life. 

"May I ask you another question, Jelena?" She agreed. "Why are you so sad?"
Jelena told him that she wanted to dance again, not just dance but live the simple life that she 

enjoyed. She knew her place in the court, she was happy to dance for the King, but she was taken 
advantage of, tricked. Worst of all, coveted. She wasn't a possession to be kept in a  cupboard, she 



was a woman and a human being with feelings and the King had not acknowledged that when he 
did what he did.

"He seduced you?" asked Rinus.
"No." Jelena was close to tears. She saw how contented her horse was to graze and wait for 

instruction. "He took away my future. He made my life predictable. That has denied me the choice 
to make my own decisions. And he does that with everyone in his kingdom. His people are part of 
his life, they have no life of their own. Your King can change that. Take his throne. End his 
influence. That's why I was heading south, Rinus."

The messenger had come alongside Jelena and was listening intently. He had a kind face. Clean, 
dark hair and a mischievous spirit in his gaze. Jelena sensed a compassion and understanding. As 
the fire warmed them both she kissed him.

-

The King had turned grey and many people were beginning to wonder whether he was the Abbot's 
father; he had become so old and haggard. Even his horses seemed to be laughing every time he 
chose to go hunting. He didn't go far, just a few hundred yards to the river, a bit of dithering at the 
water's edge and then back to the castle. He was out with several of his closest friends (a friend 
these days was one who didn't remind him of Jelena's continued hidden existence, or recall the day 
the Contessa Maronite returned to her father's kingdom). Another friend, a very loose definition 
apparently, was up at the highest part of the castle walls watching across the valley. As the King 
turned to return to the castle gates the cry was sounded. The stonemason watching the distance 
every time the King rode out, was shouting hysterically. 

"Soldiers! Soldiers." A panic swept through the castle and the gates were locked. Twenty minutes 
passed before someone realised that the King was still on the outside as a horde of invaders swept 
towards them. The King, wondering which way to turn, recognised the banners and pendants. King 
Maronite. A powerful fighter with a powerful army. A ruthless man with a habit of upsetting his 
enemies.

Amongst the charging fury and clouds of dust there was another banner, one he hadn't seen 
before. The motif was a circle with lines radiating from the centre, like the face of a clock. Deciding
that he had wasted too much time already the King turned back to the castle and rode as fast as his 
ancient horse could carry him. It was then he discovered that his own people had inadvertently 
locked him out. Locked him out of his own house!

A recognisable cry came from a distant window. A wall perilously hanging onto the precipitous 
edge of the cliff that rose from the steep hillside before being transformed into the stone battlements
of the outer wall of the castle. Here, low down the wall where masonry met granite, a small window
framed the head of the stonemason shouting for the King's attention. Behind him, on the far shore 
of the river, the invaders were slowing down and lining up along the bank. They watched and 
waited.

"Stonemason, what is happening? Why am I locked out?"
"It's a long story, Sir." The Abbot appeared behind the small man. Together they squeezed into the

small space trying to shout instructions and reassurances. "We have a rope."
"A rope, what do I need a rope for? You want me to hang myself, is that it?"
"No, Sir, a rope to climb up here."
"The gates are seized up, Sir," the Abbot added. His voice wafted across the river valley and a 

murmur of laughter was generating from the opposition's lines. 
"Seized, what are you talking about. Seized."



"The gates haven't been locked for quite a while, Sir." The Abbot bawled. "The hinges are rusty." 
Uproar was breaking out behind the King. He didn't have the face to turn and see the laughter 
ripping through the hordes enjoying this sideshow.

"Well, throw me the rope then. I'll take my chance, and when I'm up there someone will oil the 
hinges of the gates with their own blood." A mocking cry of petulance rumbled across the valley as 
the Maronite's army collapsed helplessly. The King, tired of this mockery, turned and saw the 
enemy within a minute's charge of his back. On the ridge behind the soldiers were two figures on 
horseback. One was unidentified, but the other... There was no doubt who the other rider was. 
Jelena, in full battle armour and looking every inch the invincible adversary his Abbot had created 
all those weeks ago.

-

"Look now", said Rinus pointing above the heads of his soldiers, "the rope has been lowered. Is he 
renowned for his rock climbing?"

"I don't know," said Jelena, "but I imagine another farce is about to take place before us." The 
distant figure scrambled, clawed his way up the sheer edge of the hillside before reaching the 
smooth blocks of the castle wall. He now had a short delicate climb to the window. It would take all
the King's strength to heave himself up the rope. Every slip forced a gasp from the Maronite's army,
every twist of the rope sent the King spinning in mid-air. Peels of laughter almost shook the waters 
of the river, flowing easily past the scene without so much as a glance at the comedy. The soldiers 
knew who was at the window and they anticipated one final uproarous tragedy as the stonemason 
would lean out and offer the hand of friendship! There was baited breath, grown men clung onto 
each other, unable to bear the suspense and the climax of events. The King struggled, achingly, 
against a background of grumblings and stifled laughter.

Then the moment arrived. The Abbot stood back, the stonemason leaned forward, as far out of the
window as his small body would allow. The last tears of laughter in the eyes of the soldiers were 
wiped away to catch the final act of this ridiculous drama. 

Jelena watching intently, seriously, suddenly jumped from her horse. Rinus was mystified. She ran
to a nearby rock, squatted, searched for a clear view of something she had seen. Something not 
noticed by anyone else there. She took her bow from her back, armed it with an arrow and took aim.
Rinus watched the King stretching desperately for the stonemason's outstretched hand. He balanced
on the lip of the window. his fingers inches away from the King's rescue. The life of a man depended
on those fingers, that hand. The hand of man.

The left hand.
Jelena fired. Seconds later the arrow struck the stonemason at the side of the head. He slumped 

backwards instantly leaving the exhausted King to pause, accept his fate and concede to his 
physical weakness. Releasing his grip on the rope he plunged backwards against the rocks and out 
of Jelena's view.

-

Several hours passed before Rinus was able to complete his audit of the castle and the dead King's 
assets, which were few and virtually worthless. Rinus found Jelena in the room where she had 
danced. No words were needed for him to understand. Here was her life, her previous life, the one 
she cherished so much and longed to return to. He held her softly and for a moment they moved 
together, slowly, passionately. "The King had only one thing of value in this castle," Rinus 



whispered. Jelena placed her finger against his lips. She could read his mind. "Now you're back 
here would you like to stay?"

"Of course I would. This is my home."
"Then stay here with me. King Maronite has asked me to take charge of this land until the people 

outside choose who they want to rule them." Rinus drew back from Jelena and smiled. "I could be 
King and you could be Queen. My Queen Consort."

"I'd like that. As long as you allow me to dance."
"If I had the power, Jelena, I would have you dance for as long as you wish. Forever, if that is 

what you want."
She rested her head against the side of his face and hoped her tears would not reveal her secret.

-

Mary Ann Dale paused, drew a deep breath and stared down at her knees as the audience sat upright
and returned to the real world of the Great Hall. The candle flames continued to flicker and the 
smell of balsam became apparent again. Helen waited for Dale to speak. Jay studied Helen out of 
the corner of her eye. Throughout the reading, every time Jay had shared a moment or an episode 
within the story, she had turned to Helen and found her miming, lip-synching the words exactly as 
Mary Ann Dale spoke them. It was as if Helen was the ventriloquist throwing her voice to the front 
of the room. But it was more than that, there was delight on Helen's face during the farcical 
moments, sadness at the end. She had been engrossed, captivated, totally lost in the other world that
was filling the room, pervading the atmosphere as effectively as the scent of balsam and the 
deviating light. 

Jay tried to avoid any conclusions and distracted herself by whispering: "Where have I heard that 
name before? Amanda Lea Harley?"

"C7," Helen replied equally softly. "Circle of Seven. The cancelled seminar."
The cancelled seminar. 
After the audience had left the Great Hall (refreshments were available elsewhere) Jay 

approached Mary Ann Dale and raised the subject of Dan Thackray. The response surprised her.
"Thackray. I'd rather not say anything about him. Gets me all worked up."
"Really. I got the idea from talking to him that there was a small group of you who were 

somewhat connected."
"In what way? I think what I'm trying to say is that I don't trust him. Why's he not here? We came 

back this year. A lot of us did after being let down last year. The festival was called off two weeks 
before it was due to start. A lot of us had made plans that were spoiled, the city was all geared up for
the event, bookings had been taken. It's always a bit of a relief after the comedown of Christmas 
and short nights are getting everyone a bit brassed off. So you can imagine there were a lot of 
unhappy people last year. We protested. But where was he?"

"I don't know. Where was he?"
"You tell me. He wasn't here supporting us."
Dale was on her feet and standing next to a large candleholder. Her shadow twirled and flinched. 

"I've no time for him. And he's past it. Too old."
"Do you get a cheque every year for one pound?"
"Yeah. It's tradition. Why?"
Helen was right. Or rather Nat was right and Thackray was what? What was he, telling Jay that 

the whole payment business was some kind of subterfuge. "He told me you'd all been silenced by 
that money." 



Dale couldn't help grinning and shifted about preparing an answer, a suitably contemptuous 
response without sounding nasty. "I don't know what that's supposed to mean. He's having you on. 
When did he tell you that?"

"Last night, in the Minster." Judging by the look on Dale's face Jay wondered if she was right to 
reveal that. She sensed the candles moving closer, the flames dimming and the balsam 
concentrating in a cloud over the threesome. Helen waited for Dale's response.

"You mean to say he's here in York? Right now?"
Jay nodded and told her of the cheque which, in spite of Helen's test, she was convinced was for a

hundred thousand pounds and signed by Sir Robin Conran. 
"No, it wouldn't be for that much. He's an odd buggar. He's won prizes before and not cashed the 

winnings. Doesn't believe in it. And what did he say about me, that I was part of some kind of 
group?" She was becoming quite agitated now. 

"That you and Eric Martens, Thackray and Silver Nitrate knew something dangerous. You all 
knew fragments of incriminating evidence and were committed to revealing that evidence through 
the stories you were telling at the festival." 

Helen and Jay were under suspicion. Dale began to choose her words very carefully. "Well, I for 
one don't know what he's talking about, and to be honest I really don't know who you are. No 
disrespect, but I feel really uncomfortable talking to you like this. I can't get my head round what 
I'm hearing. Thackray is in town and spreading some kind of wild rumour about a dangerous secret 
and that I know something about it. Well, I can tell you I don't. Take it or leave it, but if you see him
again would you tell me?"

"If you want me to."
"And what's this secret supposed to be?"
Jay was reluctant to say, but Helen stepped in. "His story The Cow's Carcass could be allegorical. 

Personal files were destroyed by the government during the BSE crisis and they don't want people 
to know that the information has been transferred to computer."

"Has your story tonight contained any reference to those events?" Jay asked.
Dale checked them both with undisguised suspicion before answering: "No. Unless you want to 

find references within it."
There was no delay caused by the gathering of bags or books, Dale had no spare jacket to pick up.

She was off, leaving with what she had in her pockets, giving Jay no chance to cross examine her 
further. That's what the  discussion had become; a cross-examination. That's how Dale had 
perceived it; an interrogation. Jay's instinct was to believe the woman, but she didn't trust her 
instincts at the moment. She was relying on Helen's. Alone in the room illuminated by a hundred 
scented candles the two women pondered. Eventually Jay spoke. "Is she lying?"

"Yes. Course she is."
"What makes you so sure?"
"The story." Helen was almost silhouetted against the background. Her voice was detached and 

filled the room as if the candles had nominated her as their spokeswoman. "Why had she chosen to 
tell someone else's story?"



11 RANCID

There are some things you can't put off. Things that cannot be avoided. We delay, prevaricate, we 
say 'we'll put it on the back burner for now'. But it always comes round eventually, and for Jay the 
time had come. Leaving the Merchant Adventurer's Hall Helen reminded Jay that there was time to 
catch the end of Rancid Carrion's final rehearsals. She used the word rehearsals reluctantly because 
Rancid Carrion didn't rehearse; they 'tested their equipment'. Rehearsal was all about getting it right,
making sure you knew the songs, the set list, tweaking the voice, honing the musicianship. Nat 
didn't have a voice, she said. The rest of the band didn't play their instruments they simply plugged 
them in and hit them to see what sort of noise emerged. On a good night it would possess a 
modicum of recognisable harmony, something akin to what the human ear  perceives to be music. 
On a bad night they would give it up as a bad job and see how short they could make the set. The 
fastest run through of fifteen songs had been eight minutes and twelve seconds before being bottled 
off stage.

"With what I've already heard tonight Helen I don't think I can cope with this."
"You'll be alright. Imagine all that dust and those cobwebs clogging up your mind. You'll have 

them all blown out tonight. Tomorrow you'll be able to think straight again." Helen was 
unconvincing. 

"What did you make of the story? You think there are clues in there?"
"Mm." She was clicking her fingers again. "Who was who? What are your thoughts?"
Jay wasn't sure she liked this, but she went along with it until she was clear about what her 

suspicion was. "The characters are the King, the Abbot and Jelena the dancer. So if they represent 
anybody they'll be Philip Hunter, Bruce Gentle and Louisa Carnegie. The three suspects, the three 
confessors. Hunter was probably killed, Gentle lived, and Carnegie's livelihood was ruined. That's 
one option. Tell me another one."

"What about the dead king being the Prime Minister. The Abbot is Hunter, Jelena is Carnegie and 
the stonemason is Bruce Gentle. We can't forget the stonemason. In fact I think his role is probably 
the crucial one. He helped the assassins, up on the roof of the church, he tried to say he was the 
same as Jelena, but she had none of that, and then he turned colours and tried to help the king."

Jay's teeth chattered as her body trembled uncontrollably. She preferred to sleep on it, let her 
subconscious deal with all the permutations, which is what they were. Four characters, five if you 
counted the Maronite king's ambassador at the end. Relationships. "What about those," she said 
trying to disguise her shivering. "The king and Jelena, the king and the stonemason, the king and 
the Abbot. Jelena and the ambassador. Wouldn't Jelena be a more central figure than someone like 
Louisa Carnegie? And why would a fictitious woman represent a real woman? Jelena could 
represent a man."

"Any dancers in Special Branch or the government?" Helen wasn't shivering at all and her scarf 
complimented her features perfectly. Warming her face, supporting her head, allowing her golden 
hair to tumble slightly across her shoulders.

"None that I know off. What about the other issues? Immortality and perfection, polygamy and 
being unpopular."

"Church roofs. The English have a fetish for church roofs."
"Too much camel," Jay said. Helen agreed laughing.
"Camel, cigarettes, health, poison, we're back to Carnegie." Helen sounded disinterested.
"How far is it to this club?"
"Not far. It's by the river. We're nearly there."
The walk was towards Micklegate, turning off the street at the bridge over the Ouse and alongside



the river where pubs spilled late evening drinkers onto a frozen slime coated roadway. The slime 
was river mud, the remnants of a winter flooding. A drunken punter went head first and stood up 
with a new colour scheme coating his chest and face. He looked like Jackson Pollock. Three men he
was with threatened to throw him in the river and for a moment saw Jay and Helen and probably 
thought that they would be funnier victims. They stood aside as the two ladies passed by, waiting 
until they had their backs to the group before calling out. "Eh, lapdancers! Lapdancers..."

Helen grinned. "Dancers are in the air tonight." 
"Sigg heil!" Jay shook her head when she heard the shout. The rest shouted together as they 

slipped and tripped towards the road. 
"I see what you mean about going home, Helen."
"They're drunk. It only upsets me when someone sober shouts it." She turned left and there was a 

street with several neon signs advertising small clubs and bars. In spite of the area and the number 
of pubs this should have been a quiet street. A few cars were parked, one or two couples strolled 
arm in arm between overhanging refurbished buildings sitting squat on either side of an ornate 
cobbled road. It should have been quiet, but it wasn't. As Helen guided Jay towards one bar in 
particular, The Lobster, a sudden siren of head splitting feedback hurled itself into the street. 
Someone growled as if being savaged by a wild animal and then nothing. Just a thumping sound in 
the ear and peace. 

The Lobster was dark and empty. Along one wall was a bar with several chattering bar staff and a 
television perched on a bracket showing MTV. The sound was turned up and a grinning teenager 
that was either Britney Spears or some other newly discovered clone was gyrating in front of four 
and twenty gangsters. At the far end of the room gathered across a short low stage were the 
antithesis of MTV perfection, the negative image of the shiny video teeth display on legs. Two 
guitarists slouched in front of their amplifiers, fiddling and poking at their controls, a drummer had 
a long swig from a  pint glass and there, centre stage, all in black with a back to front baseball cap 
was Nat. It had to be Nat. Jay was familiar with the description now. Frontman, lead singer, 
spokesperson and inspiration. He noticed Helen walk into the empty venue. "This next song's called
Eastern Promise." His fellow band members stared at him confused. The drummer settled himself 
and tapped the edge of a drum four times. 

What came next Jay would probably never be able to put into words. The noise stopped her in her
tracks. The bar alongside her shook and vibrated, glasses tinkled and a mysterious hum emanated 
from somewhere beneath the bar top. Staff held their breath for a minute as Nat roared with as 
much agony as his average sized body could gather. The three others around him dropped their 
heads and stomped about, flinging their bodies at each other and the amplifiers, thrashing out with 
their legs and hurling abuse at whatever they had in their hands: one guitar, a bass guitar and two 
drumsticks. Nat was probably turning purple by now as the engine noise roared on. Jay's ears 
crackled, eyes squinted as they filled with water. It was the end of the world. Had to be. Then as 
suddenly as the noise started it ended. 

Helen applauded. "Dekuji," Nat said politely. 
"Vyborne!"
"Dobre odpoledne, Helen."
"No, no! Dobry vecer, Nat."
The bar staff went back to their bored conversation. Jay with the rest of Rancid Carrion (and they 

were rancid, she concluded) left the lovers to it. "He says good afternoon. I go through with this 
every time I see him. He says good evening when it's morning, good afternoon when it's evening."

"Well, you have to remember Helen that he's probably too busy trying to remember the lines of 
his songs. He's quite a poet."



"Philistine."
Nat hopped off the stage and left the others to twiddle their things and tap their tom toms or 

whatever it all was. Jay couldn't imagine this lot knowing the first thing about music. Nat 
approached, shook Jay's hand and kissed her gently on the cheek. "Nice to meet you. Helen's told 
me about you."

"Oh has she." Nat's accent was public school. Immaculate, strong and confidant. His hair was 
probably genuinely black and he was far too good looking to be part of this trashy outfit. Beneath 
his teeshirt was a set of chest muscles that suggested a man who took care of himself. Then he 
hugged Helen, a strong Eastern European bear hug in which she almost disappeared. "That was a 
new number." He told her.

"What was it called again?"
He grinned. "I can't remember." He led them to the bar and ordered a round. He was on Guinness 

and Helen joined him. Jay settled for a pint of Stella. 
"Do you wear earplugs when you're on stage, Nat?"
"Can't hear a thing up there. The monitors on stage can be turned down, so you avoid standing in 

front of the amplifiers. Barry on guitar is deaf as a post." Nat nodded back towards the stage where 
the band was now stood in a group discussing musical differences and next year's reunion tour.

"I had an idea he might be deaf." Jay wanted to be horrible about Rancid Carrion, but she 
immediately sussed that Nat didn't take any of it seriously. Or maybe he did. She was training 
herself to take the opposite view of the first thoughts that came to her in a new situation. Sometimes
it became confusing contradicting the contradiction, or was it the original thought. Nat's presence 
was flustering her.

"Helen said you wouldn't come tonight, but I thought yeah, she'll come. The Exocet won't miss 
this opportunity."

Her reputation was preceding her. Nat's confidence was almost inspiring. "Well, I nearly didn't. 
The way Helen described your music I think I would have preferred throwing myself down a flight 
of stairs. Folk Thrash. What exactly is Folk Thrash?"

"You just heard it. That noise was folk thrash. It's power with a conscience, a soul that finds its 
energy in the land. If you could wire up the earth to an amp that's what it would sound like." Jay hid
her grin in a long gulp of Stella. "And if you believe any of all that you're not the Exocet I've read 
about." He was stroking the side of Helen's face ever so gently, casually, without looking at her. She
sat there and took it, as if she were by the side of her chocolate stream with her boyfriend and 
thoughts of growing up. That innocence was in her eyes, settling across her lips. She was so still, 
letting Nat speak, leaving him to concentrate on this new mystery walking in front of him. The 
Exocet, here in the flesh.

"Actually, I was never very fond of that name."
"Weren't you. Why not? Because the Telegraph thought of it? Sometimes an insult can be quite 

provocative."
"It wasn't meant as an insult. I think an establishment newspaper like the Telegraph was glad to 

see the security services embarrassed. The media and security have never seen eye to eye."
"You'll know all about that," he said to Helen. She was reluctant to agree. Nat continued. "First 

thing they go for in an uprising; the tv station, radio station, press. Whoever gets control of that 
controls the message." 

"And the first thing an authoritarian regime does is ban rock music. So they're not always bad." 
The bar was empty, deserted and looked as if it had been all night. There were no empty bottles or 
glasses on any of the tables, chairs were in the same places they had been set out at the beginning of
the evening. And the bar staff were ready to keel over with boredom. MTV babbled away to itself.



"Doing one without you, Nat," someone shouted from the stage. "Instrumental," he said to his 
guitar. 

Jay braced herself and rested her pint glass back on the bar top. The drummer tapped again, a 
whine squeezed itself out of some orifice somewhere and then the bass guitar started rumbling, the 
hum was there again, Jay's chair vibrated gently and then all hell broke loose. Nat was smirking at 
Helen who drank, a long satisfying mouthful of stout leaving a white moustache under her nose. Nat
kissed it away. She giggled; an inaudible sound utterly masked by the fog horns blaring out of the 
far end of the room. When it stopped, Jay's ears were pounding and she was forced to lip read as 
Nat said, probably, "sounded alright!"

She was deaf. Totally deaf for a moment. She replied, but couldn't hear her own words. Drinking 
her Stella eased the problem slightly and conversation reasserted itself. "Helen was asking me today
what I'd rescue if my house was on fire. You're not allowed to think about it, you have to react as if 
you were really facing a burning house. What would you run in and rescue Jay?"

The first words that came to her were: "My diary." Nat and Helen shared a thought with each 
other.

"Why?" he asked.
"I suppose it's the nearest thing to saving my life. My diary, or the most recent one would be my 

life. I don't know. That's the first thing that came to mind, and you said don't think about it. Are you 
a psychoanalyst? What's the meaning of my answer?"

Nat pondered and made a show of rubbing his smooth elegant chin. "I'd say you have a bad 
memory who needs a book to remind her what her life is all about."

"Garbage." Jay's reaction brought no reaction from Nat. "Lots of people keep diaries. They're 
detailed records. Tony Benn's diaries, Alan Clark's diaries even, form part of a historical record. If 
you have a profile your diaries can actually mean something."

"But you're not Alan Clark or Tony Benn, are you? You weren't there in the same room as a Prime
Minister struggled to hold on to the leadership of her party. You weren't there as you're colleagues 
were discussing whether to go cap in hand to the IMF. You weren't there when history was being 
made. That's what made their diaries important."

"I feel quite insignificant now. Thank you."
Nat placed his Guinness back on the bar top and put his hands together on his lap. Helen 

remained very relaxed about the whole thing. Drinking slowly, carefully, licking the froth off her 
top lip. "You exposed a blinding breach of duty in the security services," said Nat. "Remember? 
That was you, nobody else. Aren't you prepared to use that in your defence?"

She really did feel insignificant now. "Well, yeah. I don't think it compares to the examples you 
mentioned."

"Don't you? Remember the foot and mouth outbreak. Remember people saying that lessons hadn't
been learned from the last outbreak. Do you think lessons were learned from your evidence to the 
Derringer inquiry? Twelve months later and one dead prime minister. How could the security 
services let that happen if they'd cleaned up their act? You're a part of that chain of events, Jay." He 
picked his glass up again. "Don't overlook that."

She wanted to ask him how old he was. He had the skin of a twelve year old, the musical taste of 
someone not much older, but here he was lecturing her like her father would. 

"I bet you don't write Jonathan's name in your diary." Helen's sudden observation was so acute 
Jay almost fell off her chair.

"How do you know that? I did at first. When I first met him. He left his wife for me. I wrote his 
name then. Later on I used to think that maybe he'd leave me for someone else. Maybe he was a 
serial two timer. I used his name then because I figured I was scared of losing him because I still 



loved him. But now, I can't remember the last time I wrote his name. I write J, or him, sometimes I 
don't even include what he's doing. What would you save from your burning flat in Prague?"

Helen had no hesitation, but then she had played this game before. "Vitek. My conscience 
wouldn't allow me to sleep if I rescued other things and left him to burn. He wouldn't be able to 
rescue himself." He sounded like Jonathan. 

"If I kept a diary," Nat said, "I'd mention this moment. Meeting the Exocet. You might not like the
name, but it means something to me. I read you articles. I like you and Paul Foot, David 
Aaronovitch, Robert Frisk, Francis Wheen. You've got something to say and a great way of saying 
it. You underestimate yourself, Jay."

"You put me in good company. I wouldn't class myself alongside that lot. They're more 
commentators than reporters. I don't know, maybe. My hero, when I was starting out was John 
Pilger. I thought maybe I'd get on television for something, but that's a different game these days. 
Television doesn't want facts, it wants sensation. You have more time and space in print." The time 
and space was keeping her alive. A television report lasting as long as the time she'd spent on this 
fruitless investigation would have cost millions, billions, god knows. 

"That's my ambition," Nat said. Helen supported him. "Television. I'd like my own production 
company. Investigative stuff."

"I thought you were at university."
"I am. I'm finished this year though. I know how to get finance aswell."
"A friend of yours," Helen said to Jay. She had that knowing look in her eyes again. 
"Michael Peel." Nat timed his drink from the glass. Behind him Rancid Carrion rumbled and 

groaned at the mention of the name.
"Michael Peel," Jay shouted. "That's Lady Alison Peel's son. He's in Europe isn't he?"
"Geneva," said Nat. "And he's loaded. Works for Wien Commerzbank. We were at school 

together. He'd stand me for a couple of hundred thousand."
Jay waited for Rancid Carrion to drop another of their musical atom bombs. It would give her 

time to make some mental connections. Helen was at it again. Muttering to herself. Jay tried to lip 
read; she was saying Wien Commerzbank. "What?" said Jay. "That wasn't mentioned in Queen 
Consort, was it?"

"No. Not in so many words." Before she could explain the band on stage were bringing the roof 
down. It sounded like the last disturbance, a shambolic cacophony with the rest of the bar's structure
joining in. The water pipes were ringing, hollow floor thudding like a giant bass box. 

They stalled their engine and Nat looked round over his shoulder. "That was a long one! Have 
you seen Helen's photos? They'll take your breath away."

"Did you frame that one I gave you?"
"Yeah. It's over the hi-fi. You should see it, Jay. It's black and white, has a slight fogginess about 

it, almost like an infrared photo. Quite a large grain in the film, and it's just a flat blur of faces 
walking down Goodramgate. You can't quite make out who's who. It's just a wall of faces 
compressed by a long lens. It's as if the city had been invaded by blurred faced aliens. Who are 
they? Just the fact that you can't identify them as being human, even though you know if you could 
actually see their faces you still wouldn't know who they were, it's intriguing. You want to know 
who they are." Helen was above the praise. Jay guessed that she was unconcerned with what people 
thought about her photographs. So long as she could continue to take photos, like Jelena and her 
dancing in the story, that would be enough for her. 

Jelena and Helen. The names were almost the same. The thought, the possibility, the implications,
followed Jay back to her hotel and slept with her. Rancid Carrion had blasted and farted their 
maniacal outpourings for an hour leaving her stone deaf and unable to talk properly. Nat and Helen 



had wandered off somewhere towards Clifford's Tower; the cake-tin castle on top of the mound. 
Silver Nitrate was mentioned again, briefly. Nat warned Jay to be careful, repeated the nonsense 
about him being a dangerous storyteller. Dangerous storyteller! The two words didn't go together 
somehow until she remembered Mary Ann Dale's character Jelena. And Thackray. Mad Thackray 
with his cheque for one pound fifty, or whatever it was that he held up in the gloom and illuminated 
with a cheap cig lighter. And of course that old irritant Amanda Lea Harley had been mentioned 
again. A name from the past, the instigator of the ridiculous myth of C7. So many names entering 
the picture, a lot of characters in one day. 

At three am with her mind still restless Jay took a pen and notebook and wrote another list. This 
time it was full of names:

Bruce Gentle, Louisa Carnegie, Philip Hunter;
Helen, Nat, Silver Nitrate, Dan Thackray, Mary Ann Dale, Eric Martens, Michael Peel, Lady 

Alison Peel, Sir Robin Conran;
The dead king, Jelena, the Abbot, the stonemason, Maronite king's ambassador... Amanda Lea 

Harley. 
There was another name. She was sure there was one more, but she couldn't recall.



12 THE FAKE MESSIAH

Jay had nothing to get up for. She lay in bed and frowned at the careless way she had dropped her 
clothes across the bedroom furniture; a skirt abandoned on a chair, a sweater crumpled in the corner
just behind the door of the bathroom, one shoe here, another over there; things scattered, remote, 
jettisoned. She must have walked across the room last night letting her outer shell fall apart along 
the way. But she kept her body intact, mind and soul together. She lay dreamily wondering how Nat
and Helen had spent the night. Were they wrapped around each other in a cold upstairs rented flat, 
or huddled passionately in a camper van. Maybe Nat crashed out on a sofa giving his bed up for a 
prudent Helen unwilling to sleep with someone she regarded as a curiosity. They seemed well 
suited. He was educated, intelligent, eccentric (had to be to have anything to do with an outfit like 
Rancid Carrion; post modernist irony was the best explanation Jay could think of). She was sharp, 
peculiar, affectionate. There was something very symmetrical and wonderful about a Bohemian by 
nature going out with a Bohemian by nationality. And he was gorgeous. Reluctant to remind herself 
Jay gazed at the ceiling and tried to imagine the effort Jonathan would have to make to develop 
chest muscles like Nat's. They were the sort you could beat with your fists and not cause a coughing
fit.

In her room Jay's television had its own video player. When she first arrived she had asked 
herself, half jokingly, why she hadn't brought any videos with her. She had been expecting to be out 
every minute of the day, listening, probing, interviewing, winding people up and getting under the 
skin of whoever she might find lurking in the crevices of this ancient red brick and stone city. Now 
she saw the video player again and had an idea. Without leaving her bed she made a phone call 
home. Jonathan answered.

"Hi, Jay. I thought you'd forgotten me. How are things?"
"Fine. A bit quiet, but otherwise fairly interesting."
"Oh, great. I'm glad you're enjoying yourself. You needed a break, babe."
Nothing to throw! She had nothing other then the phone to throw. She felt her toes itching. 

"Jonathan..."
He interrupted. "When did you say you'd be coming back? I've got this letter yesterday morning. 

It's an invitation to go to my father's house in Grange. It'd be nice for a get together this weekend."
Jonathan's father was a GP, a retired GP but nobody in the family mentioned that. He had a big 

house just outside Grange over Sands in south Cumbria. A big, windy, exposed gabled and pitched 
roofed edifice that looked like a vicarage and smelled of dust. Jay hated the place, and Jonathan's 
father was probably the only human being on earth more insufferable than Jonathan. 

"Can't make it this weekend, Jonathan. The festival finishes on Sunday. I've booked the hotel up 
to Sunday night so I'll be back Monday. Why don't you go up there on your own."

"But they like to meet you, babe. They say you spend too much time in London."
"Well, I'm not their daughter in law."
"Yes, they had noticed."
"Jonathan," Jay switched to autopilot, "you know in my study I've got a video archive. Can you 

find a video marked Philip Hunter, I think it's Channel 4 News. But there's only one video with his 
name on it." There was no response. "Jonathan?"

"Who did you say." His voice had dropped, it was now morose, bordering on an unintelligible 
mumble.

"Philip Hunter. Do me a favour. Find it, get it to me by tonight and I'll try to make time to get 
home for Saturday."

"Yeah, sure." The pause remained, the ploy wasn't working, Jay tapped the side of the bed and 



gave him five seconds to respond. She wanted Nat. She wanted a man with chest muscles and a 
backbone. She had no intention of stealing Helen's trophy, but the mood and the sight of her 
scattered bedroom  was accelerating her feelings. The pathetic mumbling she was hearing were 
defining Jonathan's final hours. Jay's patience had evaporated and she had the odd sensation that it 
had never existed. He had never existed, never been a part of her life. This mumbling tart back in 
Lancaster was just some servant. 

"Are you still there?"
"Yes, I'm still here. You sound as if something's wrong."
"I need that video urgently, Jonathan. Can you get it here by tonight? Try DHL."
"What's that?"
"What do you mean what's that? DHL, the delivery people. DHL, Jonathan. What's the matter 

with you." She sat up in bed. "Get something into your head very quickly. I want that video by 
tonight. If I have to I'll come back there and get it myself and if I have to do that you'll wish you'd 
never been born. Stop pissing me about, Jonathan."

"Hey, okay, okay. Respect babe. I'm sorry. I don't know what for. You're under a lot of pressure, I 
can hear that, but don't take it out on me."

"So, you'll get the video to me by tonight?"
"Yeah. I mean if you want to talk about things just talk. I'll bring it myself and we can have a 

meal or something while I'm over there."
"Okay. I'll go along with that."
"How many times have you watched that video now?"
Jay refused to answer. The last thing she wanted to hear were questions of that nature from him. 
He bucked up. His voice resumed its usual nasal whine and his words went through Jay's head 

without registering. Meal or no meal, she wouldn't be in when he arrived, she didn't care where 
she'd be. Actually she did care because she knew where she'd be. Tonight was the night. Silver 
Nitrate was telling his story at the Starre Inne.

-

Satisfied that her diaries were the most important thing in the house and that she wouldn't do what 
Helen would do and pull the only other human being out of the blazing building Jay set off for some
unknown rendezvous. She had no idea what Helen's work schedule was. Everytime she asked or 
tried to guess, Helen's response was one of mild contempt that the extraordinary complexity of her 
routine wasn't crystal clear to anyone with a single brain cell. Jay smiled, waited for a slight burst of
air that would make her giggle in that charming Bohemian way. She had a picture of a young Helen 
supping a few bottles of her father's beer and sneaking out of the apartment with another bottle for 
her boyfriend. Twenty years on, or whatever the timespan was, she could imagine the present Helen 
doing exactly the same for Nat. Didn't she say she worked at the Golden Fleece, one of the pubs? 
She'd ask at reception how to find it.

Reception was waiting for her. "Miss Marshall, there's a message for you." The video, Jonathan, 
you superhuman. "From a Mr Cowcar, or Croaker, it's not clear. He telephoned last night."

"Mr Cowcar..." Jay took the note knowing who it was. "Thank you." The message simply said 
'meet you in the morning.'

Jay dressed in black. She felt it was appropriate for the mounting tension, the sense of foreboding,
and then she realised that her stomach really was churning and that the thought of the Silver Nitrate 
event was worrying her. Nat had said, ever so briefly the night before, that Silver Nitrate was an act 
of terrorism waiting to happen. This from a man who spoke of connecting an amplifier to energy 



lines in the earth; perhaps Nat still lived at home with his wealthy mum.
So, dressed all in black and now feeling quite self-conscious, Jay took herself through the breeze, 

blowing into a gale, and the traffic fumes choking Bootham Bar and went up onto the city walls 
again heading for her bench where she met Thackray the first time. She didn't have long to wait. He 
must have been following her.

"It's a bit exposed here."
"Maybe it's time you were exposed, Mr Thackray. I met Mary Ann Dale last night. She didn't 

speak too highly of you. If I tell a story this year I'll get a cheque for a pound, did you know that."
He was dressed in almost identical clothes. Black overcoat, black sweater, black jeans. He wasn't 

wearing shoes with a heel, or Yves Saint Laurent, but they did look like a couple of comic book 
twins. Huddled together on a bench, whispering, they checked the identities of anyone who came 
near. The bench was set far enough back from the edge of the wall where people walked, but it still 
presented a curious tableau to passers by who were so obviously English and interested because 
they immediately looked away to observe the Minster.

"Course I know that. Did she tell you who issues the cheque?"
"No. Why's that important?"
Thackray sniggered. "Course it's important. You don't think the Bishop goes round threatening 

storytellers do you. It's the church, the Bishop of York who issues those cheques. A coin for the 
jester some calls it. Aye. Didn't tell you everything, did she. But that doesn't surprise me. The 
important thing is did you hear her story?"

"Queen Consort. Yes. I went with a friend of mine. We've not really had chance to talk about it 
yet. We went to meet her boyfriend later on and sort of got distracted." The explanation sounded 
very dodgy in a non-conspiratorial way. "He has a band. You might have seen their posters: Rancid 
Carrion."

Thackray nodded. "Yeah, I know him. Nat something double barrelled. Sheldon-Jardine or 
something. He knows Michael Peel. Lady Alison's son. They only had the one. It isn't Conran's son. 
Michael Peel, I mean. It's the old man's lad. Lord," he struggled for the name.

"Lord Howard..."
"Lord Howard Peel. That's it. Michael Peel works for Wien Commerzbank in Austria. A few 

strings were pulled for that. They're not the biggest bank in Europe from what I've heard."
"Really. Well, I've never heard of them. Nat told us last night who Michael Peel worked for. It 

surprised me. I'd only come across the name briefly in the past. Never been part of my sphere of 
interest."

"He did a spell running the farm business up at Basholt. At the time Philip Hunter worked there."
Well! The intensity of the gale lifted Thackray's hair from his face leaving his casual features 

isolated. The bony head with its sunken eyes and starving mouth was vacant, utterly unmoved as if 
he was unaware of what he'd just said.

"Worked for who? Sir Robin Conran?"
"No, the Peels. He was a farmhand when they ran the business. Lord Howard let Michael run 

things for a time and when the old man died the business took on management consultants and it's 
been run that way ever since. Hunter was a nobody. Farm labourer."

It was time to do some history. Jay cast her mind back over the years to establish a timeframe as 
best she knew it. Sir Robin Conran married Lady Alison Peel in 1982. She knew that because of the 
scandal. Lord Peel still warm in his grave according to the London set, but they married and 
Michael was a New Romantic still at school. He knew Nat. Nat is still at university, final year, 
which would make him at least - why was she calculating this? So, Hunter would be at Basholt 
before 1982 and when she met him he looked in his forties. It made sense, mathematically. The 



timing, according to Thackray's evidence, didn't put Hunter at Basholt when he was a four year old. 
"You're story would be based on his," she said to Thackray who had been watching her intensely as 
she calculated. 

"Why's that?
"Because he was there long before you came up with the Cow's Carcass."
"He came up with his story after I came here with that story."
"Mary Ann Dale was surprised when I told her you were here this year."
Thackray leaned back mortified. "You told her?" He bit his lip, became interested in the Minster 

all of a sudden. He attacked his scalp with a bout of intense head scratching that was audible. 
"Was that a mistake?"
"No, no," he didn't sound so sure. His weak voice was drowned out by the traffic behind them. 

The walls of the city at this point ran alongside a deep dry moat culminating in an  old building used
as a car mechanic's storage yard. Along the wall, visible from here, was the castellated tower of 
Monk Bar. An intriguing fascinating view, but secondary to Thackray's anxious performance. He 
was on his feet, circling the wide recess in front of the bench. "I can't talk now. Er, tonight, Silver 
Nitrate isn't it. Fake Messiah..."

"Is that his story or is that him?"
"Story." Thackray was undecided which way to escape; south or east. He was about to shoot off 

but Jay was consumed by a need to ask him one more question. 
"Your cheque. Have you still got it with you?"
"Yeah."
"Can I have a quick look at it again? It was dark last time and I wanted to see if Sir Robin's 

signature was genuine."
She didn't sound convincing and Thackray searched his inside pocket as if going for  a gun. Out 

came the cheque, gripped by wide flat unkempt derelict fingers. Jay looked at it, at the box above 
the signature. One hundred thousand pounds, no doubt about it.

"Yeah." Jay was also certain Sir Robin Conran wasn't the Bishop of York. Thackray returned the 
cheque to the murky depths of his flailing overcoat and headed east towards Monk Bar. Jay watched
him go. There was no point following or chasing him for more answers. To put it frankly, she still 
didn't trust him.

-

There were times in the past when Jay would walk into a press conference, usually at a time of 
national crisis or party scandal and immediately feel an almost tangible sense of something terrible, 
something forbidding. Body language was stiffer, voices were a pitch higher, mouths dryer, sticking
on consonants, fumbling over long sentences. There was a buzz, a shared perspiration. It was a 
minor form of mass hysteria and inside the Starre Inne she felt the same feeling caress her as she 
walked towards the bar in the room at the back. Helen was standing alone in a crowd. A beaming 
smile greeted Jay and Helen ordered a pint of Stella. Jay didn't drink pints at dinnertime, but she 
took it gratefully.

"Nat not here?"
"No. He's studying today."
"Not for his music exams though."
"No, no. He doesn't need to study those. He'd fail anyway."
"Where did you two go last night after the rehearsal?" Rehearsal seemed such a ridiculous term to

describe the wind tunnel clatter that had sent her back to the hotel with temporary tinnitus.



"We went back to the Fleece. I don't think he's coming tonight. He's not up for it."
"Tonight. The Silver Nitrate event." Helen nodded. This was serious. Nat, of all people, was 

avoiding the 'gig.' "What a coward."
"That's what I said."
"Well he and Jonathan can sulk in the bar of my hotel because he's coming over here today 

bringing me a video which I think might help us. Queen Consort."
"On video?" Helen couldn't believe it.
"No, not Queen Consort. Whenever I get the chance I video certain tv interviews, historic events, 

cataclysmic moments. If it's about a subject I'm researching or writing about it helps to have the 
facts on video. Straight from the horse's mouth if you like. I've got an old interview of Philip Hunter
and the television in the hotel room has a video player, so we can see what he says and try to relate 
it to the story. Problem is I've forgotten most of the details. Can we buy the book anywhere, do you 
know?"

"The book?"
"Was it called Masks and Marionettes, or something?"
"Oh yeah. Masks and Marionettes." Helen shook her head. A mysterious shake, slow and 

forbidding, as if she was refusing permission for Jay to get her hands on this anthology written, 
edited, or compiled, by Amanda Lea Harley. "I guess you could get it in Prague."

"Why Prague?"
"You can get any book in Prague if you know where to look." 
The Stella had its use after all. Jay propped herself against the bar and supped like some kind of 

lost soul searching for a meaning of life. "He worked at Basholt House. Philip Hunter."
"I wonder if Nat remembers him. He's talked about Michael Peel. He was talking about him last 

night after we left the bar. He'd like to meet you again."
"Who, Nat?"
"Yes, Nat. I think you're his new hero. When I go back to Prague maybe you could leave Jonathan

for him."
Jay smiled. If only. Nat was probably half her age. Final year student, that would make him -she 

was calculating it again - twenty two at least. Six, maybe seven years her junior. She became aware 
of her fists. "Why doesn't he go with you? Or haven't you mentioned that?"

"No, that wouldn't be fair on him. He couldn't be expected to share a squat with Vitek and me. 
Some weeks all we have to eat is bacon, other weeks it's chicken legs, other weeks we have a 
surplus of coffee. We don't like to waste things and so we walk around with excruciating pains in 
our sides from drinking all the coffee."

"No wonder you're excited all the time."
"Really," Helen's surprise shook the other punters out of their quiet stiffness. "Maybe."
"And another thing, Thackray's cheque," Jay whispered, "it was for a hundred thousand. I saw it 

again today."
A momentary look of guilt spread across Helen's face and then she admitted: "I think I saw you 

with him this morning. Where you on Robin Tower, on the city walls?"
"Is that what it's called? The wide turret where the walls turn a corner."
"Yes. I was out taking photos. The films are being processed this afternoon. The sky was moving 

so quickly so I wanted to catch it. A long shutter speed to blur the motion of the clouds, they were 
really racing by, and the foreground would be in sharp focus. So the history, the walls, the old 
buildings, the streets, the Minster, that would all be static, but the present would be racing by in a 
blur."

"And you saw me on the wall."



"With a man in black."
"Yeah. That's him. The man in black. He knew Nat. He seems to know everyone. Considering he's

a storyteller he seems to know a lot about current affairs and social manoeuvring. Did you see him 
leave?"

"No."
"He left pretty quickly when I told him that we mentioned to Mary Ann Dale that he was in the 

city. And here's another thing: the cheques for one pound that everyone gets, they come from the 
Bishop of York. Thackray's was signed by Sir Robin Conran."

Helen picked at some loose skin where the base of her fingers met the palm of her hand. "The 
handlebars. I should wear gloves." The pub was filling up, the name Silver Nitrate was mentioned 
quietly, as if saying it too loud would summon him. "I thought about that. The cheque. If you say it's
for that amount, Sir Robin Conran wouldn't let his name be seen on it, would he? Especially if it 
was paid for the reasons Dan Thackray told you."

"Someone had to pay it. Someone's name would have to appear."
Helen was shaking her head. "It would be like an assassin issuing an invoice for his work." A 

burst of laughter erupted from another corner of the room. It was one of those coincidences, ironic 
and cruel.

"I thought it was too good to be true, Helen. Today was going too smoothly. God knows what's 
going to happen tonight. Maybe I won't bother either."

"I'll be here."
That was no reassurance.
"Have you ever wondered why," Helen said, "humans can be such pessimists and at the same time

opportunist?"
"I've never thought of it." We worry about death and then dash across a busy road to buy a lottery 

ticket before the newsagent closes. Helen left Jay with that thought to ponder for the rest of the 
afternoon. 

-

Within the city walls Jay was being seduced by the microcosm she was becoming acquainted with. 
She reached two conclusions. Firstly, she was being controlled. Physically. Okay, her mind was 
free, and it was neatly contained and focussed by the walls. She was developing an affinity with 
those walls. In spite of her last two years being a frustrating non-epic, the last few days had been 
confusing, but challenging. She felt the problems were local, and with the walls acting as they did to
seal in the answers, finding them shouldn't be a problem. When she reached the end of Parliament 
Street she realised that she was wandering. Her mind imagined herself typing the word: wandering.

So, maybe she wasn't in control, but it was nice to be deluded. Delusion was a comfort. Like the 
bliss of ignorance. But then again ignorance is only bliss if you don't want to know anything. A 
quacking group of schoolchildren had gathered outside the Narvik Centre. A spectacled teacher 
lectured them, taking no notice of the unbalancing effect of the wind shoving the children into each 
other. Carrying large bags by their side they looked more like multicoloured mini-legionnaires than 
anything Nordic, but they persevered, stood upright and probably didn't make profound connections
between the wind and life.

On the phone that morning Jay felt as if Jonathan was some kind of electronic component 
draining the electricity out of her. Or he was like a black hole, sucking her inwards relentlessly. And
then out here, outside, in the city where every street was a wind tunnel she was being battered and 
shoved around by this gale. She turned back and decided to look for the Golden Fleece. Thackray's 



message had distracted her. 
The second conclusion: in this city, she had noticed there were two kinds of person. There was the

local, huddled and head down, walking swiftly past the banners, underneath the bunting. They were 
burdened by getting by, the need to work, going to school, shopping. Shopping in a city where the 
items for living were sold on the outside of the walls. Jay made a connection between the castle, the
king being locked outside its walls, and the people of this city. Were they locked out of all this 
celebration? She knew from her own experiences in Lancaster the locals took their own identities 
for granted, overlooked the statements and announcements of their city. Ignored it almost. The 
stories in their lives were everyday and real. The history was as mundane as their own families. 
Every street had a hundred mid-life crisis rushing down it. The second breed of human was the 
tourist, the outsider allowed in. Where did they fit into the story? The enemy within was a cynical 
comparison, but then wasn't the welcome to tourists, in any tourist place, really the stonemason's 
hand of friendship? Grip it with generosity and watch it fall off. The tourists meandered, gawped 
and stared, pointed and gesticulated. They saw every shape, touched every texture. They had an 
insatiable appetite to eat and drink the fabric of the city. Perhaps that's why locals don't like tourists;
they're taking the piss, taking it all too seriously. And they have their possessions. Their bum bags, 
and disposable cameras, their guide books and laminated street maps. They come to occupy a place.
They laugh at the sight of the locals locked out of their own city.

The streets were full of litter. Sure it would be gone by midnight as the nocturnal gangs of 
cleaners emerge to sweep and vacuum the place clean again, but Jay had a feeling that she'd like to 
gather the litter and take it to her tower, her place on the wall, and burn it.

-

She sat patiently inside the Starre Inne from seven o'clock. She thought it excessive, but if anything 
was going to happen she wanted to be there if it happened prematurely. Wilder thoughts included 
Jonathan rushing in and being confused for Silver Nitrate; exposed and lynched for being a fraud. 
The inside of the pub looked and sounded like a normal weekday evening pub. In an hour's time 
chairs would be turned to face wherever the storyteller sat. At the end of the room there was a large 
window that looked out on a deserted beer garden. It was a small enclosed courtyard with high 
walls guarding it. He'd be out there, she thought, or he'd abseil in, parachute. Come through the 
window on a death line. Where was Helen?

The afternoon's stroll had been revealing. Jay had returned to Robin Tower to  deliberately stand 
defiantly in the face of the wind. If she was going to make a stand against all the forces controlling 
her she'd start with the gales that treated her with such contempt. When she started to feel self-
conscious, a lone figure dressed in black like some Shakespearean tragedian about to chuck herself 
off a high wall, she came down. She hadn't expected to make a connection between Queen Consort 
and this city. The king was society, the castle the environment they lived in. Everyone locked out 
and dispossessed waiting to become victims of the laughing outsiders. This view contradicted that 
of the locals being the stonemason offering the dodgy hand to anyone who wanted to be civil. 

The moments were approaching and still Helen hadn't arrived. There was some movement behind
an open door beyond the end of the bar. One of the bar staff began to place candles on the table, 
small nightlights sitting in the middle of small plates like burning dim sum. When every table in the
room had it's own candle the lights in the bar went out and a nervous mutter filled the atmosphere. 
Outside, in the rear courtyard something was lowered into position, not clumsily, but carefully, 
bumping the wall slightly. A hesitant note began to play in a slightly sinister minor key. Outside the 
courtyard blazed into life, a brilliant white light blinding everyone who looked at it. The light 



dimmed, but was still bright enough to silhouette the figure who walked in front of the window and 
sat down. Squinting at the figure Jay made out someone wearing a hooded outfit; a short hooded 
jacket, and inside the hood the face was a mask with a tragic open mouthed frown.

Something was placed on the table in front of the figure and switched on. The story would be told
by a disconnected voice recorded onto tape. The effect was intoxicating. Staring at the figure turned
the room into a negative image as the eye struggled to focus. The mask appeared and then in an 
instant, as the irises closed down, disappeared. The candle flames did little to make things easier 
and the voice, male and strong, spoke over the continuing minor key note drifting in the air like the 
grey spittles of smoke rising and falling from the candles.

There was no introduction, no explanation, no announcement. Jay had to turn away and listen to 
the story with her head facing the candle on the bar top she was leaning against.

The Fake Messiah

General Leisha likes to take these walks through her personal empire. Likes to take them long 
and easy, likes to take them casual and perceptive, listening to every whisper, checking every 
expression, gloryifying in every salute. She cuts a figure as she walks amongst her girls. They 
respect her, they adore her, they worship the ground she walks on. Every member on this air force 
base have their uniforms, but they wear them with pride because their General wears hers with 
pride. They want to be like her, they aspire to reach her level, they work to be as good. Every pair of
boots are polished, every set of red fatigues are immaculate, every badge shines with its emblematic
design of seven crowns. The seven divisions that General Leisha commands are the smartest of the 
air force. The ten battle groups in each division are the most lethal. And they know it. When she 
walks amongst them she is like the sun walking upon the face of the earth.

General Leisha particularly likes to walk amongst her girls in these days of rumour and talk. 
They see her approaching, from the east side of the base. They try to finish their conspiracies before
she arrives within earshot, but she hears everything. As they salute, she smiles back to them and 
walks on, towards the west, where today her private shuttle is waiting to take her to the Presidential
Palace. She hears the rumours out loud. They go something like this:

-

They say he has an army. They say he commands millions who are fighting alongside him. They say
he represents truth and justice. They say he is fighting for the meek and the poor. They say he's 
fighting for the ill and the dispossessed. What kind of man wants to fight for wretches. Who wants 
to fight for scorpions and insects.

The story goes he still has the scars of the cross on his hands and feet. The story goes he still has 
a deep wound in his side and a ring of marks around his head. The story goes his blood is poisoned 
and that he's suffering a life threatening illness. The story goes, in spite of all this, he is a physically
strong man.

Why then is he taken seriously when everyone knows that Jesus Christ was a woman.

-

General Leisha is pleased to hear the confirmation of what everyone has known for four thousand 
years. It has taken that long for Feminist Fundamentalism to finally get rid of the planet's death 
wish and route one self destruction by hanging on to those old myths. None of them have any 



validity, all were based, like the rumours of the air base, on gossip, whispers and lies.

-

A journey such as this is made infrequently. General Leisha is impassive to the sight of the 
Presidential Palace, built deep in the heart of a large forest, surrounded by the city of 
administration which employs six thousand people to keep the wheels of world government running 
smoothly. The campus of department buildings stretches out, surrounded by a maze of footpaths and
roads. Translucent buildings accommodate the forest itself, where inside and outside are blurred. 
The heat of the Middle East landscape warms the glass, the sunlight of the Middle East noon casts 
black shadows around every building and across the forest floor where it penetrates the gaps in 
dense canopies. General Leisha instructs her pilot to land, not on the roof of the Palace, but in a 
clearing, on the only lawn close to the building itself. She wants to walk amongst these trees, feel 
for herself the enclosure of a forest, experience the abstract of shade. Her golden skin is desert 
roasted, long hair tied back from her face is sun bleached, her red fatigues are unfamiliar with the 
cool climate of a forest understorey, her boots are unused to walking along a surface of grass. The 
pilot brings her down and she takes her time approaching the entrance to the building.

She is accompanied by Palace security. The walk across the Palace lawn isn't long enough for 
her satisfaction and is soon in the cooler confines of the corridors of power. The route to the 
President's office is circuitous and complex, but she is memorising every step, noticing every detail,
every door and sideroom, every escalator and balcony. The galleries of the interior are busy with 
workers and presidential staff. This is a route she hasn't taken before, usually arriving on the 
rooftop landing pad. She controls the speed at which she is accompanied through the Palace. Light 
is natural sunlight through a high atrium, the reflected heat at ground level is recognisable. She 
feels her own body, her own core temperature, increasing as she approaches her rendezvous. A 
single bead of sweat rolls down the left side of her forehead and trickles hesitantly between the 
corners of her crimson lips. It is absorbed.

President Massoud greets her excitedly. "You sound agitated, President," Leisha says.
"Apprehensive," she replies, "agitated. I'm not so sure that is the right word. I've never been 

agitated in my life." President Massoud is of Syrian descent, is suspicious of Jordanians like Leisha,
especially those Jordanians with sun bleached hair. "You can't live in these times and not feel a hint
of anticipation. My advisers are reluctant to make assumptions and one is left living by one's wits. 
Do you like that feeling, General?"

"My mother always told me that anticipation was a soldiers unseen weapon." Leisha is waiting to
be invited into the President's ante-room where the internee is currently being held. Held for this 
private visit, General Leisha's single audience with the man himself. She studies the door and tries 
to picture the face of the man sitting on the other side.

President Massoud, recognising her General's urgency leads her forward. Security is turned 
away and asked to remain outside the office. A look of concern is shared, but Leisha assures them 
she is more than capable of protecting the President.

-

The man smiles as the President and her General of the Air Force enter the room. He is dressed in 
a simple outfit of blue and white. A cool outfit, he is from a hotter climate than this part of the 
world. Golden like Leisha, dark haired and blue eyed. He is clean shaven and this detail is the one 
that most impresses Leisha. He exudes calm; his presence is settling, and Leisha feels a need to love



him, to sit and hold his hand, and suggest to him the mistake he's making. 
"You're prepared to make a fool of yourself," Leisha says, "I can't respect anyone who is prepared

to do that."
"You're a proud woman," he says easily. "I can see that from the way you stand. The President 

tells me you're Jordanian."
"That's ancient history. We may as well tell ourselves that we're all fish. That's where we are 

ultimately descended from, isn't that so?"
"I don't believe so," he replies. He smiles as he says it. He doesn't talk like a man who commands 

a million strong army. He does talk like a man who would defend wretches. 
The President remains standing and steps close to her General's side. "Can he be who he says he 

is?" Her words are not in confidence. 
"Of course he isn't," Leisha replies, and adds, "President. I believe we've had two hundred and 

sixteen men claiming to be the Messiah in the last year. He is number two hundred and seventeen."
"That may be the case, General Leisha," says the man, "but you know who I really am. Don't 

you?" His words alert the President to a possibility that hasn't been presented to her before. 
Collusion.

"What are you basing that accusation on?" asks the President angered. She is loyal to her 
military staff. The sentiment is mutual. 

"The scriptures are very clear about this. As your General is more than aware if she would admit 
it." His forehead frowns. It is dry and lined like the ancient river beds of the deserts. Leisha is 
confused by that clear tone of skin, the colour, the smoothness. He is not as he's been represented in
historical iconography. He is from another place, certainly not as local as the rumours have been 
saying, he's not as old as he should be. He's unscarred, healthier than any man she's seen in these 
parts for a long time. And if he were to stand up he'd no doubt be a man capable of walking without
a limp. Maybe -she resists the thought- maybe he is who he says he is...

Sunlight has burned a black line across the floor of the ante-room. The shadow of a glass frame 
forming the ceiling. Outside the upper canopies of the forest are visible onlookers.

"Even atheists like me are familiar with the scriptures of the Bible. The Gospels are accessible in 
every library, every child has a choice to read them. They may be old texts but they're still familiar. 
And with that in mind you must be an impostor." Leisha wants him to say it. She wants him to 
experience the indignity of saying it. The President waits for the outcome of this exchange. 

He looks at the President for help, but she's standing on the same side of the line as her General. 
The three are separated by a hard shadow as divisive as a steel wall. "Why don't you admit it," says
the President. "What point are you trying to make. Your presence is that of a revolutionary. Since 
the day you arrived you've only managed to create an air of unrest, and now you're under arrest 
there's very little you can do. I have the authority to order your execution, simply for inciting 
trouble." Her General agrees and smiles at the prospect.

"I want you to say it," she orders him. "I want to hear it from your own mouth."
"It makes no difference who says it General Leisha." He hasn't moved from the moment Leisha 

and the President entered the room. It seems unearthly that he can remain cool in this heat, 
especially under this glass. Leisha sips another bead of sweat.

"You're trying my patience," says the President. "Jesus Christ was a woman. You are insane, but 
not excused from responsibility because of it. General, I've had enough of the sight of him." The 
President turns and leaves her General alone with the man for one more minute.

General Leisha is a calm woman, she approaches him seductively and holds her face close to his.
Curiosity causes her to stroke his hair and run her finger down the side of his face. "So you've been 
selected by the angels to return to us, have you. You're not the man I thought you would be. I think, 



and I'll continue to believe this even in my darkest moments of solitude, that you know the truth. If 
you want trouble, you'll get it. You'll get it from me."

"I know the truth," he says, unmoved by Leisha's presence. The mounds of her breasts swell below
his face, within reach of his hands. He sees, through the opening in her unfastened outfit, her 
golden skin flowing down into the shadows of her uniform. She carries a narcotic aroma, and the 
perspiration that lines her forehead glistens. "We've been here before," he says. "You and I, Leisha. 
This is a meeting of minds and you know, as well as I do, that you know the truth as well as I do."

"I know the truth. I also know the future and you're not part of it."
She turns and leaves him. She turns slowly, she walks away slowly, she rotates her hips slowly, 

steps across the line and out of the room. Leaving him to regret not having her. Leaving him to 
regret the choice was not his.

Outside the ante-room the President is waiting. "You're appraisal, General."
"The man is mad."
"I know he's mad, but who is he? He hasn't just appeared from nowhere, he must have a 

background."
"I'm a general of the air force, President. With all due respect I believe you're asking me to 

investigate who he is. If that's what you want I'll do so, but I have other ways to spend my time. 
There is unrest to deal with, terrorists to pre-empt. His mere presence, rumour or not, is working 
people into a frenzy. I would like to deal with that unrest rather than go chasing his family tree."

"I understand that, General. But that is what I'm ordering. You'll excuse me for wanting an end to
this. It is a charade. What was the figure you quoted?"

"Two hundred and sixteen."
"Make this the last one. Find out who he really is and make an example of him. Then you can 

head off your unrest."

-

Unexpectedly, General Leisha has the opportunity to walk again through the forest that surrounds 
the campus of buildings forming the Presidential Palace grounds. She strolls easily through this 
unfamiliar place. She hears no whispering, there are few people about. The one's she meets 
recognise her rank and nod. She acknowledges them and detects a slight, ever so slight, sense of 
fear at the presence of an air force general within the grounds of the campus. They'll be assuming, 
correctly, that she's here to deal with the man, the source of the rumours. Wherever he is. She'll 
know, they must be thinking. This warrior in red. 

Leisha is heading for the building where the Director of Archives manages the Government 
records. Eliette Senna has known Leisha for a few years now. They trained together before Eliette 
chose an administrative role in government. Their families know each other, as most government 
and military families do. They are not however, close friends. Far from it. Eliette Senna doesn't 
trust General Leisha, and Leisha's feelings about Eliette are returned. But they co-operate.

"You want information about him?" says Eliette having invited Leisha to sit down. It is the first 
time she has sat down since getting out of her private shuttle. "We don't have a name."

"Have you tried Jesus," says Leisha who has to pause before drinking, to allow her grin to settle 
down. "Sorry, you'll have to excuse me. This is good tea. Much better than the tea we have at the 
base."

"Government has its privileges, Leisha. One reason why I chose not to join the army. You're 
conditioned to accept rotten conditions."

"Well can we do this quickly, Eliette. I have priorities."



"Sure. You were being ironic about his name, I presume?"
Leisha grins again. "Never presume. I know your archive is hard at work destroying things. How 

long has it been going on for now? Four hundred years was the last figure I heard."
"Approximately. What about her? Does she know anything about this?"
"President Massoud buys the old line about our great heritage, and believes, as we all do Eliette, 

that Jesus was a woman, and that there's not a single scrap of evidence to prove otherwise. Outside 
your archive, of course."

"Which won't be the case for much longer." Eliette lifts herself out of her chair wearily. The 
destruction of records is her biggest preoccupation, but she has time to deal with generals. She has 
no choice but to deal with generals when they ask.

In an archive room two floors above Eliette's private office General Leisha is shown an image of 
the man's face. Without a name the computers can try to match a face to an identity. Examining 
gender, age and ethnic features the face can be matched to a selected list. "Probably in the region 
of two billion identities for this face," says Eliette. The computer will take seconds. There is no 
result. Eliette widens the scope of matching by removing the age range. There is no result. She tries 
again, removing the ethnic features as a parameter. There is still no result. "God help us," she 
groans. "I don't want to do this, but be patient Leisha." She asks the computer to match the face and
disregard gender. Retrieve a name. 

There is no result.
"Does this mean he doesn't exist?" Leisha's question is rhetorical. 
Stage two involves DNA. "How many of us know our history, Leisha?" Eliette engages in 

conversation as she sets up a test on saliva taken from a swab, taken from the man in prison. 
"There can't be many. Not even President Massoud knows. I think it's healthier not to tell the 

Syrians, don't you." Eliette laughs.
"Don't breed that kind of mistrust, Leisha."
The DNA test runs all afternoon. By four pm General Leisha is climbing the wall with boredom. 

Eliette returns with bad news. The man has no identifiable past to speak of. "If word of this gets out 
the rumours will be like wildfire. You're professional opinion, Eliette. Please."

"DNA testing from particles found on his clothing suggest that he's from the area around 
Meggido in Israel, but that could mean anything. You can buy clothes anywhere. You can't buy your
own DNA. He's been born into a family that is probably vagrant, or from a country that is 
undisciplined in keeping records. This sort of thing is not uncommon. It's an unfortunate 
coincidence that it should happen to someone in his position." Eliette looks agitated. Leisha 
recognises the same body language as the President's when she met her a few hours before. 

"Is he an illegal alien?"
Eliette laughs nervously. "That's your conclusion, Leisha. Not mine. I know the consequences of 

that. You must make the decision, not me."
"I have no problem making that decision, Eliette. I only want the facts to help me reach that 

conclusion."
"The man has no identifiable records of his past."
General Leisha is glad to be able to conclude things. She stands and pauses for a moment. She 

contacts the President's personal aide. "The internee is an illegal alien. I'll arrange to have image 
matching and DNA results sent to the President for her appraisal. In the meantime I can authorise 
the recommendation that in accordance with state laws he should be imprisoned until a date is set 
for his execution. And that date should be sooner rather than later."

The news is serious. President Massoud summons both her General and her Director of Archives.



By the time they arrive the man is gone. Music to Leisha's ears. He will be summarily executed in 
three hours time. "I hope you don't feel you have been pressured into this decision, President." 
Leisha stands more confidently than the Director who is carrying a large book. "It's not for me to 
instruct a president, I can only advise, but time is short now. We have the time to send several 
signals at once. We won't tolerate this kind of fraud, we won't tolerate civil unrest, and rumour is 
never a replacement for truth."

Eliette Senna struggles to agree. The President is unconcerned, however, because she has already
made up her mind. "I've been in discussions with the Cabinet all afternoon. It all sounds very 
abrupt and rushed, but I suppose the less time we spend on this issue, the quicker it will be 
resolved. You talked about sending a signal, General."

"Yes. I can identify seven targets right now."
"Well, I appreciate your willingness and state of readiness. It's commendable. But you'll excuse 

me if you spare me the details. I trust you, is what I'm trying to say."
"May I ask you a question?" Leisha shifts her weight onto one foot, relaxing momentarily. "Why 

do you trust me?"
The President is surprised. Eliette frowns out of curiosity and waits for the response. "You've 

served this air force well, Leisha. For more years than I can remember. In fact, I think you were a 
general before I was a president." She smiles and Leisha detects a sense of the pride that her 
mother always has when she tells friends and relatives and anyone who cares to listen: 'My 
daughter is a General in the air force'. "And besides," the President continues with a wry smile, "I 
have no choice but to trust you. We all know that."

"Sparing you the details, President, I will say that I have seven airborne divisions on standby. 
They'll be in the air immediately, as soon as I give the command. Permission to leave?"

"Go on," the President is no longer ordering her general. She's encouraging her.
When Leisha is gone the President sits down and is about to speak more candidly. Eliette on the 

other hand remains where she is. "You look bothered Eliette."
"I have a slight problem President. Here." She waves a file and the book she's holding. "I've been 

busy all afternoon. Our friend there has been going spare with boredom and you have been in 
consultation. I've been discovering things."

"Sit down, Eliette."
Reluctantly, Eliette sits, leaving a distance between her and the President, as if what she knows is 

too dangerous to be so close to someone so important. "I found nothing about the man. That was no
big surprise. As I said to General Leisha it's just a coincidence that it should be him of all people 
who turns out to be an illegal alien. But you now," her trouble alarms the President, " you know this
is very hard for me. I've known Leisha for such a long time now. I can't say she is a friend of mine. 
An acquaintance, nothing more than that. But I've never trusted her. There was an ancient saying: 
'power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.' You give General Leisha so much license.
As you just said yourself, you have no choice. That is the mark of the woman. She is very powerful."

"All the generals are, Eliette. That's why we need them to be on our side. I know as well as 
everyone that if they want a coup they'll have a coup. I can't fight them on my own."

"Yes, it's not really that I was getting at, President."
"What are you getting at? You're beginning to worry me. Is she plotting something?"
Eliette laughed, more in frustration than humour. She opened the file. "I had a hunch, a feeling 

that I couldn't resist. When Leisha was with me she shared a drink and when I was testing the man's
DNA I tested Leisha's, from saliva on the glass. President Massoud, it's not like anything I've ever 
come across."

Her heart was beating heavily, dangerously so. She wasn't aware that the President was also 



beginning to sweat and the pain in the side of her throat was causing an agonised look across her 
features. Eliette continued terrified of what she was about to say. "I've dated her DNA using 
Caesium -147 dating and her DNA is three and half million years old."

President Massoud's anguish lifted and for a second she looked as if she was about to laugh out 
loud. The heat in the room was suddenly stifling. Eliette's expression was not funny. "President 
Massoud, there's something else you should know. There are books, a lot of books, and paintings, 
that depict Jesus to be a man. In fact there are no Bibles which ever said or even hinted that Jesus 
was a woman."

"You're not helping me here, Eliette. First you tell me that General Leisha is millions of years old,
then you tell me, what, what are you telling me?"

Eliette says nothing and hands the President the book. "It's second millennia," she explains 
briefly. The President studies it, holding it close to her face to examine the small type, faded ink 
makes the words difficult to understand, but she quickly draws a conclusion.

"Is this genuine, Eliette? I suppose it must be."
"It is. Quite a lot of men in the Bible, I think you'll agree."
President Massoud, navigating the chapters and pages quickly turns to the New Testament and 

the first four gospels. She closes her eyes. Eliette can only guess what she's thinking. "There are 
only a few of us who know the truth, President. You're one of us now."

"Are there many books like this? How many do we have?"
"Still thousands, but we've been destroying them in a campaign that has been ongoing  for the 

last few hundred years."
"And you'll continue to do so."
The implications are clear. The President understands the repercussions should this knowledge, 

this evidence, become public. Society, the smooth running of society, depends on this truth 
remaining in the realms of rumour and myth. Those who find out will be ridiculed and disbelieved, 
those who know will be few. "And General Leisha, does she know about this?"

Eliette can't answer because the issue doesn't account for her earlier discovery which is now 
beginning to etch into the President's reeling mind. "I'm not sure I want to hear anymore, but 
Leisha must fit into all this somewhere." Eliette is nodding and takes the Bible back. 

She finds the page and points to the passage. Her heart is beating again, and she sits back to 
watch the reaction on the face of President Massoud; president for eight years and about to be 
faced with a crisis for which she'll have no answer. She reads silently to herself: 'And another sign 
was seen in heaven, and behold, a great red dragon having seven heads and ten horns, and upon 
his head seven diadems. And his tail was dragging along the third part of the stars of heaven, and it
dashed them to the earth: ' "And that great dragon was cast down, the ancient serpent, he was 
called the devil and Satan, who leads astray the whole world; and he was cast down to the earth 
and with him his angels were cast down." Engrossed she continues reading and comes upon 
another passage: "And I saw a woman sitting upon a scarlet coloured beast..."

"General Leisha," said Eliette, "has just been ordered out with seven divisions of the air force. 
Each division has ten battle groups. You've just given the order for Leisha to start a war."

"Tell me what to do, Eliette."
"You can stop her. Call her back, order her back."
"I don't think I can."
Eliette knew that to be the case. "There was someone who could stop her."
President Massoud gazed at the ancient Bible on her lap. It was closed. It had the answer, it had 

the solution, it had predicted this moment, but it was wrong. The only man who could stop her was 
at that moment being executed...



-

As Jay listened, with her face away from the light, there was a crack, a small explosion. She spun 
her head just as a plume of red mist and globules of blood burst from Silver Nitrate's mask. 
Simultaneously, one of the bar staff was hit in the chest with a similar red eruption. The blinding 
light became the backdrop to a brief scarlet firework display as Silver Nitrate swayed on the chair, 
blood pumping out of the mask, and then falling forward. As if mystified by which way he would 
fall the audience was silent, mesmerised. They must have seen what Jay saw, a bleached negative 
with the red streaks scratched across the image. Then pandemonium. The screaming was 
maddening, horrible, the ransacking of chairs and tables as people fought to get out deflected any 
thoughts about the possibility of another shot coming through the window. The light was still there, 
still blinding, but illuminating the hysterical panic and sudden surge as a single mass of limbs and 
torsos fought to get through the only door in the room.

  Jay was pinned against the bar. On the wall behind the glasses and upturned spirit bottles was an 
ugly puddle of blood beginning to run in rivulets down the timber surround and bar meals menu. 
The barman was out of sight, down on the ground somewhere amongst his petrified colleagues. A 
hot sharp pain caught Jay's arm and for a frantic heart wrenching second she assumed she had been 
shot, but there was no sound of a second bullet and her panic was calmed when she saw an 
extinguished candle rolling off her lap. 

She was about to heave herself away from the bar when a struggle broke out. A man, shouting that
he was doctor, was being held back, pulled by the shoulders from reaching the dead storyteller. 
They grabbed at Jay, those same restraining arms, forcing her onto her feet. All this happened 
without words. The noises she heard were incoherent yells, and she was surprised to realise that in 
the frantic dash to escape she hadn't uttered a word. She saw the door, a moment before she had no 
idea where she was, but there was the door, it looked familiar. The voices were still confusing until 
she recognised Helen's face close to her. She was shouting, pulling, pushing others away, kicking 
furniture aside and climbing over an upended table. The floor was sticky with spilled drinks. As Jay 
hammered the narrow doorway with her shoulder Helen, unable to get through at the same time, 
turned back towards the storyteller's prone figure. The last thing Jay saw was Helen clambering 
over the fighting figures still grappling and wrestling with the doctor. 

The crowd bustled violently through the adjacent room and then out into the open courtyard and 
down the narrow snicket onto Stonegate. Now the sobbing started. Women wailed, comforted by 
men shaking uncontrollably. Several individuals were running down towards the Guildhall, 
expecting their route to be a delivery back to normality, but no-one here tonight was going to return 
to normality for a long time. This would haunt them for days, some might never recover. The sight 
of an exploding head would be scored on the retina for many years. Quite deliberately too; the 
effect of lighting was still leaving a ghost in Jay's vision, blanking out her surroundings. She was 
bumped and buffeted by others wandering about in circles, dazed and horrified. They were like 
startled animals rummaging for their lost nerves. Some sat down, weeping, others standing still 
now, frozen by the trauma, entering a new stage of shock.

Helen grabbed Jay and led her away from the crowd. Jay looked over her shoulder and above the 
heads of everyone in the street, perched on a ledge above a shop window, sat the devil grinning at 
the mental carnage below him. She let Helen guide her away. "What happened?"

"Shush," Helen said, trying to get Jay away from the scene as quickly as she could without 
tripping her up. "Just be quiet for a moment. Be quiet."

They managed to find a bench in the square outside the Guildhall. Crowds were filling the space, 



collecting like wind blown litter, to see the rumpus along the length of Stonegate. Jay and Helen 
cocooned themselves in their own private space on the bench. "I don't know what happened in 
there. I could see you sat at the bar, but I couldn't get through the crowd."

"There were no seats next to me. How's Nat?"
"Nat!" There was a note of mild surprise in Helen's voice. "Nat's fine. He wasn't in there. Nat's 

okay." She stroked Jay's hair and smoothed it back away from her mouth. The air was cold, frigid, 
Jay's fingers were numb and the icy cold breeze was making her body shiver. In addition she was 
shaking visibly. She couldn't remember ever feeling her body out of control like this before. In 
contrast, Helen was calm, solid, well wrapped up and unmoved by this tepid English climate. Helen 
was a source of warmth and increasingly support.

"I can't imagine what I've just seen. Everyone warned me about him, it, her, everyone warned me 
something would go off." Police sirens were filling the city sky, shrieking wildly, demonically. The 
night was turning red. Everything was red, the story, the blood, the devil, the lights were casting a 
fiery glow over the square and Jay was convinced that the spirit of Silver Nitrate's story was being 
acted out, was coming true, that General Leisha was flying overhead, arriving on this wicked gale, 
directing the dragon onto the city. In her mind Jay could see the evil faced marionettes dancing like 
imps, turning the corners in droves, filling the streets like two legged insects, chattering and 
grinning, their wooden limbs clattering across the stone pavements. 

"I've got to go, Helen. I want to go back to the hotel. Please, just get me back there. Please," her 
voice trailed off and Helen lifted Jay off the bench and directed her back towards the Dean Court. 
Two police vans, screaming and flashing with more infernal lights flew past. The scene outside the 
hotel was calm, the stillness filled Jay with a heavy feeling of relief. She felt a cold drizzle on her 
face and almost cried at the sensation of rain. Water instead of fire.

The receptionist of the hotel, on night duty and presenting a display of polite boredom, was 
shocked at the sight coming before him. He rushed out from behind his desk and sat Jay in a  chair. 
"I can hear the sirens outside. What's happened?"

"There's been a shooting in the Starre Inne. Two people may have been killed."
"Oh my god. Sit her there. I'll get some tea."
He took off and for the first time that evening Jay wanted to laugh. Helen shared the joke. "Tea," 

she said and giggled gently, "maybe Silver Nitrate might want some tea also."
"Don't make me laugh, Helen." And Jay burst out laughing uncontrollably. "It's not funny!"
Tea was delivered. There were no adornments or fancy silverware, just two cups of almost black 

tea. Jay took a cup and spilled most of it. Her hands were shaking erratically. She couldn't even lift 
the half empty cup to her mouth. "I'll let it cool down a bit."

Helen sipped hers carefully, examining Jay with an overwhelming intensity. "Will you be okay on
your own tonight?"

"Yeah, I'll be fine." Jay heaved a huge deep sigh and put her head back. "I won't sleep, but I'll be 
fine."

"Take it easy tomorrow. Perhaps we can watch the video, you know."
"Video. Oh god, yeah. Whatever. Jonathan, he was supposed to be coming here tonight. What a 

night to arrive." Jay stood up and wandered over to the reception. A sympathetic smile was waiting 
for her. 

"Can I get you anything. I can call a doctor if you want something to help you sleep."
"No, no. I don't need a doctor. You don't know if anything was delivered here tonight for me. Jay 

Marshall. I was expecting someone to bring a video tonight, but, as you can probably tell, I've been 
a bit distracted by what's happened in the city centre."

The man searched his private space behind the reception desk and returned with a  package in a 



brown paper bag. Jay emptied the bag to let him see that the contents of brown paper bags were not 
always suspicious. The label on the video said Philip Hunter Chann 4 News. "This is it. Thank you."

There was no other message. No greeting or lament.
"I can book you in here for tonight Helen if you don't want to walk back across town."
"No, that's okay." She was okay. She looked okay. Helen was as calm as a July morning. How 

could she be like this, what special strengths did this woman possess that could get her through the 
sight and sound of a violent murder and the ensuing riot? Did anything wind her up? Jay sighed 
again, despairing that she had none of Helen's qualities. Look at the state of me, she thought. A 
mental wreck, a creeping catastrophe. "I'll see you tomorrow," she whispered. Jay nodded.

"Thanks," Jay felt foolish saying it, but the words were necessary. Helen's smile didn't make her 
feel any better.

-

One hour passed. Jay had followed the second hand on her watch in its never ending circle of time. 
One hour of mind boggling mental arguments and explanations. Unable to sleep and so restless she 
didn't know what she was doing, she found herself standing in the bathroom with one shoe on, one 
shoe off, lost somewhere in the bedroom. Jay pulled on a second pair of boots, gathered a jacket, 
scarf, hat, gloves and anything else that was warm and stepped outside. Earlier in the day she had 
stood on Robin Tower, high on the city wall, and defied the wind to blow her off her feet. Tonight, 
she had felt her body, every limb and joint, shake and dither thanks to something and someone else. 
It was time to put a stop to this. The only response was to confront her problem. Where that 
problem was she wasn't sure, but she was possessed with an instinct that surely controlled Helen.

Jay was not a marionette. There were no strings, no hidden controllers. After a blind walk through
several empty streets she arrived at the northern end of Stonegate and searched for her target. Police
tape had sealed off the street. Uniformed officers patrolled the narrow corridor of shops and scene 
of crime investigators in white boiler suits stood in conference outside the Starre Inne. Jay wasn't 
there to see them, she was there to find and face the cause of her problems. She had put an identity 
to them, a single symbolic face. He was up there, small and almost hidden, but he was there, red and
grinning, sitting on a  short ledge above the shops. The criminal always returned to the scene. The 
conclusion to the Fake Messiah rattled around her head: execution, the only witness, the only 
obstacle, executed. Taken out. Silver Nitrate had been taken out, intercepted, just as he was about to
end the story. General Leisha in red had her revenge, sealed her own fate by killing her creator. The 
story was familiar. Jay refused to acknowledge the gathering ribbons of coincidences. A C7 seminar
cancelled, the mention of Amanda Lea Harley. Now she was watching a storyteller destroyed by his 
own creation, by one of his characters. Jay said 'his' instinctively. It couldn't be a 'her'. Silver Nitrate
couldn't be Amanda Lea Harley recreating the notorious myth surrounding her own disappearance. 
Killed by her own characters. The story Jay had heard, fleetingly, was that one of Harley's 
characters was called Helen. 

But if all this were true, and Jay was conditioned to avoid any hint of the surreal, of the other 
world, then where was tonight's killer? Who was tonight's killer. Her choice, preferred choice, was 
General Leisha herself. The scarlet woman riding on the head of the dragon. It all sounded perfect, 
so uncompromising. Who would stop an unleashed figure like General Leisha now that her creator 
was dead. The police officers ignored Jay. They stood safely behind their yellow tape. And the wind
had dropped. The rain had stopped. Jay turned and headed back towards the hotel. Her mind was at 
last settled and she allowed herself the luxury of believing that a solution to her two year puzzle was
becoming clear.



13 REVELATION

Who were these ghouls? This city attracted the history seekers and heritage curios, but the scrum at 
the northern end of Stonegate was bizarre. Jay decided to look upwards and saw pigeons. The sky 
was gunmetal grey, but the clouds were like Helen's clouds; frozen in mid air. The gales that had 
battered and thumped for so many days had gone. Fled. Jay liked that idea; the clouds sensing her 
new disposition, her enlightened determination. A sinister ambition.

The fruit and veg shop was the scene of Helen's peculiar shuffling. Organising and reorganising 
the displays. Jay stood outside the shop looking in and watched as Helen polished a green pepper. 
The shop was empty; the Czech enigma was alone and preoccupying herself by rubbing the 
vegetables until they glowed like Christmas decorations. Whose face was she trying to see reflected 
in the skin of the pepper? Would that face look back and wonder who in god's name was out there in
the real world? 

Jay strolled in and smiled, a teasing half grin. "Is it clean now?"
Helen dropped the pepper onto the others in the display. "If it isn't it never will be."
"What time do you finish today?"
"About half twelve. How are you, have you wound down? You were quite shook up last night."
Jay held her left hand out in front of her. It was steady. Rock solid. "I'm okay now. Had an 

interesting night last night."
Helen leaned on the counter to hear more.
"I watched the video. I couldn't sleep. My mind was racing like a motor so I sat and watched the 

interview. I think Philip Hunter is not who he claims to be. If you add to him the things Dan 
Thackray said then you have to conclude that Hunter is just an attention seeking farmhand, attention
seeking like the other two, and I think he's trying to stir it for his former employer. Lady Alison. 
And if you think back to last night I connect the President to Lady Alison. Unable to control events, 
isn't aware of the past, controlled by people controlling the information around her." Helen's 
attention was keen, sharp as a blade. "But my question is about the identity of General Leisha. Don't
you think all the characters in these stories are related to someone in the outside world?"

"It makes sense to assume that," was Helen's reply. Jay's acute self-confidence had to parry the 
remark. She was alarmed but quickly reasserted herself.

"I think that's the case. Anyway, my conclusion at this moment in time is that the stonemason in 
Queen Consort is meant to be Philip Hunter trying to protect Sir Robin Conran at Lady Alison's 
expense."

Helen considered the answer. It was one of thousands, and not the answer she had in mind. Jay 
waited for it, but she kept it to herself. She asked a different question. "So who do you think is 
General Leisha, Jay?"

The tips of Jay's gloves were becoming slightly ragged, the stitching was looking worn. She 
needed a new pair. "It's a coincidence that Amanda Lea Harley was supposedly killed by the 
characters in her novel to stop her ending the story, and now the same thing happens to Silver 
Nitrate. Who would do a thing like that?"

Helen remained still and calm. "It could only have been the devil."

-

Jay had the urge to climb to the top of the Minster's tower. She wanted to look down on the city, get 
the overview, see the whole picture. She wanted to stare through those small windows and scan the 
maze of narrow streets, peer into those back gardens and yards that were hidden by high stone 



walls. The vantage point would help her watch who was coming into town, who was flying in, who 
was stepping off at the station. There were many times in the past when she would have given 
anything for the opportunity to look down on her problem or step back from it and see the entire 
wall with its scrawl and daub of faces, names and clues. It wasn't possible in the past and it wasn't 
possible now. All she'd see from the top of the tower would be pigeons, overhanging rooflines, 
strangers and trees. The only ghosts were in Helen's photographs, the only clues in the mouths of 
dead storytellers. 

Jay tried to call Sir Robin at Basholt House but she was told he wasn't there. Unavailable to talk, 
was her interpretation. She put her hotel phone down and then wished she had asked for Lady 
Alison instead. Talk to the old dragon... Jay stopped herself. Why that phrase? Dragon! Any woman 
feared and intimidating was referred to by men as the dragon, the practice had always been that 
way. A biblical dragon. Jay was reminded of the Venus of Laussel, the female god and Harley's 
thesis that ancient goddesses had evolved into the male demons of Judeo-Christian belief. Jay sat on
the end of her bed and considered the possibility that the ultimate demon himself had once been a 
goddess. Could that be possible? That nasty old Satan had once been a compassionate deity. She 
wasn't Alistair Crowley and quickly laughed off the possibility. Over ten minutes passed before she 
got a call informing her that Helen was in reception. Ten minutes that instantly felt like nothing. 
You talk of the devil and Helen turns up. Christ, get real Jay. Get a grip. 

So within a few moments Helen was settling down to watch videos and talk about the fantastic 
news that had ripped through the city like a flash fire. "Tell me again, Helen. I can't... I can't believe 
what you've just said."

"There were no bodies. No victims, no shootings. Police were at the pub for hours but found no 
bullets, no bullet hole in the window or behind the bar. Even the blood, all that blood that pumped 
and oozed out across the room was gone. The only evidence that anything had happened were the 
upturned chairs and tables."

Jay held out her left arm and showed Helen a tiny black spot. "That is where the candle landed on 
me. I was injured. I didn't imagine what happened."

Helen laughed. "I know. I was there also. I saw what happened. It was a setup. The whole thing 
was a special effect. I don't know how they did it, but none of it was real. But the manager of the 
Starre is in trouble now because of the panic and the violence of what happened. Traumatising all 
those people."

"It traumatised me," said Jay angrily. "And are they talking to Silver Nitrate?" Helen stared back 
as if to say how can they interview Silver Nitrate?

"Nitrate is long gone. Vanished. The manager apparently doesn't know where he or she is. 
The video began. Philip Hunter was sitting in a plush blue armchair. In the background was the 

kind of regency striped wallpaper common in houses across a million British housing estates. 
"Looks like he has a partner," said Helen. "No man would choose that colour scheme if he lived 
alone." She sipped beer straight from the bottle. "I imagined Jonathan might look like him." 

There he was, just as Jay had remembered him. (And Helen's brief observation didn't go 
unnoticed!) Short neat dark hair, rimless spectacles, shirt collar poking above the round neck of a 
dark sweater. Hunter's mouth was like Thackray's; small and pinched, with pursed lips when he 
closed his mouth as if his thoughts couldn't be contained, forever wanting to be spoken. He was 
asked if Philip Hunter was his real name. He scratched the left side of his face and smirked 
incredulously. "Yes, I am Philip Hunter," he replied and brought out his driving licence. A red line 
was left where his index finger had scratched the upper part of his cheek.

He was asked how he got into Number Ten. "With a pass issued by Special Branch."
"That's not true," Jay added to Helen. "Special Branch don't issue passes to get you into Number 



Ten." Helen didn't know that. Jay was pleased!
The interview wound on. Hunter was asked how he came to be at GCHQ. He spoke of entrance 

interviews, tests, background investigations. His face was calm, the features never once breaking 
into a twitch, or the skin on his face erupting red with embarrassment. He scratched his face again. 
"I would have joined a union if Margaret Thatcher hadn't confronted the staff over the issue. The 
investigations into background don't always determine your union credentials. I was in favour of 
unions at GCHQ."

In spite of the sensitivity of material that was held there? He reaffirmed his belief. "Especially 
because of that. With that kind of information you can be hired and fired because someone 
somewhere has a slight doubt about your character or state of mind." Which is what happened to 
you? He nodded. 

Jay circled the room, slowly walking round Helen who was sat on the floor facing the television 
screen. Jay watched Hunter and studied Helen. Hunter... Helen... Hunter... Helen. It was like 
watching a virtual chess game; two opponents who couldn't see each other and didn't know the 
other player's move. The interview moved on to the subject of secrets. Helen sat forward, her head 
resting on her knees, arms wrapped around her thighs. He spoke of files. Scratched his face and 
made up a number. "Sixty two to sixty four million when I worked there. The files were stored in 
several air force bases around England. After the Cold War thawed, the space wasn't needed for 
planes, especially monsters like the Vulcan, so more space was becoming available every year. 
When the Americans started their programme of scaling down their European operation, part of 
NATO, that released yet more space.

"The problem came when the Ministry of Defence wanted to start selling off redundant military 
property. The American bases were targeted first and of course they couldn't do a thing with all this 
paperwork everywhere."

"You can tell he's lying," Jay interrupted."
"Why?"
"Because he scratches his face every time he talks about it. He'll have no face left by the time he 

gets to the subject of disposing of the files."
Helen didn't respond. Jay carried on circling. Hunter proceeded with his fantastic tale. The 

scratching carried on with it. "In the early 1990s the Minister for Agriculture briefed the Cabinet 
about BSE. It was supposed to be a containable disease, deadly for cattle, but not a problem 
stopping it," he scratched again. "I think it was Sir Robin Conran, who at the time was  the Private 
Secretary to the Home Secretary..."

"He wasn't," Jay interrupted again.
"Had the idea that involved burning the files." Hunter's left hand appeared again. He was wearing 

a wedding ring that cut into his finger. "By letting BSE spread you could create a huge demand for 
funeral pyres. And on the pyres the files could be burned as well as the dead cattle. The data had 
been undergoing transfer to computer for three years at this point. So the redundant paper files were
the first to be incinerated. The initial batch were burned at a pyre in Herefordshire. Twelve million 
files were destroyed in four months. I don't know how many cows died to create that demand for 
pyres. I guess they weren't all infected."

This was the third time Jay had watched this video but that last sentence still caused a chill all 
over her skin. The finality and intensiveness of the mission was awesome and terrible, if it were 
true. A peacetime government going to these lengths to solve a problem. And people had died of 
new variant CJD. Was that part of the plan? Hunter had never said. Maybe that was a lie too far 
even for him. "He's convincing, isn't he?" she said gazing down at Helen, the foreigner who had 
probably lived through similar communist cover ups without being aware of it. Jay wondered what 



sinister mischief had gone on in Eastern Europe in Helen's lifetime.
"He is convincing," she replied quietly.
Hunter was asked what was in these files. "Personal details," he said scratching his face until it 

was almost red raw. "The obvious stuff like date of birth and family history was supplemented by 
health records, education, membership of groups, applications to certain groups, details of mailing 
lists, involvement in market research and the answers you gave on questionnaires. Religious beliefs,
library book lending patterns, frequently used phone numbers, credit card details, purchasing 
patterns. In the right hands this information could  describe you down to the colour of your shoes 
and who your friends were. In the hands of a psychological profiler this information could identify 
the future terrorists, opposition voters, union leaders, political debaters, agitators. I think that's why 
so many people still go missing without trace. They're abducted by the security services, not 
because of who they are, but because of who they might become."

Hunter was asked what his partner thought of all this. "She had an open mind," he answered. He 
was worried for his family, he said. He also felt angry that a  democratic government would do this. 
His anger drove him to do what he did. He used his position to get the pass and then killed the 
Prime Minister out of anger. Hatred. But it was useless because they even had a contingency plan in
case of assassination. Another assassination committed by an unknown freak. "Double bluff or 
what," he sniggered. 

The tape ended. Jay switched off the video and opened herself another bottle from the mini bar.
"Interesting that he mentions Sir Robin Conran, and gets the facts wrong. It's always the details 

that let them down. The details let Special Branch down when I was involved in the Derringer 
Inquiry. You have to be brilliant, Helen, to pull off a trick like the one he's suggesting. My question 
is who is who?" She pointed the bottle at Helen and winked.

"No." Helen's reply was morose.
"Why?"
"Is he Philip Hunter or not?"
"Yes, he is. That's probably the only truthful bit."
"He scratches his face when he confirms his name. He scratches his face when he talks about his 

family. He scratches his face at the start of the interview when he talks about selling his house."
"Does he?" 
"He scratches his face when says he would have joined the union at GCHQ. He doesn't scratch his

face when he says he worked at GCHQ. Can you see what I'm saying?"
She could. She didn't want to, but Helen was reaching a conclusion. Before her explanation had 

time to emerge, the pieces were ominously falling onto the carpet, landing the right way up and in 
the correct places. Helen had realised, possibly by remembering the story in Queen Consort, that 
this wasn't about faces and names, but hands. Jelena had spotted the stonemason offering his good 
hand, his left hand. Helen had realised that Hunter was scratching his face, nervously, not because 
he was lying, but because he was revealing an awful truth. Helen chatted away in a monotone voice,
but Jay wasn't listening. She didn't need to. It was all there and the hotel room, with it's clothing 
scatter and discarded handbag contents, was disappearing as if the light behind Silver Nitrate were 
flooding through the window. Hunter scratched his face when he mentioned the existence of the 
files, where they were stored, how they were destroyed and what they contained.

"What does it all mean, Helen?"
"I don't think it could be any clearer. And Hunter hasn't been seen since any of this happened."
"No. But is that it? Can't we draw anything more from the stories we heard. Two people died," Jay

stopped herself, "No they didn't. God, you answer one question and another four reappear."



-

The men in Jay's life were diminishing. Jonathan had been and gone like some kind of disturbed 
thief in the night, leaving things rather than taking them. He was diminishing in importance. Dan 
Thackray was in and out of the shadows when it suited him. He was diminishing in solidity. Sir 
Robin Conran was an ageing ex-grandee who wandered in and out of any hotel that would feed and 
water him like one of his wife's Castor Oil plants. He was diminishing in stature. Philip Hunter was 
literally trying to scratch his own face off. He was diminishing in identity. It was the women coming
to the front. Helen's freakish perception continued to astound and aggravate Jay beyond any limit 
considered reasonable. Lady Alison Peel had suddenly become the Great Dragon destroying nations
and reputations even though she hadn't actually done anything and was nothing more than a name in
someone else's background. And then there was that hoary old hippy from New York, Amanda Lea 
Harley. A woman whose ghost was so restless it didn't just haunt pubs it insisted on dying over and 
over again.

Crossing the city Jay entered the grounds of St Mary's Abbey and wandered amongst the 
marquees and tents being set up for Saturday's festivities. It was here that all sorts of sonic booms 
would be excreted, gongs awarded, dud cheques handed out by a man in a  frock. Jay had the urge 
to go and sit somewhere high and look down on it all. But she was beginning to avoid this allegory, 
this comparison with herself and that of some kind of latter day devil in female form. She 
remembered something that Helen had said briefly about her Romanian flatmate who was terrified 
of the devil. So scared he had initially refused to come to York because of a lump of wood in 
Stonegate that was painted red  and bore some resemblance to one of the Wurzels. 

At the marquee village Jay strolled about long enough to find Sir Robin Conran, sitting half in 
half out of his Range Rover. "I'm glad I've found you here," she said approaching daintily. "I called 
you at home but they wouldn't tell me where you were."

"Good. That's what they're paid for. So, I take it you're following me."
"Yeah, course I am." She leaned against the end of the open door and looked south. "What do you

make of last night's carry on?"
He made light of it. "Let's just be grateful it's all over. It's a bit like expecting crowd trouble at a  

football match. Something goes off and there's a riot, a few people get their heads kicked in and 
then everyone goes home to watch it again on Match of the Day."

"So, you're relieved he's gone now."
"Wherever he, she, it is yes."
"No-one puts a gender to Silver Nitrate. Why is that?"
"Probably because no-one knows for sure. I've been involved in this festival for twelve years and 

I've never met anyone who knows for sure what it is."
"Secrecy eh. What would the government do to be able to run a cover up like that."
"Well if you're assuming they can't then that makes me very happy." Sir Robin looked underfed. 

He was developing something of a turkey neck, a scrawny waste of double flesh connecting his chin
to his collar bones. And his clothes didn't look like those of a man who had once been Permanent 
Secretary to the Treasury. They were a bit scuffed around the edges, like the fingertips of Jay's 
gloves. She halted the examination, it was reminding her too much of herself. 

"You're not religious are you, Sir Robin?"
He sneered. "Not really. Had to marry Alison in a registry office because her Catholic church 

wouldn't accept our relationship. None of their business but there you are. Nothing you can do 
about it."

"Do you ever meet any of your old chums. From the Civil Service I mean? You're quite cut off up 



here in York."
"Good. I retired up here for a purpose. A quiet life. Don't go quoting me as saying I turned my 

back on them." He wagged his finger at her. "That's not what I'm saying."
"I don't believe you. I don't believe a man who could reach Permanent Secretary level would be 

able to get Whitehall out of his blood so easy."
"Of course it's still in the blood. It's one reason why I mistrust people like you so much, even 

though I've nothing to hide and no-one to answer to."
"I didn't see you at the Silver Nitrate event last night."
"That's because I wasn't there."
"He told a strange story, you know." Jay closed her eyes and tried to recall as much detail as she 

could. She needed Helen's mind, but her own would have to do for now. "He created, and I'll 
assume it's a he for simplicity, he created a future world run by women who had rewritten history in
which men had no existence. Then along comes some guy claiming to be Jesus and they have him 
executed. The President orders her General to stop unrest by deploying seven divisions of the air 
force each containing ten battle groups. Along comes a Director of Archives with suppressed truth 
revealing the reality that Jesus was a man. The Book of Apocalypse is read and they both realise 
that the General is the scarlet woman riding the dragon with seven heads and ten horns on each 
head. The only person who can stop her has been executed."

Sir Robin took it all in. He tried to look disinterested, but his eyes were on her when Jay opened 
hers. She had seen that expression before. Staring back at her during the Derringer Inquiry when she
sat opposite Gordon Chambers at a meeting of the Home Affairs Select Committee. He was 
listening and probably waiting for a snatch of information that incriminated or exposed someone. 
Jay never forgot that expression. It reeked of fear.

"Ironic, don't you think," he said eventually. "The Bible that revealed Jesus to be a man didn't 
reveal the devil to be a woman. In the new versions was everyone female or was the devil a man?"

"We didn't get to hear. The story didn't go that far."
"Pity. That's the thing that bothers me about short stories. They often allow themselves a license 

to be a bit slipshod with the structure, the supporting background that lends credence to what's 
being said. And if, in the story, this man, Jesus, really was Jesus then executing him wouldn't 
actually kill him, he's already dead and risen. The prophesies of the scriptures haven't been acted 
out correctly which means the devil would not do what he was foretold to do. And the air force isn't 
divided into divisions, they're squadrons."

"In other walks of life, Sir Robin, you'd be called a nitpicker!"
"Well, I like my stories complete. That's why I prefer the classics to all this modern whimsy."
"Have you ever read Amanda Lea Harley?"
Sir Robin coughed. It was a cough of objection. "No I haven't. I read about that fiasco in the 

Guardian and that was the closest I ever came to reading her stuff. Flash in the pan nonsense. 
Typical modern day marketing. I'm sorry to sound like an old duffer, but it's my principles 
showing."

"You didn't like the Cow's Carcass either, did you?"
"It's not the story I didn't like, it's the way you lot seized on this Philip Hunter character and gave 

life to a piece of short fiction. You know Jay, about four years ago I briefly met your mother. Is she 
still a party worker for the Conservatives?"

"Yes."
"Never thought of standing as an MP herself? It's a shame that because I thought she had the 

calibre to make it. In some respects you have her tenacity, but in other respects she could spot 
silliness a hundred miles away. You on the other hand go looking for it."



Jay wasn't keen on being compared to her mother. Angela Marshall was deep blue Tory, believer 
in the establishment and invited a hideous procession of gargoyles round to the house every month; 
every day during election campaigns. She wanted to be a setter of standards, maintaining the party's
reputation as the party of law and order, civil decency and absolute moral values. Balancing all this 
spit and polish was a common sense approach to life that made Jay squirm. Her mother didn't 
persuade her to go into party politics but to do something more objective; she didn't want Jay to be 
partisan because democracy depended on argument, advocacy and debate; and you couldn't debate 
if you were incapable of only seeing one side of the argument. She had impressed on Jay the 
importance of education, not as a career tool but as the best way of avoiding intolerance and 
bigotry. (Jay had once replied that educated people developed the atom bomb, eugenics, and the 
Final Solution. Her mother's reply was that they were not educated, simply 'capable'. Jay never 
understood the subtle difference between the two.) And there was the rub. Sometimes her mother 
had said things that were so profound she simply didn't understand the meaning. 

"Okay, so I'm not like my mother. Some girls don't want to be like their mothers, it's no big deal."
"I'm not saying it is. I'm just saying that you, a once reputable journalist, has allowed herself to be

sidetracked by an obsession. You'll be consumed by it Jay if you're not careful. You're mixing with 
the wrong types." He breathed out heavily. She could have been his daughter the way he was talking
to her. This man had changed since the days when he had power and influence. But then again most 
retired men diminish like this. They're not bred, not programmed to function in this kind of vacuum.

"You look fed up, Sir Robin."
He was immediately brightened by the concern. "Don't worry about me, Jay. I am not your 

problem. Believe me." His watch was telling him to be somewhere else so he closed the Range 
Rover door and smiled as he drove off. Jay watched him go and felt sad.

-

The day was opening Jay's mind up in a way she hadn't envisaged. The story of Queen Consort and 
its almost hermetic message disturbed her. The Fake Messiah must be equally obscure and would 
only be unlocked by a brain like Helen's. Using the former story as a precedent Jay reminded 
herself of the non-character elements of the latter tale. She recalled a forest, a palace with an atrium,
a shadow, a line across a room cast by a shadow. There was DNA, a photograph, what was that 
dating process: Caesium -147? Seven of this, ten of that, red uniforms. The bible. Apparently the 
bible contained all kinds of secret codes and cyphers. Perhaps the chapters and verses were relevant.
She'd have to find the numbers. That would be easy, so she made that task her early afternoon  
mission. It would preoccupy her mind. 

Preoccupy her until what? What was she waiting for now? Jay's stomach became heavy with the 
pressure of aimlessness. Her career was in meltdown. Jonathan! She hadn't seen him last night or 
contacted him this morning to thank him for the video. Nat was the next name that came to mind. 
Nat the schoolboy. Twenty two year old schoolboy she reminded herself. Why not. Yeah, why not 
wrap up this meaningless search, throw herself at him disgracefully and set up in a new life after he 
graduated? The ambition had no conviction.

Jay found a bookshop on Davygate and found the bibles hidden away, close to the new age and 
spiritualism stuff. She went straight to Apocalypse and found the reference to the scarlet woman. 
Chapter seventeen, verse three. Now what? Seventeen and three is twenty. One and seven and three 
is eleven. Two and zero is two. One and one is two. You could read anything into that. Two what? 
(Two whoo, she thought and grinned just as a shop assistant appeared.) She replaced the bible and 
walked out. 



Now she knew why Stonegate was open again. Jay had no difficulty passing the entrance to the 
Starre Inne, but going inside was a different matter. The rubbernecking crowds had gone, the street 
now was the usual divided mix of head down locals and shuffling tourists. In Low Petergate she 
found the shop with the tempting luxury goods and went inside. Jay paid a hundred and thirty five 
pounds for a pair of Italian made leather gloves and felt much better for it.



14 INFERNO

Four dimensional creatures, let's assume they have human form, can turn three dimensional objects 
inside out without making an incision. Those same four dimensional creatures can pick up an object
and to our eyes, in this three dimensional world, the object will disappear. Jay came across the 
Golden Fleece without looking for it, but she had been to this part of the city so many times she 
couldn't figure out why she hadn't seen it before. Had it just appeared, or reappeared. Who had 
picked it up?

She knew who would be inside. The time was ten minutes past ten and Helen would be back after 
conducting her ghost tour. The pub was a narrow, slender slice of hospitality squeezed into a row of 
ornate buildings. She walked down a corridor that opened out to her left. A group of youths were 
chattering and laughing raucously, playing baton with their designer bottles and alcopops. They 
were segregated by the continuation of the corridor that descended gradually to a longer bar at the 
back of the pub. Here older people discussed Machine Head and Grhama Bonnet. The CD jukebox, 
Joy wasn't sure what these things were supposed to be, was nervously whispering some tune by The
Police. A man she presumed to be Mr Yorath, stood at the bar like a Dickensian throwback. He was 
clad in an extravagent costume, flowing with the swish of drama and topped with a hat straight from
Orson Wells's personal collection. His gold topped cane was leaning next to the bar. 

Helen didn't look out of place where she was. Behind the bar, teasing the punters, puling the pints 
and reporting to a tall smartly dressed businessman who would breeze in, greet the drinkers, fiddle 
with his mobile phone and then breeze out again. And there was Nat.

"Hey, Jay," called Helen. "Your usual?"
"My what?"
"Your usual. Stella."
"Yeah. Okay. A pint, in a straight glass." She smiled at Nat who shifted slightly to allow Jay 

permission to sit next to him. He was wearing blue, colours that were so ill at odds with his other 
screaming, belching manifestation that he called 'lead singer of Rancid Carrion'. He was dressed in 
blue. Faded jeans, a sports shirt, (chest muscles nicely accentuated). Jay grinned as she greeted 
Nat's chest. "How are you, Sinatra?"

"Getting by," he said and raised his glass to her.
"You want that filled up again?" Helen appeared with convenient timing as Nat finished the last of

his Guinness.
"Please. What do you think of her?" he said to Jay, nodding at the barmaid.
"She fits the part well. I like your eyeshadow," said Jay scrutinising the cat's eyes carefully 

painted onto her eyelids. "Very interesting."
Helen glanced at Mr Yorath. "Adds a touch of drama," she whispered.
"Going across town, Helen." The businessman breezed up to the bar and inforned Helen of his 

movements. He noticed Jay and shook her hand. "Hi. Everything okay?"
"Fine. Great."
"This is Jay Marshall, you know," said Nat grabbing the guy's attention before he was off. He 

turned back very interested.
"Exocet? You?" He shook her hand again. "Whatever she wants, Helen." He nodded and was off 

without a backward look.
Jay was astonished. Nat lifted his Guinness and gulped it down. He had well developed upper 

arms as well as a big chest! "Do you work out, Nat?"
"Yeah. Use the gym at home."
"You still live in York?"



He exlained where the house was. Helen didn't hear. She was busy consulting with Mr Yorath. 
"Been in the family three hundred years. Not sure I'd like to inherit it though. I want to move on and
that means London. A hard fact to swallow, but in the media, it's inevitable."

"What about local television?"
"What, Carlton, Granada?" He grimaced and shook his head. "No, I want to do serious stuff. I 

can't se myeslef making half hour programmes about canal towpaths or Spitfires lost on 
Saddleworth Moor. I'd like to make more hard hitting stuff. Real investigative stuff. It'll be hard, but
it's what I believe in and I think you should go for it. I'm lcky. I know I'll never starve trying to 
make it, so I'm going to do the best I can, stick to my principles and try to make good television."

Jay was encouraged by his ambition. He was right, coming from a family like his, mother a 
barristerm, father a property developer, he could afford to bide his time and not make dribble tv for 
the sake of earning a living. "To me," Jay said, " you look like the sort of person who would manage
a boy band, or a manufactured outfit." Nat's smile was wide and perfect. 

"Yeah, right. You're taking the piss now."
His eyes were dark pools of intrigue, still and calm. Jay had seen eyes like those before, in fact 

they were next to her, on the other side of the bar, blazing out of Helen's face. She moved without 
making a noise and was suddenly there, in sight, present. 

"Nat thinks he's a storyteller," Helen said.
"Another talent." Jay wanted to hear something. He loked bashful as if Helen had just exposed a 

deeply embarrassing secret.
"It's an idea that came to me the other night. It's crap. I think it's best forgoten."
"No, go on," Jay encouraged him, pushing his arm and recieving a brief shimmer of excitement as

she made contact with him.
"Well, it was about this guy who was in a room in a big house. Really big house, mansion thing. 

He hears a noise and suddenly he's facing two masked men with guns. They scream at him to open 
the safe, where's the safe, don't make any sudden moves, all that rubbish. He leads them into 
another room and slowly approaches the safe behind a large desk. They tell him to open it, so he 
does. He reaches in and takes out a gun that's inside there. He turns, shoots one af the intruders in 
the leg and pulls the gun against the head of the second guy. This guy pleads for his life. Our man 
bustles him to the ground and stands over him asking, am I really gonna do this, what do you think?
The guy carries on pleading, his mate is still rolling around in agony. Our guy asks one last time and
shoots. Then he hears another noise and a light goes on outside the room. He turns and runs, heads 
out through the window and runs across the lawn. Behind him he can see the light going on in the 
room he's just left. He keeps going and jumps the fence and makes off down the lane. As he's 
walking away he tells himself that's the last time I burgle that house. 

"It's crap. I know it's crap. It took me ten minutes to think about it."
Helen waited, like a bedside nurse, for the consultant's opinion. "Ten minutes," Jay said, "what 

took you so long?"
Mr Yorath was leaving. Helen was uncertain whether to say goodbye or not. She checked Jay 

again and wandered over to the caricature as he gathered his cane and adjusted the gold chain 
holding the top of his cape in place. When he was gone Helen returned, slowly, thoughtfully. 
Worried, or maybe puzzled. "Can we talk somewhere?" she asked Jay. "Back in a minute." Nat was 
intrigued, but settled down with his Guinness.

"What's wrong." Jay followed Helen to the end of the bar close to the door leading into a busy 
kitchen. 

"I've asked you this question before. If your house was on fire what would you rescue? What 
would make you go back inside and risk the flames."



Jay's answer had changed. "At the moment, the Philip Hunter video." The clatter and smells of the
kitchen beyond the threshold were an alarming accompaniment to Helen's gently simmering 
confusion. She looked back to where Mr Yorath had been standing as if he were the ghost that only 
she could see. An invisible friend talking exclusively to her.

"If you were Sir Robin Conran," she said to the bar top before locking on to Jay's attention, "what 
would you go back into a burning house to retrieve?"

Jay took a few seconds to answer. "Well, a man of his standing, former standing, I'm not sure. He 
was a Permanent Secretary for about twelve years. So I guess he'd go back in for his gong. He 
wouldn't grab any heirlooms because it's not his house and he doesn't come from that kind of 
stock." She thought about his frayed shirt collars and elbow patched jackets. "I wonder if he has 
some kind of elephant's foot umbrella stand or a bit of African objet d'art. It would be tat. All of it 
tat." Helen wasn't grinning. She was still staring fiercely at Jay, waiting for some snippet of 
evidence to suggest that the man was not the chaser or horder of colonial rubbish, superficial tat, 
worn out shirts. Jay exhausted her list of items. "Lady Alison. I imagine she'd get herself out of the 
house. What do you suggest?"

"His personal file." 
The words dropped onto the bar like a lobbed grenade. Jay felt her weight increase as she 

slumped forward to cope with a sudden build up in pressure. Before considering the possibility she 
had to deal with her own ignorance, a blinding inability to look through the opaque barriers of 
character. Was it only facts she was any good at understanding? She glimpsed Nat's broad shoulders
and momentarily wondered what Helen saw when she looked at the man. His weaknesses, his 
optimism, some irrational wealth-guilt or inability to react to the world without shouting into a 
microphone against a wall of jet engine noise. 

Of course, his personal file. It's so obvious now. So bleeding obvious. Again. Could it be possible 
that Helen would one day be wrong. The only people who were never wrong were people who 
already had all the answers. Jay returned Helen's gaze. What were the qualities behind those eyes? A
dread of being isolated, overtrusting strangers, absent-mindedness, remembering too much of the 
past. "Are we sure," Jay said, "absolutely positive that Philip Hunter is telling the truth when he 
mentions the existence of the files?"

"I think so," Helen said.
"So, that would put a cross against Queen Consort, but we haven't really discussed the other one 

yet, have we? If, and it's a big if, the files do exist, how does the Fake Messiah refer to them?"
"It may not refer to them. The story wasn't complete remember."
The bullet, the special effect bullet that didn't blow Silver Nitrate's brains out, ended the story at a 

crucial moment. General Leisha was taking off to obliterate her Christian enemies as the fake 
messiah himself was being executed. But he hadn't been executed. "The President could have given 
the order to halt the execution." Jay raised a finger. "And I was talking to Sir Robin about this and 
he pointed out a couple of inconsistencies in the story. In the original Bible Jesus was a man, 
making the fake messiah the real messiah, but the original Bible didn't say the devil was a woman." 
Helen agreed, another one of those pre-emptive nods that encouraged Jay to continue her train of 
thought. "Am I right, or was he right?"

"The story didn't say she was the devil. She was the scarlet woman riding on the head of the 
dragon. The dragon was the devil and the air force was symbolic of the dragon. Seven divisions, ten
battle groups."

"Yeah. He also said that the air force, and he's correct, doesn't have generals and divisions, they 
have wing ommanders and squadrons. So the technical facts were wrong."

Helen had the slightest of grins teasing the sides of her mouth. There was a hint of a laughter line,



like a golden thread, falling from the left side of her cheek when her lips were about to break out 
into one of her gleaming smiles. "I think that's artistic licence."

"Is it," responded Jay rapidly. "I don't think we should overlook anything, Helen. Generals and 
divisions. Does this suggest a split, an over-reaching condition. What? I don't know."

"Neither do I." She appeared to be preparing herself to go back to pulling pints. "If the murder 
was faked," Helen continued, "why did the story stop when it did? It couldn't have been more than a
couple of sentences from the end." Nat had almost finished another pint. Helen moved off to refresh
him. Jay stayed where she was.

"Does Nat know about all this?" Jay asked when Helen returned.
"What? The stories. He knows about your investigation into the Prime Minister's murder." Did he 

know what a shambles that investigation had become? "I haven't asked him about anything else. 
Apart from a few characters like Dan Thackray, and the money payments. He knew about the one 
pound prize money."

"Well, let's get his opinion on all this. He has a sharp mind, hasn't he?"
Helen wasn't so sure. "My father used to say the sharpness of a knife depends on two things: what

you're trying to cut, and whether you're strong enough to cut it. No, I think my idea is more 
effective and it doesn't involve Nat." 

-

Nat was oblivious to being compared to a blunt penknife. He downed another Guinness before he 
was rejoined by the two women in his life that evening. He wasn't sure about the uncontrollable 
smirking and Jay's barely perceptible dithering, shaking as if a sudden drop in temperature had 
gripped her. He pressed them for a clue, but they kept quiet, shared knowing looks and at one point 
were about to collapse into a fit of laughter.

"What are you two up to? You've been down the end of the bar conspiring. Have you stuck 
something on my back?"

Jay seized the opportunity to rub his wide hardened shoulders. "Nothing there, Nat. Don't worry." 
Helen spun around and merrily served another punter.

-

Saturday morning. Jay was out of the hotel without stopping for breakfast. An expensive forfeit. 
She met Helen in a small empty cafe close to The Shambles. Half an hour later they set out together,
stopping first at a cash machine where Jay withdrew two hundred pounds, giving one hundred to 
Helen. She left Jay alone on Parliament Street. The next shop Jay came to was an electrical shop 
where she bought a pre-paid mobile phone, using most of the hundred pounds she had in cash. 
Somewhere in another part of the city Helen would be doing the same.

The city was almost gridlocked along the inner ring road where traffic was allowed to seep into 
the medieval centre. Growling lorries and rasping single decker buses argued over space at the 
seized up junctions around Bootham Bar. The February weather was being superheated by the 
exhaust fumes and simmering drivers cooking in their own frustrated juices. This was weekend rush
hour.

Crossing Museum Street Jay noticed the line of vehicles sitting in a heat haze across Lendal 
Bridge. A snaking procession of barely contained anger. All eyes faced forward, northwards towards
the knot of traffic tying tighter as the morning progressed, hot minute by hot minute. The contrast 
between the asthmatic corridor of the street and the green open space opposite was pronounced. The



noise banished as if it existed only in a vivid memory. Here, in the grounds of St. Mary's Abbey, the 
marquee village was a pointed flapping multi-coloured array of tranquil activity. Passive and 
introspective. Nothing serious had started yet, but the evidence was there. Noticeboards, 
advertisements, pennants and bunting strewn overhead, blowing gently for the first time that week 
Jay thought. Open fronted marquees displayed costumed characters still putting out all sorts of 
totems and trinkets, crafted goods, oil paintings, hand knitted sweaters, hats and scarves; there were 
genealogy experts, fortune tellers, key ring sellers; masses of bouquets full of evergreen fancies, 
hanging baskets and buttonholes. Jugglers were practising for the last time, a man on stilts wobbled 
through the miasma of stripes and chequerboards. Alice in Wonderland was everywhere, huge 
playing cards, fibreglass Mad Hatters, Cheshire Cats attached to temporary lighting columns. The 
Queen of Hearts had evidently not arrived yet. The breeze, soft and restrained, provoked enough 
noise to supplement the visual detail. Flags clapped and flopped, loose marquee tails flustered for 
attention before being tied down for the day. The first aromas of grilled food were casting out across
the carrying wind.

Jay paused, watching the horses being pacified next to a jousters' arena. Wooden targets were 
being placed, ready to be ritually speared, lanced and generally thrashed in mock fury. Jay made a 
phone call. There was no answer until the recorded voice of Lady Alison Peel informed her that she 
couldn't come to the phone right now, please leave a message after the tone.Jay hung up. What was 
the conclusion to that, she wondered.

She walked through the fair. Humming the old folk tune to herself, imagining how it would be to 
float unseen like a ghost, drift skywards and look down on the assembled tortured souls back on the 
other side of Museum Street. The city centre was already busy with early rising shoppers. Jay 
considered the view she'd gaze down on. Forgotten pensioners shuffling with the help of cheap 
zimmer frames, hassled young families shivering in their second hand tracksuits, pestered by 
hungry offspring and the aimlessness of window shopping. The baseball capped wideboys would 
thump there way round the one way system in their resprayed hatchbacks with blue hubcaps and 
blackened windscreens, searching for a parking space, waiting for another oil leak to force them off 
the road. Fur lined manageresses would high-heel their way from one top shop to another, looking 
for a second and third business suit for Monday's team meeting, fiddling with the collars of their 
coats, struggling with slipping handbags like leather surrogate babies clinging on. Big Issue sellers 
shifting from one leg to the other, never moving, always hoping; mad tramps staggering towards 
their private limbo; canvassers and market researchers clawing for compensation claim candidates 
and credit card victims. They were all down there, scratching and rushing through the test tube 
streets of the city, preprogrammed and predestined, none of them aware of their fates.

Jay called the phone number again and was greeted by the same answering machine message. She
decided to wait in the place where she met Sir Robin the last time she was here. She didn't wait long
although a rumbling stomach reminded her that it was long enough to consider something to replace
the breakfast she missed. Sir Robin Conran's Range Rover squeaked across the grass and stopped. 
He looked disinterested when he saw Jay standing there like an arresting officer. "Morning," he said
waiting for the car to bleep. 

"What a coincidence," she replied. "I bet you think I'm following you."
"Following me or not, you're doing something suspicious. That's your job. But I'll have to tell you

now that I'm too busy today to hang around with the likes of you." He walked briskly towards the 
jousting arena. "I'm responsible for a lot of what happens today so you'll excuse me if I look a bit 
hassled and unco-operative."

"I understand." She followed him, hoping he would be too hassled and unco-operative to notice 
her retracing every step. "Lady Alison not coming today?"



"She's in Harrogate. She prefers not to be in York when all this malarkey is going off. I, on the 
other hand," he breathed in a huge barrel chested lungfull of the atmosphere, "love it."

"Where's your suit of armour?"
"Suit of armour?"
"For the jousting. I have this picture of you, Sir Robin, being the defending champion."
"Too old for all that Jay. Besides, I've never ridden a horse in my life. Don't intend to either."
A working class peer dipping his toes in aristocracy wouldn't have much of an equestrian 

background. But he was the right shape to be up there, charging across the lawns with a metal 
bucket on his head and his coat of arms silk screened onto a fibreglass shield. "Don't you think 
general elections would be more interesting if they were settled this way?" Jay teased a smile out of 
him.

The morning bustled on in a wave of impromptu progress meetings and last minute scares 
regarding faulty generators and squealing PA systems. Seizing an opportunity Jay suddenly 
swooped on Sir Robin just as he was leaving a flustered technician to sort himself out. "Sorry to 
bother you Sir Robin, my phones playing up. Could you do me a favour and ring this number. I 
don't know whether it's working or not." She gave him the new phone's number and he grumpily 
keyed it into his own slimline Nokia. Jay's phone chirruped into life and she thanked him 
graciously. He was relieved to see her go.

Then she made a call. "Hi, Helen. It's me. I've got it. Remember this number." She passed Sir 
Robin's number, recorded on her own phone, to Helen. After the call Jay found a beer tent and sat 
back with a cheese salad sandwich and a plastic pint of cheap bitter.

-

A well behaved almost enthusiastic crowd cheered and gasped as a set of horsemen and women 
thudded across the grass lancing their wooden targets and each other with mock savagery and 
choreographed drama. Eventually the Black Knight had his head bashed in by a soppy walking 
challenger dressed in orange. The audience clapped, slightly disappointed that evil had lost out 
again! Through the laughing groups of families and dawdling couples Jay drifted again tailing Sir 
Robin from a  distance who was behaving like an election candidate. He buzzed from marquee to 
marquee, shaking hands and conversing. One or two of the more elegant custodians were hugged 
like old friends. Animated exchanges went on for up to twenty minutes at a time. The long drawn 
out surveillance gave Jay time to buy an ice cream. She was half way through it before realising that
the month was February, but such was the atmosphere of seaside revelry or bank holiday escapism 
that she continued to eat the chocolate blob until she was left sucking the dregs out of a soggy cone.

All the time she was moving closer and closer to Sir Robin, until she was no more than a 
marquee's width from him. She used the density of the crowd as it increased throughout the day, 
concealing herself, creeping stealthily unseen even by those stood closest to her. At the back of her 
mind was the thought of Helen hurtling undetected towards another target. This was symmetry, Jay 
thought, beautiful symmetry; roles reversed. She preferred the role of pursuer. Checking her watch 
she noticed the figures beginning to glow faintly as the sunlight weakened and the distant street 
lights of York stirred, turning soft yellow as the Saturday chaos began to head for home. The 
marquee village was entering a new phase as clowns juggled with fire and the temporary lights 
illuminated the small fairground rides and sideshows. The task of following Sir Robin became 
slightly more challenging as he began to merge with the shadows between the stalls and tents he 
was visiting. As a deep blue cloth was drawn over the evening sky Jay heard it; she was close 
enough to separate the shrill ringing tone of a mobile phone from the background cacophony of 



voices, music and mechanical clatter. She strode towards Sir Robin just as he answered. "Yes, it is...
What?... Are you serious?...Oh, my god. I'm on my way. Have you called the fire brigade?.. Well, do
it now, please. Thank you." He barged past Jay.

"Sir Robin..." She didn't expect to be acknowledged, but it was vital now to stay by him. "Is 
something wrong?"

"Bloody house is on fire." He began to run, clumsily pushing through the unwary groups of 
bystanders who wondered what the urgency was. He struggled to run and make phone calls at the 
same time, but Jay, noticing the panic in his fingers, offered to help.

"Get to the car first, Sir Robin, I'll come with you and make those calls. Just get to the car."
The one moment of uncertainty passed. Jay flung herself at the passenger door of his Range 

Rover, and as the central locking clicked she climbed in, wrapping her coat under her and preparing 
her phone for Sir Robin's instructions. "Who's first?" she asked as the car careered across the grass 
and out into the stream of traffic.

"Bloody hell, look at the state of this."
"Stay calm, Sir Robin. Just tell me who you want to ring first."
"Ring the Belle Vue Hotel in Harrogate. Get a message to Alison." Jay responded. She took a 

while to ring an answering service that could give her the hotel phone number and the task was 
eventually complete. It seemed like an eternity, but the Range Rover was only just approaching the 
hospital outside the city walls. More traffic crawled ahead of them. Sir Robin Conran was flushed 
with rage and fear. 

"Anyone else?" Jay was absorbing her colleague's anxiety. Sweat gathered around her neck and 
her palms were sticking to the phone. Sir Robin shook his head. "I'll confirm the fire brigade are on 
their way." She rang nine nine eight and hoped her voice would sound convincing. "Fire, please." 
Sir Robin was miles away, huffing and groaning, wiping his mouth and pinching his cheeks every 
time the traffic jerked to a halt. "Hello. I want to report a fire at Basholt House. It's off the B163 
between York and, er," she couldn't remember the name of the village.

"Sutton-on-the-Forest," said Sir Robin calmly.
Jay repeated the name. "I'm with the owner. He's driving back to the house, but we're stuck in 

traffic. We're still in York." She hung up and reassured Sir Robin that the fire brigade would be there
before they were. He wasn't so confident.

By the time they reached open road Jay sat back and waited. Her stomach was thumping with 
nerves, the silence in the speeding car was terrifying. She used the time to question what she had 
done. What would the contingency plan be? How would she explain to Sir Robin how she was 
standing by when he received the call? What if the flames were so intense that he couldn't go near 
the house? Suppose the fire brigade were already there, called by someone else driving by? As the 
flat Yorkshire landscape spread out before them, distant trees abandoned by summer and autumn, 
gathered together in whispering copses, dark hedgerows stood with their ankles in swollen ditches 
lined up in a slow procession north. A dilute watercolour landscape contained sketchy farm 
buildings and isolated houses. Then a distant cloud became apparent. A black billowing plume 
caught her attention and Sir Robin's who gasped with shock. "Oh, my god, look at that."

Jay wasn't sure who was the more nervous. This was the moment of truth. Turning off the road Sir
Robin roared down the drive and into a blackened nightmare of swirling ash being blown across the
gardens and outhouses. The sound of the fire was upon them, cracking and spitting, it's violent 
white and orange furnace writhing with an open mouth, casting a diabolical glow over the 
surrounding buildings around the main mass of Basholt House. Sir Robin positioned the car upwind
of the smoke and the flames and jumped out. He was searching for a sign of life, a flameless 
window. He floundered across the gravel, sneering and grimacing. "Where are they?" He thrashed 



about searching for a fire brigade that wasn't there. "Where the bloody hell are they?" That was the 
last Jay saw of him before he dashed out of sight around a corner of the house that was apparently 
unaffected by the fire which had gripped and consumed a large part of the south side of the house.

Now Jay was left to face, literally, the consequences of Helen's amazing plan. She had started a 
war. Here was the fire, the burning aftermath. The unseen missile had landed with startling 
accuracy. Jay remained in the Range Rover safe from the tongues of bilious flames belching and 
squirming out of the wreck of the house. She had never seen a  fire on this scale before. It was a 
terrifying animal. A dragon of the imagination, breathing devastation. No, she corrected herself, it 
was no such thing. It was arson. A serious crime. An enormous risk. What in Christ's name was she 
thinking of? She wanted to tell herself that it was someone else's idea. It was Helen who asked her 
what Sir Robin Conran would rescue from a burning house. Well, they were about to find out. Jay 
wasn't sure if she was in a safe place sitting nervously, shaking violently, her guts churning with 
nausea, in the car no more than fifty metres from a raging inferno. 

She took herself back towards the entrance to the grounds. An open gate defined the inner gardens
surrounding the house from the wilder landscape that crept through the piecemeal layout of adjacent
storage barns and farm buildings. As she stood, upwind of the fire and the smoke, she became aware
of Helen's sinister black form hiding in the lea of a small brick building. She stepped out from her 
background like an element of some dark story coming to life assuming a solid form. She watched 
the fire. Her gloved hands were muddy, pockets of a black leather jacket bulging. Her hair was tied 
back efficiently, tied back with a dark red bow, revealing the full extent of her face, glazed like gold
leaf. Her features were passive, but as she stood face to face with Jay there was a new intensity to 
her eyes. What had once been two dark pools of mystery, were reflecting now the flames of the 
house and were flickering like two small wells that bore through the earth to a distant hellfire. 

"The flames will blow away from the house on the south side. There's a wind blowing from the 
north east so the whole place won't be completely gutted. There'll be some part of the house that he 
can get to. Let's hope that's where the files are kept." There was no waver in her voice as she spoke. 
This was a matter of fact event, as objective and acceptable as cooking a meal. "That's if the files 
are in there," she added.

Jay rang the fire brigade and the ambulance services. Sir Robin remained absent from the scene. 
Back on the main road cars were slowing down to get a glimpse of the action. Eventually the first of
several fire engines turned up. Jay explained that she and Helen were passing and raised the alarm. 
Made the calls. An organised gang of officers went into action, tactically choosing the most 
effective targets for their hoses. Helen, who hadn't spoken for a while asked Jay if they should tell 
the fire officers that there was a man inside the building.

Jay shook her head. "No. We didn't start this to stop it now. I want him to come out of that house 
with something."

"And what if he doesn't come out of the house?"
Jay rubbed her face. What was the answer to that? Nothing came to mind. It was one contingency 

-amongst many- that she hadn't considered. "I don't know."
The flames appeared to be coming under control. They were less delinquent, a little darker, 

redder. The white heat of a brilliant night-bleaching core was gone. The siren of another emergency 
vehicle announced itself and an ambulance trundled into view. It's arrival was opportune as a bustle 
of activity caused several fire officers to turn off a hose and go to something taking place away to 
Jay's right. She and Helen moved forward and joined in the rescue as Sir Robin's stumbling figure 
tripped across a wide flower bed. He was escorted away from the house gasping and choking. His 
clothes were jet black, soaking wet from the hoses that had been inadvertently turned on him while 
he was inside the house. He dropped down onto a patch of long grass, his arms wrapped around 



himself and a large bulk of folders and documents. Jay ran to help and saw that he was holding a 
steel box, the size of a briefcase. Paramedics carefully nudged her aside to examine him. She came 
away with the box and the remaining folders. Sir Robin's breathing was checked and an oxygen 
mask was put over his face. His eyes were closed tight, smarting below a scorched forehead. 
Evaporating water rose from him like steam off a racehorse. 

Jay could talk without being heard; the melee around her and Helen was enough to distract 
everyone there who didn't know the significance of the layers in the drama. "We'll both go in the 
ambulance with him. It will take us back to the hospital in York and from there we can get back into
the city. Do you want to take these back to your place?"

"Yeah, sure." Helen took the box. It was locked. A small key was needed, but she wasn't 
concerned about that. A heavy object would open it easily enough. The contents were what 
mattered: what they were, what condition they were in. "You've got what you wanted, Jay."

"Let's hope so." Jay's new friend continued to devour Basholt House. The significance of The 
Fake Messiah was resolving itself. Who was the man meant to represent now that General Leisha 
had been identified. Jay felt incredibly satisfied for the first time in nearly two years. The elation 
scared her.

-

There are some days, Jay thought, when you reach a certain time in the evening and you think 'that 
was a good day: fruitful, with lots of things accomplished'. Denying the severity of events was easy.
Dismissed as if such a thing never happened. After all an infinite number of things had not 
happened today, she told herself. Basholt house burning down, Sir Robin Conran in intensive care 
with smoke inhalation, none of that had happened. Never entered her mind. Instead Jay strolled 
quickly, but with enormous satisfaction at the way things had turned out. The evening was tranquil, 
the appalling gales had blown away a long time ago. She could now enjoy a few moments at peace 
with herself. York was quiet. The residential side streets where Helen was staying in a bedsit 
slumbered, docile red brick semis and intermittent terraces guided her onwards. 

Jay found the house and rang the doorbell. Behind the frosted ornate door window Helen's shape 
bounded down a flight of stairs and tore the door open. "Get in here, quick. You won't believe it." 
Her voice was as low as her excitement could allow. Jay was barged upstairs and into a large room. 
It had a high ceiling with a large wide ornate light shade. The light was dimmed and in a corner of 
the room, on a table that folded open for mealtimes, a thick candle burned. Helen's bed was double, 
laid out with a dark blue sheet covered now with papers, manila folders, notebooks and 
photographs. At the foot of the bed opposite a magnolia coloured cooker that was older than Jay, the
steel box lay with its lid open. One end of the room was crammed with cooking utensils, jars of 
vegetables, spices, bread rolls, croissants, all borrowing space on the tops of fridges and cupboards, 
the draining board of a sink was cluttered with boxes and a large expensive looking camera. Lost 
amongst the edible ornamentation was a small radio cassette player.

"There." Helen pointed to a low stool hiding behind the other side of the bed. "Sit there." Jay did 
as she was told and waited. Helen sorted out a stack of papers and placed them inside a stiff 
cardboard folder. "Read those." As Jay took the collection Helen stepped away and hoisted herself 
onto the cooker's hob, sitting there like a huge novelty saucepan.

The paper's contents were an easy distraction. Sir Robin Conran's life was listed and detailed, 
cross-referenced and highlighted across twenty pages of close typed text and faded tables of data. 
He had belonged to several trade unions in his early life, joined CND, when he was forty six, in 
1977. He had been too young to fight in the war, but was packed off to Korea for twelve months, 



during which he was shot in the shoulder and sent home with smashed bones and tetanus. He 
lectured at Warwick University before going into the Civil Service in 1969. MI5 considered him an 
opponent of the war in Vietnam, soft towards Republicanism in Northern Ireland, an appeaser of 
sorts during the Falklands invasion in the 1980s, and a supporter of Edward Heath, trying to 
negotiate a withdrawal from Kuwait, before the Gulf War. Jay concluded that Sir Robin Conran was
the last person you'd suspect of being a warmonger. An analysis the security services didn't 
necessarily hold. Special Branch had bugged his London flat.

He came close to bankruptcy in 1988 after he defaulted on a loan for a Range Rover. Jay 
presumed it could be the same car he was driving at the moment. But the debt was settled by Lady 
Alison Peel. The commentary on his marriage to her was revealing. "Can you believe this?" Jay said
to Helen. "Aren't you hot up there?"

Helen grinned. "It's the warmest part of the flat sometimes. Can I believe what?"
"Special Branch wanted his marriage to Lady Alison Peel to be stopped. They tried to intervene in

that. Didn't he say that they had to get married in a registry office."
"I don't know. I've never met him."
"Oh yeah. Until tonight." Jay read on. She felt slightly voyeuristic scanning through a man's life 

like this It was a summarised biography, heartless and distant. "He speaks three languages, one of 
them Bengali," Jay muttered to herself. 

"Turn to the last page," Helen said.
"Why, what's on the last page?" Jay flicked through the papers and came to a final flimsy page 

with clumsy typing hammered out on an old typewriter. The words were  misaligned and off centre 
in a series of boxes, ticks, the words 'yes' and 'objective' were handwritten against a series of 
unknown reference numbers. In bold type, stamped with  faded red ink, crossing the outline of a 
final box down in the dog eared corner of the page was the word 'REJECT'.

"Reject." Jay said. Helen was sliding off the cooker. "What's the meaning of that do you think?"
"I don't know." Helen reached across the bed and gathered a second folder identical to the one Jay

was holding. "This," said Helen holding the folder like a slice of treasure, "is Lady Alison's. Look 
what she is."

Jay took the folder and turned to the last page. It was in a  similar condition with a different 
combination of  the words yes and objective. But the most significant difference, shrieking out of 
the mottled paper was the word 'ACCEPT'. "Accept." Flicking through the preceding pages and not 
really taking in any of the details Jay used the time to let the words settle. Accept and reject, 
husband and wife, two people the security services didn't want to marry, a man thought of as a 
security risk because of his pacifism: a pacifism probably evolving out of his experiences in Korea. 
He was a reject. His wife, accepted, or acceptable. To whom? "Have you had any thoughts on this?"
Helen sat down on the edge of the bed. 

"I can only relate it to The Fake Messiah, but I can't draw any conclusions yet. I think it's not the 
man who we should be considering as the, I don't know, the explanation behind anything here in 
York, it's her. General Leisha: Lady Alison Peel. He isn't anyone. He's  a bit part player, an imposter.
She's the threat. She's part of something and he's just a guy who married her."

The stool Jay was sitting on was near enough to the wall to allow her to lean back and rest her 
head. The ceiling had a cobweb looping down from the corner close to the one door of the room. 
There was a smell of balsam. She sniffed and Helen told her that she had borrowed one of the 
candles from the Merchant Adventurer's Hall! "It's quite late you know," Jay said. "Why don't we 
leave it for the night. We've got the material we wanted, let's digest it and come up with some 
suggestions tomorrow."

"Sure. Do you want to take Lady Alison's file with you?"



Jay agreed. Somewhere in her history there should be a traceable chain of events that would 
arrive at the reason to accept her, to approve of her stock. If that was the meaning of those bold, 
assertive conclusions stamped onto the final greasy pages of the files. "And all this is going on 
computer," Jay said waving the heavy folder. "That's gonna be a bloody big computer. Where would
you hide a thing like that?"

"GCHQ," Helen replied quickly.
"Underground," Jay suggested half joking.
"Or the top of a hill." Helen laughed and filled an electric kettle with water.



15 DARK MATTER

Some families have dark secrets. It is rare for the entire clan to be involved or mixed up, 
deliberately or unwitting, in shadowy activities, usually there is one member, a blackheart, who 
attracts the shame. In the very worst cases that shame isn't known to the family; they are victims in 
ignorance. There are secret rooms with locked up madmen and howling women. There are seedy 
flats hiding paid off aunts and perverted uncles. There are distant places, abroad, where the reckless,
feckless, beyond hope, are marooned and fed from a distance. The bodies may be gone, taking their 
bad habits with them, but the shame lingers like a ghost or an echo. Innocent words at parties and 
meetings raise alarm, cause the blushing, heads drop and conversations are deflected towards more 
meaningless subjects.

Jay Marshall had read through Lady Alison Peel's security resume intrigued by it. Her original 
plan had been to skim across the headlines, the opening sentences, but from the first description of 
an introduction to Rudolph Hess in Spandau Gaol in 1976, Jay couldn't put the file down, even 
when her eyelids where begging to close. It wasn't just her meeting with an imprisoned Nazi that 
made her unusual, but her descending from a line of the family that had been appeasers to Hitler's 
National Socialists in the 1930s. Her grandfather, Cedric Banners had been a close friend of the 
Duke of Windsor during his exile in Europe. A financier in Austria, Cedric Banner had bankrolled 
the ex-king as his debts grew and his assets vanished. Eventually the Duke was totally reliant on 
money coming to him via sycophants and increasingly, the National Socialists. Not just him, but 
other disgraced high ranking figures from Greece, Yugoslavia, France and Poland. People thrown 
out of their own countries for one reason or another by institutions, governments and later, enemies 
of Nazism. People like the Duke of Windsor where seen as keyholders, people who would one day 
act as ambassadors and spokesmen for an all conquering fascist set from Berlin down to Rome. 

None of it worked out as planned. The only names to emerge from this vague, translucent finely 
woven screen were Rudolph Hess and Churchill. The winner and the loser. In the game that 
Churchill played, a bogus group of appeasers in Parliament, the British Peace Party, convinced 
Hitler, Hess and Goering that the British government was close to collapse. The bunch that would 
pick up the pieces would immediately demand talks leading to a ceasefire and Britain's 
abandonment of the war. The messages were fed through Samual Hoare, the British Ambassador in 
Madrid, via Albrecht Haushofer, and verified by the halfwitted Duke of Windsor blinded by the 
promise of a return to the throne. Cedric Banners paid for most of it, and he didn't even know. Hess 
flew to Britain and crashed in Scotland. His plan, never fully explained in public, was to meet 
representatives of this fictitious group of appeasers. They should have been waiting for him. Instead
he was picked up by a Scottish policeman and arrested!

Cecil Banners died in Vienna in 1956. His daughter, Stephanie had married Lord Alistair Peel in 
1921. They also had a daughter, named Alison, in 1931. Stephanie never accepted that her father 
would be involved in a right wing plot to govern Britain and fought to clear his name. Her 
explanation being that Cedric Banner's money had been intercepted by the unscrupulous fascists 
dotted around Europe. Looting private fortunes as much as the Nazis had looted museums and 
galleries. No-one believed her. She went mad trying to prove it. But Lady Alison Peel turned out to 
be made of harder stuff than her mother and blamed the Allied governments for her mother's 
demise. Jay read in the files that she had travelled extensively in Europe, staying in hotels as far 
afield as Berlin, Helsinki, Oslo, Vienna, Bucharest, Madrid, Athens, even Tirana. Every move, 
every night's stay was recorded meticulously. What wasn't recorded was who she had met in these 
places, but she eventually made a request to the British government in 1972 to see Rudolph Hess in 
Spandau. She was refused permission but she persevered, calling in favours. In 1976 she was 



granted one hour. Her conclusion was on record, gathered from a telephone conversation from 
France to her first husband: Hess was not the man in Spandau.

Lady Alison began to contribute funds to Central and Eastern European groups fighting 
communism in Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, East Germany and Bulgaria. She invited 
members of P2 and Agnus Dei to Basholt House in the late 1970s, including the Head of the Vatican
Bank, Roberto Calvi. Transfers of money had gone from a  personal account in Geneva to a 
Cardinal's personal account in Napoli. One hundred and fifty thousand pounds transferred eleven 
days before Pope John Paul I was found dead in his bed. 

Jay's head shook continuously as she trawled through all this. Most of it was typed longhand as if 
the typist had been equally as mystified translating the notes. In 1994 Lady Alison Peel transferred 
most of her money to Wien Commerzbank in Vienna. A small bank with offices in Geneva and 
Praha. (Jay wondered why the Bohemian spelling had been used, not the German.) And of course, 
she already knew that Michael Peel, Lady Alison's only son sat at his desk for his first day at work 
at Wien Commerzbank in Geneva in 1996. 

With the light from her bedside lamp providing the only companionship Jay began to rethink Sir 
Robin Conran's motives for entering Basholt House the way he did. Lady Alison's file mentioned 
the marriage. Sir Robin was described as a neo-Leninist! But he was also an appeaser; objecting to 
the Falklands War, hoping to make Saddam Hussein see sense. But there was a subtle difference 
between appeasement and peacekeeping. Sir Robin was the latter. Cedric Banner was the former, 
despite his daughter trying to prove otherwise. As sleep made another assault on Jay's eyelids she 
drifted away with the two conclusions on her mind. Sir Robin was hoping to protect his wife by 
rescuing the files before fire investigators did; and that Lady Alison Peel's right wing sympathies 
were shared by whoever was behind the compiling of the information in her personal file.

And she was still alive.

-

All plans have a flaw. Jay was confronting hers when she rushed down the stairs of the Dean Court 
Hotel, heading for a rendezvous with Helen at her bedsit. The receptionist caught Jay as she hurtled 
for the front doors. "Ms Marshall, there are two messages for you."

The first was from Jonathan. Cobblers! Jay still hadn't spoken to him since Thursday when he 
brought the video. Later this morning, she told herself. He had called to say he needed to speak to 
her urgently, but why, he hadn't bothered to say. Obviously there hadn't been a death in the family. 
The other message was not so neutral. Dan Thackray wanted to meet her. He could definitely wait. 
Jay was leaving York later that day so going without meeting Thackray wouldn't be a problem. In 
fact there was no real reason to see Helen now that two of the allegedly non-existent files had 
turned up. But she couldn't do that. Helen was the reason for the success, not Jay. To go now would 
be objectively wise, but morally repugnant. No, she had no gratitude owing to Thackray, but Helen 
was special, invaluable, and bearing in mind Prague's mentioning in Lady Alison's file, probably 
privy to the information. Jay ordered a taxi and was soon at the bedsit. It was tidy.

"Is this room big enough for you?" Jay asked as she placed the files carefully on the bed. 
"Yeah, it's great. It's clean and warm. Look the window is double glazed. It's fantastic."
"Right. I just thought a person with your personality would need more space."
"No, I have a modest personality. Honest." She grinned and giggled as she pulled a thick wad of 

photographs from a  box next to the sink. "You're here somewhere. There..." At arms length she 
thrust forward an eight by ten inch black and white print of Jay and the man in black. The stone of 
the city walls was grainy, it looked hand-scratchingly rough even on glossy paper. The wind that 



was blowing the clouds into an ethereal drift of hanging grey snow had blurred Jay's hair as it blew 
round her head. Her face, like that of Thackray's and the stone wall, was in sharp focus. Frozen by 
the weather and the capturing of time. They were two insignificant figures made important by their 
separation from the background blur, shoving them forward into prominence. Jay couldn't recall 
what was being said at that exact moment. Was she talking to him, was Thackray considering the 
implications of his presence in York being made public? Were they waiting for a tourist to clear off?
The technical quality of the photograph, the composition, the effect of shutter speed and aperture, 
the quality of the paper and the dodging and burning of highlights and shadows were all secondary 
to the moment in the frame. The unknown and unknowable exchange that had been captured. "Nat 
will like this," Helen said looking at it herself. "I'll show it to him this afternoon." It was placed 
back in the box.

"Do you have any like that of Nat?"
"A few. Not like that though. It's a pity the tourists aren't interested in shots like that."
"You should hold an exhibition."
"That's what Nat says, but I'm not sure I want to put myself on display like that. It's a little like 

opening up your soul to the public."
"You just said you'd like to sell photos like that to the public!"
"Yeah, but that's different. When people pay money they're buying a composition. An object. 

When they don't pay money they expect a piece of you personally. For free. Well they can have my 
work for free but my soul comes at a price nobody can afford."

Jay allowed a moment's silence, long enough to allow a reasonable shift in conversation from 
souls and photographs to Lady Alison Peel and whatever it was she was buying and selling. Jay 
gave Helen a potted history of Lady Alison's travels and activities. At the end Helen concluded what
Jay had thought. Sir Robin must have risked his life to save her file. "True love," Helen said. "Is that
true love? Do you think he loves her that much, in spite of being associated with those people, that 
he'd die for her reputation?"

"Being a cynic, you could say that her reputation would reflect badly on him."
"Why? He's retired, so he has no career to worry about. The establishment knows he's a pacifist so

he isn't facing embarrassment from them. He might even be thinking about Michael Peel. His 
stepson; now that would be an extraordinary gesture. I wonder what Michael feels about Sir Robin."

"You could ask Nat when you see him today." Jay wondered why she couldn't come along and see
Nat aswell. Perhaps if she hung around here for a while when Helen was out she could borrow a 
photograph of Nat just as Helen had borrowed a candle from the Merchant Adventurer's Hall. 
Helen, making no attempt to disguise a suspicious expression agreed to ask Nat about Michael Peel.
"I've had a  message from Dan Thackray. He wants to meet me." Jay placed herself on the stool by 
the bed. "I've got a nasty suspicion he knows about last night."

"Basholt is so far out of town he couldn't have followed you there."
"That's true, but let's face it, he knows a lot about things he shouldn't know about. He knows a lot 

about the Peels and Sir Robin."
"Does he know about me?" Helen asked but was obviously confident he didn't.
"He's never mentioned you to me. Never asked who's that foreigner, whose the German woman 

you keep meeting." Jay smiled aware that it was probably the first time she had smiled 
affectionately at Helen. What did the photographer's eyes see in Jay's face? Had she seen enough to 
offer so much help? "But I'm technically no longer a guest of the Dean Court. I'm leaving today." 
Helen nodded. "So, after today, it's au revoir. How do you say goodbye, Helen?"

Helen beamed. "I've never said goodbye. It's one of my rules. You could say nashledanou, but I'd 
say see you again."



"Okay. Well, bearing in mind what we both know about those files, maybe we will see each other 
again. I think the work is just beginning."

"What will you do with that information?"
"I'll probably drip feed it to the press. A series of controlled articles to provoke curiosity, a 

response. I'll ask Lady Alison certain targeted questions. I'll root around in the Home Affairs Select 
Committee reports. Perhaps I'll find Michael Peel one day. Sir Robin may or may not know the real 
extent of his wife's activities. And I'm sure he doesn't know who the man was in Spandau Gaol."

-

"Rudolph Hess. Aye, that was Hess." Dan Thackray met Jay at the bench on Robin Tower. "He was 
murdered not because of who he was, but because of what he knew. The appeasement plans, who 
was involved."

Jay had returned the files to her luggage stored at the Dean Court. Jonathan was relieved to hear 
from her again. She had made excuses relating to the events in York on the night he was here. She 
had been detained by police as a witness and then asked to go back the day after as a possible 
accessory to the criminal act of frightening to death a pub load of punters when the murder turned 
out to be a fake. When the police realised who Jay was they deliberately gave her a hard time, going
so far as to say she had probably orchestrated the whole thing. Jonathan listened and swore at the 
injustice. Jay felt hardened by the lies, she considered herself a victim of a weeklong campaign of 
disinformation and truth bending. It wasn't her fault fibbing was so contagious.

And Thackray must have been a patient old soul. Not that he was old. His skin had the suppleness
to be able to hold its own against the gravity that ravages so many old faces. The laughter lines 
around his eyes were still being formed. The furrowed brow was far from finished. A barely 
noticeable blemish on his cheek looked like an ink smudge. "Are you an expert on the Hess 
conspiracy, Mr Thackray."

"No. Just using common sense. It's a more plausible story than killing a lookalike. If you want to 
hide the truth you don't use a lookalike, you get rid of the original all together and use someone 
completely different."

"Is that what happened to Philip Hunter? All those stories about files and cows. I bet he never 
went near GCHQ." 

Thackray posed, reminding Jay of the photograph. She made a point of remembering this moment
and what had just been said. 

"If the real Philip Hunter were stood here how would you know?" he asked.
"I wouldn't." What sort of question was that? It was the sort of teasing conundrum that Helen 

would casually drop into a sentence. Like a coin connected to a line, waiting to attract you before 
disappearing before your eyes. 

"You're not Philip Hunter are you?"
"You asked me if I were Silver Nitrate. Make your mind up."
"I'm leaving York today. To be honest Mr Thackray I'm not concerned who you really are."
"Well, you should be." He sat down again, leaning close enough for her to smell an unusual 

aroma. It reminded her of the balsam candles, but the smell wasn't scented. It wasn't food either. He 
brought his garlic bread into St Nicholas's Chapel during the concert, but here, sitting so close, she 
was aware of a new addition to his collection of fragrancies. "I know what happened last night." 
Jay's heart started leaping. "I read in the paper this morning about Sir Robin Conran being brought 
out of his house after it caught fire." What was he implying. "If you want the truth Ms Marshall, I 
can't say as I'm bothered, but you know fires are always interesting things."



Jay couldn't think of anything to do other than attack. "Did you start it?"
He grinned. "No. I didn't." That was the smell. It was ash. He must have been there all the time 

and Helen was confident he couldn't have followed them out of the city. Helen was lying, had to be, 
she was alone on Saturday morning, she had plenty of time to arrange this, to set Jay up. All week, 
every day of the week, Jay had thought to herself that Helen might think she was the one being set 
up, and now here Jay was on the other end of the sting. The Prague connection, Helen and the 
people, whoever they were, Wien Commerzbank. Her mind raced crazily to all sorts of wild 
answers. Her only reassurance was that she still had the files. Except she was here and the files were
not. 

"What do you want Mr Thackray? Why did Sir Robin Conran give you a cheque for a hundred 
thousand pounds? Were you following him for a week? Did you find out things about him he didn't 
want people to know about?"

"I've known things about him for a long time, Jay. I have to say you've got me all wrong. You 
really have." 

Jay stood up. She tried to consider her best direction without warning Thackray which way she 
would go. Back behind her to Bootham Bar or past him toward Monk Bar. Bootham had a  complex
drop in levels, a lot of steps. Monk Bar was a straight dash and a single short tower. She had to 
consider her heels, not designed for sprinting away from storytellers. "If you can give me one more 
moment to explain." Thackray was on his feet again. Deja vu, the photograph was composing itself 
a second time. No, a third time. Behind her the traffic beyond the walls was intermittent. 
Acceleration, followed by an interlude of birds and voices. Then a bus would rumble past. Birds; a 
voice. The traffic would distract Jay waiting for the unexpected moment when she would make the 
dash for Monk Bar. Her mind was made up. The traffic moved away. The voice was there again, 
shouting. Shouting her name. She didn't listen. The walls were closed to the public at sundown and 
the evening sky was looking to lock up. She had to run now. The voice called her name again. 

Down below Helen was frantically yelling and waving, running along the street backwards and 
forwards like a small dog. "Jay, go that way now." She was beckoning towards Monk Bar. "He's not 
Dan Thackray. He's Adrian Taylor." Jay could hardly hear as another sortie of traffic overcame 
Helen's cries. 

Thackray was shaking his head. "She's right." Jay looked down again. "You don't have to run, Jay,
I can help you." He grabbed her arms.

"What do you mean?"
"I know all about Sir Robin. I know everything."
"Really." Helen was still shouting the name Adrian Taylor and the words farm estate manager 

were momentarily audible. Jay turned back to Thackray, or was he Taylor? Who the hell was he. 
Who was Adrian Taylor? "If you know so much you'd know it isn't Sir Robin Conran."

He was genuinely surprised. "Then who is it?" His grip relaxed just enough to force Jay forward, 
pushing him aside as hard as she could manage, she ran. Toes first, she tried not to put weight on 
her heels and the pace was effective enough to keep a distance between herself and a man who 
didn't make  a lot of effort to keep up. Down below Helen was negotiating the pavement, glancing 
up and then facing forward. She was carrying something in her hand. Jay didn't look back, but she 
could hear Thackray following. The gardens behind the buildings were dark, the colours absorbed 
by the late afternoon gloom. Jay slapped the steel barrier along the inside of the wall, pushing 
herself along with it. Monk Bar came closer. She hoped the door at the bottom of the tower would 
still be unlocked. She hoped Thackray wasn't dawdling for a reason.

Helen was gone. The tower was in front of her. Fifty yards back Thackray paced himself. He was 
shouting her to stop, but the blackness of the inside of the tower was no deterrent. Jay threw herself 



into the abyss and stepped, pitter patter, down the narrow stone steps. At the bottom she crashed 
into the door and groped manicly for the handle, latch, lock whatever was concealed there. Her 
hands were fighting her. A grotesque thumping pain was cutting her throat as blood pumped through
the artery. She began to hear her voice gasping wordlessly as the effort to find a lock became 
hopeless. Then, on the other side a furious hammering began, barging and kicking, the vibration 
sent a minor shockwave through Jay's body. A splintering rasp speckled her face with sharp 
fragments of wood and tiny stars of light appeared. Another scream hit the door and a large splinter, 
six or seven inches long thrust a blade thin line of light into the bottom of the stairwell. Jay could 
see the door frame and a huge knife blade being rapidly retracted. Another smash, more anguished 
energetic shouts followed until the fabric of the door was being stripped, splinter by splinter, until 
another superhuman shoulder charge produced an ear splitting crack like a falling tree. Jay tried to 
help but she had no room to create any momentum that Helen, it must have been Helen on the 
outside, was producing. A rush of footsteps and a yell brought the door almost off its hinges. Jay fell
backwards and looked up at a woman she had never seen before. Helen's face was blazing. She 
stood with her legs apart holding in front of her a knife with a ten inch blade. Her attention was not 
on Jay but on something up above her, on the steps behind.

"Helen." Helen didn't respond, didn't look at her. Jay pressed herself against the wall. To her left 
the black figure of Thackray was several steps above her shoulder, to her right, moving forward, 
was Helen, staring now at Jay, the knife centimetres away from her stomach. "Helen, please..." 
Helen's eyes disappeared into her face as she moved forward stealthily, slowly merging with the 
darkness of the tower's interior. Jay was now framed by the silhouettes of two rabid figures. She 
closed her eyes and stiffened painfully, waiting for the knife, wondering if it would stop this blood 
pumping through her neck. Another sound, like a steel bar hitting the outside of the tower 
ricocheted through her head. There was a stumble of clothes as a body fell into her. The weight 
bowled her over and she fell out of the tower onto the street. A hand grabbed her coat and heaved 
her back upright. "This way." Jay saw nothing even though her eyes were open. She couldn't 
comprehend who was pulling her, upwards back into the darkness of the tower. At the top of the 
steps she lost her balance and grasped for help. Helen's face was waiting. "Go this way. Taylor's 
dead, I think. Someone up here has shot him, come on."

Without question Jay followed. Helen raced towards a distant figure who was running along the 
top of the wall. Then without warning she stopped and helped Jay climb the steel barrier onto a 
short flight of stone steps that led down into an adjacent garden. The descent was into an overgrown
archway, thick with honeysuckle and old ivy. "Down here." Helen was guiding Jay by the collar, 
pushing her carefully towards another low entrance that dropped into a subterranean passageway. 
The rush was over. Helen relaxed and she walked alongside Jay examining the knife in her hands. 
"You didn't hear me."

"When?"
"Back on the tower. I was on the street shouting for about five minutes before you saw me."
"Thackray was being weird. He was here at Basholt House last night. I could smell the fire on his 

clothes."
"Yes. That figures," Helen said. She didn't sound at all out of breath. "When Nat saw the 

photograph he recognised the man straight away. 'No, that's not Dan Thackray', he said. 'Dan 
Thackray isn't a day below eighty. That's Adrian Taylor, he's the farm estate manager at Basholt 
House'. That's why he was there last night. He still lives on the estate. But now he's dead."

"How do you know? We thought Silver Nitrate was dead." The underground passageway was 
damp and filled with a sharp bitter aroma of stagnant water. 

"I don't think anyone would run from a special effect. And besides Taylor wasn't wearing a mask."



"Where are we, Helen?"
"We're heading underneath the Minster. This passageway will bring us out next to the river."
"I'm sorry, but I had my doubts about you for a moment, in the tower, when I saw the knife you 

were carrying."
"It's all I could find when I thought you might be trapped behind a locked tower door. It was quite

effective."
"And so where you. Aren't your shoulders aching?"
"No. They're okay."
"It's getting darker, Helen." They were both in agreement, and soon forced to walk single file as 

the passageway narrowed. The arching roof rubbed Jay's shoulders and a sense of numb 
claustrophobia emerged. "Can you still see me, Helen?"

"I can see you." The acoustics were adapting to the confines of the passageway. Helen's voice was
stronger, lower, soothing and warm. "Be careful as you walk here, it's very narrow." The voice was 
like a firm caress, the strong caress of a close lover. Jay was reassured by it's presence, detached and
close by her head, almost next to her ears. "Jay, you keep on going and I'll meet you again on the 
bridge."

"Okay." Jay imagined Helen's youthful grin and the cat's eyes blinking as she frightened and 
amazed her ghost tour clients. She loved that Helen, the fantastic and evocative. Down here in the 
passageway, away from the dangers up above the voice had lost it's foreigner innocence and exotic 
accent. It was everywhere, behind her, around her head, walking on in front. "How far do you think 
we have to go to the river. We're not going to walk straight into the water are we?" Helen didn't 
answer. "You still there, Helen." She stopped suddenly waiting for the body to barge her from 
behind. Nothing happened. "Helen? Helen, don't freak me out like this." There was no breath to 
give her away, no gentle movement of the fabric of clothing. No sniffle or nervous cough. Nothing. 
Helen was gone. Utterly, completely, absolutely. Jay continued, why she didn't dare ask, but she 
walked calmly without stopping again and found herself walking through an open door and out 
beneath another overhanging archway that dropped down from a  castellated wall. There was a 
metal fence and behind her the back walls of a row of old stone houses. The River Ouse flowed by 
reflecting the lights of the converted warehouses and new apartments on the opposite bank.

Wandering east to the end of the wall that Jay had emerged from she turned a corner and found an
old Hallowe'en pumpkin still impaled on a fence. The mound with Clifford's Tower was in the 
distance with the museum and law courts behind it. Jay knew where she was. She had crossed the 
city from the north wall to the river, beneath the Minster to this lonely point. The depth of sorrow 
that overcame her dragged at her legs. She listlessly forced them to walk, past the pubs, past the 
street where she had gone with Helen to hear Rancid Carrion work themselves into a frenzy. 
Climbing the steps onto the road bridge she followed a route back to her hotel and wondered, all the
way there, where Helen emerged from the passageway. She assumed there would be several ways in
and out and perhaps, she hoped, Helen had taken a wrong turn. But something inside her, the 
sedimentary experience of the previous few days, told her that Helen wasn't lost. She wasn't lost 
because she was never really there. The sirens of emergency vehicles were clearing a path 
somewhere across the city. The police would be going out to another shooting. They must be getting
used to this. It seems to happen every time a group of storytellers get together.

As Jay passed by the southern end of Stonegate she watched the straggling tourists meander past 
the devil, sat on his perch, grinning down on the passers-by. The thought reminded Jay of the 
marionettes and the Czech puppeteers who might know the whereabouts of Helen. They might even
know who she really was. But Jay decided not to find out. Maybe it was better to leave her here. Fix
it down as a memory and go home.



Note

The events of February were still in Jay Marshall's mind as she drove back to York. The way her 
episode had ended during the festival had left her with an empty feeling. Curiosity was a constant 
irritation and the lack of answers was once again beginning to distract every moment of her life. 
Except this time there was only one question with one answer. Where had Helen Siebert 
disappeared to on that delicate Sunday evening in February?

Jay had timed her brief visit to arrive in York just before nine pm. She found the gathering place 
of one of the ghost tours and hoped that she would have the right one: Mr Yorath, the flamboyant 
character with the hat and cane. The tour she had selected wasn't his, but she stayed with it, hoping
to ask the guide later if he knew where Mr Yorath might be. Failing that there was always the 
Golden Fleece, where he would go for a post-tour tipple. The tour was well attended by about 
twenty people. Mixed couples, a small group of four or five students, two elderly gentleman who 
scoffed politely at every tale and account of draughty doorways and headless fiends. 

Eventually the mood changed as the group was brought to the base of the tower at Monk Bar. 
"Now this place became the scene of a notorious murder, not that long ago actually. The initial 
police reports described a murder. A man," the guide pointed to the newly repaired door of the 
tower, "was inside the tower on the steps when he was shot dead from behind. But that isn't the end 
of the story and to this day there are conflicting rumours of what actually happened." Jay wanted to
hear this. It seemed Helen was able to extract interpretations without the need to put photographs 
in front of you. Her mere presence was enough to start a rumour. The guide continued. "What might
have happened was that a woman inside the tower was about to be murdered herself when she was 
rescued. The wood that forms this door here is solid oak and on the night of the murder was locked. 
The walls of the city are traditionally locked at sundown. So the woman was trapped inside the 
tower as she was attacked by a maniac. There've been a few reports of a madman living on the city 
walls, but this was the first time he'd been seen in public. As he went to attack his victim the door 
here was smashed off its hinges. Literally ripped apart. The woman inside the tower was saved and 
the madman was stabbed through the heart and killed. That might seem like a fairly mundane 
killing, but what makes this account mysterious was what it was exactly that saved the woman, 
because there's another myth that's surfaced in York as a result of this. It's now believed that a 
creature living in underground passageways that run beneath the Minster heard this woman's cries 
and came to help her. That creature had been seen on numerous occasions earlier this year. The 
most common description was of a small, immensely strong female human, but with cat's eyes."

"Were it Catwoman?" One of the old boys tried to lighten the occasion, but he failed. The guide 
cast his gaze at them.

"No. But one story that makes sense was that a group of puppeteers from Prague had come over 
here for the Storyteller's Festival in February. The puppeteers left the city shortly after and the 
creature with cat's eyes hasn't been seen since. If that's the case then a likely explanation is that the 
creature who saved this woman was the Golem."



16 THE EYES OF THE CITY

Another life was emerging as the sunlight sank below the surrounding hills. Anonymous faces 
emerged on the streets, identities unknown, names unrecalled. No-one could be sure who was who 
as they strolled by, walked their dogs, shifted from bar to bar, cafe to cafe. There may have been 
tourists in those public spaces, Romanians and Hungarians along the narrow sidestreets, criminals 
on the corners, prostitutes beneath the streetlamps. Beggars waited for the offer to buy their souls, 
off duty policemen made mental notes of tomorrow's arrests, business people made quick 
calculations of their profits - or losses. The Charles Bridge stands were gone, the gift shops closed. 
The day's normal activity had settled, digested and forgotten. Now it was the time for the nightly 
crew of dreamers, drinkers, lost and confused. Something about the daylight kept them hidden, 
maybe they didn't exist, like the fallen bodies of dead birds. They had to be there somewhere, but 
has anyone ever seen one? Helen had never met a living person who had seen the body of a dead 
bird, and yet, she mused as she led a group of tourists alongside St. Vitus cathedral, birds do die. So 
the assumption went. Birds are mortal, they're not the lost souls of dead men. 

But all these people. The sight of them bothered her. She was being followed by a group of 
relative strangers, but they were different. She had made a point of not knowing them. The others 
were part of her city, part of the stonework, details of the towers and pinnacles, faces on the 
pavement cobbles. She had no idea who they were. And let's face it, she reminded herself, they had 
no idea who she was. 

As a tour guide Helen was losing her effectiveness. There had been a time when she gave them a 
good display for their money, decorated with her cat's eyes, conducting her explanations with 
flamboyant hand gestures and sumptuous body language, she was the embodiment of Prague's 
mischievous and murderous history. She was its soul, its human face, if only for three hours. From 
Zizkov to Strahov, east to west; Bubenec to Vysehrad, north to south; she was familiar with every 
crack in the pavement, each pothole and broken kerb. She knew the names of every brick, every 
window, every door. She saw bloodstains come and go, scorchmarks plume and die, all shadows 
and features leaving behind a residue of yet another event, another story, more hours and moments 
in the ever evolving timeline of trivia and significance of the city. Ghosts walked the same routes 
that she took, the stone walls watched passers-by with the same fascination as she held; she wanted 
to share her memories with the trees on Wenceslas Square, see if they were as morbid and amazing 
as her own. And the chance to converse with the Vltava was the one opportunity that she would 
give life and love for; just one passing comment, an opinion, a glimpse of what her river had 
noticed as it flowed infinitely through the centre of the settlement, twisting through the fog bound 
depression slumped between the circling hills.

The summer was proving to be a hot one. Czechs floundered during the day, baking and roasting. 
At night the ones who didn't cool down in the Old Town Square or alongside the river, tossed and 
turned beneath clinging bedsheets. There was a static, inescapable atmosphere. Without a chill 
breeze the evenings became a languid paradise, enveloping the body with a gentleness that 
smothered any memory of the ice-frozen winter mornings and devastating  afternoons when nothing
could bring any warmth to the limbs. Helen gathered her tourists around her and told them about 
Golden Lane. Their jaws hung open as they rotated to comprehend the pastel fantasy of 
multicoloured shops. The short terraced row with its tweedledum pitched roofline and light 
blocking windows grasped their attention leaving Helen's voice a detached presence lingering in the
charged atmosphere. 

During the evening one tourist, a German woman named Eva, had perceived Helen's distance. 
When she finished her Golden Lane description she removed herself form the group and leant 



against a wall. Eva joined her. "I may be mistaken, but you're either troubled by something or 
hypnotised by your own city."

Helen didn't look at her. She had to answer the question for her own sake, but eventually gave 
Eva a comment. "I'm troubled by my own city."

-

She had a responsibility to Prague, that's what she told herself walking back to Zizkov. Vitek would 
have been in bed long before now. The time was way past two in the morning, but even at this hour 
Helen felt that the city was emptier than usual as if something popular was going on at some other 
compass point. Maybe a large fire or an earthquake had drawn everyone away to help or watch. 
Implausible, she knew, but that was the sensation. In the four months since returning home from 
York she had sold more photographs and prints than in the previous year. Francesca said it was an 
upturn in tourism; trust her to take a pragmatic view. No, Helen thought it was something else. 
Carp-fingers had commented, two weeks ago, that Helen's prints were more disturbing than they 
had ever been. Disturbing to who? Him or anyone who cast eyes on them? Since York Helen had 
grown closer to Prague, becoming ever more intimate with its unseen qualities and experiences. 
Elements she felt uniquely aware of as if her eyes, looking through the camera lens, were the eyes 
of the city taking self portraits in the mirror.

She stopped herself, alone in the formal garden outside the Rudolfinum, and watched the 
reflections in the river. This wasn't her city. Plzen was her city, her home. Perhaps a desire to embed
herself into the fabric of Prague was becoming an obsession. A taxi drove past. The driver didn't see
her, didn't acknowledge the solitary female figure profoundly isolated. The tourist coaches would 
sometimes stop here to unload their human cargo, but the place was different when it was empty 
like this. About a month ago she had stood at the foot of the grand steps in front of the Rudolfinum 
and pointed her camera out towards the metronome on the opposite hillside. Her intention had been 
to blur the motion of the giant metronome as it ticked its eternal message to the population. But 
when her photograph was developed it was pin sharp; the river in the foreground was smooth like a 
silk ribbon, specked with the mineral reflections of street lights, but the metronome was still; 
positioned like a clock hand at five to eleven. Helen recognised the image for what it represented. 
At the closing of the shutter she had stopped time, but it was a second of her own life she had 
stopped. She realised that every time she took a photograph her own life was pausing, for a fraction 
of a second. She tried to calculate how many photographs she had taken in her lifetime and 
concluded that she was probably half the age she would have been had she never picked up a 
camera. 

"What time did you get back last night, Helen?" Vitek sat close to Helen in the bar she had chosen
to meet him and Francesca.

"Three, maybe four. I don't know. Not sure."
"I wasn't worried."
Helen believed him.
"We sold ten more prints this morning," Francesca announced. She was immune to the sunshine 

which was having little effect on her pale skin. In contrast Helen seemed to be permanently tanned; 
glazed like a ornamental pot, Vitek had once said. Francesca was never jealous of her best friend's 
glowing colour, but wished sometimes that Helen could experience now and again the red soreness 
of sunburn. In winter Charles Bridge was a fridge, in summer it was like a microwave oven. 
"Maybe we could get a shop on Karlova."



"Karlova," Helen said. "Have you seen the rates over there. And you have to have a close 
relationship with your landlord. If you know what I mean."

"No." Francesca had the explanation spelled out to her. Mafia. Extortion. Cut throat, concrete 
shoes, Vitek's head in a sports bag. 

"We're better on the bridge. The trade is more relaxed. On Karlova people are just passing through
on their way to another attraction. The bridge is an attraction. And also they can browse without 
feeling obliged. They're happier to spend in those circumstances. They stop to look at the river. 
And," she raised her glass, "they see our prints alongside everybody else's and that's the best reason 
for them to buy from us."

"So why the moodiness?" Vitek was asked to explain his question. "Well, you're selling so many 
prints there's a shortage of paper in the city and yet since you came back from York you've been a 
different person." Helen was a different person every week, but that was something else. He was 
referring to the base model, the template.

"Things," she said. "Didn't you experience anything while you were there?"
"No. I wish I hadn't gone. We lost money."
"You didn't go to make money. You went to see a different side of life. A different way to live. 

Didn't you feel that?"
"No. I saw a lot of credit cards, a lot of borrowing, a lot people living with someone else's money.

I was treated like a leper, spoken to like an idiot. The English hate anything that isn't wearing a 
crown or a football shirt. How can you learn anything positive in a place like that?"

"You weren't there long enough. You didn't mix with them."
"I'm not like you, Helen. I can't just walk into a stranger's shop and ask for a job for two months."
"Service industry, Vitek. You're not suited for that kind of work. Busy time of the year, someone 

offering to work for less than their minimum wage. Of course I found a job. What would you have 
looked like walking into a shop with your marionette and asking for a job?"

Francesca laughed. She didn't want to laugh at Vitek but sometimes it was impossible not to do 
so. The man was complex, he persecuted himself more effectively than Ceaucescu ever did.

"Well, they treated us like Romanies. You scoffed at the idea of us living like that. You're not a 
Romany, you said. Jesus, they treated us like outcasts."

"Stop feeling sorry for yourself." Helen went for another doughnut. The bar was busy, The deep 
room with its low ceiling closed in on the people inside offering an occasional tunnel of vision to 
the street outside. The brilliant panel of movement revealed the same figures surging past, up the 
hill towards the Liechtenstein Palace, down the hill towards the bridge. None of them saw Helen as 
they wandered through their own small world they were utterly unaware of the eyes watching them. 
A single pair of all seeing eyes. The eyes of the city.

Back at the table Vitek was growing restless. "I need a cigarette."
"You don't smoke."
Francesca wanted a doughnut aswell. "He said you'd say that."
When she went away, a tactical move according to Helen, Vitek was quizzed.
"You hadn't noticed I smoke," he asked.
"No, I hadn't. I notice most things, but you don't smoke. There's no smell in the apartment. If you 

were smoking there when I'm out I'd smell it when I come home."
"I smoke outside."
"Are you hiding it from me?"
"Yes."
"Then it's no wonder I didn't know you smoked."
"I have to get back to the theatre." Vitek pulled himself out of his chair and was about to leave 



while Francesca was still at the counter. Helen rushed towards her.
"There's something wrong with him. I'll catch up with you later." 
Francesca tugged Helen's belt. "I'm serious about a shop on Karlova. Let's talk about it."
"I promise I will, but I don't think it's a good idea. I'm sorry, I'll catch you later." 
Vitek was already out the door and streaming towards the bridge along with a tidal wave of 

foreigners. Helen called him. Tourists on the edge of guided groups turned to look at who was 
running by. "Hey you, misery. What's wrong with you now?"

"I'm leaving." 
Helen wanted to stop but she would have been left behind. Vitek was on a conveyor belt. Not the 

one the tourists were being propelled along but a  ride taking him out of the city, away over the hill 
and towards oblivion. He was resigned to it. Helen hated dramatic conversations on the move. 
"What do you mean you're leaving?"

"I'm displaced. I don't belong here. I don't belong in any country."
"Get real, Vitek. You're a human being, not a nationality. You belong where you want to be, where

you feel happiest."
"Well, that certainly isn't here."
Watercolour reminders of his anxiety lined the bridge. Some badly sketched, others indistinct and 

confused. "Well, where would you go? Back to Romania?"
"Maybe." He shrugged his shoulders. "I don't belong there. What is a Romanian anyway? We've 

been economic units for the best part of a century and now we don't know what we are. The first 
thing you do when the opportunity arises is to get the fuck out of Romania. What kind of nationality
is that. I don't belong there, and when you get out of the country you don't belong where you end 
up. Like I say I'm displaced."

"So kill yourself, if you feel that way." The tourists were evidently the ones who didn't respond to 
that remark. The locals watched as Vitek finally stopped, almost dead centre of the bridge, like a 
fallen branch in the never ending flow of people. 

"I might just do that except I don't have the balls."
Helen held back. She wanted to touch him, to try to calm him with some gentle human contact, 

but she didn't have the balls either! "I see why vampires live in Romania. Aren't living, can't die. 
What do you need to be happy? I'll try to help."

"I don't know. I don't know, Helen. You confuse me. This city confuses me. It's full of something I
can't comprehend."

Helen chuckled. "We all feel like that. This city won't let go of its past. It can't. Look at it. Look at
what you're standing on. Everywhere you go you're looking at a point in the past. And now, the 
whole edifice sells itself on that, but there are people here, Vitek. Look at them for a change. Real 
people. Not these tourists. People like me." Vitek's sudden reaction forced her to restate her 
intention. "Well, maybe not exactly like me, but Czechs, Bohemians, locals. Maybe you should get 
another job. It must be a strange world living in a  theatre full of little people who never talk."

"You make them sound like the marionettes."
"I meant the marionettes." A smile across Vitek's face gave Helen the courage to carefully pinch 

the loose sides of his tee shirt. "You don't have to understand me. I'm not a washing machine or a 
computer. Your quality of life doesn't depend on operating me correctly."

"I think you're funny. Funny peculiar that is."
"Don't go."
The words hung like the smoke from one of Helen's miniature fires. She made no attempt to swirl 

them into fancy meaning, or catch and control them to make a clever metaphor. The words were left
to present themselves.



Vitek took her hands and moved them from his side. "I have to go, Helen. For my own sanity."

-

Helen and Francesca walked as slowly as they could along Karlova, avoiding the occasional car 
negotiating the human traffic. Helen was on the outside, stepping on and off the high pavement. "I 
wanted to tell him my idea for the video shoot, but he just walked away. I'll go down to the theatre 
some time."

Francesca was half listening. Vitek was a lost cause. One of life's moaners. Yeah, he sounded 
serious this time, but a shop on Karlova would be difficult to find. Every unit was occupied. 
Whatever you wanted it was here. "All this African stuff," she said directing Helen towards more 
carvings and masks. The same glass products reappeared intermittently, flags were everywhere. 
Puppets dangled lifelessly, shoulder to shoulder with each other and the shop owners standing in the
doorways waiting for a sign of interest. 

"It would make more sense to license our prints to the shopkeepers. Let them take a cut of the 
price."

"Would they agree to that?" Francesca asked as she held a chess piece carved from something 
hard and opaque, like some curious cheap purple gemstone. 

"Maybe not. Look all the shops are occupied. And how do you find out who owns what?"
"I thought you of all people would be able to find that out. Ask around. Ask some of those 

business people you keep meeting."
Helen had met many of them. Real estate agents, developers, one dead architect. But she hadn't 

met anyone claiming to own the freehold of a shop. "It's pointless asking if none of the shops are 
vacant."

"The landlords might create a vacancy. If you know what I mean." Francesca stepped forward to 
avoid a blue BMW squirming its way past. 

"Yeah. Until the time comes when he decides to create a vacancy where we are. We can't rent 
from someone like that."

"What about that guy you met last year. The one you got the drawings off."
"Tomas Valova. I could find the pizza place he owns and hope he goes in there, but I don't think 

I'd want to meet him again." But she was sure she would. Eventually you bumped into people a 
second and a third time when you played the real estate game as much as she did. And the mention 
of Valova's name reminded Helen of Jan Meier's death and the shooting of Adrian Taylor in the 
pitch dark of Monk Bar. Looking up the steps into that unseen world from which his body had 
tumbled was similar to the dull shadows of Karlova rising high above her. The rooftops were set 
against a blue background, but as your eyes and attention climbed down the sheer sides of the street 
they descended into a disagreeable darkness. 

"When I was in York I felt I could have settled there. I don't know what Vitek's problem is. I don't 
know why he can't settle here. He should be happy."

"He's Romanian, Helen. All the Romanian's in this city are pickpockets."
"They're not all pickpockets."
"We know that, but most people think that. You tell them Vitek's a Romanian and they zip up their

coats. The guides always tell their tourists it's the Romanians who steal from them. There's a 
stigma."

"He doesn't have to feel stigmatised. He just needs more self-confidence in himself. It's got 
nothing to do with nationality. Have you heard him play the violin? Once, he met me in the park in 
Zizkov. I couldn't see him but everywhere I walked I could hear music. It was strange, really eery, 



like some kind of religious euphoric experience. And then there he was, on his own with his violin. 
He has an amplifier he can connect the violin to and the sound fills wherever he plays. The whole 
park was resonating. It was beautiful and disturbing at the same time. But he can play. That day he 
turned the park into a musical instrument."

Francesca shook her head. The conversion wasn't solving their immediate problem. She and 
Helen were too big for the bridge, too small for a shop. How do you overcome that?

"Do you think you'll see that journalist again?"
Helen was sure she would. As if the question had been telegraphed in advance of her answer, the 

instinct was somehow there waiting for the question to be asked. It surfaced, the response must have
been all over Helen's face. 

"Is she already here?"
Helen believed so, but didn't know how that could be possible. "I think she's around somewhere. I

think she'll find me before I find her though. And I'm pretty sure I know where it will happen."



17 TOUCHDOWN

The evidence was down below, waiting to be found. Jay recalled the moment when she had wanted 
to climb to the top of York Minster's tower and observe the city like a bird. She had dismissed the 
possibility at the time and now, as she gazed out of the aeroplane window next to her seat, she was 
vindicated. The area around Prague was an amorphous tangle of dereliction, old industry, 
communist satellite estates and supermarkets. The main roads lay like forgotten lines of string 
eventually becoming entangled as they crossed and knotted in the city centre. Amongst all that, all 
the hard world of rotting industry and hopeful new developments (mostly retail) and the grasslands 
shimmering in a welcome summer sunshine, the clues to her new assignment were lost or maybe 
concealed.

After passing through customs and stumbling out into Prague's afternoon haze Jay had no time to 
orientate herself before being recognised by her taxi driver. The airport wasn't as big or as busy as 
she expected. "Not enough mafia money to build a Heathrow here," she said to the man as he 
opened the side door of his white minibus.

"There's some traffic hold up in the city, but we won't take long to get to your apartment." He had 
a folded sheet of lined notepaper with the address of Jay's apartment handwritten on it. He nodded. 

"You take a holiday on your own?" The driver waited for a slow down in the traffic before 
making conversation. He looked like a sports instructor which made Jay assume he was a graduate, 
or the  deposed director of a former communist company earning a living now as a taxi driver. His 
dark blue sports shirt was supplemented by Nike jog pants and pristine Adidas trainers.

"No, I'm not on holiday. I'm a journalist working for a British television production company."
"The BBC? We watch CNN when we can, but the BBC is better."
"I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I work for an independent production company. We make 

programmes and then sell them to the networks. I used to be a freelance journalist working for the 
newspapers, but now I'm in television."

Apparently the driver had a sister-in-law who wanted to be an actress. He was obviously pushing 
for an introduction. Opportunists, but who can blame them. A graduate driving a taxi. And look at 
the world he's driving through. Jay wasn't expecting the aeroplane to land in a medieval airport, but 
she was so knocked back to find herself driving through an environment so utterly depressed, such 
an uninterrupted greyness even in this glorious afternoon sunshine, that she wondered if there was 
such a place as Prague at all. To the left were straight treeless avenues like drag strips heading 
nowhere in a perfect straight line. On the right were downbeat stepped apartment blocks crushed 
together along steep sidestreets that appeared to be surfaced with ash. Cars were parked in a fashion
that suggested abandonment. New cars, metallic and glowing; old cars, seized and rusting. Dents 
and missing hubcaps were the fashion, vehicles almost indistinguishable from the clutter and waste 
of other discarded objects along pavements and around the untended grass swards coating the 
ground around treacherous tower blocks. 

The route was downhill, a descent more terrifying than the plane landing on the runway. A 
descent into the substrate of the earth. A journey, she noticed, back in time. Singular buildings 
became more ornate, a church here and there, the classical decoration of a facade, all hinting at an 
approaching flamboyance that had been eradicated from the suburbs. No difference there to an 
English city, she told herself, except in England, the grey paint looked like it came out of a tin, 
looked deliberate. Not here, grey was a raw material, like some kind of naturally occuring 
substance, a hardening slime. With the straight lines and relentless geometry, the uniformity of the 
effect was enough to make Jay's stomach turn. She felt nervous. She was here, entering this place, 
for an indefinite period. 



The word unit entered her head. Everything was a unit. A unit of measurement, a unit of 
production. The windows were units of vision, the walls, modular construction, were units of 
enclosure. Doors were simply units of access. Everything a unit, like a locomotive engine or a 
compressor. And in the world before 1989, every citizen was a unit. A unit of production. No 
names, no personalities, just components. The vehicles were symbolic of change. The blue Audi 
was owned by a unit that had been reborn, the Renault, shining like a green motorised emerald, was 
owned by a unit that had realised its true potential. The Mercedes, not a rattling diesel swilling taxi, 
but a gorgeous smooth rolling cabriolet, was owned by an ex-communist unit that had stolen the 
advantage and made a killing.

"I was told not to travel by taxi in the city," Jay said to the driver who had been quiet for several 
minutes.

"No. It is dangerous. Well, not so dangerous, but they will charge you too much. Most of them are
operated by mafia, so it's better to take the tram or the metro when you're in the city centre. Or use 
one of our taxis. We're not mafia." His politeness could have been an ironic admission that even if 
he was mafia what were you going to do about it?

"I'm here to see if the organised criminals, the mafia, are actually helping to rebuild and revitalise 
the Czech economy."

"Oh yeah!" A few seconds of hysterics followed. "Let me tell you something. My brother, not the 
one married to the actress, that's my wife's sister, my brother he was a builder. He still is a builder. 
In the nineteen eighties he helped to build some of the houses over there, on the east side of the city.
Every house should have cost a few thousand krowns each, I can't remember the exact figure, but 
they were built half price. The rest of the money disappeared into various communist trouser 
pockets. Now that money is being used to build new apartments, rebuild offices, build car 
showrooms, build I don't know what. The money was there twenty years ago, but only now is it 
being used to build things. It's communist money." He laughed hysterically again. Jay couldn't quite
see the point. "In the past you hung onto money because it was worthless. Now you spend money as
fast as you can because it gets you a return. The communists knew what they were doing. They saw 
what was coming and they held onto the money until they could get something for it. That is the 
regeneration you will see now. Old money. Old communist money."

It was worth considering. Every contribution to her investigation would be noted one way or 
another. Jay's priorities were slightly different now. In the past she would gather information for her 
own benefit, but now she was gathering it for Carion Productions, the television company Nat said 
he would one day establish. When he asked Jay to work for him she dropped her assassination 
problem and hoped she'd never look back. This was the first assignment. Establish whether mafia 
money was rebuilding the Czech economy. Go to Prague, speak to the real estate developers, the 
restaurant owners, the local business community, the franchise holders, the loan sharks and security 
groups. Talk to employees, hassle the city fathers. Break into Vaclav Havel's bedroom if need be 
and ask him, great wise leader, what he thought of his democracy overheating in the river basin 
below his presidential palace. Except the Czech Republic's economy wasn't overheating in its basin,
it was cooling on a plateau surrounded by higher peaks to climb. The old money was running out 
apparently. The trouser pockets were running short of change.

Wide cobbled roads swept round corners garlanded by tall magnificent buildings. Structures 
recalling Prague's pre-war existence as a major European centre. A nineteenth century powerhouse 
with buildings as grand and bombastic as any found in Vienna or Paris. Seasoned with large trees 
the mixture of government department buildings and revitalised office blocks were scattered across 
an undulating hillside world before plummeting down to the river bank. Old stone walls were 
covered with graffiti, the overhead wires and pylons of the tram system were strung taught across 



spacious junctions. Straight lines were a memory except for those detailed ostentatious start points 
for the finely carved edges of the buildings. And spires. In every direction the eye was assaulted by 
a demanding array of gothic spires, baroque spires, orthodox domes with pinnacles and steeples. 
Pitched roofs sat like hats on the clumsy tops of ancient towers. The view was a groundless mixture 
of slates, tiles, copper, lead, stone. A mass of angles, tossed this way and that, growing ever hazier 
as the view disappeared across the Vltava depression to the distant hillside panorama of more roofs,
more spires, more slate and lead and stone, tree canopies and the double-pencil form of the modern 
television tower.

Jay felt as if the recent greyness had never happened. The road from the airport had been a dull 
nebulous dream seconds before waking up. Now she was wide awake. Higher than the rooftops and 
about to be abandoned somewhere in the gaps between.

-

Ground level wasn't so bad. In fact Jay was eager to get her clothes and equipment sorted and put 
away so that she could go outside and mingle. There was a buzz around the block of pastel yellow 
buildings which her apartment was a part of. The block, three stories high with a pitched roof 
borrowed from a fairytale, fronted onto a street that was narrow for fifty metres before narrowing 
further as another building stole some of the width with a covered walkway consisting of a row of 
obedient arches. The mishmash of streets, rumbling aloud as car tyres rolled cautiously over them, 
struck off from each other at weird angles, snaking and twisting up the hill towards the distant 
monastery, or down the slope to the river and the hard narrow chasm of the Devil's Stream: a loose 
strand of the Vltava cutting round the back of Kampa Island. Jay found the place charming, 
intimate, friendly with its rosebed colours and sweetshop display of varied shapes and forms. 

Walking slowly to absorb the radiant atmosphere she slipped alongside the river and found herself
at the foot of a double flight of stone steps climbing up high walls. Emerging onto Charles Bridge 
she felt as if the whole of Prague was arranged for her own private entry into the world of make 
believe. The real city was repeated, over and over, in watercolour, acrylic, pen and ink; students and
artists competed for the attention of the tourists . The picture sellers sat or lingered behind stands 
full of small prints and sketches.

On the bridge parapet, standing above the mortal men and women, were the statues of the 
immortalised, the wonderful and the great. Jay didn't recognise any of them, beckoning and praying,
exulting the nearest lamp-post or gazing in agony at a crucified Christ. Approaching the far end of 
the bridge, beneath an enormous tower with a roof like a Bosch headpiece, Jay noticed  a stand 
selling photographic prints. The gloomy black and white images leered at her, mocking the garish 
happiness of the previous gallery of paintings and studies. She paused a moment to look at the 
collection. A flight of steps, illuminated by a solitary wall lamp, glowing with lost hope; a gothic 
window framed a black glazed opening that concealed the centuries of occupants who had gazed 
through the glass, what would they be thinking, were they imprisoned, or abandoned? The river was
captured, frozen and solidified like a long block of jet, with captured reflections of distant street 
lights and the crooked line of a metronome high on a hill. What did these photographs represent? 
They were in such contrast to the hopefulness of the powdery blue sky hovering above radiant 
stones and finials eager to grasp some of the cloud drifting passively. Jay was reminded of the grey 
world she had passed through on the way from the airport. The monochrome settings of emptiness 
and expectation. 

In spite of the treatment, the photographs had a bewitching enigmatic quality that was irresistable.
Jay bought a print, ten by eight, of a line of shops, huddled together in a petrified group. Lined up 



like suspects, drooping windows and eaves beginning to slip forward over the eyebrows of rough 
cornices and door sills. "Where is this?" she asked the woman tending the stand. The seller was 
pale, almost as spectral as the prints she was offering.

"Golden Lane," she replied shyly.
"Did you take these photographs?"
She didn't understand and smiled as she shrugged her shoulders. Her blushing red face would be 

the nearest she would come to a suntan.

-

After walking for hours, five hours to be exact, Jay returned to the astronomical clock where she 
had arranged to meet a contact. The shadows of the summer day were losing their contrast and the 
prickling heat of the afternoon was becoming a tranquil layer of warmth. She sat down. The 
photograph was begging to be looked at again. High on the wall opposite the street cafe, the figures 
of the astronomical clock waited for their theatrical routine. On the street, individuals dressed in 
medieval costume held tall signs directing people to puppet theatres, real theatres and venues 
hosting concertos and mini operas. 

Through the crowds a man approached. He was small, about thirty five, dark haired, dark skinned 
(obviously loved his sunbathing) and showing off a neat set of well moulded muscles across his 
shoulders and arms. His white sleeveless shirt hung below the waistband of white jog pants. Brown 
ankles connected the baggy hems of his pants to large white trainers. If Jay were to open a business 
of her own in this city it would be sports wear. The man smoked a cigarette, French style; the thick 
white wand hanging lazily from his bottom lip. He saw Jay and stepped up to her.

"Right on time." His voice was smoke matured. The cigarette bobbed up and down as he spoke.
"Yeah. Right on time. Would you like a drink or something?"
He shook his head. Sitting down he spoke again as he relit the cigarette with a gold lighter. "Let's 

get down to business." His attention was elsewhere. Westwards. "I was told to come down here and 
meet you. Hear what you had to say and then take what you had brought for us."

"Brought for you?" Immediately Jay sensed a deal being brewed. Something in return for 
something. Her golden rule about never buying information was about to be tested. Who was this 
guy anyway. He looked like an intermediary. "I haven't brought anything for you, or whoever you're
here to represent. Meet a man called Anton Masny and ask questions. I was told he had a good 
working knowledge of everything in this city."

The white guy, white and gold in his summer outfit, preened for the sake of it, slipping the 
cigarette in and out of his mouth. Every time he spoke he avoided eye contact. "Listen, Jay 
Marshall, I am Anton Masny. I do have a good working knowledge of this city. I know everything 
and everyone. If you want my co-operation you will have to make me smile for it." He faced her, 
presenting stern etched features. His skin was glowing with health, but his eyes. Christ, his eyes 
were like the lamps in the photographs she had seen on the bridge. The light in his eyes had dimmed
years ago. 

"I can speak to my bosses back in Britain to get approval for payments, but that wasn't mentioned 
to me."

"It was mentioned to me."
"How much?"
"More than you have."
Jay had been warned of this. Nat had specifically described the complex language of avoidance 

and delay, the roundabout way of getting to the point and non-committal exercise of gaining 



superiority over the person facing you. It was an old communist trick practiced by the third raters 
and ambitious subordinates; not to commit yourself until you were sure the guy you were 
supporting was a winner, or better still, had already won. So how was Jay to pay this guy with 
something she didn't have. "Can you be more specific?"

"Maybe."
"Money is no problem. There's more money in Britain than you'll ever see over here, so money 

isn't a problem. I can get that. And your information might be available at a price, but yours isn't the
only voice in Prague. I can spend my money somewhere else." Anton Masny in this day and age 
would understand the market economy. Even if the market was corrupt it still followed the same 
rules.

He blew a trail of smoke away from the table and concentrated like a chess player, weighing up 
his next fragment of obscurity. "It's not money. It's worth more than money. Much more. And you 
do have it. I want to see if you know what it is."

Jay thought. The first possession that came almost immediately to mind was herself. Prague, 
along with Kosovo, was one of the main routes for the movement of prostitutes into western 
Europe. Was Masny asking for this? "Have you been to the OWK at all?" 

The question surprised him. Amused him almost. For a second the recognition wavered in his 
corpselike eyes. "No!"

"I don't understand you. I'm not connected to prostitution..." The admission brought a stuttering 
laugh from the man's grinning face. "I'm a journalist. If it isn't money you want, and obviously my 
body amuses you, it must be information. Is that what you want?"

Masny stopped laughing. He forced himself not to acknowledge her sitting at the same table. 
"You're body's okay. But information could be right." Suddenly he turned and jabbed the cigarette at
her. "You know the fucking information I'm talking about. You spent eighteen months looking for it.
Now I'd like to see it too. It affects us all. Look behind me." He thumbed at the clock on the wall. 
"You see those figures up there, they represent lust, death, vanity and greed. Nothing in this city is 
what it seems. Everything is fiction. Everything. There is a rumour that's been spreading round here 
for about five years. A rumour that the world is going to end very soon, that something is going to 
appear and wipe us out. I'm not a superstitious man, I don't believe in god or anything like that, but 
when a rumour spreads in this city you have to be prepared for anything. I don't like rumours, I like 
information. Facts not fiction. You have proof that could settle these rumours and I want to see it."

The clock face looked unintelligible, but in the time it took for  Masny to sit back and take a long 
drag on his cigarette Jay felt a few pieces of a puzzle settling together. Masny's call for information,
the Prague connection, Helen and her evocative images and stories. Masny wanted the files. Sir 
Robin Conran and Lady Alison Peels' personal files. But if that was the rumour circulating through 
the never ending maze of streets how had that rumour found its way here? Five years! That predated
the prime minister's assassination. "Do you know Sir Robin Conran?" Masny shook his head. "What
about Lady Alison Peel?"

"Peel?" That shook him. He drew the cigarette out of his mouth and stubbed it in the ashtray on 
the metal tabletop. "Peel. I've heard of Peel. That's what I want from you Jay Marshall. And this is 
my offer. Bring the information you have and I'll bring information I have. Information about you. 
Nine o'clock this evening. At the tourist shop on Jirska, up near the cathedral."

He stood and walked away without another word. 

-

Masny's description was like the man himself: vague. Jay found Jirska on a  map and followed the 



street after climbing a seemingly never ending slope of shallow steps. The tourist shop was there, 
but the entrance was hidden by another flight of steps. Jay had lingered for ten minutes at the end of
the shop without knowing it was there next to her. Had the place been deserted she would not have 
hung around as long as she did, but the groups of tourists, mostly Asian, came and went in pulses. 
She recognised the occasional English voice and three loud Dutch students thundered by almost 
creating the first bit of argy bargy of the trip. Two men saw them off. Two men who somehow knew
Jay. "This is yours. Lone woman, meet her here by the shop. Have you buy things from the shop?"

"No, I haven't buy things from the shop. Shop close."
"That's okay. You have your files with you."
"The files are still in England. Look, let me explain." They didn't let her explain. Standing close 

either side of her, so close she felt her shoulders being crushed, they guided her up the hill towards 
the cathedral. "The files were part of a totally different investigation. I don't know why they're 
important." A hand went behind her back, grabbing the belt loops of her jeans. She was pushed up 
the hill at an increasing pace. "Anton Masny said you had information for me. I can make a phone 
call to my boss in England and have the files couriered out here by tomorrow." The guy on her left 
waved a cardboard folder in her face. The scene must have looked so idyllic to the mixed tourists 
wandering along Jirska. Two men, arm in arm with an attractive young woman, enjoying a stroll 
together, a brisk evening sortie towards the cathedral. Approaching the square alongside St. Vitus, 
the hands behind Jay's back manouvred her to the left around a corner and towards a doorway. "Do 
you speak any English at all? Where are you taking me?"

"There is a view to show you."
The group entered a dark building. Old and dry, a distinct musty smell of old timber filled the 

corridor. A narrow flight of steep steps curled upwards into a low ceilinged hallway. Jay expected to
be manhandled into a room with Masny sat with his back to the door. Or maybe slouched behind a 
cheap desk like a second hand car salesman. The door she was pushed through led into an empty 
room. It had a stone floor, bare walls, a timber vaulted roof and a line of windows down one side, 
each with an extraordinary view of the ancient city sitting in the sagging canvas of the valley. One 
of the windows was open. It let in the sound of distant activity, imperceptible and gentle. She 
wondered at the scene and was reminded of one of the photographs, the picture with the black glass 
and unseen face gazing out. Down below the sheer walls dropped onto a narrow strip of lawn. A 
vertical plunge of maybe fifty or sixty feet. Jay was shoved forward, her upper body forced out 
through the open window. "We have traditions in Prague. A way of settling disputes. See, down 
there." She was shoved hard again, farther out of the window. "There's your fucking information." 
The cardboard folder was dropped onto the floor at her feet. A few pages of white paper slipped out.

The light outside was fading, turning sepia. On the road below a nearby lamp cast a hesitant glow 
across a hay strewn surface. Somewhere there was a sound of hooves, stepping lazily. The city 
seemed to darken as if night had suddenly remembered to fall. A figure was approaching, but in 
spite of the light cast by the lamp only the vague shadow of someone standing alone was visible. As
Jay felt the stone window sill pressing into her stomach she began to notice a gathering of the same 
shadows. A second appeared,  then a third. The figures remained hidden and yet, even with her 
exceptional vantage point, half way out of the window, she couldn't see any of the figures who must
be casting those shadows. There were five, then a sixth. The pressure forcing her forward began to 
ease as the second thug moved to her side, beckoned by the guy doing the pushing. They muttered 
in Czech. They argued, abruptly disagreeing. Jay was used to emphasise a point, to force the 
argument. She felt her left knee crack the stone wall below the window, the sill against her stomach 
punched a puff of air out of her. They continued arguing as a seventh dark form joined the other six,
way way down below, out of sight, just out of view and yet there was nothing blocking the view. 



The two guys continued, considering and gesticulating. Jay could see one running his hand 
nervously back through his thick brown hair. He wanted to go. The other was beginning to agree 
with him. Jay was yanked back from the window and grabbed by the jaw. The thug pressed his face 
against hers, but she could see he was still looking out of the window. He spoke in Czech before 
shoving her at the opening. She stumbled and balanced herself against the glass and watched the 
two men leave the room. They didn't hurry, there was no sign of panic, but they said nothing. 
Exercising her jaw, Jay checked the view below the window again and found the seven shadows, 
quite still, forming a circular pattern across the hay and straw spread across the narrow road. The 
lights of the city were beginning to dim as a new luminence returned across the rooftops. The 
shadows were gone leaving a clean grey road surface alongside a narrow strip of grass. The men 
were gone and weren't coming back leaving Jay alone and confused. She couldn't decide whether 
she was meant to leave or not, but a growing anxiety, brought about by the realisation that 
something unnatural had just happened, made up her mind. Rumours, five year old rumours, were 
spreading though the city. Rumours of the end of the world and something or someone coming to 
wipe everything out. She had evidence to add to those rumours. That is if she could figure out what 
she had seen from this elevated window suspended so high above a landscape that could shift and 
change as easily as the clouds. And there was the folder, which she gathered up and decided to read 
back in the safety of her apartment. Curiosity was strong, but she was aware of the other two 
coming back at any minute.

It would be easy to make wild assumptions, to find connections where none existed, but wasn't 
the form she just saw a circle? A circle formed by seven shadows. Jay's apartment had a bath. She 
wanted nothing else and promised herself a long soak in a hot sea of foam and bubbles. She'd stay 
there all night if need be, if that's what it took to put some sense back into her. Emerging into the 
square at the side of the cathedral she stopped to detect the sound of bells. Another fantasy was 
about to take place. What would it be this time? She waited and then, strolling across the square, 
staying close to the high ornate walls of the cathedral, a court jester wandered down towards Jirska. 
Six feet tall and totally covered from head to foot in a riot of reds and greens with a hat and pointed 
shoes. Bells chinked and jangled with every footstep. 

Jay watched him walk out of view as the sound of the bells diminished. "It's Tuesday," she said 
quietly to herself, shaking her head, "this must be Prague!"



18 WHAT VALUE IS LIFE?

Early morning. Empty sounds echoed across distant streets. Signs of activity began to broadcast 
through the low chasms and narrow corridors. This mediocre clatter, muffled and dull, was 
disturbed by the hesitating effort of a Skoda rolling down the centre of the cobbled street outside 
Jay's apartment. She watched it go. Blue smoke was the lone colour in the monochrome world. 
Colours were still waiting for the sun's approval. 

Jay had suffered a panic attack in the early hours of the morning. Unable to sleep in the ridiculous
heat she walked about growing more anxious by the minute. The pressures of gathering 
information, speaking the language, and making contacts in a foreign country were adding to the 
unexpected abruptness of threats and complete in-her-face danger. Bold, contemptuous danger 
mouldered behind the dead eyes of a living man. Jay had never believed that a man could be so 
sinister. Anton Masny had looked like any other bloke in a white shirt and yet he was able to follow 
her without physically being there. His two headbangers had been accompanied by Masny in spirit. 
Driving from the airport she had seen all those roofs, they were safe from a distance, but Christ 
were they high up! The ground at the foot of these buildings was no longer the safe earth she had 
assumed it to be, but a solid, man made forest floor with all the predators that suggested.

She was afraid to go out. Still in a tee shirt Jay strolled nervously around the lounge. The white 
walls were brilliant, reflecting the sunlight as it intensified. The parquet floor was warming up 
sticking to the soles of her bare feet. In one hour she drank seven cups of coffee. One window at the
west side of the apartment almost offered a view up the hill towards the presidential palace, towards
the window that she almost took a dive from. And, not forgetting, how could she forget, the twisting
road, buried behind layers of other buildings and houses and hotels and shops, the twisting road that
ran alongside the wall, strewn with hay and straw, unlit and yet casting shadows of unseen 
individuals gathering in a circle. Jay hoped she was being honest with herself, that the threat last 
night was tangible and real, stood beside and behind her, shoving her against the sill, pushing her 
head out of the window. That was the threat, that was the reason for the panic attack, not the 
incarnate myth lingering seventy feet below, the approaching rumour that everyone in the city 
seemed to be aware of, but couldn't identify.

Eventually, when the heat in the apartment built up to an unbearable level, she showered, dressed 
and stepped outside. Walking like a drunk aware of being drunk, she considered each footstep, 
sensing anything that might be following her. She felt more at home on the bridge, amongst the 
early morning tourists. There was a photograph stand she hadn't seen before, attended to a by a large
guy with fat hands. His photos weren't as good or as evocative as the those farther along the bridge. 
Coming across the second photo stand she paused again. The pale woman recognised her and 
smiled. The images reflected her mood perfectly. Unfocused, colourless, wanting to fade and deny 
any form of existence. Familiar features like the cathedral were rendered strange, mystical; the 
astronomical clock was tiny, an insignificant circle within a stone infinity. And a high wall, 
stretching its perspective to abnormal limits loomed out of the borders of the print. High up the side 
was a solitary window. Jay knew the feeling. 

"When you look at that window you must imagine that there is someone watching you. They may 
have been there for a year, waiting for a particular person to come to the foot of the wall, a lover or 
a killer. Or the window may be the vantage point for a telescope, the astronomer watching the sky 
for a sign or a visitor. Maybe the window is for a bedroom kept exactly as it was before the 
occupant disappeared. Is the window about to be opened, or has it just been closed?" The voice 
behind Jay's head was deep and soft. The inflection suggested a waiting chuckle, a hidden glee 
bursting to be released. Jay turned and faced Helen standing there with a grin almost as wide as the 



river. They hugged. Jay was relieved to be close to someone she knew, a woman she trusted. Helen 
held her firmly, like a mother hugging a child for safety. 

"These are your photographs?"
"Yes, they're mine. All mine." Helen cackled with uncontrollable delight and hugged Jay again, 

hospitality this time. 
"I bought one yesterday."
"Oh, great! Thank you. Every bit of money goes towards the food bill. Which one did you buy? 

No, let me guess." Helen studied her own pictures before selecting the bashful line up of shops in 
Golden Lane. Jay shook her head; Helen knew she was shaking in disbelief. "Most people choose 
that one. Don't they?" She asked the other woman in Czech. She agreed and expanded the details. 
"We sell about four of those to one of every other."

"Why do you think that is?"
The reason was in there somewhere. "I don't know. Maybe the picture hypnotises them. Chooses 

itself on their behalf. I don't know."
"You're still strange, do you know that." Jay spoke in English, but the other woman recognised 

something and laughed. There was another brief conversation in the slipping, hard edged language. 
Jay enjoyed hearing Helen speak Czech. It added another dimension to her character. In York she 
sounded like a  foreigner, innocent and vulnerable. Here her bilingual skill enlarged her, elevated 
her above those around her on the bridge who could only communicate with smiles and shrugs. 

"You look very smart," Jay said.
"Thank you." Helen was wearing a neat business suit, light grey and very cool looking with  a low

cut black top beneath. Her skin was as golden as the early morning sun crawling upwards from 
behind the eastern hills. 

"No cat's eyes?"
"No. Not for this meeting." She clicked her fingers and stepped about a bit as if wanting to go.
"We have to meet up somewhere. Are you available today?"
"Yeah, sure. Meet me back here at eleven. We can go for a drink and catch up on each other. I 

haven't done much since being back."
Jay thought the suit suggested otherwise.
"Yeah," said Helen quickly examining her own outfit. "Don't believe everything your eyes see." 

She passed on some instructions to the other woman and left.
"Does she always come and go like this?" Jay hoped she might get an answer, but the other 

woman could only smile and shrug. She may have thought about an answer, taking a chance an 
hoping she had guessed right, but instead resorted to that smile again and her face turned red. "I 
really must learn Czech," Jay said. "See you later."

-

Helen was back on time, as she said she would be. Choosing a venue became a hopeless cause. Jay 
didn't want to drink in the Old Town Square, wasn't prepared to head back up Nerudova towards the
palace. Helen dismissed any mention of going near Wenceslas Square and eventually the two 
confused women ended up in a rundown cafe in the Jewish Quarter. The room was small and 
wallpapered, photographs hung in shame inside cheap white frames and the tables were covered in 
vinyl. As Helen collected some drinks Jay read the graffiti written in biro. A few names and 
relationships described in Czech decorated the edges of the vinyl coverings. Helen, dressed in her 
million dollar suit, sat down without noticing the natural squalor of the surroundings.

"So, what was this morning all about?"



Helen didn't understand.
"The suit. You look superb. Was it expensive?"
Helen calculated the exchange rate. "Yes. Twenty five pounds. It's Gucci."
"Never!" Jay believed her.
"If you look in the right places you'll find what you want. This morning I was looking at a flat in 

Nove Mesto. They wanted about a million and a half. Pounds. But I didn't think it was worth that. It 
was beautiful though. It had three bathrooms. A main bathroom, decorated with Italian granite, and 
the flooring was oak. My footsteps sounded like those of a much lighter person." She laughed and 
sipped her tea. "I didn't think much of the paintings though. Last year I saw an apartment with 
Kokoshkas. Wonderful."

"Kokoshka?"
"He's a Czech painter. His work is so colourful. I have prints of his paintings at home. I'd love an 

original, but I think I would have to sell Vitek to pay for one. Except I don't think Vitek is worth that
much."

"You and Vitek still together then?"
"Yes." The alternative seemed incredible to consider. "He says he wants to go, but I've heard him 

say that before. Maybe this time he will, I don't know. I hope not."
"How come you're looking at apartments? Can you afford them?"
"No, no." Helen's laughter caused heads to turn. The other diners were mainly old men, escaping 

from younger relatives for an hour or two; dozily reading the papers, or smoking limp rolled up 
cigarettes. A couple of them talked with great animation, but hushed voices. "I just go to see what is
inside."

"And they let you in?"
"Why shouldn't they?"
It was a good point. If anyone were to walk in the cafe looking for the rich businesswoman, they 

wouldn't have picked out the tall, dark haired woman in the green hooped tee shirt and faded jeans. 
"Now that we're here again there's something I want to ask you." Jay hadn't touched her tea, or the

desperate looking bread roll with pork and salad. (The lettuce was thicker than the sliced pork.) 
"Where did you go when we were in the underground passageway?"

"In York? I thought it better if we separated. I saw a second tunnel so went down it. Let's face it 
we were in a  lot of trouble, so it was better we stayed apart. If anyone was looking, they would 
have been looking for two people, not one."

"But you just disappeared."
Helen smiled. "I'm not a ghost. I can't just disappear. What did you do after you found your way 

out?"
"I went home. All the way home. And then a few months later I went back. I thought the man you 

worked for might know where you went, but I couldn't find him. Mr Yorath." 
"Mr Yorath. Yes."
"Well, I joined up with one of the ghost tours and guess what: you're part of York folklore now."
"You're kidding." Helen felt like she had been given an award.
"The tour goes up to Monk Bar and they say a creature living on the walls, in the form of a 

woman but with cat's eyes, killed a man there and then disappeared."
"Wow. I wonder what happened to her." As if she didn't know.
"The guide also said that a troupe of puppeteers returned to Prague and the creature was never 

seen again."
"She must have been a marionette," Helen said with a wicked glance. "Remember Pinocchio."
"No," Jay tried to sound mysterious, but she couldn't match Helen's dramatic qualities. "The 



rumour says it must have been the Golem."
The name stopped the conversation dead. Helen sipped her tea again and swirled the dregs around

the bottom of the cup. She nodded as if the tea leaves were telling her something. "Who knows 
where the Golem is." She didn't explain.

-

The Vltava was carrying numerous pleasure cruisers, drifting past moored restaurant boats and a 
sleeping nightclub. Jay and Helen were watching it all, letting the sun roast them, its strong light 
picking out every detail of the towers and spires, reflecting off the more precious surfaces and 
numerous tiny windows. Even the river sparkled. Helen had shown no sign of fondness when Jay 
explained about Nat's television company and how Jay came to be working for him. In response to 
the subject matter Helen said she could introduce Jay to all sorts of mafia men. Big ones, little ones,
those high up the agreed hierarchy and the younger desperate and hopeful ones lower down. There 
were Serbians, Croats, Bulgarians, Romanians, one or two Macedonians who weren't sure what they
were doing here, Germans afraid to show their faces in Germany, Hungarians hoping to rebuild the 
Hapsburg Empire on the back of stolen car rings and prostitution. The Russians were here, Italians 
and Greeks, a few Ukrainians heading westwards until the boundary of the EU stopped them. 
Estonians and Lithuanians settled for the milder climate whilst Albanians were trying to cool down.

"You make it sound like a cattle market."
"In some ways it is." Helen was just about shouting above the noise of the traffic. "Everyone 

seems to converge here. It's farther west than Budapest or Warsaw, easier to get to than Frankfurt or 
Vienna. And there's so much demand from tourism of all kinds. Prostitution, drugs, real estate. 
People want cars but don't want to pay the prices. Same with clothes, designer clothes, watches, 
jewellery. Maybe it's not so much a  cattle market, more like a bazaar. It all comes together here."

"Don't you get worried mixing with these people?"
"I wouldn't say I mix with them. You've seen those films of alligators sleeping with their mouths 

wide open and little birds jump about picking the food out of their teeth. I suppose I'm like one of 
those birds. I know what I can take and what I can't. This suit, for example. I didn't intend buying it.
I didn't go out looking for it. I met someone who wanted to get them off his hands so he sold them 
to the first people he saw. I was lucky. I was there in the right place at the right time. You take 
advantage of opportunities like that. And looking at apartments is the best way to meet these people 
and hear about what's going on."

"Sounds like you could find the names of the people I need to speak to."
"Well, I suppose so, but I don't think it would help you." She was beginning to sound hoarse so 

she moved closer to Jay. Helen's perfume was also expensive. Jay recognised probably Yves Saint 
Laurent or Givenchy. "These people are both criminals and legitimate. They operate like real 
businessmen if you ask, that's exactly what they are. If you remove the criminal side of the equation
you have completely uncorruptible people. They're no different to the managers of Volkswagen or 
the directors of Tesco. Big foreign companies coming here. If you want to ask them about the other 
side of their businesses they'll go quiet, and you'll find nothing. If you think that organised crime is 
rebuilding the Czech economy then you're wrong. If you think organised criminals are rebuilding 
the Czech economy then you might be right. But connecting the criminals to the crime won't be 
easy. Connect to legitimate business sure."

"Could you at least introduce me to one of them?"
"Yeah, sure. As many as you like. But remember, they won't hesitate to kill you if they think you 

pose a threat. You're not worth anything to these people."



"I'll take that risk. Nat thinks I can do it, so I don't want to let him down."
"No. Is that for professional or personal reasons?"
Professional should have been the answer, but Jay found she couldn't say it that easily. "You 

haven't asked."
"Asked what?"
"Whether Nat and I have slept together."
Helen turned. Her expression was the unmistakable look of bafflement whenever Jay said 

something that didn't make sense in any language. "I wasn't going to ask. The thought never entered
my head."

-

As promised Helen made an appointment for Jay to meet a real estate agent. His name was 
Kovarovic, Mr Kovarovic. He was financing the building of a new apartment block on the east side 
of the Police Museum, not far from Helen's squat in Zizkov. Mr Kovarovic occupied the entire third
floor of an office complex on Parizka, a fabulous street running elegantly from the Old Town 
Square. From the reception window Jay could see the green leaves of trees bustling and waving at 
the office, fresh vegetation enjoying the summer heat. 

Helen whispered to Jay, not wanting the two secretaries to hear what she was saying. "Remember,
whatever you do don't mention crime, mafia, or anything like that." A door opened and a youngish 
man, Jay estimated mid thirties, strolled out, observing the two strangers in reception. He was dark 
featured. All the men in Prague appeared to be dark featured. Maybe it was the sunshine, or maybe 
it was the gift from god that was designed to entrance women, forcing them to stay forever against 
their will in the city. He was wearing a crisp  white shirt and a tie. The jacket of his suit was 
somewhere else, not needed in these temperatures, but he looked fresh, as clean as a mountain 
glacier. Immaculate.

"I think Mr Kovarovic is waiting for you?" He spoke with a soft elegant voce.
"Yes. Helen Siebert and Jay Marshall. He agreed to see us at three." Mr Kovarovic could be heard

approaching the door.
His appearance led to the younger man making an exit. Kovarovic and Helen shook hands as Jay 

waited for him to emerge outside onto the street. "Jay Marshall." Mr Kovarovic's voice poured all 
over her.

"Yes. I'm from England."
"A lot of money coming into Prague from Britain. I think the British like to see what communism 

left behind. What Mrs Thatcher claims to have chased away."
"Yeah, sure." Jay joined in the laughter. "I don't think she was too concerned about that, but I am 

interested in finding a place in the city. I don't know if Helen explained..."
She and Helen were tugged back into Mr Kovarovic's office. The door was shut behind them and 

the attention now settled into the deep pile of the carpet muffling the sound, particularly 
Kovarovic's voice. The man was metallic, silver haired, but the not the silver grey of an old man, 
but the brilliant luminance of an established healthy man apparently enjoying success. His clothes 
reinforced that image of success; light colours, light grey tie, shoes that shone until they lost their 
blackness beneath a white reflection. The room was so modern, quite different to the classical 
refinement of the building. Here, like the occupant, it was all metals, aluminium, copper. Furniture 
had a metallic trim, Kovarovic's desk was a long plane of steel. It was cool to lean against, but the 
women were invited to sit down in a  leather chair that almost sank to the floor when it was sat on.

"Helen explained you work in television and want a European base."



"Yes." Jay accepted a glass of orange juice with a spike of vodka. "I work for a new company that
was set up in April this year. It has an emphasis on European affairs, and we're investigating EU 
expansion. A base in Prague would suit me for travelling to Hungary and Slovenia, Poland." 
Kovarovic nodded. So far he was convinced. "However, I'm not rich."

"None of us are, Jay," Kovarovic said happily. "Except Helen. Too rich for this city. How many 
properties have you looked at this year."

"Isn't that confidential?" Helen said. "Four. And none of them are as good as my apartment in 
Frankfurt."

"German quality, Jay. I can't convince her that Prague has everything she would need." Helen was
grinning into her orange juice as Kovarovic spoke. Jay's mouth hung open.

"Well, Helen has told me about million dollar places, but I think I'd be looking more at a figure of 
say fifty thousand."

Mr Kovarovic 's face dropped. He seemed to age visibly as the lines in his skin surfaced. 
Suddenly his drink didn't taste so good. Helen moved in. "I could offer you an interest free loan. I 
don't think Mr Kovarovic deals with that end of the market."

"There are apartments," he said, "on the north side of the city. They're made of papier mache and 
don't have any windows, but I'm sure they're in the price range you're talking about." Kovarovic and
Helen had a surreal understanding. Acknowledging each other as they spoke. Helen was even faking
embarrassment.

"I can tell you can't help me. I'm sorry if I'm wasting your time."
"No, you're not wasting my time. Maybe Helen's and your own, but not mine." He smiled, 

touchingly, as if he was waiting for Jay to decide when to leave. 
"I'm staying in an apartment for about two weeks, Mr Kovarovic. Research and so on. Would you 

be prepared to advise me on how the Czech economy is being rebuilt? Helen's too detached from 
the scene and she's based in Germany which is already an EU member state. I don't want that 
perspective."

"You want my perspective?" Kovarovic was listening.
"As someone who has helped to drive things forward you'd point me in the right direction."
Kovarovic interrupted her. His right hand went up in the air, pausing eerily. "I don't think I'm the 

man to help you Ms Marshall. Helen will point you in the right direction. Don't underestimate her."
Jay looked at her friend and smiled. "No, I've learned not to do that."

-

"Oh my god. We messed it up." Jay felt the sun on her face. Her skin bristled.
"We messed it up," said Helen sternly. "Why did you say that? Fifty thousand. What sort of city 

do you think Prague is?" Jay was surprised by an uncharacteristic barrage of aggression. This was 
Helen's territory, but she was revealing a deeper sense of empathy with her home. "This isn't 
Mogadishu or some third world crime ridden pariah state. Prague is a major city."

"Okay. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to insult your precious city, but I can't afford a million pounds for 
a flat."

"You're not buying a flat remember. You only want to meet these people, move in their circles. 
You're not going to move in their circles if you give them the impression that you're a nobody."

"You've managed it..." Jay stopped herself, but the words were out. "No, I'm sorry. I didn't mean it
to sound like that." Helen was waiting for the explanation. Her face painted with hurt. "I meant you 
have impersonated someone successful and a lot richer than you actually are. I didn't mean you're a 
nobody. You're not a nobody."



Helen was wondering which way to walk. Back towards the Old Town Square would take her 
towards the bridge. The other direction headed for the river and a long walk back to the flat. The 
squat, the hovel that was fit only for a nobody. Zizkov, where the unimportant people lived. "Helen, 
I'm sorry. I was so pleased to see you again I don't want us to fall out."

As Helen considered the apology a car was drifting silently towards them. It was an Alfa Romeo 
Coupe; a beautiful yellow sportscar driven, as it closed on them, by the young guy who had stepped 
out of Kovarovic's office. He was parking the car and preparing to get out. He watched and smiled 
as he approached a door to the block they were standing by. He unlocked the door and went inside, 
looking back one last time to catch Jay's eye.

"Well," Helen had her back to the car and waited for an answer. 
"Well... what?"
"You haven't heard a word I just said have you." Helen forced her way past and headed away 

towards the square.
"Kovarovic's colleague just parked his car and went inside that building." Jay caught up and tried 

to explain with short bursts of breath. "He was looking at us. He seemed a bit angry. I don't know 
why. I wondered what he was looking at." Helen glanced back at Parizka and saw the Alfa Romeo.

"Is that his car?"
"Yeah. He had keys to a door of the building. Does he live there?"
"How would I know."
"I wasn't ignoring you Helen, he did look really upset about something, about us being there. Is he

Kovarovic's partner or something."
"He's his stepson. Kovarovic's second wife is Pavel Bruck's mother."
Jay decided not to speak again but instead follow Helen and see where this disagreement would 

go. It led all the way back to the bridge and Helen took no notice of Jay as she crossed the 
gridlocked road opposite the Old Bridge Tower. Jay knew that anger always peaked, but she also 
knew that some people were capable of holding grudges for years. It was at this point, almost 
passing beneath the tower that Jay had an extraordinary sensation, like a lump ascending into her 
throat, burning her insides as it rose. Maybe it was the grudge, or the thought of having a vendetta 
or a quest for years that jolted her memory. Pavel Bruck was forgotten. Kovarovic and his metallic 
suit forgotten. Even Helen's anger became secondary.

Distracted by the trauma and spending the night suffering from the after effect of attempted 
murder Jay realised that Anton Masny's two thugs had given her a folder. A cardboard folder not 
dissimilar to those belonging to Sir Robin Conran and Lady Alison Peel. As she charged round 
Prague with Helen and her demented confidence tricks Jay was overlooking a piece of evidence that
could have enormous repercussions. It was her folder, containing her file. Her life and judgement. 
And she hadn't so much as glanced at the cover.

When Helen stopped at her photograph stand she motored into a conversation in Czech, cutting 
Jay right out of it. Jay interrupted. "Look, I'm sorry again. I've got something in my apartment 
which I need to look at. I don't know what happened to me last night, but I completely forgot about 
it. I think it's my personal file."

Helen was forced to consider this. Francesca was ignorant of everything that had happened in 
York, but for Helen those simple words were an explosion. "How did you get it?"

"Last night. I was meeting a man called Anton Masny, but he sent two of his colleagues, if that's 
what you want to call them. They gave me my file and then tried to push me out of a window. Up 
there." She pointed towards the presidential palace.

"Anton Masny?"
"Yeah. Nat arranged for me to meet him here, but all he wanted to talk about was the file. Sir 



Robin Conran's file and Lady Alison's. He talked about a rumour." Helen dragged her away from 
Francesca and over towards the opposite side of the bridge. Stone figures listened to them passively.

"What rumours?"
"He was talking about the end of the world and someone coming to sort everyone out. Finish it 

off. I went up to the cathedral and two men working for Masny met me. They took me into one of 
the buildings up there and threatened to kill me. I was too shocked to think straight, I haven't slept 
all night and the file they gave me is still in my room."

"And then what happened." Helen was anxious to know everything. She had the expectant look of
someone waiting to be discovered or not wanting to be seen talking. She stepped round Jay not 
facing her as she spoke.

"Then, I don't know. Something really strange happened."
"What? What was strange?" Helen sounded like the detached voice in the subterranean 

passageway just before she vanished.
"Everything changed outside. It went dark and I don't know. It looked like straw had been put 

down on the road. And there were shadows of people. Seven shadows, but I couldn't see anyone 
who could form those shadows. There was no light nearby either."

"And the two guys, did they hurt you?"
"No, they left me there with the folder. I brought it home, but I felt like I was taking work home. I

do that a lot and I don't look at the work for hours. It's only now as we just passed underneath the 
tower that I remembered the file was still in my apartment."

Helen released a clip in the back of her hair allowing a wave to fall down across her shoulders. 
Her hair had grown longer than it was in York. Fine and naturally coloured; like fresh corn, with a 
shine across the crown of her head. She began to issue instructions. Don't get too close to Pavel 
Bruck. "I can tell you like him even though you don't know him. And believe me you don't know 
him. Pavel Bruck isn't as sweet natured as his voice might suggest. He likes women and he can get a
very good price for one."

"What do you mean?"
"Sit here." Helen settled Jay on the parapet of the bridge. The drop to the water was almost as 

high as the window last night, but the statues were a barrier to lean against. Helen rested her elbows
on the wall and took in the south side of the city as the river unrolled upstream. "Remember my 
father, and my Uncle Borislav who worked for the brewery? In those days he was able to get us 
anything. I don't know where it came from. We didn't ask. Maybe my father knew, my mother 
certainly didn't know and she doesn't know to this day. She never talks about it and never talks 
about him. It's one of those things. My mother works in a sports shop in Plzen. 

"When I was about ten years old, 1985 or thereabouts, things were getting harder for us. Back 
then most people were heading for Hungary and trying to get to the west. Others were heading for 
East Germany and coming back with nothing. We didn't know what to do. No-one spoke another 
language so we'd be refugees or migrants wherever we ended up. But in those days if you knew the 
right people you could buy things that had never been available to us before. Unless you were a 
member of the Communist party, western clothes, new bicycles, proper bicycles that is, hi-fis, cars, 
anything decent was unobtainable. Forget it. But in the mid-eighties these things started to appear.

"Uncle Borislav turned up at the house with beer. Then he brought us a refrigerator. It was 
Zanussi. Can you imagine that? My mother would have had to work thirty years for something like 
that, but Uncle Borislav turned up one day and asked her if she wanted a new refrigerator and a few 
hours later there it was. Of course, we had nothing to put in it, but even then he came back over a  
week or so and filled it with steak, chicken, fish, pizzas, burgers, all the rubbish you could think of. 
My parents drew the line when he said he could get us a Volkswagen. A new one. We had nowhere 



to park it, no way of insuring it, but that didn't matter he said. If it was stolen he could get us 
another one. And forget Plzen, there were apartments in Prague that the government was selling and
if you met the right people you could get one of these apartments, close to the centre, for almost 
nothing. You bought the official, he said, not the apartment.

"I should have been in bed one night, but I was outside the room when my parents were talking 
about all this. They were trying to guess how Uncle Borislav was managing to do it. It was as if he 
had made some pact with the devil to sell his soul for all this money. My father was grateful that he 
had decided to share it with us. My mother was more realistic. She knew that everything had a 
price. The money was coming from somewhere human and earthly. They asked him, Uncle 
Borislav, what was going on, but all he would say was that people were coming into the country 
bringing with them all these new things and opportunities. 

"I came home from school one day and told my mother about a girl in our class who had left with 
her parents. Gone to Germany. We wouldn't see her again. My mother almost screamed in horror. I 
thought she was mad at me for some reason, but when she calmed down she told me that the girl's 
parents were still living nearby. I didn't know what she meant, but she was so upset. My father 
knew, but they didn't say anything to me. I think I know now what had happened, but I'll never be 
sure. Not long after that I was asleep and then woken up by arguing. My parents and Uncle Borislav
were fighting in the living room. My mother was trying to keep my father from killing him. They 
saw me peeping through the door and told me to come in.

"Uncle Borislav wouldn't look at me. He wanted to go but they forced him to stay. My father was 
tall. He wasn't very heavy but he was tall and he stood over Uncle Borislav and made him stay in 
the chair. My mother told him to repeat what he had said when he came  to the house earlier. My 
father had to speak for him. There were men in the Netherlands, Britain and Belgium who would 
pay thousands of dollars for a girl my age. Tens of thousands. Uncle Borislav had said he could get 
thirty thousand dollars for me if I went to western Europe. When I started to cry my father threw 
Uncle Borislav out of the house. I don't think they wanted to believe he was serious, but over the 
next few days my parents took the refrigerator to the waste tip. They didn't empty it either. 
Everything Uncle Borislav had brought was thrown away. And he never came back to the house, 
they never spoke of him.

"I think for me, the worst thing was knowing that there was a price associated with me. How 
much is anyone worth? We think we're priceless, irreplaceable, but to some people you have a price 
limit and you're not worth any more than that. My price, my value, was thirty thousand dollars. 
When I was younger I was a trophy, as I grew older I became a commodity, like a car, or a train 
ticket. A unit for buying and selling. So now I'm not part of anyone's grand plan, not part of 
anyone's society because I don't want to be a unit with a price or a value.

"Pavel Bruck pays for his fast cars and apartments on Parizka by selling women from Uzbekistan 
and Georgia. Armenian women, Chechen women, Turkish women, Bulgarian girls and Byelorussian
girls. He can get you a girl from Kaliningrad within four working days. They cost less than the ones
from Slovakia who might be a bit more educated. When Pavel Bruck looks at you, Jay, he'll be 
wondering what he'd get for you if you were on the open market."

Jay could feel the heat on her face. A pleasure cruiser floated by far away below the arches of the 
bridge. Tourists took photos of the city from their floating vantage point, zooming in and out of the 
details and the spectacle. They thought they were seeing everything, but they were wrong.



19 THE VOICE

Why are we afraid of voices? When Jay was young she had difficulty hearing. Her mother took her 
for tests, starting at the doctor and progressing to clinics at the hospital. She had things poked in her
ear, lights shone down there, funny noises played to her through headphones; squeaks and whistles 
that diminished in volume until she couldn't hear anything. The diagnosis was that she had a lazy 
nerve in her right ear. Most people with lazy bits and pieces had a lazy eye, but not Jay, not the girl 
from the big house with the Mediterranean father and posh mother. She had a lazy ear, didn't she. 
Her friends mocked. During those early years Jay would concentrate on the mouths of whoever was
talking to her. When she looked away, or if the person talking to her moved in such a way that their 
mouth became hidden she couldn't remember what they had said. Even into adulthood she 
maintained the habit, instinctive now rather than necessary. She watched people's lips when they 
spoke. She tried to look into their eyes, but felt uncomfortable. She knew about the management 
technique of scanning a triangle on the face: was it mouth - right eye - left eye? Something like that.
None of it worked for her. And yet, in spite of this she could listen to the voice of someone standing
behind her, enjoyed listening to the radio, preferring Radio Four and Five Live to playing music on 
the CD player. She couldn't see a thing being broadcast let alone the mouths of the speakers. So 
how come, when someone stood in front of her she still had to look at their mouths as they spoke. It
must have sent a very insincere signal to the other person. The alternative was to forget a lot of the 
detail as soon as it was mentioned.

But what did any of that have to do with a fear of voices, particularly detached voices? Jay was 
whirling off at a tangent trying to figure out why she was a reject. Yes, her file, the one she was 
reading now full of her past mistakes and triumphs, the many crossroads she had come to and 
bridges she had crossed, where all in there. The file couldn't have been a hoax. It was too accurate. 
Anton Masny's men had got this information from somewhere, or rather Anton Masny had got it 
from somewhere. That little lizard in the white shirt, the bronzed reptile with the dead man's eyes 
must have had access to the right coven of witches to be in possession of this sacred text. This was 
her life, her life was her property. Borrowing Helen's expression of revulsion, she wasn't a 
commodity with a price. This file, this life reference for anyone interested, was like a technical 
manual, or the description of an antique's background. No-one had the right to be in possession of 
this unauthorised biography.

What she found most fascinating was not the political details, or her route into journalism, but her
relationship to Jonathan. For seven months he had an affair with Jay. According to the file Jay knew
all along, there was no mention of the evening when Jonathan took her to a Thai restaurant in 
London. She thought he was about to propose to her, which made her uncomfortable because she 
didn't think she was ready for marriage. (Maybe those were the first signs of doubt she had about 
Jonathan.) He waited until the last bit of the main course had been taken away before announcing 
his big confession. He was already married. Jay had no idea. He had moved out of the house he 
shared with his wife and gone back to his parents' ersatz vicarage in Grange. He was going to 
divorce his wife, which Jay didn't believe, but then he did, with terrifying finality that prompted his 
father's immortal expression: 'that son of mine knows which shoes to wear'. Jay should have spotted
the warning signs then and there. No man with a father like that could grow up normal. But she 
moved in with him. They bought a house together in Lancaster, for him a new start, for her a retreat 
from London. But she found no sanctuary there. The minute he had his feet under the table he 
started moaning. And Christ could he moan.

According to her file Jonathan was described as Jay's common law husband. A pretentious 
statement of non-fact that must have been written by a seventy year old analyst with a background 



in military intelligence. Jonathan was neither common, law abiding or a husband. Her file didn't 
mention his expense fiddling, or his drinking and driving, or his cannabis smoking. Common law 
husband! As Jay sat alone in her lightless apartment she told herself that life was better now. She 
was free of the political circus, free of Jonathan and working in television, albeit behind the scenes, 
and had Nat for a boss. She had a regular salary, expenses paid on time and a lot of license to do 
what she pleased. Life was charmed at the moment. Or it should have been, but the doubts, like a 
minor nagging ailment, just would not go away. Self confidence was still in short supply having 
been drained almost empty by Jonathan. 

She was a reject. Somebody somewhere didn't want her. Perhaps it was the hearing deficiency in 
her youth. Maybe it was the fact that her father's grandparents were French, from Marseille 
originally. Her skin was darker than normal, but not dark enough to be branded a 'half-cast' or 
suspected of being the offspring of a mixed marriage. Weren't all marriages mixed? One man and 
one woman? She compared her own dark features to those of Helen. Her Slav ancestry generated a 
glorious display: the gilt tint of her hair, skin blessed with a permanent suggestion of olive warmth, 
and cheekbones that confirmed the strength of her intellect and self worth, standing prominently 
from a beautiful face, wild with life, blazing with generosity. Helen's life wasn't recorded in a file, it
was there in her face.

The information on Jay had expired in December the previous year. There was no mention of her 
mission in York, no observations of her activities around Basholt House, or the death of Adrian 
Taylor. She was still a journalist, according to the information, no-one called Nat Sheldon-Jardine 
existed. No doubt her latest developments were stored on disc now, indexed and linked, shared with
the NIA in America, courtesy of Philip Hunter's GCHQ and the Echelon network. So what. She was
a reject anyway. She could do what she liked now, they didn't want her as a member of their club. 
Marooned in the same boat as Sir Robin Conran, the hacking fire singed ex-civil servant. Would 
you believe it? Jay and Sir Robin with something in common. Inferior. Not wanted, not even for 
thirty thosuand dollars.

-

In the days following her argument with Helen Jay kept her head down when she passed the 
photograph stand on Charles Bridge. She was sure Francesca would see her, but that didn't matter. 
Part of her wanted to see Helen again and apologise, part of her wanted to keep some distance until 
the heat had cooled off. But without Helen Jay's investigation was going nowhere. Several days 
passed by, long days of aching feet from too many aimless walks, long summer days of approaching
sunburn and discomfort when she lay on her back and her shoulders rubbed the sheets of the bed. In
Wenceslas Square on a volcanic Wednesday afternoon, Jay received a call on her mobile phone. It 
was Nat. His voice was thin and weak, but she could understand every word. Telephones were 
another detached voice scenario she could cope with!

"How you getting on, Jay?"
"Oh, not so good. I met one guy called Kovarovic, but I messed it up. He didn't want to speak to 

me."
"Anyone else?"
"There was another guy with him. Helen said his name..."
"Helen! Don't tell me it's the same Helen we knew in York."
"Yeah. Helen Siebert. She came from Prague and she's right here. She sells photographs on 

Charles Bridge. Amongst other things."
"What other things?" Nat must have been shifting in his chair, aroused by the news that a million 



miles away this enigmatic character from the past was walking through the landscape in full view.
"She knew Kovarovic. It was Helen who arranged the meeting. She has this thing about going to 

look at expensive apartments. She can't afford any of them, but she goes along to have a nosy and 
then gives them back word. She knows everything that's going on over here."

"So how come you're not getting anywhere?"
"We had an argument."
"Jay, don't have arguments. Make it up to her and get back on the case. She sounds like a 

goldmine."
"I know, but what I said was really terrible. I can't forgive myself. She didn't deserve it."
"So buy her a present. Give her a peace offering. Get her back on board, Jay."
He was right. Helen lived in a squat. She wasn't the richest human being walking god's earth, 

there must be something that she'd appreciate and accept. Several hours later and a great deal of 
very suspicious loitering Jay saw Helen returning to her stand on the bridge. She was dressed 
casually. Wearing the clothes of a woman who made poverty look like a work of art. Jay approached
and without saying anything handed Helen the peace offering. "What's this?"

"I wanted to say sorry for what I did the other day."
Helen unwrapped the package and held the book up to let Francesca see the title. It was a 

hardback copy of Kokoshka's paintings. Words were exchanged in Czech before Helen said: "Thank
you. It's a nice gesture. You didn't have to do this."

"I wanted to. I felt terrible about what I said."
"Okay." Helen gave Jay a brief hug and then stuffed the gift wrap in the back pocket of her jeans. 
"Nat sends his regards," Jay said.
"You spoke to him?"
"This afternoon. He had some interesting news."
"How is he?" Helen held the book to her chest and rocked on her heels. She was too interested in 

Nat's state of health to be ready for the developments that were happening.
"Nat's fine. He's getting a bit impatient about me going nowhere with my research. But he thinks 

things could be about to change."
"And what about your file?"
Was Helen listening? Her mind was up to its old tricks, shifting and switching from one subject to

the next, clicking on and off. "My file. I read it last night. It's quite frightening seeing your life 
dated and arranged in chronological order like that. I feel like the subject of an experiment. And I'm 
a reject apparently. Like Sir Robin Conran."

Helen nodded and studied the cover of the book again. "Any explanation why?"
"No. I've no idea."
"So what's about to change?"
"Change," Jay had lost track. "Change. Yes, change. Michael Peel will be in Prague next week. 

Nat's arranging for him to meet me here. One old friend introducing another."
"Will you tell him about his mother?"
"I'll think about that. Maybe I will, maybe I won't."
The conversation continue a little while longer, stilted and hesitant, composed of short sentences 

and stubby questions. But the two women parted on friendly terms, agreeing to meet again, 
probably the following lunchtime when Helen would introduce Jay to Vitek. The roving Romanian 
was serious about going, had checked the railway timetables to Budapest with the intention of 
disappearing forever in Hungary. But he had promised Helen that she could make the video for the 
puppet theatre as soon as she had a storyboard prepared. Jay left Helen to her photograph stand and 
entranced customers, Francesca and her marble complexion, and the book about Kokoshka which 



Helen already had a copy of. A Christmas present from Vitek two years ago.

-

Jay only felt confidant going into clubs and bars alone when she knew she was meeting someone. 
Not the gregarious type, nor a ladette, Jay would watch any single female sitting with a cigarette 
and a drink and wonder what thoughts they must be thinking. A man alone, well it's that old 
stereotype thing. A man looking for women is a romeo, a lothario; a woman looking for men is a 
tart, a slut. When was equality due to arrive? Equality of perception, not just salaries and career 
structures. When would a woman be able to sit and have a drink on her own without being 
condemned. People must have been thinking that of Jay, even though she knew in her own mind 
that she was there in the bar for a valid reason. No, correct that, even if she wasn't waiting to meet 
Michael Peel, had she been there simply to get away from work and have a drink, it was a valid 
reason. So to all the calls and suspicious nervous glances, sod off. 

That was another thing. Why nervous glances? As Jay began to blossom with hard faced 
confidence, she noticed that the men who glimpsed in her direction looked afraid, as if they 
recognised General Leisha sitting there, waiting to start the war. The mention of Michael Peel's 
name was like a bell to Pavlov's dog; it generated something deep inside Jay's psyche that 
manifested in the form of General Leisha, Silver Nitrate's curious anti-heroine. She loved that 
character for some peculiar reason, as if the woman were the ultimate feminist. Imagine that, the 
devil being a crusader for women's rights, the gender war. Ooph, that was strong stuff Jay was 
drinking! Her eyes watered.

Michael Peel walked into the bubble that was blurring her vision. "Jay Marshall?"
"Yes." She stood up and thought the table was trying to walk away. Peel was wearing a dark suit. 

The first dark suit she had seen on a businessman since arriving in Prague. And in such hot weather 
aswell, but when he took it off his pale blue shirt was unmarked as if he had put it on for the first 
time as he walked into the bar. He also looked like Sir Robin Conran, an observation Jay had to put 
to him.

"You're not the first person to say that. I'm sure you're aware that he's my step-father, there's not 
an ounce of his crimson blood in my veins, but we have a certain genetic similarity." Peel ordered a 
whisky and another cocktail for Jay. Something called a Balkan, which was no doubt a form of 
black humour understood only by the bar staff. "I don't get this central European humour. It's a sort 
of cross between Germanic irony and Dadaism."

Jay nodded. Peel's explanation was more obscure than the name of the cocktail. He had a public 
school voice with an American twist nurtured by years of listening to English speaking Swiss 
bankers. He also had the pale skin of an Englishman abroad. "Do you still keep in touch with Nat?" 
Jay asked.

"Not as often as I'd like to. He was okay was Nat. We got on at school. Pity he chose to go into 
academe instead of a modern apprenticeship like me." He laughed. Shades of Sir Robin's humble 
background were part of Peel's self-appraisal. Possibly Germanic irony. "Did you know he had an 
ambition to be Roman Polanski?"

"Nat? No, I didn't. I don't like the sound of that to be honest."
"Yes. Still, just don't marry him and you won't be murdered by a load of circus freaks."
At that moment a reflection in the glass door of the bar revealed a view of the street outside. It 

was a narrow street, dark and grey even in the bright light of this August evening. The door had 
tinted glass and the view was sepia like an old postcard of a terrible Russian holiday resort. Across 
this snapshot of communist gloom a woman had passed by entering the bar and sitting down alone. 



She was wearing a short dress, royal blue, revealing an expanse of flesh that covered her body like 
gold leaf. Her hair was tied up above her head and she wore sunglasses that shrieked Monte Carlo, 
circa 196o. That, thought Jay, was confidence. Within a minute of sitting down, crossing her legs 
and settling her sunglasses on the tip of her nose to read a wine list she was joined by an older man 
who looked like Count Dracula. They laughed and conversed, toasting each other before he, with a 
gentle handshake, shuffled away to another table.

Michael Peel saw all this and was equally entranced. "Do you know her?"
"Can't say I do. Are we in the red light district?"
"How would I know. I don't make a habit of visiting this city."
"Nat didn't explain why were you here? You work for Wien Commerzbank?"
"Yes. A dull job but it pays for the yacht." He winked mischievously. The woman at the bar 

received another wellwisher. "There's some business to take care of here. Venture capital, high 
finance, data processing, call it what you like. You'd be surprised how many millionaires are in 
Prague."

"Not really." Jay grimaced. "Is it legitimate money?"
Peel was ordering another drink. "There's no such thing as legitimate money, Jay. Nat told me 

why you were here. Let me give you some advice. There isn't a single economy on earth that is built
on legitimate money. Remember the old saying: Mafia is illegal capitalism and capitalism is a 
legalised mafia. Wherever you go there are cartels, under the counter deals, funny money and 
gentlemen's agreements. Japan, Germany, the US, Britain and France, Australia, South Africa, none 
of these countries would function if the business was honest. There has to be a twist in it 
somewhere or these nation states would never be able to sustain their superiority over the rest. Here,
in the Czech Republic, like Russia, like Hungary and Poland, the mobsters and crimelords are given
license to kick things off. In ten years time they'll be back where they started selling second hand 
cars and tractor engines whilst the big guys in the west and far east will be living it up after buying 
them all out. I know, I see the deals going through every year."

"So what you're saying is that the mafia is building an economy here, but eventually they'll have 
to hand it over?"

"When it gets too big for them, yes."
The speed with which Peel knocked back his whiskies was increasing exponentially. Each drink 

lasted half the time of the previous one until, within half an hour he had his tie loosened, starting on 
his seventh glass having refused ice in his drink after the fourth. His body was levelling out in the 
chair. Jay wasn't aware of his voice growing in volume but the woman at the bar occasionally 
glanced across in this direction. Jay wanted to go over and introduce herself. The fascination with 
her presence was growing as Peel became more extreme in his opinions. 

"Do you know who the biggest money launderers are?"
"I've no idea."
"Go on have a guess." He was developing that artificial state of sober self-awareness that usually 

preceded total paralysis and a sudden collapse.
"The Italians."
"No, no, no. The Uruguayans. Isn't that amazing. The rubbish in Colombia are now so suspicious, 

everywhere they go, that they feed most of their profits through Montevideo to accounts in 
Liechtenstein. In one hour more money goes down the phone line to Vaduz than is fed into all the 
slot machines of Las Vegas in a year." Jay could recall  a similar sight at a family wedding twelve 
years ago. Her cousin was the first person she had ever seen hopelessly drunk. He was violently ill 
outside the hotel where the reception was being held and the relatives talked about him for twelve 
months. She thought hard and reminded herself that he was now an executive in the aerospace 



industry. 
Alert! She was on the move. The woman at the bar had ordered another drink which came in a 

slender tall beer glass. She stood over Peel and announced herself to Jay. "I hope you don't mind my
self-invitation, but I heard you mention Montevideo." Peel forced himself upright and made room 
for the woman. Jay was astonished. The woman turned to Peel and offered her hand. "I'm Jelena 
Maronite. My family lived for four years in Montevideo."

"Very pleased to meet you." Peel wobbled to his feet and graciously allowed Helen, instantly 
recognisable to Jay who was suddenly wide awake and sweating a bit too much to be comfortable. 
She wanted to deliver a barrage of questions, but held herself back wondering if Helen had some 
bizarre plan for an unexplained objective. There was nothing else to do, but sit back and wait, let 
this Jelena Maronite get on with it. Peel probably wasn't aware what was sitting next to him, let 
alone who it was. This imposter, this living confidence trick. Montevideo!

"Yes, my family were Bohemian aristocracy before we left the country to escape the communists. 
I say we, I hadn't been born then, but the family travelled around and I know we spent some time in 
Uruguay. It's a very European country."

"So I believe," said Peel. "Lot's of Europeans living there might explain that observation. Do I 
know you?"

"No," Helen laughed quietly. "But I know Jay, we met a few days ago. How are you?"
"Fine. Just fine. Do you come here often?" What a stupid question, but it was all she could think 

of. Where would it end? Jelena Maronite; the dancer, Jelena; the Queen Consort Maronite. The 
chair that Jay was sitting in had a  lot of depth to it so she wilted and felt her weight sinking 
backwards into the cushion. Leave her to it. Leave her to her drunken target. Helen obviously knew 
what she was doing, but as Peel spoke more and more, slurring his words and losing the drift of his 
sentences, Helen began to look more concerned. The real face of the woman was beginning to 
surface from beneath the greasepaint. Helen looked divine, meticulously made-up, her eyes glowing
with all the intensity of the charade and its premise of aristocratic history and global presence. 
Every time she turned to Jay the reason was a shared understanding except Jay couldn't respond, 
distracted instead by the lipgloss and rouge that had transformed Helen's striking features into a 
combination altogether more devastating.

Peel thundered on about drug dealers. "Castrate them," he said. "Look how it calms horses when 
you do that to them. If I let you into a little secret you promise not to tell anyone." He waited for 
their approval. "There is a plan to eradicate known drug dealers from Europe. They're all known to 
a certain influential group of people."

Jay nodded. "Who are?"
"Who?"
"These influential people. Are they involved in the drug war?"
"No, no, no. Nothing like that. You don't know these people. They're a mixed bag. Come from all 

over Europe. They've known each other for years. Kept in touch since after the war. Second war. 
Second World War. They agreed, back in the forties that the biggest problem facing Europe was not 
another war but crime. And they were right. Without a war crime goes through the roof. War is a 
distraction. No-one can avoid it, but when the peace treaties are signed then society goes back to 
normal and all normal societies have a problem with crime. The more affluent the society the bigger
the crime problem."

"So how come poor economies like those of Eastern Europe have a big problem with organised 
crime?"

Peel raised his glass and waved it Jay. "Remember what I said, Jay. Mafia is illegal capitalism. It 
isn't strictly crime until the authorities decide to do away with them. Which is what they're 



planning. Soon. A big crackdown on the drug dealers, the big ones, the major players. They're all 
named and noted, their track records detailed. There isn't a thing they don't know about them. Right 
down to their magazine subscriptions."

That part wasn't funny. Jay's file had a list of all her magazine subscriptions. She wasn't a drug 
dealer, what was Peel leading to. As if communicating by thought Helen shared Jay's concern, but 
for different reasons. She made an excuse and went to the bathroom. Jay prepared to follow her. 
"You know women always go in twos, Michael! Excuse me a moment."

The bathroom was tiled in olive green with a  lot of plastic plants and ferns. "God forgive us, 
Helen. What are we doing here?" The cubicles were empty allowing Jay to breathe heavily and raise
her voice. She felt as if she had been holding her breath all evening. "They and them. Who's he 
talking about?"

Helen was leaning against a washbasin and watching in the mirror as Jay paced up and down. "I 
don't know."

"And who are you supposed to be? You'll be dancing on the tables next, or are you going to 
produce a bow and arrow..." Jay's outburst was cut short by a merry burst of laughter.

"Don't I look great. I like to live it up now and again. When you said you'd meet him here I 
thought I'd dress up a bit. I know a few airheads who come into this bar. Sponsors of the National 
Opera, members of Havel's entourage. They think I'm a Contessa." She was enjoying her deception. 
Jay should have been used to it by now, but this latest character was a new performance.

"Who else do you pretend to be? A German businesswoman, the Contessa Maronite? Do you have
a pilot's license?"

"Not a military one." There were three Helens in the room with Jay; the real one, whichever that 
was, the aristocrat and the reflection, which could start talking on its own at any minute. Nothing 
would surprise Jay anymore. Or so she thought. Helen turned on a tap and casually revealed her 
concern. "Haven't you heard his voice before?"

"Michael Peel's?"
"I didn't mean the waiter."
"No. Why, should I?"
"Oh, yes." Helen wasn't laughing anymore. "Ask him if he knows who General Leisha is. He 

should do. It was his voice on the tape when Silver Nitrate entertained us all in York."

-

The bathroom was neither the time nor the place to start working out the ridiculous permutations of 
a masked Silver Nitrate and the detached voice of Michael Peel on tape. There was also the question
of the timing of the shooting. But that subject, about to be raised by Helen, was cut off mid sentence
by Jay deciding to return to her drunken companion. He was totally unaware that his two lady 
friends had been away for fourteen minutes. Jay noticed the large clock on the wall, shaped like a 
Tudor rose. The time had been exactly ten pm when she followed Helen to the bathroom. Now it 
was ten fourteen as she sat down again.

"You're friend not coming back? The Lady Marionette."
"She'll be here in a minute. What did you call her?" It was a rhetorical question which was just as 

well because Peel couldn't remember. Contessa Marionette. Was that deliberate? Jay tried not to 
stare as Helen rejoined them. It was all very well adopting that name, but excuse the irony; wasn't 
she pulling everyone else's strings? 

"How often do you visit your mother, Michael? Do you get back to England very often?"
He was unsure. "I saw her recently. Christmas. That was the last time. I bought her a watch. She 



reminded me that I buy her the same thing every Christmas, but she doesn't seem to mind. When 
you work in Geneva what else is there to buy? The only two things in the whole bloody country are 
watches and funicular railways and I can't buy her one of those."

"Did your mother ever meet Rudolf Hess?" Jay believed that Peel was so drunk he wouldn't be 
suspicious of a question like that, but the name sobered him alarmingly quickly. He realised his tie 
was all over the place and began to straighten it. When he was finished fiddling, he let out an 
indignant snort.

"Hess! Well, funny we should mention Uruguay, but Hess ended up down there along with the 
rest of all the fascist bastards in South America. Bormann, Eichmann, Mengele, Hess. Right old 
party I bet that was. With old Ronnie BIggs playing the piano. I wouldn't be surprised if your 
relatives didn't bump into one or two them, Contessa."

Jay didn't like the sudden stiffening body language that Helen was trying to control. This line of 
questions was beginning to lead somewhere fractious. Peel was about to let loose on some kind of 
anti-fascist tirade, he was plumping up, pushing out his chest cavity with a lung full of venomous 
air. Jay stopped him before he exploded. "I thought Hess died in Spandau."

"Spandau," Peel blurted. "Spandau Ballet. That wasn't Hess. Hess lived on the third floor of an 
apartment block near a Mercedes showroom in Montevideo. He lived there for twenty two years 
and his neighbours thought he was a former director of Bayern Munich."

"Really," said Jay.
"Yes," Peel sat forward. "I could tell you his personal bank account number if you wanted."
That wasn't necessary. Had Peel been sober he would have become very suspicious of Jay's 

intermittent hesitancy as she calculated each verbal piece of the puzzle. She was calculating it all, 
adding up towards the sum total. Her conclusion at this stage in the proceedings was that Wien 
Commerzbank was the account holder of the ex-Nazis slumming it in South America. She had an 
idea. "Contessa, don't you have an account with Wien Commerzbank? I thought you once 
mentioned their name to me."

"I don't have any dealings with them, no. I've heard they're unreliable." She waited for Peel to 
reject the slur. Jay suppressed a grin. Helen was psychic after all. She was on the same wavelength. 
What a gem.

"Unreliable! Contessa, if you ever want to open an account with us, contact me and I'll show you 
just how reliable we are. Discretion is injected into our veins the day we start work there. What are 
you worried about?" He fumbled for a business card, but then remembered he wasn't wearing his 
jacket.

"I don't want people to know I even exist. And that includes bank staff. How many people would 
know I had an account with you?"

"Just two. The manager and your personal adviser. And, of course, me. But I can guarantee I 
would be the bastion of secrecy. Where's my wallet?" He held his crumpled jacket upside down. A 
key dropped out and several coins. "It's here somewhere. I can get you some details tomorrow, 
Contessa, if you don't mind waiting."

"Not at all. I do have a friend who I believe once had dealings with your bank." Helen placed her 
purse between herself and Jay. "Her surname was Leisha. Does that name mean anything to you?"

Peel put his jacket down. It was in a state, like a large dishrag. Sweat coated his top lip and his 
bloodshot eyes were bulging now, trying to recognise the room they were looking at. His shirt, so 
crisp and tailored when he arrived, was now darkening around the collar. His tie had slipped again. 
Peels mouth muttered silently, the word Leisha, Leisha, as if a recollection was in there somewhere.
Leisha. He rolled the name around his tongue. "No," he said unsure whether or not he meant it. "No.
I don't know him. No, never heard of him."



"Where are you staying, Michael? Nat said you were at the Hilton."
"The Hilton, yes. It's over there somewhere." He had grabbed his jacket again and held it towards 

a wall to his right. The Hilton was over there behind it somewhere, apparently. His head must have 
been spinning. Helen offered to order him a taxi from a reputable firm, but he preferred to walk. Jay
stood up and shook his hand. It was wet, clammy, like a freshly caught fish. 

"I'll contact you tomorrow. Have a good night's rest and I'll remind you what you're missing back 
in England."

"Yes. Good old Nat. I always thought he should be in front of a camera not behind one."
"One day maybe."
"I hate my job, you know." Peel was talking to himself now.
"We all do," Jay said merrily. "It's the price you pay for wanting a career."
"Don't worry, Michael," Helen said to his back. "It's not the end of the world. Yet." He stopped, 

decided to wave, and then stumbled out.

-

"Do you want to hear this tape?"
Jay was exhausted, but the offer sounded irresistible. She found the energy from somewhere and 

followed Helen outside. The route led to a nearby tram stop. "You're not getting on a tram dressed 
like that are you?"

"Why not?" Was Helen always so mystified by these perfectly rational questions? Or was Jay 
utterly out of touch with this city where the aristocracy travelled hand in hand with Golems, jesters, 
page boys and bodyless shadows? The tram rattled and clattered to a halt with a half dozen 
unblinking passengers spread out across two carriages. Helen had two tickets ready and clipped 
them in the machine. "It's not far," she said. "Oh, look here." From inside her purse she found 
Michael Peel's missing wallet. "He should take more care of this. If you see him tomorrow hand it 
back to him. Tell him it was on the floor or something." The wallet contained nothing extraordinary.
Two credit cards, both Wien Commerzbank, one gold one platinum. Two thousand krown notes, 
which Helen replaced, an identity card for his job at the bank and several business cards with a 
Geneva telephone number. "He travels light," Helen said, closing the wallet and handing it to Jay.

"Did you make any sense of anything he was saying?" Jay sat sideways across the seat in front of 
Helen. She looked very relaxed, possibly a little sleepy. She closed her eyes as she thought about 
what she had heard.

"Oh, drug dealers will be executed, Nazis in South America with Swiss bank accounts. Austrian 
bank. Did you notice that? Austrian bank but he works in Geneva. Hess lives in an apartment in 
Uruguay. I don't think there's anything too strange about what he said."

"Maybe so," said Jay, "but I don't think it's so much what he said, as what his words suggested."
"How so?"
"It was his idea that there'll be a group of influential people ready to take out the drug dealers. 

Before you joined us he was telling me that the mafia in eastern Europe will be allowed to grow the 
economies and then be bought out. What if they're not bought out? What if they're taken out with 
the rest of the drug dealers? That might make sense. Do you think?"

"I suppose so. But then again, by the time I joined you he had already drunk eight whiskies."
"I thought it was seven?"
"No, eight."
"You're like Sherlock Holmes, Helen. Every detail."
Helen grinned and shared a secret with her reflection on the inside of the tram window. "No, the 



waiter behind the bar said to me: 'this is his eighth drink.' "

-

The tram floated down the centre of a wide street enclosed by city edge shops. Long stock filled 
windows selling everything from ski poles to flowers ran along a short length of the street between 
junctions. Above the windows were the apartments. The predominant colour was grey. Jay looked 
around and told herself time and time again think of another name for this colour. It was 
everywhere, in different shades and tones. Grey was too general, too meaningless to describe the 
effect. She felt as if there was a dimension missing somewhere. Anywhere else, anywhere normal, 
had a quality or an ingredient that made the senses aware of something other than the solids and 
surfaces. You were embedded in an environment that extended beyond the visual sense and the 
accompanying psychological awareness of every element forming the immediate world outside 
your head. Here, in this monochrome channel, that extra element was gone, as if the brain had a 
segment removed compromising the complete perception of life. Here, in Zizkov, as she had found 
on the north west side of the city coming in from the airport, there was a part of the spectrum 
missing, a chemical imbalance. Something that was just not there. The human brain experienced it 
as a single colour: grey. With grey textures and grey sounds. Grey was the lightless colour, what 
happens when there's no light and no dark. 

Everything that should have had colour was grey. The cars were grey, the grass was grey, the 
night sky had cooled to an infinite grey. The brick was grey, windows were grey. The only element 
with any colour was Helen. Gold and royal blue. She followed a route through a succession of right 
turns until the streets began to display a few welcome signs of life and contrast to the monotony. 
Standing out more than the others were the corner lights of a hotel. A coach was filling the narrow 
tree lined street already clogged with parked cars. A stream of holidaymakers formed a moving line 
back to the hotel entrance and inside to some inner stifling heat. Helen turned away from them into 
a darkened entrance porch and unlocked the door.

Inside, the corridor was hard and clapped along to every footstep. The walls were bare, the 
unadorned surfaces reminded Jay of an imaginary asylum. Steps took the two women up to an 
identical second floor where Helen, oblivious to the anonymity of the plastering, stained like a 
fungal infection, forced a key into an obstinate door lock. The glass door was frosted, with a thin 
panel of imitation mahogany covering a broken pane. The door twisted as it rubbed the vinyl floor 
and then burst open, rattling the glass. Helen hung on and opened up a view of a long hallway that 
snatched Jay's breath out of her mouth.

"Here we are. You can hang your coat there." Helen rattled the door closed, locking out the 
formless corridor void. Jay was imprisoned, trapped in this hallway that was waiting for a coat of 
paint, ceiling repairs and the floor relaying. An ornate metal coat hangar was screwed to the wall. 
Hanging limply was Vitek's sleeveless jacket, faded orange and showing signs of distress along 
every seam. Next to it, huddling to it for unnecessary warmth, was Helen's windproof coat, a dark 
red coat Jay had seen before in York. As Jay stood, entranced by the numbing squalor of the hallway
lit by a single bulb that was about to drop off the end of the cable, Helen dashed down to the open 
door of a room just before a rectangular glimpse of a kitchen stocked high with old plates, pans, 
glasses and dishcloths smeared with gravy. Helen was looking for Vitek. As she flitted from door to 
door Jay held her breath trying to identify the smell of the apartment, but there was no smell. It was 
a grey smell. A non-aroma as if there was no real human presence in this flat.

"Here," Helen's head appeared around a doorframe. Jay followed. It was Helen's bedroom. One 
wall was covered by bookshelves. The window wall was almost papered by paintings and prints, 



multi-coloured abstracts and merry dashes of patterns and exuberant forms. These were Helen's 
adored Kokoshka prints. Here, for the first time, Jay realised that Helen was reflected in this 
colourful spectacle. Without mirrors Helen could look at these prints and see her mood, study her 
feelings. The window had a gossamer light shade across it and a heavy maroon curtain drawn back 
to the wall against which her bed was positioned. In a line across the wall, at eye level, was a 
procession of Helen's prints: bridges, lamp columns, spires emerging through foggy ectoplasm and 
stone details resembling open mouths and tortured eyes. A table against the wall behind Jay had a 
neat clutter of small books, letters, a hi-fi (unimaginably modern in this setting, but probably 
bargain quality anywhere else), a small bowl of pot-pourri, and a hammer.

"What's the hammer for?"
Helen picked it up. "I use it at the foundry."
"Foundry?"
"In Wenceslas Square. One of my friends has a small blacksmith's stand there and he makes 

wrought iron sculpture. I like to help him out now and again, but the head snapped off day before 
yesterday. It's repaired now." Of course! Jay saw shoes against the skirting board, a rug with a 
Mondrian pattern, a pair of jeans that were probably the last thing Helen wore before transforming 
herself into the Contessa, and in a steel briefcase, open and defiant beneath the lowest bookshelf, 
Helen's camera; a huge Nikon with two extra lenses, all seated cosily in a cut foam background. 
Helen's third eye, Jay thought. What fantasies she witnessed through that lens; all the hauntings and 
visions existed inside the body of that camera. None of the scenes in the prints existed for real, they 
were all stuffed inside that camera body and conjured out now and again when Helen said the right 
words.

Jay was inside someone else's imagination. If you could clamber into Helen's psyche this is what 
it would look like. A bedroom that seemed to have a window to the outside world, but it was 
approached along a dismal hallway, accessed from a colourless street. This was no place for 
someone like Helen. Jay wanted to rescue her, take her away and spend money on her, burden her 
with everything she had ever wanted, sunlight, green vegetation, contentment. "Here." She said it 
again and Jay turned and sat down on the bed next to Helen who was now rewinding a tape in a 
small cassette player. She stopped and pressed play. "Behold," she said loftily, the glint in her eye 
was a reflection of her dress somehow catching the only ray of light wandering outside the window. 
"The voice of Michael Peel."

The tape was clear. The words unmistakable. Had Jay been separated from Peel's presence by 
more than a few hours she might have had doubts, but his real voice was still clear in her memory. 
She could close her eyes and picture this voice sitting in the chair opposite to her in the bar. 'The 
only man who could stop her was at that moment being executed.' The voice stopped. Helen clicked
the player. That's where the story stops. She lay back with her head against the wall. Jay was still 
entranced by the surroundings and wondered how long it would take for the rising damp in the 
hallway outside to spread into this room. Helen's bedroom was untouched by the various structural 
diseases elsewhere. 

"Definitely him."
"And Silver Nitrate had his head blown off right at that point. Remarkable."
"You're going to tell me why, aren't you." Jay was rapidly growing tired. She wanted to close her 

eyes, fall asleep and wake up in her own rented apartment with its pure white and healthy wood, 
light shades and brass switches. 

"I don't know why. The question is how the story stopping there coincides with the gunshot. We 
know now that the attack was faked, which means that the story was dictated knowing that the 
performance would end at that point. It was well choreographed."



"Not a coincidence."
"Not a coincidence," repeated Helen confidently. "The performance must have been planned from

this moment. The moment when they recorded the story. Why would that be, Jay?"
"Why would that be and also what else was there to say. The story was supposed to end 

prematurely so there must be an extra bit that no-one heard."
"True. It sounds complete to me though."
"And who was behind the mask? Who was Michael Peel helping?"
Helen shoved her way upright. "We need to write all this down."
"Where's Vitek? Has he gone or asleep?
"Asleep," Helen said on her hands and knees searching the floor beneath the bed. She resurfaced 

with a notebook. "His shoes are next to the chair he sits in. Pen, pen... Excuse me one minute."
The minute was unbearable. Thoughts of the bedsit Helen rented in York became clear again. This

bedroom, this apartment, was the reason why Helen was so delighted with her squashed cluttered 
existence in that one tiny room with its postage stamp window. It's warm, Helen had said. Christ, 
what must this room be like during a Czech winter.

"Pen!" Helen bounced back into the room. "Let's solve this problem. Do you want a drink. We 
have a lot of coffee at the moment."

"No, I'm fine." Jay felt self-conscious refusing and hoped her revulsion wasn't obvious.
"Okay. Question number one: who could Silver Nitrate be?"
Jay accepted the distraction of the puzzle and thought hard. 
"Let me make some suggestions," said Helen. "Let's just say the first thing that comes into our 

heads. Let's say Dan Thackray."
"Too old," said Jay. "Remember, Mary Ann Dale was surprised to hear that Thackray was back in 

York. And the man I thought was Thackray turned out to be Adrian Taylor."
"So who do you think Silver Nitrate was?"
A few names drifted about in the lukewarm atmosphere. The night was cooling noticeably from 

its furnace heat to a new chill. "Lady Alison Peel." The name surprised Helen.
"Really? Why so?"
"She makes a deal with Michael, her son." 
Helen took advantage of an early hesitation. "What you should recall is that Michael Peel 

described 'those fascist bastards living in South America'. He obviously doesn't like them. Why 
would he co-operate with his mother?"

"I know. It doesn't make sense, but you suggested the first names that come into our mind. Adrian 
Taylor. He worked for Lady Alison and Sir Robin. Wanted to tell the world what was going on, 
knew about what had happened to Philip Hunter and made the tape with Michael Peel who not only 
doesn't like fascists but was forced to go and work in a country noted for its watches and funicular 
railways. He doesn't like Switzerland, does he?"

"Or dealing with Nazi bank accounts. And then Taylor was murdered."
"Taylor was murdered. That seems plausible. I think we now know that the story was a warning 

not to overlook a woman at the centre of this. The anti-christ being female."
"Don't let Vitek hear you say that,"  Helen grinned and continued writing the names. "Who else 

could it be? I think Adrian Taylor is more plausible than Lady Alison."
"I think when you have a conspiracy theory it's easy to make anything fit. If we tried hard enough 

we could put anyone behind that mask."
"But they would have to have a reason for doing so and they must know Michael Peel."
"Nat." Jay trembled slightly at the thought of what she had said, but then began to regret it as 

Helen justified the accusation.



"Nat. Yes. He knew Michael Peel. School friends. Michael said Nat should have been in front of 
the camera not behind it. He is against his mother's beliefs so sets up the event in the Starre Inne. 
And then how would Anton Masny know about you having Sir Robin and Lady Alisons' personal 
files? How would Anton Masny come to have your file. The only person in contact with Masny was
Nat." The conclusion made Helen worried as it suddenly revealed another avenue of grim 
possibilities. "Adrian Taylor set you up with these storytellers and we told Nat. What if he was 
responsible for killing Taylor?"

"Nat? The Nat who has employed me? This broadens the motive somewhat. I think we need to 
peddle back a bit. The far right groups are going to execute the drug dealers and possibly the 
organised crime bosses aswell. Michael Peel doesn't like these people so sets up the story in York at 
which a masked storyteller fakes his own murder. The story warns us of a woman who is not what 
we think her to be. Michael Peel's own mother. Why wouldn't Nat just tell us. He told you Dan 
Thackray was Adrian Taylor. Why not just say Lady Alison Peel has connections to far right groups 
in Europe?"

"He'd only hide that fact if he didn't want us to know. And now he sends you out here to find out 
all about them."

Jay returned the accusation. "But he could have got me killed when Masny sent his men to throw 
me through the window."

"But they were stopped by something that freaked them out. That was so coincidental, don't you 
think?" Helen's question was accompanied by an ironic tilt of the head and the suggestion that there 
was more to life than solid objects.

"What do you mean?"
"Well, seven shadows, forming a circle. A rumour in the city of a force that is going to finish 

everything off. This is borderline hysteria. If those guys had wanted to kill you they would have 
killed you without any question. Masny was doing you a favour, I think. He was giving you your 
file, but hoping it would look like a murder attempt."

Jay's concern was how that affected Nat's implication in all this. He arranged to get the file to Jay 
via Anton Masny. "So, how did Nat come to have my file?"

"Good question," said Helen quickly. "I don't know." She left the room and reappeared with two 
chocolate bars. Jay was forced to accept it. The chocolate tasted like dried milk even though it was 
brown. "That would suggest that Nat is on Michael Peel's side, against a far right programme, but 
with access to your file on the side of the far right, or at least with connections he hasn't told you 
about."

Jay sucked the chocolate hoping she could avoid the eventual act of swallowing it, but the taste of
the melting chocolate was worse than swallowing and getting the job done. "It's mesmerising. 
Absolutely mesmerising. If I had had my wits about me I could have asked where they got my file, 
but what do you do in that situation?"

"Arrange to meet Masny again."
"Nat arranged that."
"Okay," Helen said again, "in that case how do you know it was Anton Masny."
Jay explained his appearance, the shortness, the suntanned self confidence and dead man's eyes. 

Helen knew of Masny, but didn't know what he looked like. "If General Leisha was Lady Alison, 
who was the False Messiah supposed to be? Who was executed?"

"The Prime Minister." Helen said it so quickly she didn't have time to explore the connotations of 
the identity. Jay took up the baton.

"He was stopped because he knew what was going on and wanted to stop it himself. The storing 
of information."



Helen was shaking her head. "No, not the storing of information. The takeover of the European 
Union."

Was this the line of questioning Jay had come to Prague to ask? It all began to sound like a game, 
a curiosity or a distraction for Helen who enjoyed these dalliances with the other half of life. Jay 
had one eye on a feature appearing on The Money Programme, or Dispatches, Panorama. Not 
presenting the programme, she was too camera shy for that and hated her southern accent with its 
invasive northern vowels. Her role was reconnaissance, data gathering, research and preparation. 
She might write the script or act as subject consultant, but here she was allowing herself to be 
distracted by a fantasist who didn't have the wherewithal to fight her way out of this squat. Helen 
had the intelligence to go to university, she had the wit to survive in a foreign country, she had the 
sharp mind that could have taken her a long way in a lucrative legal career. Jay knew people twice 
as successful as Helen with only a tenth of her ability, so why was she still here, living like this, 
eating these horrible chocolate bars and staring at a discoloured ceiling every time she went to bed?

"I always find sleeping on these problems leads to a fresh outlook. Don't you find that?"
"Yes, I do." Helen looked as if she had settled down with a crossword. "It won't be very safe 

travelling back to your apartment at this time. There's a spare room here. You can stay tonight if you
want."

"No, I'll be okay."
Helen didn't think so. "How will you get over there?"
"Taxi." Helen shook her head. "Are the trams still running at this time."
"Tram ticket has expired. You won't get another one at this time."
"And I suppose walking is out of the question."
The option was there. Death on the streets or a night in a Zizkov squat. The spare bed was made 

of iron, had a mattress three inches thick and was next to a wall that had no wallpaper or paint. The 
plaster was the colour of porridge, no make that tapioca with its barely visible grain and freckled 
complexion! Helen covered the bed with newly washed linen that smelled soapy and slightly 
scented as if perfume had been spilled on it. The single square pillow had no cover, but it was clean.
"Will you be okay here?" Helen asked as Jay crouched along the side of the bed. Jay refused to 
acknowledge that there was a note of shame in Helen's voice, so answered her as brightly as she 
could manage.

"I'll be fine, Helen. It's good of you to invite me into your home. I appreciate it."
"Okay. I'll see you in the morning. Don't worry, this is a safe district. No-one will break in here."
"I didn't think they would."
"Okay. Goodnight." Helen slipped away into the shadow of the hallway and Jay saw, as she left, 

the first hint of real sadness as if Helen's infinite optimism settled with the sunlight and diminished 
to nothing as darkness fell throughout the apartment. Once again there was an overpowering sense 
to rescue the woman. Patronising, Jay told herself, but natural. In the blackness of the room the 
image of Jelena the dancer appeared, wishing she could have her normal life brought back to her. 
The joy of her immortality was a cruel illusion. Like Helen's existence. Jay cried uncontrollably 
before vanishing into sleep.



20 SCHROEDINGER'S CAT

Early morning. Jay didn't have  a watch and there was no clock in the bedroom. She woke to the 
sound of distant domestic activity. Doors opening, muffled voices in a foreign language; Helen and 
someone else, obviously Vitek, were talking as if they didn't want to wake Jay. A few months ago 
she wouldn't have been so charitable. Before leaving Jonathan she would have assumed she was 
being talked about, verbally stabbed in the back, criticised for having a peculiar dress sense or 
behaving above her station. No, not now. Not since she got that monkey off her back. Jay had 
reinvented herself. No-one laughed anymore when she walked into a room.

The rasping clatter of the apartment door being closed signalled that one of them had left. The 
atmosphere was florid, the smell of the bedsheets carrying Jay into one of those childhood fields 
Helen had been carried across by her beer drinking boyfriends. She lay on her back to relax and 
come round, but the ceiling was such a peculiar shade of white, more hideous than the nastiest 
magnolia she had ever encountered, that she decided to get up and go and share breakfast with 
whoever was still in the apartment.

Vitek was that person and there was no breakfast. All the food in the kitchen was frozen meat; 
frozen lumps of pork, frozen chicken drumsticks and a goose! "Where did you get that from?"

Vitek wasn't sure he understood the question and stared at the enormous goose whose head lolled 
out of the fridge when the door was opened. "It's a goose."

"Yes, I know it's a goose," Jay said patiently, "where did you get it?"
"A man brought it for Helen. He is from the market. I don't know where the meat comes from." 

Vitek spoke with his shoulders, hunched and shrugged in a permanent state of excuse.
"Well, I hope none of the meat's from Britain. It's all infected."
"No. Not from Britain." Vitek grinned. He knew all about Britain's meat. "I'd rather eat the soil 

from Chernobyl than British meat."
"Yeah. Thanks." Jay watched the goose's neck folding up as Vitek closed the fridge door one last 

time. He'd cook it. He enjoyed cooking. Helen found the food and because she spent so much time 
working he always threw something together.

"She works hard doesn't she?"
"Helen?" Vitek was preparing something in a flask. Some kind of watery broth with herbs in it. 

The steam left a film of condensation across his forehead. "Helen only stops when she goes to look 
at her apartments. I tell her, you know, one day they'll figure you out. They'll say to themselves why
does this woman never buy one of our apartments and then what? She'll be in big trouble."

"I think she can look after herself."
"I do too, but every fish is caught eventually. There are fisherman all along the riverbank here. 

Helen has been looking at apartments for a long time. As long as I've known her." Vitek's 
concentration on the soup flask was engrossing. He would swish it around, pour a little bit out, taste
it with his fingertip and add something. Pepper, a bit more finely chopped green leaf. To make 
conversation Jay wanted to ask what the herb was he was using, but she wasn't actually that 
interested in his soup. "You have a reputation too," he said.

"Do I?"
"Yeah." He was finished. Screwing the top on he turned to Jay and flashed his boyish grin across 

his round face. "Exocet! She told me all about you. It's good. You always get your man."
That was a new one. She made a mental note of it. Pavel Bruck was the next man on her list, but 

probably not for the reasons Vitek was referring to. "I accidentally got a few men, yes. In a 
professional capacity. I never really liked that name." He didn't understand. "Exocet. I never really 
enjoyed being called that."



"Why not? People call you names for two reasons: they admire you or they're scared of you. 
Which is it with you?"

"I think there's a third reason. It was another rival newspaper who called me Exocet. The 
Telegraph. I think they were being ironic."

"Yeah, sure." Vitek shook the flask again. Was this some kind of ritual? "I know all about the 
media. The newspapers are rivals, but the journalists have a secret admiration for each other."

"Do you have a journalist background? Helen told me you were in the airforce."
"In Romania I was. But in Romania there were newspapers, local newspapers. They were heavily 

censored, but even though they gave the impression of being rivals they were all selling the same 
message. You speak to one journalist and they would talk about a guy from another newspaper as if 
they were colleagues. Which they were. In Romania all journalists opposed to Ceaucescu, 
whichever newspaper they worked for, were colleagues."

Admired or feared. Like the Kovarovices of this world. Was Jay really up there with that lot. She 
felt she was right to think her name was ironic. Whatever Vitek said about Ceaucescu's opponents 
the British press weren't so partisan. There was no need. "Have you met the mafia?"

Vitek continued with his pre-breakfast ritual around the kitchen. The room looked more like a 
commercial launderette than a kitchen. There were clothes everywhere except on the kitchen sink, 
which didn't have any room for clothes. Every item of cutlery and, by the look of things, every pot 
and pan in Zizkov was in that sink. Amongst the jumble Vitek found a key. "Mafia. I couldn't care 
less about mafia. I've lost count of the number of times I've been asked to courier drugs into 
Romania and Bulgaria. So many times. Eh, Vitek, take this amount of heroin, this amount of 
cocaine, this amount of amphetamines, some of that, some of the other. I drive a stolen car and I 
pass by offices every day that are owned by murderers. Why should I be scared?"

The question wasn't rhetorical. "Well, I suppose if you've been a pilot you wouldn't be scared 
easily." The answer drew a breathless laugh out of Vitek. 

"Pilot. I never flew in combat." He laughed softly, exposing a kind innocent smile. "Only training.
You'll have heard of Ceaucescu. You might not have heard of the day to day fear of living in the 
same country as a man like that. Women could be imprisoned for not having enough children, 
villages would be destroyed to make way for a new house for himself; humanity ceased to exist. It 
was impossible to look at yourself in the mirror and recognise a human being in the glass. You were
one of his state components, an economic unit. And the way he could simply cancel you out, like 
tearing up a slip of paper or erasing a word from a page, was something that you learned to live 
with. It could happen any day and you thought nothing of it.

"Then after he was killed we carried on living like that. It took a while to realise that there was 
no-one there to erase you. What do you do? You go. We had our country there, all to ourselves and 
we chose to go somewhere else. Now I'm here and I don't know who I am. I was never given the 
chance to recognise myself in the mirror. I woke up, ate, slept again. Ceaucescu is dead, I don't live 
in Romania, but I'm still waiting for him to erase me. Those guys in their offices with their big cars 
and smart suits, they don't scare me. There was a monster in Romania, a real one, and the strangest 
thing about it was he was more like a supernatural monster than any Golem or vampire you'll read 
about.

"Listen, I can give you a list of people you can investigate. I know who they are." Vitek put his 
flask down on a  clear surface that Jay hadn't noticed before. That was instinct; knowing the one 
tidy spot in your own chaotic kitchen. She was invited to sit in the lounge for a moment while Vitek
found a notebook and pen and wrote a long list of names and short addresses. He filled page after 
page without stopping to think. The names rolled out of his memory. Eventually he handed the 
pages over. There were Russians and Albanians, others Vitek identified as Hungarian and 



Ukrainian. Germans and a Belgian sat alongside a Swede (a Swede!) and two from Estonia who 
hated each other. One name stood out as if it was protesting its innocence: Pavel Bruck.

"I've met him. He was with Mr Kovarovic who Helen introduced me to."
Vitek scratched his chin. The noise was rough and loud. "Mmm. Bruck is a youngster. He isn't 

young, as such, but he's younger than a lot of the others. He works for Kovarovic, but has his own 
business. It's rare that someone in his position should be allowed by the older guy to operate. Bruck 
doesn't give a cut to Kovarovic. That suggests to me that Bruck is the more powerful of the two. 
The hierarchy is wrong. He's not originally from this city, so he's treated with caution by everyone 
here. People who aren't normally scared of other people are a little bit scared of him. I'd be careful 
with Bruck if I were you. You'll end up in a strip bar in Gdansk if you're not careful."

"I'll bear that in mind," she replied. Her flippancy wasn't lost on Vitek who shrugged as if he had 
no concern what happened now that the list had been written. "What do they do? Are they all real 
estate, car dealers, what?"

"Whatever you want." He found the question amusing. "This isn't the British civil service, they 
don't all specialise in one department. You go to them for something, they'll find it. Ask them for 
anything you like. If a property developer says he'll get you a BMW he'll get you a BMW. That's 
how it works. That's why I'm surprised Helen hasn't been found out. She says she trades in 
commodities. That's what they all say and yet none of them seem to know her, even though they 
know every other commodity dealer in eastern Europe. It's as if she doesn't exist, or she's invisible 
to them. You remember that old philosophical thought experiment: Schroedinger's Cat? When you 
close the lid of the box does the cat continue to exist?"

"I've heard of that, yes."
"That's Helen." The noise in the flat, between Vitek's sentences, was silent, a bizarre aural 

vacuum. "Now that she is out of sight, where do you think she is? Do you think she exists now, at 
this moment?"

"Funny you should ask, but I've had similar thoughts."
Vitek returned to the kitchen and reappeared with his flask again. He waved it towards Jay as he 

prepared to leave her alone in the apartment. "She comes and goes, but she's like Schroedinger's 
Cat; everywhere and nowhere at the same time. She's only there when you see her."

Jay followed him as he went down the hallway. "Why doesn't she live in Plzen anymore?"
"Plzen." For the first time he was reluctant to speak. The answer bothered him, made him 

hesitant. Then the words came to him as if Helen's invisible presence was acting as a prompt. "I 
think she lives here because she wants to be near her father." Vitek opened the door with enough 
force to shatter the glass, but it stayed intact. As it shut behind him Jay stepped forward and ran her 
finger down the frosted pattern. There was no view through it, no reflection off it. She thought she 
knew what Vitek had meant when he said he couldn't see his own reflection in a mirror.

-

The realisation took a while, but the words Vitek had spoken hung around after he had gone. He 
was so calm, so modest. He could have been excused for a being a raging storm of anger and 
bitterness at all the lost years of his youth. He could have spewed pseudo-political rhetoric at Jay 
like an old revolutionary whose day had passed. But he did neither. Vitek was more interested in 
preparing his soup. He left Jay feeling in a state of calm, so she drifted through the apartment 
observing every wall stain, bare patch in the flooring and loose wire poking out of the electrical 
sockets. The place was a death trap, had to be. The whole city was  a death trap if you wanted to be 
dramatic about it. Look at the tourists down there, strolling and dawdling about as every scam 



merchant and murderer in eastern Europe went about their business just out of view, out of earshot. 
Helen's bedroom was unguarded. A single person's bedroom is a diary of sorts. The way it's 

furnished, the contents exposed or hidden. Jay had always said she would never read someone's 
diary if she found it, but she stood on the threshold of Helen's bedroom burning to make that one 
significant step that would lead to a second and a third, and before she knew it she would be in that 
world, that secret universe that Helen ruled over. God, it was so tempting. There were the 
bookshelves packed tight almost covering the wall from ceiling to floor. Space was left for the 
camera; it was watching Jay now as she peered in through the doorframe. The carpet was covered 
by a colourful rug made of some harsh ropelike material. Shoes and an old jacket lay scattered 
across it. On the table were boxes, small trinket boxes made of decorated cardboard. A loose file 
had some drawings in it, folded up and trying to bulge their way out of the covers. What would 
happen if Jay stepped forward now? Would she vanish, would time slow down? Would the view 
back through the bedroom door change as it had when she found herself staring out of the window 
on the night she nearly had a flying lesson?

What were those books? There was no harm looking, so long as she didn't touch. The thought of 
moving one book and bringing the whole lot down off the wall  was a plausible scenario in this 
ramshackle apartment. Jay made the move, carefully, her breath sharpening as she put one foot in 
front of the other. Nothing happened so she continued, careful not to move anything on the floor. 

The books were a mixed collection of hardbacks and paperbacks, large format art books and 
softback photography books. There were journals and thick magazines. The language was Czech 
and German, but some of the authors were familiar names: Kundera's books were stacked together 
as were Kafka's. Janacek's name appeared. Other composers included Beethoven, Mahler and 
Brahms. Helen had never said she liked classical music; perhaps it was a relief from several weeks 
listening to Rancid Carrion. Philosophy appeared a lot, Wittgenstein and Kant, Descartes and 
Derrida, names Jay thought suitable for a person like Helen whose life and existence would have 
taxed the most deep thinking minds. They would have had a field day discussing Helen. Some of 
the books looked old and worn as if rescued from an attic sale or house clearance; books without 
dust jackets or sleeves. Many of these had Latin titles. (Helen didn't read Latin, surely!) One book 
had Greek lettering; Jay was sweating to remove it from the shelf to see if it was all in Greek. 
Maybe Helen collected rare books, didn't read them just bought them for their intrinsic value.

One book, a slim flimsy thing had a tiny line of lettering running down its spine. Venus of 
Laussel. It was squeezed next to a similar stapled document, thicker in width and with slightly more
presence about it. The title was in English. Jay curved her neck and felt the blood rush out of her 
head when she recognised the title. The room moved and time may well have stopped in that instant
when the author's name revealed itself: Amanda Lea Harley. The book was 'Masks and Marionettes.'
No hesitation, Jay fingered it and pulled at the top of its spine until it folded forward and revealed 
itself. Masks and Marionettes. The cover was plain white, like an unread manuscript. Jay leafed 
through the pages covered in double spaced lettering with hardly any breaks to allow relief or the 
occasional illustration. 

Flicking back to the opening pages there was an introduction and a list of stories. In order the 
short stories were: The Tower; Queen Consort; Before the Devil Dances; The Fake Messiah; and 
The Excitement of Solitude. Five short stories, gathered from across Europe. Jay remembered Mary 
Ann Dale's introduction in York. Harley was collecting folk tales that she believed contained a 
common link, a universal thread running through every story and myth told and performed through 
the ages. The silence in the apartment was ideal for reading and listening for anyone coming back. 
The detonation of the front door crashing open would give Jay enough time to put the book back 
and get to the bedroom door. Time, that is, if Helen came through the door and not the window like 



some kind of female Nosferatu. A good memory didn't come into it. Helen recalled the details of the
stories in York because she had heard them all before. Here, possibly, was the source of her 
inspiration, the root of her tree of knowledge.

The Tower, according to Harley's introduction, was the story of two groups of people racing to 
reach their god. One particular translator was ready to climb to the top of the tower when it was 
complete and converse directly with the Almighty, but the people realised that when he got up there 
it would become apparent how stupid they were in comparison to God. He would try to convince 
him otherwise, but God would see through that. Then the people began to grow paranoid. As the 
race to build the tower continued they started to wonder if the translator would pass on God's 
message accurately. What if he made it all up? Said his own thing just to impress his people? What 
if the translator lied and betrayed the ones who he was supposed to represent? Amongst themselves 
they hatched a plan. When the tower was complete they would build into the top a separate room 
just for the translator and then when he moved in they would seal it from the outside. The race 
would be won, there would be no risk of false translations and the winners would have defeated 
both God and their mortal rivals. Only the translator would have no idea what the plan was. 

Towers and translators. There were hints of the Tower of Babel Biblical story, but from 
unravelling Queen Consort and Fake Messiah Jay knew there was a contemporary element within 
these tales. Prague had hundreds of towers, church spires, bridge towers, a tv tower. There had been 
Hussites and Catholics, communists and fascists during the war, communists and liberals after the 
war. Now there were right wingers and mafia, locals and tourists. The opposites were endless. 

Jay was already overfamiliar with the next two stories. Queen Consort and The Fake Messiah 
were almost word for word accurate as she had heard them. She wanted to find out the ending for 
the Fake Messiah, but time was pushing on and someone could be back at any minute. Better to 
check out the other two stories and see what lay ahead. Jay believed now that Helen's life was a 
recreation of the various events in these stories. The Contessa Maronite... Jay wasn't sure how the 
others fitted in. What else did Helen do? Photographer, blacksmith, tour guide, commodities dealer. 
Trying to match them to this mixed bag of characters was virtually impossible. Immortal dancer, 
anti-christ, translator, poet, homeless beggar. The last one sounded plausible. 

In the fourth story, Before the Devil Dances, Harley recalled the tale of the devil buying the 
houses from a group of villagers. They inadvertently sold their souls at the same time, but when 
they realised what they had done it was too late. There was no buying back the houses and certainly 
no chance of regaining their souls, which the devil correctly pointed out to them, were beyond 
value. Only he had the sense to realise that. He was off to buy up the next village, but the homeless 
beggar had gone on ahead. Having no house to sell she had escaped the curse, but in the next village
no-one believed her story until the stranger appeared, making offers to everyone he encountered. In 
spite of the warning the villagers still fell for the tempting offer and soon found themselves in the 
same predicament. That, Jay thought, was almost too obvious. Helen was pretending to be that 
homeless beggar, the individual beyond temptation. It was a nice line in modesty, sacrifice and 
hardship supplemented by the income from three part time jobs smithying, photographing and 
guiding. She didn't need to be living in this squat. Helen was probably more than capable of 
affording another flat. Maybe she was capable of buying one of those apartments she often viewed. 

And then there was the last one. The final story in the collection. Jay was still tossing around the 
idea that Helen was richer than she made out. Think about it: she had convinced organised criminals
that she was a dealer herself. How could that be? She was quick, Jay gave her that, but then again 
she wasn't as sharp as the evidence suggested because all her answers were here, in this book of 
short stories that Helen hadn't admitted to owning. She had had the opportunity many times to say 
so, but no, she liked to maintain this pretence this air of mystery. The Prague enigma. The Golem of



the city walls. The introduction to The Excitement of Solitude began in a city where the river ran 
with poisons... The door to the apartment yelled out. It was being forced open. Jay discovered that 
the simplest of tasks was impossible when you were in a  blind panic. She struggled to force a gap 
on the shelf, the same gap where the book had come from. It would only go in half way. She forced 
the adjacent books apart hoping not to rip the shelves off the wall. Pushing and pulling she twisted 
the manuscript back until it was no longer protruding from the line of the other books. She hurried 
back to the bedroom door and saw, down the hallway, the mottled glass about to be wrenched 
forward. Helen clumsily followed, grunting as she managed to make enough space to walk in. "Can 
you manage?" Jay shouted.

"Yes, I'm in now. That's another year off the lifespan of this door." Helen was in  a  business suit 
again. Beggar, eh? Poor homeless girl from Plzen with it's chocolate river. Chocolate river: 
poisoned river! Helen noticed the peculiar expression on Jay's face. "You okay?"

"Yeah. I've not been up long. Vitek went a while ago. He took his flask of soup with him."
"Really. He didn't offer any of it to you, did he?"
"No, why?"
Helen laughed as she took her jacket off. "He told me this morning his car needed new brake fluid

in it."
"Soup." Perhaps Vitek was a projection of Helen's imagination. "I suppose he knows what he's 

doing." Chocolate rivers were on her mind right now. Jay would sell her soul for another ten 
minutes alone to read that final story. Helen had hinted at it back in York, but there was more to it. 
Was it biographical? God forbid, was it autobiographical. 

"Are you sure you're okay?" Helen asked again as she passed Jay to go into her bedroom. 
"No, I'm fine. I should have had more coffee this morning." Was Helen Amanda Lea Harley?
"How many coffees have you had?" Helen asked as she stared at her books.
Jay was nervous answering. She could see the manuscript; it was replaced without any obvious 

sign of removal, but Helen's acute sense for detail was now being tested.
"I've not had one at all yet. That's probably why I look like death warmed up."
Helen didn't answer. The pause was horrible, a sickening finality enveloped Jay as the books lined

up to reveal who had been shifting them around. Helen was inspecting the room as if it were the 
scene of a crime. Jay was the only evidence. "I'll make you a coffee. Vitek has no sense of 
hospitality"



21 CONFLUENCE

To every action there is an equal opposite reaction. Jay was feeling it now. She sat on the hard edge 
of the river, a high wall above the water, and stared at her list of Prague's alternative businessmen. 
She felt like a child. Swinging her legs, more out of boredom than pleasure, the list was her 
connection to some unforeseen future event. An unveiling, or exposure; an event which should, 
under normal circumstance, be a cause for celebration. The morning air was cool, more bearable 
than it had been for many days. When the Derringer Enquiry was complete and she saw the reaction
to her evidence and findings, there was a muted sense of elation, a controlled excitement. Where 
was that feeling now? The city had been Jay's home for a few days, almost two weeks if she 
calculated the time exactly, and yet she still felt like an outsider who had just arrived. 

Around her people jogged by, single fathers played with their children watching the boats and the 
traffic on the opposite bank. Everything was moving like a socialised clockwork mechanism. It was 
what you might call normality. Everyone here was normal, fathers and children, students and 
workers, cleaners and typists, advisors and couriers, artists and charlatans. They were all here, 
running past or driving past, standing still or hurrying this way, that way. The ornate stonework and 
Baroque architecture was simply a background. The pastel coloured boats and fading derelict 
wooden shacks mere ornamentation. The sky was one of those powdery hazes that suggested an 
approaching furnace later on in the day. 

All this normality and yet Jay was staring at a list of criminals, she had the memory of five short 
stories controlling an unusual woman's day to day life, a dead Prime Minister and three files 
recording three peoples' life details. Where was that line between the reality of the solid world she 
could see all around her and the bizarre events she had experienced for the last eighteen months.  
Eighteen months; it had gone on that long. Thoughts of time passing always generated some 
memory of Jonathan, but now he was standing at the beginning of some kind of evolutionary path. 
Jonathan, the paper man, had evolved into Nat, the finely carved wooden man. Now there was Pavel
Bruck. The steel monster, a man so unlike anything she had ever come across before she wanted to 
track him down and imprison him. He was a criminal, a rich criminal, probably terrifyingly vicious, 
unpredictable and just what she wanted after all the stuff and gunge she had put up with before. He 
would have answers aswell. 

On Parizka the trees were filling the street, their crowns billowing across the carriageway creating
a green canopy with dappled light falling across the wide pavement. Pavel's yellow Alfa Romeo 
wasn't parked there, but Jay continued to the apartment entrance she had seen him approach. There 
were intercoms, but no names, only numbers. She tried them all asking for Pavel Bruck every time a
voice crackled into the street. Fourth time lucky she got a reply. 

"It's Jay Marshall. I met you briefly when I was here to see Mr Kovarovic."
"Jay Marshall. You are a friend of Helen Siebert?"
"Helen, yes that's right." Helen was a great passport, a calling card accepted anywhere. The door 

clicked open but not before an unusually long pause. Jay thought Pavel was maybe on his way 
downstairs, but instead: click, and there it was. The entrance to yet another world. 

Pavel was waiting at the top of a flight of steps that looked like they had been transplanted from a 
high class London hotel. Scrolling banisters snaked there way towards Pavel's left hand. Every 
detail of the stairwell was wider, thicker, more ornate and finely painted than anything she had seen 
so far. Prussian was the word that came to  mind. An ostentatious setting suggesting a different time,
a different empire. Pavel Bruck was the powerbroker. Standing there at the top of the stairs wearing 
only a pair of dark baggy trousers. His body was a landscape of toned muscle and finely tanned 
skin. The time was ten minutes past nine in the morning and his black hair had that recently 



showered teased quality. As Jay drew near to him she could smell the sweet aroma of soap and the 
background scent of polished wood. If he were her lover she could kiss him where he stood. Instead
he stepped aside and let her find her own way towards the only open door in sight.

"I wanted to see you again," she said. The door closed behind her.
"Interesting. Why's that?"
Jay stayed where she was, just inside the short passageway, hoping to force him to brush past as 

he led her to some hidden lounge. He came by, but there was no contact. "I didn't get any joy from 
Mr Kovarovic, so I decided you might be a better bet,"

"A risk. A chance." He recited the words as he stepped away. The lounge was the first door. The 
room was vast, high ceilinged, with a terracotta coloured floor and minimal furniture made 
comfortable by the attentions of potted plants with great fawning leaves. A few nonchalent figures, 
cast in bronze and fired in clay stood guard against wall heaters concealed behind carved wooden 
screens. "You wanted to interrogate me. Fine, I can deal with that. And then you want to buy an 
apartment for one thousand krowns." He invited Jay to sit down, but remained standing himself. 
The messages were mixed. Some kind of welcome was there somewhere, amongst his curvacious 
accent and smoked voice. Hands in pockets he rocked slightly on his heels. "I spoke with Kovarovic
after you had left. He was a bit pissed off with you, and Helen, for wasting his time."

"Does Helen waste his time a lot?"
"I don't know." He frowned. There was no suggestion that he found Helen strange.
"How long have you known Helen?"
He had to think about it. "Feels like a lifetime. Longer than you have. Is she in trouble?"
"I don't think so." Jay sat back on a cream leather settee. It almost ate her alive. "I met her in 

Britain earlier this year, so you can imagine she was an obvious point of contact when I came over 
here."

"To do what?" The light from the window behind Pavel was creating a glowing line around his 
shoulders and arms.

"To look at the new economy. I suppose Kovarovic told you all about me."
Pavel laughed. "Don't flatter yourself, Jay. Kovarovic probably can't remember you ever entered 

his office. You should have left a big deposit for an apartment. He would have remembered you 
then, but you embarrassed him. You work in television, right? Imagine someone came to you and 
said, er, 'hey, Jay Marshall, you're the reporter for big time tv, I have a story about my grass dying 
underneath the tree in my garden.' How would you feel?"

"If he lived near a nuclear power station I might be interested." 
He stepped closer, slowly, keeping his hands where they were and, bending at the waist, spoke 

directly into Jay's face. "You will not last ten days in this city if you don't learn quickly who is who 
and what they do. People like Kovarovic, and me for that matter, don't like having our time wasted."

Jay sat forward and met Pavel almost mouth to mouth. "Neither do I. And I have a reputation for 
castrating bigger men than either of you two. I might be a nobody in Prague, but in Britain I made 
MI5 look rather stupid." Pavel Bruck backed away. There was something about him, some electrical
charge that filled Jay with energy she hadn't released for years. It was surging through her now, 
forcing the man to return to his silhouette form in front of the window. "I have a list of people in 
Prague." Jay decided to throw a punch. "Your name is on it, Pavel. A list of businessmen and their 
hobbies. Have you ever been to Kaliningrad?"

"Yes I have." He folded his arms now, ready for this little woman to start throwing her weight 
around. "It's a beautiful place."

 "So I've heard. The Russians just won't let go of it. You transport women across eastern Europe 
for prostitution rings in the west, don't you?"



"Yes I do."
Had he understood the question? "You admit it?"
"Yes. So what?"
This wasn't the time to lose the plot. Jay overcame her surprise at his frankness and continued. 

"How many do you bring in a month?"
"Varies. Depending on the time of year. In winter when they all  start freezing because of power 

cuts they'll do anything to get into Amsterdam or Munich, London. Even Copenhagen is warmer 
than where they come from."

"And you charge them for transporting them."
"I don't charge them. There's an intermediary or two along the way. I charge the men who round 

them up. Without me they would never get across the borders. Call me an administrator. I organise 
the paperwork."

"What if they decide, the women that is, that they want to go home?"
"They catch the bus. How do I know? Once they're at their destination it's nothing to do with me. 

Listen, if you want to travel here you either get someone to arrange it for you or you approach the 
travel agent. What's the difference?"

"The difference is the travel agent isn't sending me to a Dutch pimp."
"Neither am I. I'm a bridge. That's all. I get people across borders and barriers. Where they come 

from, what they end up doing is their own business."
"Do you arrange for anything else to be taken across borders and barriers?"
"Now you're being naive. I am not going to stand here and discuss the ethics of my business."
"Who mentioned ethics? I'm simply curious."
"Yes, you're a curiosity, that is true. But don't lecture me on the rights and wrongs of trade. When 

the WTO had their summit here thousands of anti-capitalists from all over the world came here to 
protest. How did they do that? How do you think they got here without flying on the multinational 
airlines, driving their multinational Volkswagens, wearing their multinational Nikes. You dozing 
residents in the West pay these multinationals to abuse you and then get off on some guilt trip by 
travelling to Nice or Seattle and causing havoc."

"What has any of that got to do with human trafficking?"
"Where were your rioting students when we were being murdered by Stalin and Kruschev? Where

were your idealists when Brezhnev sent his Soviet tanks to crush us? In 68 you were all fucking 
communists yourself. In the 1980s your own prime minister was screwing your trade unions to the 
floor and licking the boots of Solidarity in Gdansk. The short answer to your question about morals,
Jay Marshall, is that you use morals to suit you. They shift and change like catwalk fashions. I do 
what I do, and if you have a problem with that, go fuck yourself. Run home to your credit cards and 
your higher purchased white goods. If you had no access to credit you'd be living like everyone else
in this part of Europe; below the poverty line." He leaned back against the window sill and checked 
the street behind him. 

What Jay admired, was not just his physical presence being smiled on by an intensifying morning 
sunshine, but his absolute honesty in the face of accusation. Put him in a Whitehall side room and 
he'd be umming and aghing, quoting government spend in real terms and political inheritences from
the last administration. Pavel's gory business was ugly to imagine, but it was there and he made no 
attempt to hide it. Turn away if you want to, he was saying, but don't deny its existence. And if he 
didn't do it someone else would.

"I suppose you're being sentimental," Jay answered eventually. "Playing the old 'we were 
oppressed for years' bullshit. Wasn't it terrible what the communists did to us and now we're just 
trying to earn a living."



"You don't give up, do you?" There was no malice in him. He glided away from the window and 
sat alongside Jay, stretching his arm across the back of the settee. "I bet your mother is a strong 
minded woman."

"Yes, she is. She taught me not to be afraid of anyone." 
Pavel raised his hands in front of his face. "Don't be afraid of me. I don't go round kneecapping or

ordering people to be shot. You might disagree with my business but I don't maim people."
"I didn't say you did. But I bet you would if you had to." He wasn't answering that. His arm was 

back on the settee, a little closer to Jay's shoulders this time.
"You know the only thing that has changed since communism collapsed?" He asked.
"Tell me."
"People are free to talk now. Everything else is just the same as it always was. You think we 

couldn't leave the country. Of course we could go anywhere we wanted, but we had to say where we
were going and why. People wouldn't do that, because it led to other questions and answers. So, you
keep your mouth shut and you end up going nowhere. You wanted to buy and sell things, you 
couldn't because you couldn't say what you wanted, so no-one knew what was needed. Now we can 
talk. There are people saying I want to live in the west, I want a bigger television. In the past a few 
words became an interrogation, so people stayed quiet."

"And what are you?" (Jay knew where her question was coming from.) "Some kind of 
translator?"

He had an astonishing smile. Not quite boyish, but playful, as if his nervous system was being 
gently tickled. "Maybe. How's my English?"

"Exquisite."
"Exquisite. How very genteel!"
"Are you going to offer me a drink or what?"
"I think you should beg for one."
"I don't beg for anything, Pavel Bruck."
He started to move. "Good. Because I wouldn't share a drink with a woman who did."

-

What a contrast. There you are, those contrasts again. Tower builders and racing communities. Jay 
knew now who the translator could be. If she could match the people to the god she'd be in, solving 
the riddles without the need for Helen and her peculiar interpretation of life. Jay had left Pavel 
Bruck's apartment shortly after eleven. They had showered together and she left feeling cleansed. 
The white walls of her own understated apartment matched her mood, bright and spacious. The 
muffled noise of the narrow streets around Kampa Island were invited to join her through open 
windows. This apartment, like everything else in Prague being rebuilt, refurbished, repainted, 
reborn, was the result of money from people like Pavel Bruck. Sure, the government had money, the
EU had the promise of even more money, but the shifting currencies and new investments weren't 
coming from the generous purses of the multinationals, but the distorted altruism of human 
traffickers, drug dealers, crime lords, all secreting their money back into real estate, venture capital 
and donations to the arts. Charity begins and ends at home, Jay thought as her gaze wandered across
the spired and towered skyline visible above the tangled orange rooftops outside.

The doorbell rang. Someone was calling on her now. As Vitek had said, she was at that level, that 
height of inspiration and respect. Admired or feared. What was this caller's reason. It was Helen. 
"Hi. Surprise."

"Helen. Come in, come in. Not working today?"



"This afternoon. There's no cloud at all today so I thought I would take some low angle shots of 
the city. You know looking right up, exaggerating height and the scale of the architecture, 
overexposed to bring out the flatness of the background sky."

"Sounds good. You have something there for me." Helen was carrying the drawings that Jay had 
spotted in a cardboard file in Helen's bedroom.

"I thought you might be interested to see these. Where can I unfold them?" She followed Jay into 
the living room where the floor was open to A1 drawings. Helen's skin was the same colour as 
Pavel's. "After identifying Michael Peel's voice on the tape I guessed you'd be surprised to see a 
connection to him right here in the city." The first drawing unfolded and Jay immediately saw the 
name Wien Commerzbank in the title block of an architect's drawing of a large arena.

"Where's this?"
"The Strahov," Helen said pointing behind her. "Up at the top of the hill. The Strahov stadium. 

Have you seen that?"
"No."
"It's big. Believe me, it's very big. You could fit a small republic inside it. And now someone is 

building a new parliament there."
"Inside the stadium?" The lines of a large square arena were easy to read. As Jay orientated 

herself north Helen placed a second drawing over the top of the first one and where the rectangle of 
the stadium had stood there was now a large enclosing building sat around a courtyard. To the front 
was a ceremonial square. "You already have a parliament building."

"Not like this one. See, Wien Commerzbank again. They are one of the funding agents. Look at 
this drawing." Helen bypassed the elevations and went straight to the cornice detail with the 
triumphal march and crushed bodies beneath a returning army. "How well do you know European 
history?"

"Not enough to know what's going on here."
Helen pointed at a banner above a central figure. "That banner there belongs to Charles the 

Fourth. He was the Bohemian leader of the Holy Roman Empire. And there," along the bottom of 
the drawing was an inscription in Latin. Helen read along the line with her finger: "The centre of 
Europe shall be the centre of the universe." 

"I wonder where Michael Peel is now." Jay stood up. The day was turning dark again. "Coffee?"
"Yes, please. He must know about this. It must be the reason he's here in Prague. Didn't Nat tell 

you?"
Jay called through from the kitchen. "No mention of why he was here.  All he said was he was on 

business, in the city for a couple of days. The usual ambiguous stuff."
"If you don't get anything out of Michael Peel you might as well go home. This is the closest 

you're going to get to finding out about mafia and what's happening here, not to mention the 
personal files and everything else." Helen was in the kitchen and examining the clean stylish order 
of the room. The light and space must have felt alien to her.

"He'll talk."
"He's already talked, but he was drunk. And when he's sober he tells stories. Maybe you know 

how to get him to say the right things."
"Journalist's trick, Helen." Jay waited for the kettle to switch off. "If they don't say what you want

them to say, paraphrase."
"What's that?"
"Don't quote them. Interpret what they said. If I was doing an article on Peel, following our 

meeting with him, I wouldn't quote him because I didn't tape the conversation. So I'd recall my 
encounter with him and pass my judgement over what was said. Like a commentary. Then he's free 



to reply, if he ever gets to read the article."
"Will he do that? Read the article?"
"Depends. I won't offer this to the Guardian, it's printed over here and he can get hold of it in 

Switzerland. No, I'd offer it to one of the smaller broadsheets, or a Sunday edition." The steam 
fumed and swirled off the two cups of coffee. "I'll smoke him out, Helen. Based on what he said, 
and what we know already, I'll lift the lid on whatever it is he and his far right friends are cooking."

And she did. Step one was a telephone conversation with Nat.
"You're joking," he said.
"No, I'm not joking."
"I won't agree to this, Jay." Nat's voice was all startled confusion, thinking on the hop. "Firstly, it 

undermines any television programme that we make from all this. Secondly, it puts Michael Peel in 
a very dangerous situation. Do you realise what you're suggesting."

"I know exactly what I'm suggesting, and I also notice which order your concerns are placed in."
"Jay, I haven't paid production costs for you to go to Prague and continue your old investigation 

into the prime minister's death."
"It's all connected, Nat. Michael Peel's mother has friends in the far right, Michael Peel works for 

the bank that finances them, that bank is helping to build some kind of parliament here in Prague 
that the Czechs know nothing about."

"So you said. And how did you come by these drawings?"
"I have my sources."
"You mean Helen Siebert."
A reluctance to say yes made Jay realise that she didn't trust Nat anymore. And Helen was now in 

danger. That wasn't what Jay had wanted. Fair enough Helen had walked into this situation herself 
by visiting apartments, mixing with the crimelords, but Michael Peel and that side of things was far 
right business, nothing to do with Helen. This was where the firewall had to be established. Jay felt 
an acute responsibility to keep Helen out of this. "If you must know, I met a man who is one of the 
leading traffickers of goods and people into western Europe. He's my source now. Helen doesn't 
know about this."

Nat sounded convinced. "I still won't agree to an article about Michael Peel. He's an old friend, 
I'm a friend of the family. Any legal action will shut me down before I've even had a chance to 
establish this company."

"So you're gagging me?"
"An unfortunate expression, Jay, but yes. I'm forbidding you from disclosing any material that 

you've come across whilst being commissioned by this company. Keep this information to yourself 
and the programme will be the expose. That's what you're being paid to do."

It was time to make a choice. Jay had a ruthless streak running through her. It hadn't been there 
long, about six hours perhaps, but if she had followed orders two years ago the Derringer Inquiry 
would have been recommending more sandwiches in the House of Commons tea room and better 
paid overtime for Special Branch. Jay worked best when nobody knew what she was doing. That 
was the old Jay, the Jay she aspired to be again. Nat's words were still resonating when she agreed 
to his request. 

"It's better this way," Nat said. "Think of all the investigative journalism that has made people 
think. What would the impact have been if the information had leaked out a little bit at a time?"

-



Jay locked herself away for twenty four hours and then e-mailed a text file to Reuters. Within forty 
eight hours there was bedlam throughout western Europe. In Britain the main article was run by the 
Independent, with a banner headline across the top of the front page. On the cover of the Review 
section was a library picture of Michael Peel,  a grainy old photograph of Rudolph Hess and a 
funeral pyre of dead cows.

ACCORDING TO THIS MAN RUDOLPH HESS LIVED IN AN APARTMENT ACROSS THE 
STREET FROM A MERCEDES DEALERSHIP IN MONTEVIDEO. HE ALSO SAYS THAT A FAR 
RIGHT COALITION IS READY TO RUN EUROPE FROM A NEW PARLIAMENT BUILDING IN 
PRAGUE. HOW DOES HE KNOW? AUTHOR OF CIRCLE OF SEVEN, AMANDA LEA HARLEY, 
EMERGES FROM HIDING AND SAYS SHE'S FOUND THE ANSWERS.

Michael Peel doesn't come across as your average bank clerk. Somehow, cashing up at the end of
the day is not something you'd expect this short, paunchy, public school educated man to be doing. 
But he does and the figures passing through his hands are phenomenal. They have to be if Wien 
Commerzbank is to finance the latest building project in Prague. Since 1989 when the Velvet 
Revolution swept away the last cobwebs of a derelict communist regime, far right groups spread 
across Europe have been cultivating a network of organised crime, with the intention of boosting 
the economies of former communist states like Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Bulgaria, 
even the Baltic countries.

Now, as the Big Bang is proposed for the European Union, with ten new members waiting to 
integrate at the same time, the legacy of post-war Nazism is ready to move. Michael Peel can see it 
happening every day. He watches millions of dollars pass through the accounts of various ultra-
nationalist figures from as far afield as Britain, Denmark, Germany, Italy and Sweden. The money 
is going into a gigantic pot ready to be overturned when the EU expands to such a size that the 
political will to hold it together exhausts itself. Then, according to Peel, there will be a natural 
opposition ready to take over.

What is surprising is the fact that Peel himself doesn't relish this prospect. His own mother, Lady 
Alison Peel, is one of those with connections to far right groups in Europe. She was one of the few 
rare individuals allowed to visit Rudolph Hess in Spandau jail in 1976. The man she met was not 
Hess, but then that secret was shattered long before Michael Peel illuminated this dark area of 
European activity. Lady Alison was born into a family living with the embarrassment of having 
been accused of appeasement and collaboration. Lady Alison's own mother, Stephanie, had spent a 
lifetime trying to clear her father's name: Cecil Banner. She failed, but her daughter continued, but 
with a much different agenda.

Indeed, she went further than that. Lady Alison Peel helped to establish the hidden groupings and
finance houses of Europe culminating in the establishment of Wien Commerzbank, specifically set 
up to fund far right administration and activity. It was she who had her son positioned within the 
bank, monitoring the day to day movement of money to and from South America. Now that money is
being supplemented by the earnings of mafia business in Eastern Europe. When the time comes, 
Peel has said, probably echoing the sentiments of his mother and her colleagues, the criminals will 
be eradicated, removed from the equation. Rejected.

That word is one that will recur over and over again, as it plays a fundamental role in another 
area of this extraordinary programme. For years, since the first rumbles of the cold war, every 
citizen of western Europe has been watched and their actions recorded. The result of this has been 
the accumulation of millions of personal files storing data on everyone born in Britain and other 
EU member states. When all that paper became too much to store it was burned, after the 



information had been transferred to computer. Now details of any individual can be accessed and 
assessed in order to determine where you will fit in to this new European superstate. Will you be 
accepted or rejected. Your file will say.

And before you go away and start trying to remember where you've heard this conspiracy theory 
before let me remind you. BSE resulted in the destruction of millions of cattle, and foot and mouth 
disease became another excuse to do a bit of midnight burning of all that incriminating rubbish. 
The Prime Minister knew about it, and that is why he was killed. Had the Freedom of Information 
Bill had its way all this would have become public knowledge, and the greatest exponent of that Bill
just happened to die of natural causes. 

But a small significant clue came to light in February earlier this year. When Lady Alison Peel's 
home in Yorkshire, Basholt House, caught fire her estate manager, Adrian Taylor, was found dead 
with her own personal file, and that of her second husband Sir Robin Conran, former Permanent 
Secretary to the Treasury. Somewhere along the line, the order had been given to kill the PM, and 
an ex-GCHQ worker who was also a farmhand at Basholt House was given the difficult task of 
taking the fall for it. Philip Hunter, however, got carried away with the role he had to play and said 
too much. It was his evidence to the investigative journalist Jay Marshall that led to Adrian Taylor 
stealing the personal files of his employers and making them public.

When Marshall was interviewed about her failure to find evidence of a plot to kill the Prime 
Minister she revealed that all the suspects in the aftermath of the murder were playing some kind of 
disinformation game, probably financed by the Peel family. It now seems likely that the financiers 
were Wien Commerzbank. 

Their work continues, building a new Parliament in Prague. A plan that has already cost the life 
of one architect working on the scheme. Jan Meier was found murdered in the Troja district of the 
city shortly after plans for the construction went missing. Central to the ambition is the 
reinstatement of the Holy Roman Empire, symbolised here by the figure of Charles IV. Where the 
Sokol movement built their Strahov stadium for displays of the citizens' health a new symbol of 
human superiority will be established. But what will antagonise more people than the thought of far
right control and nationalistic dominance is the fact that eastern Europe has been chosen as the 
centre for this new seat of power, a region populated by peoples who might not survive the intended 
cull. And a cull is what is planned because that is the meaning of the words 'accept' or 'reject' 
printed at the end of the old paper files stored for years on military bases. It seems if your face fits 
you're in, if not you'll be cast back into that neverland of survival on the outside. 

Michael Peel knows that, that's why he's so opposed to the idea; why he's decided to speak up 
now. However, as a footnote to this revelation, there is another dimension to this tale of hidden 
power. In Prague there has been a rumour circulating for a while now. It has gripped the 
imagination of everyone who has business dealings with this city. There is a belief that someone or 
something is here already preparing to bring an end to the sorry and shady goings on involving 
drugs and prostitution, arms sales and illegal trade. That power isn't coming from one end of the 
political spectrum, but off the scale. It's a preoccupation taxing the sanity of anyone who has to 
conduct business in darkened rooms or secluded places. Things aren't what they seem. Two rivers 
are meeting in this city: one is the Vltava the other is the Styx.

Hark, hark, the dogs do bark. Beggars are coming to town. Jay patrolled the streets around the 
Hilton Hotel for about ten minutes before she saw the Skoda that Helen was using. It was a white 
Skoda, parked illegaly in a line of other red, blue, yellow, cack and mud coloured Skodas, all 
competing to be the most ramshackle heap in the area. Unwittingly parked amongst the rubbish 
were shining Fords, Volkswagens and the occasional Mercedes. Jay had seen them before, these 



cars, this alternative Motor Show. The mixture was a city palette repeated throughout the districts 
from the airport to the centre. Skodas, old ones. The new ones had been manufactured and sold in 
Western Europe. 

Jay noticed Helen's face through an open window. She was wearing wrap around shades and 
blended nicely with the darkness of the interior. When Jay eventually sat alongside her in the 
passenger's seat she noticed the Czech woman's expression and colour of face. "That was a nice 
move of yours," Helen said sternly. 

"What do you mean?"
"Amanda Lea Harley. Where did that idea come from? Using her name to write your article."
"It's an excellent idea. Nat said he'd isolate me if I published that article, the shit it's going to 

cause will lead people straight to my apartment door on Kampa Island, and let's face it, Helen, 
Amanda Lea Harley doesn't exist."

Helen ripped her sunglasses off. "You stupid woman!" She left those words alone to be 
considered. There was real venom spat out with them, a toxin that momentarily stunned Jay as she 
felt the rising heat building up inside the car.

Jay flustered for an answer. "I don't see that. Does she exist or doesn't she exist. There are 
rumours and stories, but no-one has ever seen her, no-one knows her to talk to and yet people still 
talk about her stories as if she were a real living person."

"She is a real living person. Who do you think she is? Some kind of female Comte de Saint 
Germain?"

"Who?"
"Don't bother. Amanda Lea Harley; everyone uses the name when they want to hide. It's so 

original it's getting boring. This morning it was as if the pavements were live with electricity." 
Helen replaced her sunglasses. "Everyone's talking about that article. You sent it to an international 
news agency, didn't you?"

"Reuters."
"I thought you wanted to avoid people seeing it here."
"I had a last minute change of heart." Jay was now slipping out of her initial stunned state and 

into surveillance mode. She had agreed to meet Helen here and watch for Michael Peel emerging 
from the Hilton. Helen had given no early warning that she was in this mood and Jay couldn't 
understand the concern. Helen had no connection to the semi-real persona known as Amanda Lea 
Harley; collector of short stories, writer of trashy novels, author of her own death. Helen had that 
book, that collection of European folk tales, but there the connection ended. Jay had books by Julian
Barnes but she didn't count him amongst her circle of friends. Circle of friends. "If I could have 
anything now, it would be the power to make right angles compulsory."

"Pardon?" Helen stared at Jay and missed a development in the car park of the Hilton. Michael 
Peel had appeared, dressed in a shirt and tie -his lower half was concealed by parked cars- 
accompanied by two men and a woman, all of them dressed for official business. Their appearances 
were smart, sharp, self-confident and somehow other worldy. They wore the same style of shades as
Helen, forcing Jay to conclude that Helen's sunglasses must have been counterfeit. When the four 
distant characters were inside their car, a dark blue Lexus, it was time to roll. The plan was to 
borrow Vitek's Skoda, wait for Peel to emerge and then follow him, see what the reaction was to his 
exposure, his little bit of co-operation. 

The route stopped and started, turning lefts and rights until the city edge was reached. Helen was 
quiet for a while, concentrating on keeping out of sight whilst maintaining contact; not an easy task 
dodging trams, traffic lights and pedestrians who just didn't understand the need to keep off the 
highway. Sure, electrified pavements had them all flickering and jumping like laboratory rats. The 



city was twitching this morning, no doubt about it. "Where do you think they're heading?" Jay 
asked.

"It's too early to say yet. We're heading north so I don't think they're taking him back to Vienna."
"Is this the way to the airport?" The scenery was different. Scattered houses on suburban hillsides 

were flashing past. Small hotels and hostels were lurking for those tourists duped into booking 
rooms in 'quiet residential areas'. The railway sidings spread out alongside second hand car dealers 
and other minor engineering wonders. The suburbs thinned out, grew less invasive, and soon the 
northern satellite communist towns were distant concrete features on a flat horizon. The road 
narrowed, ran parallel to drainage ditches and green fields running joyously to meet the passing  
traffic. 

Helen sat back and left one hand to control the steering. "Vitek thinks you're crazy."
"I take it he's read the article."
"Jay everyone in Prague has read the article. They're the people who are not going to survive the 

intended cull, remember. What do you think that does to them? Reading that. There is a Jewish 
population in this city. How do you think they feel?"

"If they believe it then that's their problem. The article wasn't meant to be taken seriously. It was 
intended as a device to get Michael Peel moving. And then we see where and who with."

"So, where's your camera? What do you do when you catch up with him? What's your next step?"
"I haven't decided yet."
"I think you have. I think you figured I'll be there to provide the answer."
Strange that. Helen was more than eager to get involved in York. Back then it was all a game a 

foreign expedition, but now this was in her own backyard, the devil was in the city. Jay wished she 
had brought some sunglasses herself. The sun and the insistent coincidence of phrase was giving her
a headache. She had identified with General Leisha, the big bad anti-christ in the red jumpsuit, and 
now she was here accidently realising the narrative of an old folk tale, and not just causing havoc 
with the citizens but sitting alongside that homeless beggar with no house to sell, no soul to lose. 
This could be the way things were to pan out. Jay would enact these stories without her being aware
of it until she was too far gone. She wanted Helen to turn the car around and call the whole thing 
off, but that was impossible. Using the alter ego she had started a rumour. Started a rumour without 
thinking how quickly it might spread.

"Okay," Helen muttered, the first English word to be used amongst a long spell of Czech ranting 
and raving at nothing in particular. "That was a sign for Melnik. My guess is they're heading for the 
Elbe. The river meets the Vltava at Melnik and carries on towards Germany. It's a good way of 
getting out of the country."

"Is that your intuitive guess?"
"I suppose so." Helen had kept the Skoda about a quarter of a mile behind the Lexus, but a 

straight road and few junctions had allowed an easy chase without being seen. Melnik was suddenly
there. A relatively clean ordinary looking town with roadside shops and apartments. The Lexus was 
allowed to vanish as Helen turned off the main road and negotiated the sidestreets of a quiet 
neighbourhood. The houses were well kept with tidy gardens and painted name signs over wooden 
gates. There was the sense of a maritime atmosphere, a spacious sky visible everywhere and 
powdery street dust instead of the usual diesel mixed slime coating the roads on the outskirts of 
Prague. Helen parked the Skoda in a  street that ran between the back gardens of the houses. To her 
left the land dropped precipitously towards the river and a lunar landscape spread outwards for an 
extraordinary distance. Somewhere out there Western Europe was looking back. Jay wasn't sure 
which bit, but it was there, you could tell. Something about that horizon said civilisation to her; 
economic stability, social justice. The separation, inhumanly spacious, was real and metaphorical.



Up the lane, past the garages, by the church, Helen strode off, stopping eventually to allow Jay to 
catch her breath. They were at a panoramic lookout point between a small church and the soaring 
walls of a castle. Helen ignored the castle, but Jay was transfixed. "Where is this?"

"Melnik. Look there they are." Helen leant against the rail and allowed the ferocious warm breeze
blow her hair away from her round face. A sinuous line of tracks followed the steep contours of the 
hill at the foot of an exposed terraced vineyard. The confluence of the Elbe and Vltava was a 
magnificent vision, a tremendous mark on such a flat eery landscape. The dark blue dot of the 
Lexus trundled over the rough track towards a bridge and beyond that a mooring post securing a 
large motor yacht. The figures left the car and went aboard the boat. Then the car drove off, 
continuing along the track and turning right to head back up the hill way past the northern side of 
the town.

"Now what?" Helen saw a conclusion to the chase. The pursued were about to sail away, as 
simple as that, into oblivion. "Do we swim after them?"

Jay didn't answer. The best she could do was figure out how the vineyard workers collected the 
grapes form the vines on such a steep hillside. The boat was soon moving away form the mooring 
post and beginning a slow, charmed sail north towards a place where all the answers were kept 
hidden. 

"If you are really intent on catching them, we could get back to the main road and maybe 
intercept them further downstream."

"No. What's the point?" Jay turned to face the road, visible between the church and the castle 
wall. On the other side was a charming cafe, it looked like an English pub, set out with parasols and
timber benches. After all this, was it feasible that she could go home now and regain a normal life in
journalism? You must be joking. Facing this way was more comfortable, out of the wind, out of the 
brilliance of a sunshine allowed to wander where it pleased, unobstructed by undulating landscape 
features, trees, canyons, holes in the ground that open up and swallow people.

She heard a muffled bang and turned to see the boat transforming into a black mushroom cloud 
with a firy stump. A second blast fired a shower of ripped panels and large particles of debris as 
high as the hillside. What was left blazed on the surface of the water, an unrecognisable tangle of 
blackened and burning metal hull. It wavered pathetically before sinking, leaving a nasty blossom 
of water discolouring fuel on the surface of the river.

After several minutes, the hillside seemed to be teaming with people who had appeared from 
nowhere. So many trees confused the scene and many of the onlookers turned out to be bushes 
which hadn't been seen before now. A small group ran down the hillside, more were running along 
the road next to the river. All they could do was stop and point, scanning the water to see if anything
was visible below the surface. The cloud was already beginning to dilute as it rose upwards. Jay 
watched it before the angry disc of the sun appeared and the grey canopy of the cloud became too 
bright to look at.

"Is that the answer you were looking for?" asked Helen eventually. She hadn't moved throughout 
the spectacle, simply stayed leaning against the rail as if the explosion was a regular occurence 
played out for the tourists.

"Let's go back to Prague, Helen. It's time to reassess what in god's name is going on."
"You're not writing about it anymore, Jay." Helen began walking back towards the car. "You're 

part of it. In fact, you're becoming the cause of it."



22 HIDDEN HAND

The streets around Kampa Island were quiet. The outside world was one of apparent peace, an 
illusion. Everywhere in Prague what appeared quiet and empty was actually a facade, a screen 
drawn across a drama. There was no such thing as peace in Prague, never had been. Never would 
be. The living and the dead approached you from all sides, and then there were those things in 
between, outwardly projected and inwardly experienced. The whole city was built of auto-
suggestion against a setting that refused to change form as time rolled passively overhead. Jay 
cowered in the corner of her bedroom. She waited for something to tap at the window, emerge from 
a closet, ooze under the door. If she stepped outside she would be at the mercy of whatever was 
roaming the hillside steps and passageways. The taxis were driven by mafia lackeys, the railway 
station was across the dimly lit Charles Bridge, Helen was a tram ride away, Pavel Bruck a suspect. 
Jay's world was imploding.

In the grainy darkness her mind was free to wander to a safer place, her childhood. A world where
her mother would take her everywhere. When Jay was seven years old she had been taken to a 
secret location for her birthday. The place was eventually revealed to be a riding school and she had 
her first lesson on horseback. The experience hooked Jay into the world of horses and she rode 
every week for years. Then the inevitable happened. Quite unexpectedly a new horse she hadn't 
ridden before decided to run amok, bucking at the merest whisper of noise. Jay was trapped as the 
maniac charged blindly round the indoor arena. Eventually the instructor caught the horse and Jay 
dismounted. It was two years before she ever rode a horse again. 

The problem she had then was the same she was feeling now; the desire to get back to normal as 
soon as possible after the trauma. The longer Jay stayed away from horses the harder it became to 
find the courage to ride again. She knew now that if she didn't make the effort to leave her 
apartment she would die there, probably remain there for months until Nat raised the alarm that his 
researcher was missing. Jay's bones would be added to Prague's bestiary of oddities. The courage 
was slow in coming. It built up, fuelled by cup after cup of strong coffee until there was none left. 
The following morning, in strong sunlight and a heat so overwhelming it evaporated fear Jay 
walked free.

She headed downstream far enough to avoid Charles Bridge and crossed the river towards the 
Rudolfinum. Angels standing at the tops of high columns watched her from the ends of the bridge. 
Informers or guardians she wasn't sure. A solitary figure stood at the top of the steps to the 
Rudolfinum. He was isolated, alone, staring out across the river to the wooded hillside. Jay 
wondered what the interest was, but she could see nothing other than the morose Metronome ticking
its slow rhythm. Jay's route was a circuitous walk towards the Old Town Square and her task was to 
find someone, maybe one of the flamboyant costumed promoters, handing out Circus Inferno 
leaflets. The dark chasms of huge solid apartment blocks suddenly stood aside for the brilliant white
walled church on the corner of the square. Jay's orientation was suddenly revealed as she saw 
Parizka, with it's gorgeous friendly trees, away to her left. The square was busy, full of movement, 
in spite of the heat. People who were sitting down crowded round the central statue and filled the 
tables outside cafes and bars. The ornate fairtytale church, Our Lady Before Tyn, Helen had 
informed her, was afire with sunlight and the delicate baubles on its spires sparkled like fresh drops 
of dew.  

The difficulty with all this elevated interest was trying to keep attention on the promoters standing
at ground level. But they were there, courtiers and medieval servants, jesters and clowns. Jay 
examined their leaflets and flyers, ending up with a handful of advertisements for Don Giovanni, 
Vivaldi, Laterna Magika and various guided tours none of which were Helen's. Jay wondered how 



Helen attracted the business. Was she in partnership with a hotel or a foreign tour company, or was 
she just one of the many opportunists creating their publicity on a day to day business? Jay took 
another leaflet from a young man dressed like an American grunge rocker. Dark baggy shorts and 
black tee-shirt were completed with a back to front baseball cap. He was unshaven and turned away 
as soon as Jay had the leaflet in her hand, but she didn't mind. It was the one she wanted. Circus 
Inferno.

-

Following the dotted line on the map she found a door in a jumbled wall of buildings down a 
sidestreet so narrow she had a job avoiding a cyclist negotiating the rough cobbles between high 
stone kerbs. The entrance to Circus Inferno, if it existed, could only be one of the derelict doorways 
brooding in the base of the sunless corridor. The temperature was several degrees lower than the 
open spaces around the square, and the wider streets leading back towards the river. Ahead of her 
another smaller square with parked cars told Jay she had walked too far. Circus Inferno was half 
way down the street she was on.

This was a rough environment, a tactile chaos; every surface appeared to have been carved in a 
frenzy of unrest. No detail had been left out: window frames, doorways, even the individual blocks 
of the high four, five, six storey buildings had been hammered and chiselled, some of it done 
deliberately, some of it haphazard. The grotesque extremities of decoration resulted in a group of 
figures writhing as if the stone had melted during a long forgotten burst of energy, then solidified in 
an unbreakable embrace. As Jay stood staring, she decided to turn back and try each doorway as she
passed by. Eventually one of the doors relented and she found herself looking into a timber floored 
hallway, dark, musty, a sinuous hole shivering and nervous. The door was were the map indicated. 
On the correct side of the street, half way down. It was open so this must be it. Jay entered.

When she closed the door behind her the light was extinguished as if it had never existed. She 
waited a moment, half expecting the detached voice of Helen to continue the conversation that was 
going on in the tunnel beneath York Minster. Slowly, the hallway began to reappear and Jay moved 
towards distant rooms where she hoped to find Vitek. She wanted to speak to him, to get the opinion
of someone who was as equally baffled by this city as she was. Yet, in spite of his concerns he also 
had a grasp of the reality aswell. The business deals, the characters, who was solid and who was a 
mirage. In here, in this damp faintly alcoholic atmosphere, Jay wondered how Vitek managed to 
control his sanity at all. What was that smell? It reminded her of paint thinners, or a dilute varnish 
remover. She stopped outside a door and peeped through the crack between the frame. There were 
figures inside, sat around a large table piled high with clothes. Behind the figures the windows were
painted black. As Jay's eyes saw through the dark she noticed the windows were covered by timber 
screens painted black. The room was lightproof, like a darkroom and yet there was a light source 
from somewhere allowing her to see the coloured detail of the immobile figures. 

They were small people, men and women, not quite human. Their eyes were oversized, noses 
protruded like beaks and horns. Their cheeks were flushed red, blood red, not the scarlet dots she 
had seen on infant puppets, but rouged, accentuating pinched faces and drawn cheeks with wooden 
skin stretched across hard skulls. There were soldiers, priests in wide black hats, old maids with 
white lace hats and farmers with leather jerkins. The characters were from a different time, a 
mixture of periods, medieval, nineteenth century, pre-war. Some of them looked vaguely familiar 
like dreamt of relatives, others were the inhuman monsters of Bosch and forgotten nightmares; 
forgotten until now. Jay felt like a young character in a  fairy tale stumbling across another secret 
world, a place where the puppets lived, where the characters of folklore hung around waiting to be 



summonsed and called up by imaginations throughout the nocturnal world of bedtime stories. All 
there was between Jay and this hideous unreality was a flimsy door and a gap in the frame as wide 
as a pencil.

As she stared she thought she saw one of them turn to her, a honey coloured judge wearing a grey 
wig and tricorn hat. His dusty red robes never moved, but his head rotated ever so slightly, 
suspiciously as if he were in conversation and had detected someone eavesdropping on him. Jay's 
body stiffened, her breathing became erratic as the oxygen in the hallway began to dilute. Fearful of
moving in case she alerted the entire room she stayed on the spot hoping that the gap in the frame 
wasn't wide enough to reveal her presence. She could se him, but he couldn't see her. The judge's 
head continued its macabre observation and then Jay realised she might have been standing behind 
the stage as a performance was taking place. On a fully lit stage the actors can't see the audience, 
but without light that shouldn't apply here. And the characters on stage, the wooden dolls, the 
painted marionettes had been still for a moment or two. No music, no sounds, this must have been a 
dull performance if her hunch was the right one. And it was a hunch, a hopeful idea, the only thing 
she could think of to explain why this lifeless thing should be turning to look in her direction. 
Besides the judge, the footsoldier with his musket leaned forward to see what the judge was so 
interested in, then the clown bent sideways alerted by the distraction. The room was coming to life 
as each figure, every little man and woman, every freckle faced boy and gap toothed girl 
menacingly left their seats and the boxes they were sitting on to stare at the door. The room was 
filling with a clustered group of astonished faces, deathly quiet, as fascinated with the door as Jay 
was with them. 

Turning to her right Jay hoped the door to the street was still at the end of the hallway, she wasn't 
scared yet, she told herself and immediately realising that the subject of fear had been raised 
became overcome with a terror she had never experienced in her life. It forced a cry of air from her 
stomach and a sharp pain in both her legs. She was stuck to the floor, petrified by the demonic 
energy filling the room on the other side of the door and seeping now through the gap. She could 
feel the sharp slither of cold air against the side of her head, whistling in her ear, upsetting a fine 
strand of hair against her temple. Sweat rolled down her forearm as she timed her breathing, hoping 
she could generate the energy and the strength to run at the entrance, burst through the door into the 
street if that was necessary. Her breathing was audible, a harsh difficult grabbing of every lungfull 
of air her mouth could suck in. Her shoulders were burning with the tension as the neck muscles 
tightened violently. She heard a click, and a rush like falling material and glimpsing back towards 
the gap in the doorframe saw a grinning face, red and satanic, hurtling towards the door. Jay 
screamed, the yell propelling her away. She ran like a maniac through the dark hallway and crashed 
against the entrance. Thrashing at the wall she found the handle and somehow, luck perhaps, she 
opened it and fell outwards into the shadow of the street. Spinning like a top she saw back into the 
building and there was nothing. The corridor was the same dark musty corridor she had looked 
down when she first arrived with muted colour and a damp smell. She recognised the odour: it was 
evil, pure satanic evil she never imagined could exist. She noticed the violent trembling in her hands
when she tried to close the door again. The best she could manage was to shove it to with her back 
allowing her to lean against it and get her breath back. It closed with a thump, making a noise that 
startled her back out onto the cobbled street with a cry. Above eye level, the writhing carvings of the
opposite building watched impassively, condemned to perch on that plinth and watch this doorway, 
this entrance to Circus Inferno and its asylum of hideous creatures

-



Imagine this, imagine being trapped in the streets of a foreign city; you're too afraid to go back to 
your apartment and too scared to wander through the haunted spaces that seem to connect one 
horrid threat to another. Something about the sunlight reassured Jay. As soon as she walked onto 
Charles Bridge and felt the exposed radiance on her shoulders she began to calm down and think 
straight. The lines of statues were testament to the many characters who had suffered some conflict 
of their own. She was one of them, destined to end up on those parapets gazing down on tourists 
gazing back at her.

Helen was alone next to her stand. She sat on the parapet with her elbows on her knees and her 
chin in her cupped hands. Her face was a picture of oblivion as if she were posing for an unseen 
artist. Out of it, miles away, Jay imagined herself creeping up on the woman and pushing her off the
bridge with the slightest of touches. As Jay stepped nearer Helen's eyes suddenly noticed her. She 
forced a smile. "Everyone around here," she said without moving, "is sunburned except you and 
Francesca."

"Where is Francesca?" Jay saw similarities in Helen's immobility and the hideous marionettes in 
the playroom.

"She has another job. So now I have to spend my time here until someone else can take over. I 
never thought the job was so boring."

Jay sat down next to her. Helen had broad shoulders with a fine delicate hint of muscle tone. 
"Have you sold many pictures yet?"

"No. Not a single print."
The time was just after nine o'clock. "Perhaps you should be a bit more patient. How long have 

you been here?"
"Ten minutes."
"I think you need to be a lot more patient." Still Helen didn't move. She dropped her sunglasses 

down off her forehead over her eyes. "Has Vitek gone to work today."
"Yep."
And the next question was... "I went to see Circus Inferno earlier."
"Earlier." Helen sat up. "They don't open to the public until lunchtime."
"Well, I got a leaflet and followed the map, but I'm not sure I found the right place."
"They're well hidden. There wouldn't be a board outside the entrance at this time."
"Do they rehearse in the mornings."
"Usually." Helen sounded disinterested in the details of Circus Inferno. She was still doubled up 

like a delicate gargoyle on the wall of the bridge. "That's when they're not arguing about Balkan 
politics or Constructivist literature."

"You don't go down there?"
"They won't let me in."
"I thought you were making a video for them."
"I am," she came to life slightly, rising off her elbows. "But they haven't got their act together yet.

No scenery, no sound, no music."
"Scenery," said Jay, "I thought they only used a black screen."
"Yes, for their minor productions, but that isn't what I have in mind. They'll be dressed as the 

characters. Double the size of the crowd, enlarge the effect. What better way of creating the reality 
of the puppets than by mixing them with real humans. You won't know who is a puppet and who is 
a human."

A tourist was buzzing round the stand. He looked ready to pay, but Helen didn't budge. Jay 
stepped forward and asked the guy if he was okay. "How much is this size?"

Jay looked at the print, slightly larger than ten by eight inches with four hundred krowns written 



above it. "That's approximately eight pounds. Which part of Britain are you from?"
"Lincoln."
"Oh, yeah. Fenland. It's a nice area."
"Yes, it is. How long have you been living here?"
Jay saw Helen watching the transaction. She was still unmoved by anything. "About eight years. 

I've been taking photographs of the city since I arrived. I try to do things differently to everyone 
else. Catch the mood of the city."

The man agreed as he counted his money. His wallet was thick, packed to bulging point with 
folded notes. He studied the denomination before handing the right money over. Jay asked Helen to 
wrap the picture. (Jay didn't know where the paper bags were kept.) Helen sprung forward, 
releasing the energy that she'd been storing for the last fifteen minutes. "Can I give you some 
advice?" She said to the man. "Don't make your money so visible like that. There are pickpockets 
wherever the tourists go. You won't know your wallet is gone until you get back to your hotel."

"Okay. Thanks." He took his picture, nicely wrapped, and thanked Jay for the purchase and Helen 
for the advice. 

"You see, I like that about the English," Helen said, returning to her perch. "The English thank 
you for selling something to them."

"It's what made us a great nation," Jay said wearily. "The natives just fell over themselves with 
gratitude when we conquered them. I don't know what to do Helen. Stay in Prague or go home."

"Go home, Jay." The answer was surprising. "You're going to get yourself killed. If you're not 
dead already."

Jay had never considered that, but if it were true how would she know? How would she identify 
death in a  world that seemed alive and real. "If I did stay I'd need somewhere to live."

"You have somewhere," Helen said. "You could move in with your boyfriend. Pavel Bruck."
"He's not my boyfriend."
"What does Nat think about that?"
"I don't know." Nat would have read the article. He hadn't contacted Jay, which was an ominous 

sign. "But then again why should he care?"
"You slept with him, didn't you."
"How do you know?"
Helen took off her sunglasses to reveal accusing eyes. "Why else would you ask me to ask you. 

Back by the river over there when you first arrived. It was as if you couldn't wait to tell me. It's 
obvious. Your face doesn't keep secrets, Jay. Go home to him. You'll be a lot safer there."

"Do you miss him?"
Helen's weight increased as she sat forward towards her stand of beautiful monochrome scenery. 

Her memories were rolling by, a cinescreen of treasures somewhere inside her head along with the 
waste and rubbish of false identities and role playing techniques. "Who do you mean? Nat?"

"Nat, yes. Why, is there someone else?"
She hopped down to the ground and replaced the sold print with another identical version.
Jay made a phone call from her mobile. "Hi, Vicky, it's me. Yes, I'm ringing from Charles Bridge. 

Don't ask. It's stunning, weird, terrifying, everything." Helen was listening to the one side of a 
conversation with Vicky Belstaff, Jay's agent friend in London. There was a lot of small talk, 
innocent wish wash and gossip. "Listen, can you do me a favour. I'm going to be staying out here a 
while yet. Could you collect my mail for me and send it on. I'll pay the postage." She would. Jay 
passed on the address of the apartment on Kampa Island and then continued with more everyday 
tittle tattle. Jay saw Helen watching, casting glances as she moved around her stand adjusting this 
and that. "It is costing a fortune, but the phone bill is on a company account. I'll speak to you again. 



Okay. Bye." She ended the call. "There you are. Decision made. I'm staying."
"Welcome to Prague," Helen said before taking up her bored position again.

-

The Guardian newspaper, printed for Europe, was lighter than its British supplement-heavy relative.
But one item of news hidden on one of the inner pages gave the paper an enormous weight that Jay 
could hardly carry. The headline scared her, the text nearly killed her. Vicky Belstaff, a literary 
agent, had been killed in an explosion at Jay's apartment in London. Jay was standing in the kitchen 
when she read it, the loose pages slipping away from the details as if not wanting to be anywhere 
near the tragedy being described. Jay's world turned negative, her vision abandoning all the colours 
through the windows. She didn't remember sitting down or hearing the phone ringing madly in a 
distant room.

"Yeah."
"Hi, Jay." It was Nat. "You sound stressed. Weather too hot for you." Jay's hearing was as 

unresponsive as her vision. "I need a favour from you."
"Nat, I'm just reading about this, when did it happen?"
"When did what happen?"
"This explosion."
Nat sighed and filled himself up for an explanation. "I would have thought that was obvious. I 

warned you, I tried to hint that something like this would happen. Now Michael Peel is dead, his 
parents have lost a son, some people have lost a friend. If I said this to anyone else it would be 
slander, but Jay, you caused this."

Who was he talking about? Jay wasn't talking about Michael Peel. Before she could speak Nat 
continued. "I spoke to Sir Robin Conran a few days ago. Offer my sympathies and he's coming out 
to Prague to take home Michael's remains. Whatever is left of him. I told him where you were 
staying."

"You told Sir Robin Conran?"
"Yes."  
"Did you tell him about the article?"
"He already knows about the article. I don't think he knew who had written it. Will you tell him or

shall I?"
"No," Jay was yelling. "No, don't do that. I can't look him in the face if he finds out what I've 

done. Not that I've done anything. I didn't plant the bomb, I didn't kill anyone. Yes, it is slander to 
blame me for it."

"So tell Sir Robin that."
"He won't understand. I'm not saying anything. As far as he's concerned I didn't write that article. 

And I've got other things to worry about."
"He wants to meet you when he flies over there. I'll leave you to decide what you say to him."
Jay concluded that any relationship to Nat, professional or otherwise, was over. She was 

absolutely on her own now. She could only think of one place to go and set off across the city, 
avoiding Charles Bridge, carrying the heavy newspaper with her. But Pavel Bruck might not be 
there, he could be in Kaliningrad, Moscow, anywhere but Parizka. What then, what would this 
Englishwoman wandering Prague with a flapping newspaper do then? She ran past the white church
on the corner of the Old Town Square and felt her lungs fill when she saw the yellow Alfa Romeo 
parked on the street. It's lemon colour was a glowing complimentary spectacle to the rich greens of 
the trees and gold sunlit facades. She rang the buzzer and waited and waited, waited... for an age 



before his rolling smoked voice filled the doorway of the apartment block. Hearing Jay's anguished 
hello the door clicked open allowing her to run up the stairs to his apartment.

She was outside his door before he had chance to open it. "Jesus, what's the matter with you?" He 
stepped aside as Jay, stumbled past, sobbing. He managed to calm her after several minutes and a 
cooled cup of coffee. She was embarrassed when she heard herself slurping the drink, but he left her
on the settee and returned with a box of tissues. "Blow!" He ordered and smiled afectionately.

"See that," she held out the page of the Guardian, flapping it as she emphasised what it was all 
about. "She was my friend. Someone has killed her, in my apartment in London. That's my 
apartment they've blown up. My apartment and my friend was inside."

"They, who's they?" Pavel had to wait until Jay had calmed down again. He hugged her, pulling 
her face to his chest and stroking her hair. He whispered, in Czech, soft words to comfort her. The 
effect worked, and she felt herself relaxing. 

"I don't know who they are. I asked her to collect my mail, send it on to me here, but now," she 
blew her nose again and considered for the first time the pragmatic options facing her. "I was 
working for a television company, but I don't think the producer wants to know me anymore. The 
company was paying for the apartment on Kampa."

"You want to stay here?" Pavel's question was slow, deliberately so, teasing her with a mix of 
invitation and concern.

She pulled herself upright. "No, I'm not saying that. I don't want to impose on you, but I'll either 
have to go home or stay out here. And I can't afford to live out here. I can go home to my parents in 
England, but at the moment I don't know what to do. I'm so confused, Pavel. What I would like 
more than anything is someone who can just clear my head. Give me some advice." He was 
listening intensely, stroking the tears from her cheeks. His right hand was on her waist, holding her 
firmly. She wanted to play for time, give him the impression that she wasn't imposing but hat hand 
on her waist, this tenderness allowing her to cry like this and not be impatient. He had the gentlest 
smile playing around his lips. "I'm sorry," she said quietly, "you must think I'm pathetic."

"No," he said and his gentle smile expanded to electrify her. "You're a stranger in a strange land. 
You stay here with me. And if it makes you feel any better, I don't take no for an answer."

"Okay, but I'm not a good companion." She didn't know why she had said that, so laughed as if to 
erase it and start again. "I won't be any trouble."

He kissed her hard on the top of the head. "You, trouble. You are the embodiment of trouble. 
Wherever you go disaster follows you, Jay Marshall. Maybe I should get security for my apartment 
otherwise it will go up in smoke also. Is that right? Am I right?" He pinched her chin in his fingers. 
And then he was there, kissing her, a strong lingering passionate kiss that intoxicated her. His hands
were on her sides now, stroking and massaging, weakening her resistance. She had walked into his 
life, invited herself in to his apartment, collapsed in his arms. This was the result. This was what 
happened, she told herself as he continued to kiss and undress her, this was the result of getting 
close to the underworld in Prague. 

Without stopping for a moment he carried on kissing her wildly, carrying her into his bedroom 
which was still dark, the curtains drawn closed. He dropped her onto the bed, examined her as she 
lay back breathing heavily, waiting for his next move. He was soon on top of her again and the 
darkness intensified. His body was firm with a surface as smooth as the sheets beneath her naked 
back. He made love to her with such passion that she lost all awareness of the horrors that were 
chasing her outside. She wanted to stay like this, connected to this man, caressed and loved. She 
forced him backwards, and he left her to roam across his body, kissing and licking every curve, 
every muscle. He sighed and reached out to force her onto him, all the time his eyes remained shut 
in a sunless world of imagination and feeling. She ran her hands through his hair, he stroked her 



thighs, she kissed his mouth, he kissed her neck, biting and nibbling her tender skin as her body 
shivered and buzzed, electrifying and charging every time her nipples touched his chest, each time 
his hard penis stroked across her stomach. 

The morning had stopped progressing, the sounds of the street outside were muffled by the heavy 
fabric of the curtains. She was enveloped by Pavel's arms as she lay back against him. The room 
was so silent. She hadn't experienced this kind of peace for such an unfair length of time. Her body 
was drifting up and down on the swell of Pavel's breathing. "This is such a beautiful apartment. You
don't always imagine a man to take care of things like this. It's very tidy."

"You think I'm some kind of vulgar bachelor?"
"No. I think you're very special."
"Thank you. I like to be appreciated after I've just made love." He caressed her again laughing 

gently. 
"I don't want to take advantage of you, but thank you for offering to let me stay. I'd love to stay 

with you a bit longer."
"Stay as long as you want. Make love to me like that again and you can stay here forever." His 

words were welcome, reassuring. Jay thought about Jelena the dancer, weeping softly onto the 
shoulder of her prince, or ambassador, whatever he was. He should have been a prince, offering that
kind of eternal promise. Jay lifted Pavel's hands to her face, stroked her cheeks with the back of his 
fingers, kissed his palms. Who were those other men she had known? What were they, the paper 
men who had creased and crumpled, yellowed with age, blown around in the slightest breeze? She 
had forgotten their names. They didn't deserve to be with her as this man embraced her with all his 
life and heart. Maybe not his heart, not yet. 

"What is the future for you, Pavel?"
"The future," he groaned, "there is no future. Live your whole life in one day." He gently stroked 

the hair back from her forehead and kissed her again. "Imagine how many lifetimes that is." Jay 
relaxed at the sound of Pavel's answer, half listening, half feeling the warmth radiating off him. She 
became aware of another presence in the room. An accusing ghost of a sensation. Photographing 
them like this, capturing the blurred motion of their coupling, freezing the silk of the room, catching
in sharp detail Jay's guilt as she abandoned the fallout from newspaper articles. She made an excuse
to get out of bed: her apartment had things to sort out, a man from England was travelling to Prague
to meet her. She invited Pavel to give her some help. He accepted, but demanded a price that kept 
her in his bed for another hour. 

So, now, what with all the explosions and devastation, the crime and responsibility Jay was given 
time to go home to England, sort out her life there, prepare for her move to Prague, sharing the 
apartment with Pavel Bruck in Parizka. He had promised her a new car, maybe some introductions 
to keep her occupied -out of trouble he had said, not possible, she had thought. But whatever she 
got up to she swelled herself with the thought that she was the girlfriend of that man, that big 
businessman with the racket in human trafficking and other things she tried not to acknowledge. 
When the thoughts became too uncomfortable she consoled herself with the reminder of what she 
had become: girlfriend  of a powerful man, a truly powerful man in every sense of the word. 
Physical, social, political, business. She was on his arm, in his bed, in his mind. No-one else could 
claim that. A few years ago she was a hard working messenger, trading other people's gossip, 
grubbing around in the political undergrowth of wretches like Dennis Malahide and all the rest of 
those pin striped ogres with their Whitehall pensions and shady liaisons. She was out of that now. 
She was Pavel Bruck's girlfriend, something special, someone meaningful. What if she was a 
trophy? Helen had used that device to her own advantage and met someone she cared for as a result.



If it was okay for honest Helen, principled Helen, the woman with the ethics and the common sense,
then it was okay for Jay. 

One look at Sir Robin Conran's face as she met him outside a restaurant near Republic Square 
cast doubt over everything she believed. He was haggard, his skin hanging from his face; a walking 
corpse. His silver hair was like a summer coat shedding and moulting. Abandoning him. Gone was 
the mischievous acceptance of his retirement. Now he simply looked old, tired, defeated. In her 
capacity as 'Pavel Bruck's girlfriend' Jay felt like she owned Prague. She took Sir Robin's arm and 
guided him into the restaurant. A large crowd of people were straggling the wide pavement. A 
protest was gathering momentum, but Jay's company distracted her and she didn't see or hear what 
the protest was about. "I'm so sorry, Sir Robin. How is Lady Alison?"

"Not good. Michael was her only son. You can't imagine how a woman feels when she loses that 
one most precious possession. I don't know if she'll recover from this." Jay was beginning to 
connect events with phrases and memories, haunting expressions she had used in the past were 
bombarding her these days. Collateral damage, wasn't that a phrase she had once used in York? 
Helen had rubbished the idea, put it in its true context as a despicable term for innocent destruction. 
Lady Alison Peel died the day her son died. Sir Robin Conran lost his stepson and his wife. But in 
spite of all this Jay still refused to include herself in the roll call of blame. She had repeated Michael
Peel's drunken words, someone else had blown up that boat. Someone who was probably 
responsible for killing Vicky Belstaff by mistake, thinking that Jay was the person collecting the 
mail from the target apartment in London. 

"If you don't mind Sir Robin, I've arranged to fly back to England with you. I need to speak to 
people over there and talk to my parents. I'm staying in Prague. I don't want anything to do with 
England any more. It's way of life, its culture, its institutions. I'm tired of it all. I hope you don't 
mind."

Sir Robin was thoughtful. "You're lucky you can escape it. If the opportunity is there then take it. 
You're only young yet."

"Thank you." She meant it as a joke and smiled, hoping she could lighten his mood enough to 
help him consider his presence in Prague. "This is a very brave thing you're doing."

"Has to be done. Have to bring him home with some dignity. I didn't want them sending him back
like some bit of colonial furniture, stuffed in the hold of a plane. He's still a human being."

"Yes. Nat told me he had spoken to you." Jay was carefully leading Sir Robin down an important 
pathway.

"Nat didn't really know Michael that well. They hadn't spoken for a while after they both left 
school. It was nice of him to offer his sympathies though. He sounded very regretful."

"He's a nice guy, Nat. It must have been a big shock."
"Did you meet Michael when he was here?"
Jay gave herself a few seconds to consider this unexpected question. "Briefly. When he first 

arrived, I met him in a bar near to his hotel. I was out with a friend that evening. Nat had arranged 
for us to meet up, but Michael looked tired. I think he had just flown in from Geneva. You know the
last time I saw you, Sir Robin, was in York. What is happening to this year? It's almost over."

They were interrupted by a waiter who spoke English when Jay asked. She ordered a light salad 
and local wine, but Sir Robin insisted on water. He had an upset stomach and couldn't face alcohol. 

"How did he seem to you, when you met him?"
The subject wasn't going to go away. "He was drunk. Czech beer is very strong. We spoke about 

Nat and he reminisced about schooldays. I think he was more impressed with my friend. She is very
attractive." Jay remembered that Helen was with her in York. Although Sir Robin hadn't met her, if 
Helen walked in now, he might have been able to recognise her face, detect a flaw in Jay's 



explanation, become enraged at the deceit. "He spoke to my friend for most of the time. He was 
single, wasn't he?"

"Michael was single, yes. I don't remember him having a steady girlfriend. Worked so hard. 
Didn't he say why he was here?"

"Why he was here in Prague? No, he didn't. And I didn't ask. Nat told me he was visiting Prague, 
but he didn't tell me why either."

The salad arrived, Sir Robin played about with it, showing no enthusiasm for the meal. Then he 
asked the question Jay had been dreading, and couldn't prepare an answer for. "Why do you think 
Amanda Lea Harley wrote that article about him? That's what I can't understand. It's all so 
complicated."

Jay shook her head and filled her mouth with red cabbage. Eventually, having bought some time 
with the food, she answered. "When I was in York her name kept coming up all the time. I met 
Mary Ann Dale, do you remember her, and she told us about Amanda Lea Harley collecting stories 
from around Europe. I thought the whole thing was odd then, but when this happened it was like a 
flashback in time. Her name was there, the York festival was there. I thought all that was behind me 
until this happened."

"Have you met her?"
"Met her? I'm not sure she even exists. Well, obviously she does, but I don't know anyone who 

has ever met her. Nat sent me out here to research organised crime for a television programme he's 
making and this article appears. It's one of the reasons I've decided to stay over here. I don't feel 
safe anymore. I don't want anything to do with any of this business. I have a friend here who is a 
photographer. She's said I can stay with her." Such lies. Jay was amazed and troubled at how easily 
they came to her. But so what? This was today, one day, one lifetime. Tomorrow would be another 
day, another lifetime. Sir Robin left his meal, left his thoughts on the plate and his questions at the 
table as he followed Jay back outside into the Czech sunshine. Dark clouds were beginning to take 
over the relentless blue of the sky. Rain was expected. Heavy rain. Typical, Jay thought. She decides
to stay just as the weather turns. And it would probably be thundery.



23 BOOK TITLES

There was a time for introspection, and a time for debate. There was a time for humour and a time 
for intensity. The touchdown at Manchester was a relief. Jay scuttled away from arrivals, and met 
her dad who was waiting to collect her and take her home to Pendle, two hour's drive away. He 
hugged her, delighted to see her again and not have to imagine her face every time he spoke to her 
voice on a telephone. This time the affection was more valuable because he knew Jay was on a 
temporary visit. After this it wasn't a return to London, but a long journey back abroad. Possibly 
forever. The drive home was along motorways, great expanses of tarmac that exhausted every item 
of discussion. Jay and her dad conversed throughout the journey. For him it was a chance to get to 
know his daughter who seemed to be a different person every time he met her. For her it was an 
interrogation, as if he was never satisfied with how she was growing up.

"We all make decisions, dad. We'd never get anywhere if we didn't. You made the decision to go 
into law, mum made the decision to go into politics. I made one decision..."

"More than one, Jay." It was his habit to interrupt people. Martin Marshall was a barrister. His art 
was not that of advocacy but of division; separating the person from the words they were using until
they had no attachment to the world they were describing, thus rendering that world non-existent. 
The only two people who could cope with this natural attitude were his wife and daughter.

"You made a decision what to wear this morning."
"Force of habit."
"That started once. You weren't born wearing that jacket."
"What's wrong with this jacket?" Martin's coat was red and green, and as if the contrast weren't 

enough it had a blue collar. 
"You look like you're wearing an African flag."
"It's vibrant."
"It's ill advised. You're not Nelson Mandela." 
The grey hairs, a few conspirators appearing along his temples, bristled and then blew about 

wildly as he wound his window down. The Land Rover was a like a mobile greenhouse with acres 
of glass boiling the interior. Martin Marshall sweated furiously. "You know me, Jay, I deal with 
consequences..."

"You see them every day, dad. I know." The Cheshire countryside surged past.
"I can't help thinking about consequences, Jay. You say you're staying in Prague. You say you're 

giving up the journalism. How are you going to survive?"
Jay laughed. "You sounded like Woody Allen when you said that."
"Answer me, Jay. How are you going to survive?"
"Am I in court? Is this a cross examination or are you genuinely interested?"
Martin stroked his grey hairs, trying to control them, trying to stop their restless wandering across

the side of his head. "It's not a cross examination. I only want to know that you have thought this 
through, that's all. If you have fine. If you haven't then talk about it with me and your mum. Is that 
too much to ask?"

"Frankly, yes. You'll take the pragmatic view; career paths, pension provisions, sick pay. She'll 
take the status route; you remember she was worried when I went into journalism because she 
thought her friends and associates would treat her as a security risk. Having a journalist in the 
family of a Tory agent would be like being married to a trade unionist." That always raised a smile 
on Martin's face. Jay had said it before knowing her dad was a Labour voter and supporter of the 
union movement. She only ever asked her mum once why she married him. Her curt reply was that 
the opposition were safer when you could observe them twenty four hours a day. And she did. 



Angela Marshall had never been on holiday alone or with friends. Martin Marshall wasn't allowed 
to sneak off with his mates on golf weekends or, heaven forbid, fishing trips.

"Well, you're mum is worried about you. Although, at the moment she's a bit distracted by the 
party."

"What's he done now?"
"It's not him, this time." The man referred to was Compton Davies, one of the most unsuccessful 

Tory wannabees in the party. Eighteen years he'd been standing in elections and had never once won
more than twenty percent of the vote. "The constituency party have had enough of him. Don't know 
what's taken them so long to come to this conclusion, but there it is. Of course your mum's loyalties 
are now divided between her party and a good friend."

Jay wasn't interested. She knew Davies would be at the house when she got back. She expected 
him to make the usual moves on her even though he was fifty five years old. She couldn't tolerate 
his xenophobia and utter bafflement at anything or anyone not born or manufactured in England. 
Why he got on so well with Angela Marshall was one of those enduring mysteries of life. Everyone 
has one; some slight peculiarity in the background haze that is of no immediate consequence to 
anyone else, but puzzles the life out of you. Compton Davies had at some point in the distant past 
either completely forgotten that his agent's in-laws were descended from foreign stock or 
deliberately put it out of his mind. Wait 'til he hears about Pavel Bruck. Woah, there was some fun 
to be had after all!

"Are you busy?" Jay asked, knowing her dad was always busy.
"Yes. Defending an armed robber at the moment."
"Did he do it?"
"Now you know you're not supposed to ask questions like that."
"You've never answered that question. Every time I ask..."
"I can't look upon a client in that way. If I allowed a moment for thoughts like that it would 

undermine..."
"Abrogation of responsibility, counsel."
"Not at all, not at all."
"Ignorance of the facts would undermine your strategy. You have to know if he's guilty or not..."
"And how would I know if he's lying to me, there's no..."
"Use your instincts..."
"Instinct doesn't come into it..."
"You and mum instinctively know each other."
"That's all well and good for a personal relationship. Professional conduct doesn't base itself on 

instinct. Something I don't think you ever really grasped."
"You're not a journalist..."
"And at the moment, neither are you..."
And thus the ping pong game went, along the M56. up the M6, across the M65. Father and 

daughter trying to outwit and outword each other. Keen minds exercising their opponents. Martin 
liked this. He hated Jay getting the upper hand, but he felt it his duty to indulge her, for her sake, for
the good of her career. That was always his excuse.

Pendle Hill's distinctive wedged profile was now in the windscreen. As if the thought of home 
generated a need to be serious, Martin asked his daughter again how she was going to survive. "I'll 
be going into business with a friend I met in York who lives in Prague. Her name's Helen. She had a
partner who wanted to open a shop, but neither of them have the capital, Helen didn't think it was a 
good idea and now..."

"What makes you think it's a good idea?"



"Because Helen can sell a thousand prints a week if she had the space and the resources. You 
haven't seen her work, but I've got one of her photographs with me. They're very popular. So, with a
shop she'd do very well..."

"Whereabouts?"
"What do you mean?"
Martin was concentrating now on the twisting narrow lanes approaching the house. His mind 

however, was not with his eyes on this one, it was devoted to Jay's plan. A plan he hadn't yet 
discovered that would be news to Helen. "A shop has to have a location. Do you know Prague well 
enough to advise her,  a native of the city, where to put her shop?"

"She doesn't need advice." Martin didn't believe her. "Take it from me, that woman doesn't need 
advice from anyone."

"Jay, everybody in the world needs advice."
"Dad, Helen is not of this world."
He decided not to respond to that. There was silence until he drove through the open lychgate and 

along the welcome noise of gravel and the sight of a blancmange labrador wobbling towards them. 
Jay jumped out of the car and grabbed the dog. "You're fatter than I remember," she said, but the 
dog disagreed.

-

The inside of the house was cool. The terracotta tiles of the hallway were covered by a rug in 
winter, left bare in summer. They complemented the exposed stone, a feature Martin liked to 
maintain as much as possible throughout the house. Together with the low ceiling, timbers and 
inglenook fireplace, the house was an iconic representation of what happens when a barrister 
marries a Conservative. Jay detected her parents presence in every element of the house. Twee 
Tudor details in the glass and the angled brickwork of the upper floors of the outside walls; hand 
crafted incidences in the timberwork of the open stairwell reminded her of all those black faced 
workmen her dad had such unfathomable respect for. He'd never met one so why the fuss? Her 
mother wasn't old enough to remember Elizabeth I why maintain a house fit for that queen? In spite 
of their principles and ethics they were just like everyone else in that they had their aspirations and 
their slight complexes about wealth and success. (Those that had achieved wealth and success.) In 
the living room, a huge empty space unaffected by the prim lacy decor and silver blue tea cosy 
fabrics, Compton Davies was taking tea and pouring himself over a table full of papers. Jay was 
spotted.

"The wanderer returns," he shouted and lifted his creased body, perspiring in a jacketless 
crumpled outfit, out of the deep swallowing sofa. 

"Hello, Mr Davies."
"Jay, you know I always say this every time I see you, but I'll ask again." He wagged a 

mischievous finger in her face. "When are you going to do an article about me?"
The recent effects of Jay's articles probably made this a suitable time. "It might actually be the 

best thing that ever happened to you, Mr Davies."
"Compton. Compton," he barked forcing Jay's mum to scurry in to the house from the patio. 
"What. Oh, Jay. There you are. Come and have a look at this." She turned and retreated to the 

patio again. Outside, Angela Marshall had almost disappeared against a bed of herbaceous 
perennials. Her dress was camouflaged perfectly. Only the dog facing the flower bed gave the game 
away. "Blackfly. First time we've ever had it."

"Was it tasty?"



"What?" She stared at Jay, and posed with a pair of secateurs.
"Nothing. How come you're not in there with him?"
Angela stepped out of the flower bed and stood alongside her daughter to whisper. "He's old news

if you ask me. It kills me to say that, but something has to change, Jay. Bless him, he's been a good 
friend, but as a potential MP. I mean, be honest with me, can you see him as an MP?"

Jay turned to look at the bumbling figure silhouetted in the summer gloom of the cavernous living
room. Even from where she was stood she could see the sweat stain on the back of his shirt. "I think
he'd make an excellent Tory MP, mum."

Angela grinned and quickly kissed her daughter on the cheek. "Welcome home to you too."

-

Compton Davies didn't stop for dinner. He had to rush, although he was the sort of man physically 
incapable of rushing. He tried to kiss Jay as he was leaving, but she ducked slightly at the last 
minute and his pursed lips were left stranded in mid air. Angela saw him out. Father and daughter 
strolled out onto the patio. The evening was turning golden, the last of the wasps and bees had 
retired to their nests and hives leaving the humans to relax in their tranquil enclave. There were 
times when Jay longed for this kind of sanctuary, but she knew she'd be bored within ten minutes. 
Angela reappeared and the family was united again. Martin opened the bottle of wine he'd been 
saving. "Didn't want to open this while Compton was here. This is for us, for our daughter's return, 
albeit briefly."

"Don't say that, Martin." Angela was clearly disturbed by Jay's plans. "Have you really thought 
this through?"

"Yes." Jay hoped the one word would be sufficient. She waited, wondering if her mum would see 
that response as the intractable decision it was clearly meant to represent.

"Well, I don't think you have." This was it. Good cop, bad cop. A tranquilising bottle of wine was 
the sop for the questions. "What will you do for a job?"

"Business partner. Photography." Jay knew her answers would be more convincing if they came 
straight out. Talk first, think later. Her mum was always fooled by it.

"What about medical care?"
"It's free in Prague. Like our NHS. I register with a doctor. Helen will help me."
"Helen, who's Helen?"
"The photographer."
Angela took a sip of wine and considered the answers given. Martin was altogether more 

observant. He would be considering the evidence and building up a picture of the consequences. 
"What about Jonathan?"
"Who? Oh, him. Mum, Jonathan's ancient history."
Obviously not. Angela and her husband shared a common experience. "He keeps ringing here to 

ask about you," Martin said.
"Well, that's too bad. I have a boyfriend in Prague." Compton Davies had left without hearing 

this!
"Dare we ask?" Angela liked Jonathan. He came from a good background. There was nothing else

about him, but breeding was important. 
"His name is Pavel and he's a businessman."
"You seem to be heading out of journalism and towards commerce. Is that a good idea?" Angela 

was asking Martin. He nodded. "I thought so. More risk, but there's nothing wrong with that. And 
who is this Pavel? What line of business is he in?"



Jay could feel the effect of the wine. She wanted to tell the truth, but not just yet. "He's in the 
travel industry."

"Well, that's different," Angela said. "For a dreadful minute I thought you were going to say 
drugs, or prostitution."

Martin smirked and looked at the garden through his wine glass. "There's probably more money 
in that."

"He drives an Alfa Romeo," Jay added, "and lives in a beautiful street called Parizka. It's straight 
off the Old Town Square."

"And where does this Helen live?" Angela was already detecting, or suspecting, that Helen was a 
Bohemian in every sense of the word.

"She lives in Zizkov, a residential district to the east of the centre. It's nice where she lives. There 
are trees outside her window." To some people, street trees were a sign of civilisation.

Angela was drinking her wine very slowly, but the questions had only dried up temporarily. "I 
hope you don't mind, but there'll be people here later this evening." Angela was thinking out loud, a 
method she used to tell Martin and anyone else to clear off for a while. "There might be a bit of a 
house full, so if you want to avoid them I won't mind."

"Are these Compton's executioners?" Jay was hoping so.
"Yes. About five of them, so there'll be quite a mess. He won't be here of course. I tried to explain 

the concern to him this afternoon, but he's so thick skinned. I just hope they do it gently. If it were 
up to me I'd suggest a new role for him in the constituency, but I think the hatchets will be out 
tonight."

"Looks like some business might be coming your way," Jay said to her dad. He didn't seem 
bothered.

-

After dinner, a meal free of further questions but a lot of talk about people getting married, Jay went
up to a bedroom always maintained for when she came home. She hadn't been home for nearly two 
years, but the room was exactly as she remembered it the last time. There was even a picture of her 
taken when she was twelve years old. The photograph was turning blue, and her skin had an almost 
jaundiced yellow tinge as the dyes in the paper slowly expired. Jay picked it up, examined the 
innocence in her eyes and the slightly awkward self conscious smile. She couldn't recall where it 
was taken, or what she had been doing. It was the effect of the colours, she told herself. Colours 
flattened an image, flattened the memories; that's why Helen worked in black and white. 
Monochrome allowed you to see the memories as well as the image. And it wasn't just people who 
had memories: buildings had them, trees had them, water had them. In Helen's photography 
everything was alive, reminiscing, brooding over past failures or beaming with silly optimism. 

Outside the bedroom Martin was watching his daughter. "I think your mum forgot to hide that 
one," he said lightly. "She keeps them out, but tidies them away when she knows you're coming 
home. Normally the room's full of pictures like that." 

"Why? Why does she need to do that?"
Martin stepped forward and shared the effect of the photograph. "You know mothers, Jay. Their 

children never grow beyond childhood." His tone darkened. "And she doesn't have any recent 
photos of you."

"I don't have any either. If she wants I'll have some done. Or take some this week while I'm here."
"If she can find the time," he sighed. "We'll see. We'll see." He wandered off. Martin walked with 

a slight imbalance. Not old age surely. He was only fifty seven. Maybe it was the weight of 



something unseen he was carrying.
Jay followed him into the sanctuary of the conservatory. The garden was glorious, all his wife's 

work, she thought knowing Martin to be a sufferer of hayfever, allergic to bee stings and totally 
disinterested in dead heading and separating, growing on and potting up. In spite fo being true blue, 
Tory royal blue, round these parts it was Mrs Marshall who had the green fingers. Martin sat in a 
large red cushioned chair and became framed by two enormous potted palms. Jay sat facing him, 
but watched the birds outside, taking advantage of the light warm evening to chase the late worms 
and settling insects.

"That was some article of yours," said Martin.
"Which one?"
"Come on, Jay. You know which one." He knew what he was talking about. He was waiting for 

her to admit it.
"I've written a few lately, can you give me a clue?"
"You look concerned, Jay. I know you don't like us talking about you, but your mum and I are 

proud of you. I don't walk up to people in the pub with a newspaper saying my daughter wrote this 
article, but I do read them, I look out for them." He didn't move an inch as he spoke. Jay was 
slightly alarmed by his casual presentation. "What I'm saying is, Jay, I recognise your style of 
writing when I see it. That article about Michael Peel wasn't your best. In fact I'd say it was 
clumsy."

"It was written in a hurry..."
"Five minutes I'd say."
"I didn't think it would turn out like this. I mean, it could just be a coincidence. Michael Peel was 

in Prague for a reason. The meeting on that boat could have been that reason. The explosion might 
be completely unconnected to my article."

"Maybe. Let's hope so. But what have you achieved?"
"Nothing. Absolutely nothing." She felt relieved to be able to talk to someone about this. It was 

the first time for  nearly a year she had been face to face with someone normal. "I can't seem to get 
anything right at the moment."

"You don't have to get anything right, Jay. Look, the Derringer Inquiry was a big story, and so 
soon in your career. You're trying to do that every time, but you don't have to. Put that one down to 
a lucky strike. Don't keep trying to match it."

"I know, I know. It's not that I am."
Martin huffed. "It doesn't look that way from where I'm sitting. Looks to me like your trying too 

hard."
"It's just so frustrating. This is a big jigsaw with tiny pieces." Jay pinched her fingers. Pinching 

them tight together wouldn't have been small enough.
"Well, what have you found so far?" Martin's question finished just as Jay's mum put her head 

round the glass door. 
"When did the new driving licences come out, Martin?" she asked. She could sense an intense 

discussion and made no more effort to enter the conservatory.
Martin shook his head. "I could only guess. I've no idea. 1996, 97. I really don't know."
She would have pressed him further, but decided she wasn't wanted so returned to the living 

room.
"So, what have you have found?"
Jay lined up the evidence. "I'm certain the Prime Minister was murdered..."
"Facts, Jay. Just the facts."
"Three people confessed. Two were bogus, the third worked as a farm labourer for Lady Alison 



Peel. Michael's mother. She's connected to far right groups in Europe, she also met Rudolph Hess in
1976."

"How did you find that out?"
Jay hesitated for a moment. The answer would take her dad into this territory. "I read her file. 

Philip Hunter, the farmhand, talked about files kept on everyone in the country. Secret files being 
transferred to computer. I have Lady Alison's file along with Sir Robin Conran's and mine." She 
waited for his reaction. It was shock.

"Yours! How did you get your file?"
"It was given to me in Prague. The person who arranged that also tried to have me thrown from a 

window."
"How do you know its genuine?"
Several blackbirds were at the conservatory window looking in, eavesdropping. "There were 

things in the file that only you and mum would know about. Where would they get that level of 
information about me?"

"Okay, so what else is there?" Martin was shifting a bit now. The heat was adding to a sense of 
discomfort.

"Well, that's about it. And the parliament building in Prague. It looks like the base for a new Holy 
Roman Empire, financed by Wien Commerzbank."

"The Czechs are very proud of their history. No reason to feel that a  new parliament building is 
unusual. The Scots have a new building, the German government has a new Reichstag, it happens. 
And banks in one country financing projects in another isn't unusual either. Where did you see those
plans?"

"Helen showed them to me..."
"The same Helen you're going into business with?"
Jay nodded. "That's another strange thing. Every time I talk about any of this the conversation 

comes back round to Helen."
Martin didn't know what to say about that. This was one of Jay's friends. Potential business 

partner. Full stop. He looked confused. "Fine, so she's what? A spy, an informer. What are you 
saying?"

"She's an enigma. That's what I'm saying. One minute she's putting things together, the next she's 
pulling them apart. I thought at one point I was getting too reliant on her. The relationship was like 
one of those comic creations where the detective has all the clues solved by a dumb sidekick. 
Except Helen isn't dumb. Far from it. I'm starting to feel as if I can't go for more than a few days 
without being near her. She's like oxygen..."

"Czech intelligence has always had a number of spies operating in Europe and America. If they're 
going to get involved with people then journalists are a target as much as anyone else. Especially 
one in your field. What's her full name? Is she a spy?."

"Helen Siebert. And I doubt she'sa spy... Although disinformation is one of her specialities."
Martin grinned. Almost started laughing. Jay couldn't understand. "What? What's wrong with 

that?"
"Sounds intriguing. Give me an example."
Jay hesitated. "Well, maybe not disinformation. Not with me anyway." She wanted to tell her dad 

about the various characters, or disguises, the ability to fool people, the knack she had of being in 
more than one place at the same time. Like Schroedinger's Cat. 

Martin was impressed. "She'll makea good business partner. But then again, maybe I should meet 
her before I make that judgement."

This could be the best opportunity Jay would have to usurp the intellectual authority Martin 



Marshall had. "If you met her you wouldn't have the first idea whether she was telling you the truth 
or not. She'd have you fooled. There are members of the mafia in Prague who think she's a German 
businesswoman. And all the time she lives in a squat in Zizkov." Martin's momentary pause was 
deliberate. "Is this the squat with the trees growing outside the window?"

"You'd get on very well with her," was all Jay could say. "Her whole life seems to be based 
around a book of short stories. Masks and Marionettes it's called."

Martin's eyebrows were alerted and he was up on his feet. Aiming himself at the bookshelves 
alongside the sitting room on the other side of the glass he spoke as he walked away. "You used 
Amanda Lea Harley's name and yet you probably don't know the first thing about her stories. I have
that anthology soewhere." He stepped out of the room and five minutes later came back with a 
small worn out paperback. "Self published, this," he said waving the book. "I picked it up at one of 
your mum's fund raising events. Someone either couldn't be bothered with it or they'd finished 
reading it, but it looked interesting to me. Lot of stories. Can't say I enjoyed them though." He 
handed the book to Jay.

Helen's typed manuscript only had five stories. The published version had twelve. The additional 
titles had names like Lucretia, XIV, The Green Man and Venus. A group of four stories were 
connected under the heading Headshrinkers: Grande Sonnerie, Circle of Seven, Zero Bid and 
Demonology. The eight new titles were accompanied by the four Jay had already heard of. Making 
twelve in total. But the fifth story in Helen's copy wasn't mentioned: The Excitement of Solitude.

"It's part of that Circle of Seven myth Harley created," said Martin sitting back patiently.  Jay 
looked to her dad and waited for the explanation, knowing he didn't have it.

"Helen seems to live the lives of the characters in that book."
"It happens," he said. "Nothing wrong with that really."
"Really?" Jay felt the texture of the pages and realised that the characters in there had a life, some 

kind of existence which they weren't aware of. Strange that, bearing in mind Harley's idea that a 
character should kill its author to prolong its own life, prevent its story from being completed. Jay 
closed the book wondering if Helen was one of Harley's creations. Having had life breathed into 
her, animated like the Golem, she had taken the opportunity to escape. The storytellers in York 
could be closer to the truth than they realised.

-

The decision was made. The meeting of Tory activists had gone on for an indecent length of time; 
way past bedtime, Jay thought, as she listened to them leaving just before ten o'clock! They said 
goodbye to each other in whispered voices as if not wanting to wake the house, or alarm a 
suspicious Compton Davies lurking beneath an extinguished coach lamp outside the front door. Jay 
was coming out of the bathroom in a towelling robe when one of the activists downstairs spotted 
her. There was a sudden hush, either embarrassment or subterfuge, Jay wasn't sure. Maybe it was 
outrage. Modern young woman throwing herself about the house semi-naked, indifferent to the 
standards of decency and good taste. 

Later, still wearing the robe, she joined her mum in the lounge to ask how the meeting went. 
Angela Marshall wasn't so prudish. "Well, we got there in the end. Would you like a sherry?"

"No." Jay was able to smile behind her mum's back. "I'll have a whiskey and coke if you have 
any."

Without question Angela offered the drink and sat down exhausted. "They fidget and dither. They 
all want to get rid of him, but none of them have the guts to say it."

"Did you say it?"



"I had to. I'm his agent, it wouldn't look good coming directly from me, but I put it as 
diplomatically as I could. 'Are you suggesting,' I said, 'that Compton should jump before he's 
pushed?' I think they liked the flippancy of the comment. They all agreed straight away. So now he's
out. First thing in the morning I'll inform him."

"Tactfully, no doubt?"
Angela paused to consider her daughter's tone of voice. It could have been mild sarcasm, innocent

journo-speak, or simple confusion. "Jay, I'm always tactful."
"Do they enjoy all this? The others. I know you don't."
"Enjoy what?"
Jay searched the room for the right words. She guessed that every person who had been here 

earlier lived in a house with identical decor. Brick and posies, timber beams and pelemts. "Enjoy 
these nights of the long knives. It's not everyday they get rid of someone, is it? It's a bit of drama. 
Something that makes it all worth while..."

"You talk rubbish at times. You're too cynical about politics. Maybe it's a good thing your going 
into something else. You think everyone on the right of politics is a raving fascist."

"Well, they are. Most of them"
"I won't speak to you if you talk like that. They are traditionalists. And don't forget, my politics 

are right wing, if you must know. Am I a fascist?"
"What you do in your spare time, mother, is your business."
Angela grinned. "Don't be filthy. I'm serious. We're Conservatives, not the National Front. We 

believe in old values: law and order, personal freedom, opportunity. A meritocracy. Compton's 
problem was that he was too old fashioned. I kept telling him the future was Europe, monetary 
union, integration, but he was too scared of swimming against the Tory tide in the rest of the 
country. I told him that the party would come round to this way of thinking eventually, and he'd 
stand a better chance of being elected, if he didn't die of old age first. But no. He insisted on 
soldiering on. Any man who has Lord Tebbitt's autograph has to be past his sell by date."

"I'm glad to hear you're not a Eurosceptic." As Jay's whiskey kicked in she was suddenly struck 
with a grotesque thought. Her mum gazed at her drink, tipping the glass gently sideways and 
studying her daughter through sherry rolling up the side. Was it possible, even remotely, that Angela
Marshall had ulterior motives for supporting European integration; wanting a successful Europe. 
She was her mother, for god's sake. "What do you think about the Big Bang policy for Europe?"

The question startled her. "The what?"
"Big Bang. This rapid expansion of the EU, accepting ten new countries all at once."
Breathing deeply to consider an answer Angela gave the impression of having a long speech 

prepared on the subject. But no: "Bad idea. Not so many. Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Slovenia, I think. 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Cyprus, Malta. No. Turkey, absolutely not. But I think that suggestion 
was a throwaway remark. I wouldn't give it much thought. Let's concentrate on getting the current 
EU right, before expanding so vigorously. It would be good to see Poland become part of the union.
They have suffered for so long."

Jay agreed with the sentiment, but thought it uncharacteristic of her mum to talk like this about 
something as abstract as a country. She'd never heard this before and wondered if there was a 
reason. Had she a long lost boyfriend from the fifties; her own Polish trophy who carried her across 
fields of honey coloured corn, and sat next to her alongside burbling chocolate streams. She looked 
tired. Angela's days were taxing on the mind, having to be so strategic when dealing with all the 
characters who badgered her and pestered her. She was however, incorruptible, and that was the 
reason Martin married her. Apart from love and companionship, what other reason would a barrister
have to marry someone. Whenever Jay troubled herself about her mum's politics she always 



considered her dad's acceptance of her to be a form of approval. A guarantee.
"Day after tomorrow I'm going down to London to view the wreckage of my flat. I'll be back in 

the evening."
"Wreckage! Why what's happened to it?" Angela placed her glass on the table.
"The explosion. Didn't you hear about it?"
"I read a summary of that ridiculous article in the Times. What has that got to do with your flat?"
"No, not that explosion, not the one that killed Michael Peel. My flat. My flat in London was 

blown up. My friend Vicky Belstaff was killed. Surely you heard about that?"
Angela's mouth was open. She managed to shake her head.
"It was in the Guardian. I know you don't read the Guardian, but I thought it would have been in 

other papers."
"As a matter of fact I do read the Guardian, but I've read nothing about this. Martin hasn't 

mentioned it either." She couldn't sleep on this without speaking to her husband. He didn't keep 
secrets. Jay joined her mum in the bedroom where her dad was in bed reading a hardback thriller. 
"Martin, have you heard about this?"

He sat up, dumbfounded as his wife and daughter suddenly appeared around him.
"Jay says her flat was bombed. Did you know about this?"
"Bombed?" Obviously not.
"I read it in the European issue of the Guardian when I was in Prague."
"Did you ring anyone here." Martin was getting out of bed as his daughter became increasingly 

distressed.
"Like who? I was in a panic. I thought you knew."
"Of course we didn't know. Don't you think we would have mentioned something like that?"
Her mum spoke next. She was calm, methodical. "Ring that friend of yours."
Jay automatically followed the order. She didn't know why, didn't know what good it would do. 

She dialled the number and waited. She waited, watched the faces of her parents remain unchanged:
her dad perplexed and worried, her mum stern and hopeful. A voice spoke. "Hello, Vicky." She had 
to repeat her name before Jay spoke to her mum. "It's her! Vicky..."

"Jay! Jay, oh my god. Jay, I'm sorry. I haven't had a chance to go to your flat yet,  promise I'll do it
tomorrow. Are you okay?" She was responding to the silence.

"I don't know. Vicky, is my flat still in one piece?"
"Your flat. Course it is, why?"
"Oh, nothing. Someone playing a joke on me. I was told it had been blown up."
"Blown up." Vicky was slightly drunk, but still in control of herself. "When?"
"Couple of days ago."
"No, no, no. No explosions in London. Not since the last one. I'll collect the post for you 

tomorrow. How's Prague?"
"I'm at home in Pendle." 
Vicky Belstaff sobered up very quickly. The enormity of the puzzle had reached her through the 

telephone, but she was still unaware of the more profound effect it was having on Jay. None of them
knew it, not her mum, her dad, her friend in bomb-free London. None of them were inside that head
of Jay's as it whirled and tumbled. Every memory she had was slowly being compromised by the 
conflicting sequences of reality and fantasy. Were the straw and shadows fantasy? Was Circus 
Inferno fantasy? What about Helen in the tunnel? She wanted to go to bed and sleep it all off, all 
this porous reality that absorbed you leaving a residue of half images, colourless pictures, half a 
scene. Headshrinkers. General Leisha.



-

London was overcast. What had once been blue sky was now grey. Everything flat and 
monochrome again. The terraced row where Jay's flat was expected to be tried to be red brick, 
wanted to glow in the sunlight and cast clean black shadows into the mortar joints and beneath the 
eaves of the ornate rooves. But it was all half hearted and unsuccessful. Everything in the road was 
as it should be. The Plane trees hanging on to their leaves, roots lifting the pavement around grey 
boles. The permanent line of cars slept with their noses towards the kerb. The sinuous brick wall, 
with it's heavy whitewashed coping interrupted by timber gates, some newly painted, others rotten 
and flaking, accompanied Jay on her long walk from the top of the road to her flat. 

And there it was. Unfamiliar in its totality. Sitting quietly as part of the facade, identical to both 
properties either side of it. Four storey, large bay window at ground level below the plain black 
glass of her bedroom above, ornate canopy over the blue front door. The ceramic tiles before the 
doorstep needed sweeping. An empty bottle of milk had somehow invited itself up to the threshold. 
The key opened the door without any resistance and inside she stepped on a fresh pile of postage 
that collapsed like a house of cards as the door pushed into it. The emptiness, loneliness of the 
house was the first experience she had as the door clicked shut behind her. The stairs led up to a 
shadowy landing, and the kitchen, down at the end of a long hallway, reminded her of Helen's squat,
presenting a distant view of a sink full of abandoned plates, pans, and a glass vase. 

The post was methodically transported to the lounge and dumped on the settee. Nothing caught 
her eye. Everything was as she expected. Garish junk mail, official white envelopes, A4 packages, a
free sample of Nivea, and a padded envelope with her name and address handwritten by an 
illiterate, by the looks of it. She wondered what to do with it all. The numbness of finding her flat in
such a mundane condition was inexplicable. The upstairs rooms needed investigating. The back 
garden would have grass higher than the walls. And the bathroom. What happens to a toilet when 
you don't live in a house for weeks? Jay had never been away this long. 

There was enough coffee in a jar to settle her down in a chair and start the job of checking the 
mail. Personal loans were thrown to the right. The Nivea, she hesitated, then threw it in front of her. 
Bank statements went off to the left. Junk mail to the right, cheques payable to her placed on the 
arm of the chair, bills to the left. The padded envelope was a CD with an unintelligible letter. It went
to the right. Car hire promotion to the right. Letter from Jonathan to the right, letter from a fan 
called Will to the right. Bupa healthcare plan in the A4 envelope (she had forgotten about asking for
that) to the right, then she replaced it to the left. More loans, credit cards, promotions, leaflets. The 
pile was eventually reduced to three smaller mounds of paper. In fact, it was one large pile of 
rubbish and one small pile of useless but important rubbish, and a single packet of Nivea. And after 
all that, three cheques, totalling three thousand four hundred pounds.

So what do you do now? You hadn't planned on coming here, the flat was as you left it, there was 
no reason to stay alone in this empty world. Jay collected her coat and reluctantly, as if there was 
something there she wanted, left the flat. She was expecting to see Helen sat inside one of the cars 
lined up along the road. Lurking inside in her wraparound shades, playing out her role in the 
Amanda Lea Harley Protection League. The name that everyone hides behind. 

She hadn't expected to find the flat untouched. The street was deserted. Jay wondered if anyone 
other than her parents even knew she was there. Like Schroedinger's Cat she was moving around in 
a world only she existed in until someone observed her. Wouldn't it be wonderful to live like that all
the time. Undetected, unseen even though she was there in front of your eyes. Only becoming 
visible when the decision was made to look. But waht if that decision was never taken? What if they
had given up looking, what if they had decided to forget all about you, as if you no longer mattered?



Now that Jay was out of journalism she was effectively invisible. Ideal condition, she thought as she
strolled back towards the tube entrance, to go back to work, to return to what she did best. Now was
her moment to strike.



24 BEHIND THE BLACK SCREEN

Always busy. This was supposed to be a poor city. Plzen was not an international beauty like it's 
Bohemian neighbour Prague: all fancy turrets and garish spires. Plzen was a working city, when it 
worked. But in spite of the ramshackle city edges, forgetting the half finished new developments, 
overlooking the cosy marriages between derelict factory and truck dealerships, Plzen buzzed. The 
city square bristled with criss-crossing pedestrians, shoppers, diners, office staff grabbing a bite and 
a bargain. The church in the middle waited for a clumsy impact from one of the hundreds of 
hurtling humans, but it didn't happen. No-one here ever barged anyone, no bag loaded woman was 
ever shoved off her feet, no distracted man checking his reflection in the shop window was ever 
tripped by a stray pram. Helen felt she could walk down the pavements with her eyes shut and still 
safely reach the corner of the square where her mother worked in a small sports shop.

Now she could see that the bustle was outside. In the shop, surrounded by the garish 
paraphernalia of ice hockey, rollerblading, Adidas and Diadora, all was calm. Behind the counter 
Helen's mother sat reading a paperback. Quietly Helen took advantage of her mother's habit of not 
bothering to see who was browsing. She hid behind a display of weatherproof sports jackets and 
cleared her throat ready for a deep voice.

"Excuse me, how much is the doggy in the window?" Through the narrowest of gaps in the 
clothing she saw her mother look up, sigh, and continue with her book. She peeped out from behind
the rail and waited. Her normal voice returned. "Is it a Pug or a Schnauzer!"

Placing a bookmark in her pages Helen's mother stood up. "I was having a tidy up last week. I've 
found a lot of your old sketches of the square."

"Have you." Helen was delighted. Her trips back to Plzen were monthly and every time her 
mother had something else waiting, something old, discovered in a wardrobe, or the attic. Helen 
couldn't understand how so much of her childhood still remained in the large detached house her 
mother shared with a cousin, just to the south of the city. Simone Siebert was sometimes mistaken 
for Helen's sister. But if you looked closely at her youthful face you'd see the tell tale etchings of 
age around her eyes and the soft fleshy roundness of the corners of her mouth. She kept her hair 
long, kept it straight, liked to highlight the edges now and again when she was feeling full of life. 
Working in the sports shop did it for her she would tell Helen when the younger Siebert wondered 
about her mother's apparent immortality. All the colour, the implied speed and energy of the 
designs. She made herself colourful and fitted in with the stuff for sale. A shopkeeper as exuberant 
as the commodities. But without a price tag. Her life in the shop was, however, in total contrast to 
the promise of the goods on display. Quiet, still, monotonous. Most of the stuff went to tourists who
had somehow been distracted by Plzen's alcoholic history. They'd swan in, buy a pair of trainers for 
half the price of the ones back home, or grab an ice hockey stick as some kind of obscure souvenir 
of Czechoslovakia (few were aware that the Slovaks were on their own these days). Simone would 
be tempted to overcharge their credit cards, but would be overcome at the last minute by the need to
be honest.

"How's Brigitte?"
"Fine." Simone had little to say about Brigitte, her cousin. They lived separate lives and that 

suited them. Both widowed, both unsure about finding another man. Both trying to forget the past 
and not talking to each other very much was a good way of avoiding the subject.

"Do you need anything this month?" Helen was unfurling a manuscript from her coat.
"No. You don't have to keep bringing me money, Helen. I've told you to save."
"I do save. I don't need the surplus. You need it more than I do. How much do you save a month? 

You tell me to save, but you don't save yourself."



"I don't need to save. I have the pension." Simone went into the back of the shop to bring the 
sketches. Laying them across the counter she studied them with Helen, appreciating the observation 
of a ten year old girl who would sit outside the music school and create detailed drawings of the 
gardens and Smetana's burly statue. 

"I'll take them back with me."
"Vitek will like these," said Simone. The words made Helen lean heavily against the counter.
"Vitek has left."
"I am surprised," said Simone without meaning it. "Has he gone back to Romania?"
"No, he's still in Prague, but he's staying with someone from the theatre. I think they're both going

to leave Bohemia in about a month. Try Germany, but what they'll do there I don't know. They don't
know. I've tried to persuade Vitek to come back but he's finished. He's had enough."

"What did you say to him?" Simone had found a sketch of the square and was holding it up 
comparing the scene to the one outside.

"I didn't say anything. I don't have to say anything..." Her mother laughed, "I know, I know. I 
don't think he could stand it anymore. And now the journalist has started talking about mafia and 
fascism and the end of the world and all the rest of it. They're obsessed with doomsday."

"Who are?"
"In the west."
Without looking away from the sketches Simone spoke. "They have a lot to lose, sweetheart. 

Money, cars, houses, debts. You would worry about doomsday if you thought your storecards would
be taken away from you."

"And what would you do if they lost their plastic?" Helen wagged a finger at her mother. "They 
pay me cash. You'd be amazed how far ten quids go."

"Well, they're all I could find. I'm surprised you took up photography when you could draw like 
this."

"It takes too long. And there are lots of artists on the bridge in Prague. Not so many 
photographers."

Outside the shop a young couple were inspecting the window displays. Helen could sense the 
hope at finding something affordable, the hidden price tag that was attractive, the special offer, a 
bargain. But there were no bargains here, this was all brand new, never before worn or used, straight
from official suppliers, lacking in discounts and handbacks. She watched them sadly as they gave 
up the search and moved on for something to eat. "Is the photocopier working?"

"Yes. What do you want?"
Helen waved the manuscript in her mother's face. "This. There are a lot of pages, but it's 

important to have a copy."
Simone steadied the flopping pages and read the cover. 'Masks and Marionettes'. "You copying it 

for a friend?"
Helen looked accusingly at the cover before she spoke. "Something like that." 
"I'll copy it for you if you go and get me something from the take away." She was about to find 

some money, but Helen stopped her. Taking the order, one burger with cheese, fries, and Diet Coke 
- it had to be Diet Coke, go to the border if she has to - Helen surged out of the shop leaving the 
photocopying task in the hands of one of the few people she could trust. 

Symbiosis, that was a word that found itself in Helen's mind as she paced off across the square. 
She and her mother had a distant symbiotic relationship, each thinking of the welfare of the other, 
unspoken, sometimes begrudging, often sympathetic. They could read each other's minds and this 
made it impossible for Helen to keep secrets from her mother. And Simone knew that Helen could 
guess everything she had been up to in the days between visits. But so what? The church in the 



centre of the square was offering a giant shadow today and Helen felt a miniscule drop in 
temperature as the sun's heat gave up its gentle caress of her face. The church wasn't keen on having
people sit around its walls stuffing their noonday faces with hot dogs and crisps. This gave Helen 
that uninterrupted view she had had all those years ago when she sat down and sketched its detailed 
windows and bitty roofline. There were fewer cars then, less colour in people's clothing, not so 
many relaxed expressions. A group of schoolkids barged past and disappeared down a narrow street 
to her left, their giggling hysterics thundering against the high facades.

The take away was busy, full of construction workers from a nearby development. Helen jumped 
the queue. She was met by a suntanned man with a white paper hat and too much stubble to reassure
the diners that his hygiene policy was adequate. "Helen, let me guess: cheeseburger, fries and 
Coke."

"Diet Coke. Don't make me go to the border for it."
"And what are you having? Can I include my telephone number with it?"
"You can, but I won't call it." She examined the blue faded pictures soaking in a haze of boiling 

steam behind the hotplates. "Is that genuine barbecue sauce?"
"All the way from Leipzig."
"Okay, I'll have fries, lamb kebab with barbecue sauce and a Coke. Bog standard!"
Stubble-Chef did a double take. "A what?"
"Bog standard. It's what the English say about something that is ordinary. So you have Diet Coke,

'warmbeer' and bog-standard-chips."
"What the hell are you talking about?" He dropped his voice. He didn't want his other customers 

ordering any of this. Whatever it was he didn't sell it.
"Ordinary coke to go with my barbecue sauce kebabs."

-

Stubble-Chef was glad when she left. He sent her on her way with an extra carton of sauce simply 
to keep her quiet as she walked out of the shop. Back with her mother, the manuscript was copied 
and ready for binding. Both women ate in silence and ended up with something smeared around 
their lips. "Has my mouth turned red?" Helen said as she felt her lips beginning to sting.

"No. What has happened to the journalist you met in York? Why can't she stay with you now that 
Vitek has moved out."

Helen grimaced. "She's moving in with Pavel Bruck." Simone remembered the name. "I don't 
know what she sees in him. Well, actually I do. You know those jumbo hot dogs, the ones twice as 
expensive as the other sizes?"

"He's like that, is he?"
"He is jumbo hot dog. Must be. Why else would she have anything to do with a trafficker?"
The news astonished Simone who paused with her mouth open. This was followed by a mixed 

look of concern, intrigue and, was it excitement? "Does she know what she's getting involved 
with?"

"No. I like Jay. She's funny and she gets mixed up in all sorts of weird things, but I think she 
should be careful with Pavel Bruck. He isn't the jolly foreigner she thinks most of us are."

"Is he dangerous?"
Helen almost felt contempt that her mother should have to ask. "Dangerous! The police believe he

is responsible for at least five murders in Prague. He's suspected of ordering the killing of seventeen
prostitutes in Poland who couldn't pay their bills for travelling to Holland. He's the biggest cocaine 
pusher into Germany and his car dealership, and I use the term lightly, is the biggest in the Czech 



Republic. He's come a long way. And he's trouble with a capital T. And jumbo hot dog. They always
are."

As Helen continued to eat her fries she watched her mother working out her next question. There 
was some serious calculating going on. "Sweetheart," she said nervously, "excuse me for asking, but
how do you know all this? You don't have anything to do with him?"

Helen waited until the small mouthful of kebab was safely on its way down before answering. 
She held up a thumb. "One: I've met his business partner, Kovarovic. He's told me about Pavel 
Bruck. Second, he drives an Alfa Romeo. I don't know if Jay has noticed it's a right hand drive. 
Third," she had three fingers in the air at this stage, "When he's working he deliberately wears tight 
trousers."

Simone wanted to get back to her paperback. "What book are you reading?" Helen asked.
"Sophie's World." Simone held up the book for Helen to study the cover. "Have you read this? I 

suppose you have."
"I have."
"Don't tell me how it ends."
"I won't." Helen was aching to tell her the ending. "Have you reached the scene with the 

thunderstorm?"
"No. Don't give it away. What's so important about your manuscript anyway? I was having a 

sneaky look at it."
"Call it inspiring. I think Jay will appreciate what that book has to say about things."
Simone studied the cover again, unsure what the big deal was. "It's all short stories."
Helen agreed without speaking.
"Why is it important?"
"She stayed at my flat one night. The day after, I noticed she had been reading it. She had also 

found time to have a good look at the other things in my bedroom. She probably thinks I hadn't 
figured it out, but I can tell when things have been moved." Helen was finishing off the kebab, 
carefully gripping each individual chunk of vegetable, sadistically drawing it off the skewer giving 
it time to come to terms with its fate. "If she's so interested in it then she should have her own 
special copy. I know she likes one of the characters from one of the stories."

Simone flicked through the pages waiting for the instruction to stop. The shop was empty and 
silent. "Which one?" Helen wasn't looking.

"The Fake Messiah. She likes to imagine herself as General Leisha."
Unable to find the story or the pages, or the character, Simone asked: "Who is General Leisha?"
Helen had finished her kebabs. She licked her lips, cleaned around her mouth with a paper 

napkin. "She's the Anti-christ."

-

On the train back to Prague Helen was concerned about the slight shock that she had given her 
mother describing Jay as the Anti-christ. She tried to explain that it was the character in the story 
who was the big AC, not Jay, but somehow the impression had been lodged in the mind, the mark 
indelible. Jay Marshall, Helen's English friend was the Anti-christ! Simone had blessed herself, 
grateful that she lived in the more prosaic world of Plzen and not the Golem infested asylum that 
Prague was becoming. It's not like that, Helen had said, it's like any other big world city, she had 
argued. There's nothing odd about Prague.

Stepping outside the rail station into a city evening cooling down and slowing down, settling in 
the lukewarm calm of ten o'clock, Helen wondered whether to walk or catch a tram back to Zizkov. 



Her decision was made for her by three men who stood waiting for her. She was bundled into a car 
and driven away from the station. Nobody spoke for ten minutes. Helen knew the initiative was 
with them. They wanted her, they would ask the questions, it was their obligation to explain what 
this was all about. The city should have rushed by outside, but a traffic jam had been caused by a 
television crew filming a wartime drama alongside the river. "I wonder how they film without 
getting the Metronome in the shots?" Her question was left unanswered. The traffic was moving 
again and soon the car was picking up speed as it hurtled towards Troja. At last someone in the car 
realised she was still sitting there.

"Jay Marshall," the guy in the passenger seat said. He was dressed in a black tee-shirt and had a 
close shaved head with a tattoo across the side of his neck. The image was a cross-eyed bird.

"Jay? Jay is a friend. What's it to you?"
"Who is she? What is she?" The tattooed guy was joined by the driver who echoed his colleague's

questions.
"What is she? She's an Englishwoman." A gun was produced. "If you shoot me you'll never 

know." The man with the gun was heavy, dressed in a green sweatshirt and in deference to his 
garment sweated eagerly. The smell filled the back of the car.

"Don't try to be funny, Helen. Why is Jay Marshall in Prague? Is she Interpol?"
"Interpol!" Helen tried to watch the scenery passing by, but her backseat friends were too big to 

allow views out of the car. "Interpol doesn't have jurisdiction in Prague. Get real. Who is your 
boss?"

"Shut the fuck up with your questions, bitch."
Helen gave a withering look to the man sitting on her left. "Shut the fuck up, bitch. You watch a 

lot of American tv shows, don't you?"
The man in the passenger seat continued by almost leaning across Helen's lap. "She knew 

Michael Peel, there's a coincidence. What does she know about him? And what is all this stuff she 
writes about personal files?"

"Who wants to know? Look, tell me who has sent you and I'll tell you anything you want to know,
otherwise... Fuck off."

The passenger shook his head at the driver. Even the gun was absent, replaced beneath the 
adjacent sweating guy's rump. The inside of the car was silent again for another few blocks before 
the passenger turned again. He had a familiarity with the area, checking for the streets they were 
looking for. "One last time, Helen. Here's the list: who is Jay Marshall; what is her job; what do you
know about personal files kept on European citizens?"

European citizens. Now they were telling Helen something she hadn't been aware of. The files, 
she had understood, were a British thing, an establishment conspiracy. "European citizens," she 
said, "I thought it was only the British affected by them." The slice of information had them all 
musing over possibilities. "There are files on everyone in Britain, but that's something begun after 
the second world war. I don't know why. It's all on computer now."

"It's all over Europe also," said the driver slowing down to turn right into a wide empty cobbled 
street. Abandoned industrial buildings lay ruined and empty on either side of the road, overwhelmed
and tended by waste land and long grass. "We're all accounted for, Helen."

"How do you know my name?" If they knew her name they'd know where she lived, and what 
was in her flat. Now she was glad Vitek had moved out. He wasn't the sort of guy who'd cope very 
well with these four baboons breaking into the squat.

"You've been checking out too many apartments, Helen. Someone on your income, selling black 
and white pictures on Charles Bridge, shouldn't be getting into debt to buy something she can't 
afford. You're stuck for the price of colour film,  how can you buy million dollar apartments off 



people like Kovarovic."
"Nothing wrong with a girl looking. Where else do I get ideas for my own place. Has he asked 

you to drive me home?"
Growing impatient with his own driver the passenger spoke again. "We're not taking you home. 

We've arrived at the end of the road, Helen." The end of the road was really the end of the road. The
tarmac stopped at a grassy mound punctured with fallen telegraph poles, a burnt out car, rubbish, 
litter and what looked like the gun turret from a Soviet tank. The linear rot of a solitary railway line 
drew an edge between the rust coloured horizon and dull scrub. The evening sky was darkening and
hiding the wider surroundings, wrapping the car with a final cloak of surrender. Before Helen could 
speak, before any explanation could be offered that might get her out of this conclusion, the driver 
was checking his mirror. His concern spread. First to the passenger, then the two gentlemen sharing 
the backseat looked out of the rear window. Helen didn't move. "And your file, Helen," the 
passenger said nervously to Helen's reflection, "what would be in your file?"

Helen glanced through the window behind her and noticed a slow moving vehicle, just a  form in 
the distance, stalking them. "I think my file would be empty."

A distant accelerating engine sound forced the driver into a panic. He was facing the wrong way, 
facing a dead end with a grassy mound too high to drive over. He groped with the gearstick and 
managed to reverse the car. Which way would the other vehicle go? Port to port, starboard to 
starboard; what was the seafaring convention? Hurtling past it Helen saw the other car was a 
powerful saloon, large spoiler on the back, lowered suspension, windows blacked out. Judging by 
the driver's hurried, clumsy control the vehicle was close behind and making little effort to 
overtake. In the growing heat of the interior, a heat aggravating the body odour of the back seat 
companions, conversation was suspended. Confusion was paramount, an inexplicable concern. 
What was the other vehicle playing at, where were the guns, why was there no shooting, no attempt 
to overtake? Why this harassment, this playing around? The route was erratic, one panic-driven 
decision after another, but no-one had any better suggestions for the driver who was taking few 
opportunities to turn this way and that, choosing instead to stay on any straight road he happened to 
find himself on.

The vehicle behind was dictating events, planning the trip. The car turned suddenly right into a 
narrow street, wide enough for a few cyclists, maybe a brave pedestrian. At the end of the street a 
large wall was the only clue to the outcome of this choice. A bell tower came into view just as the 
street revealed its end to be an enclosed square. A small space surrounded by apathetic apartment 
windows that were closed and uninterested. The car was brought to a halt, the occupants tumbling 
around inside. "Get out," the passenger growled at Helen. "Get her out of the car." 

"They haven't followed us. Keep her in." The driver didn't share his passenger's panic.
"Just because you can't see them means nothing. They've let us know they're here. Get her out of 

the car. Let them have her back." The fatman with the gun struggled to open his door, but when he 
was out he grabbed Helen by the collar and hurled her across the road. The sketches, tucked inside 
her jacket spread out across the floor, followed by the unbound pages of the manuscript. Sat on her 
behind and nursing a bruised elbow she waited for the car to screech around to face its pursuer, but 
the square was empty, the other vehicle had vanished allowing the car and its sweaty terrified 
occupants to inch its way forward, checking the escape route carefully. 

Helen's pages watched alongside her. There was no breeze, nothing but a tranquil silence and a 
heavy drumming sound in her eardrums. Helen felt as if she was sitting at the bottom of a barrel. 
The buildings with their distorted inward leaning perspectives studied her like a curious captive that
had fallen into the barrel. The road, poured into the space, was contained by angular almost square 
kerbs, high and thick, very old stone kerbs. But the buildings, revealed gradually as light delicately 



picked out the window frames and glass surfaces, formed a perfect circle. This, thought Helen, was 
the moment when a thunderstorm would be very appropriate. She gathered her sketches and the 
pages of the manuscript, to be sorted in the right order when she got back to the squat, and slowly 
walked out of the squared circle.

Before she left she turned back and sniffed the air. A delicate, almost undetectable aroma of 
lavender was present. "Thank you," she whispered and grinned as the clouds overhead moved on.



25 THE UNDETECTED THREAT

Parizka, like the rest of the city, was different when the temperature dropped to a more sufferable 
level. People lounging did so because they weren't at the point of dehydration or baked senseless by
the roaring hotplate streets. There was time to relax and think, time to consider the afternoon, where
to go that evening, what time to get back to work. Returning to the city Jay felt that people were 
real, not the bit part actors employed for the tourists. The amazing sights were remnants of a time 
when a church was a church, and a tower was there for a specific purpose. In this frame of mind, 
objective and somewhat over-familiar, Jay saw through the guide book fantasy and hyperbole. The 
journey from the airport was less of a shock the second time and the historical timeline that she had 
driven along made more sense. For a brief moment, when the roofline of the old city came into 
view, she had gazed open mouthed, but she was quickly checking the inside of her bag to make sure
her purse and passport were where she had put them after passing the arrivals desk. 

Pavel Bruck's yellow Alfa Romeo was parked on the street. He must have been going somewhere.
And Jay had rung from Manchester that she was on her way back. Dumped on the street with three 
suitcases and hand luggage Jay rang the apartment intercom. "Hi, it's me," she said and then gasped 
when she was asked to confirm who she was. "It's me! Jay... Jay Marshall, you idiot, who do you 
think I am?"

The door clicked open and she struggled to get her suitcases off the pavement and into the safety 
of the building. Could she forgive him this oversight? Was this a warning of things to come, 
forgotten already. Or did Pavel Bruck have a sense of humour that would catch her out every time. 
Some people were like that: Jay wasn't easily scammed, but now and again she'd meet someone 
who could say 'shoelaces...' and she'd look down. Young Pavel was in that category. Inside his 
apartment he was surprised to see her back. "Do you have another woman in here?" Jay asked, 
knowing that he wouldn't be dressed for business if he did. Pavel simply grinned. A confident half 
smile, the gesture of one who knew when he had the initiative.

"I didn't think you'd come back," he said wandering off to his bedroom. He reappeared. "Going 
home to mummy and daddy. I had you down as the sort of girl who would stay there."

"But you're pleased to have me back," Jay said wrapping her arms loosely around his wide 
shoulders. 

"Maybe I am," he said, "maybe not. It means nothing to me."
She liked that. The ignorance. The cocky self confidence. He could get rid of her anytime he 

wanted, she wasn't so naive to believe otherwise. But if that was the case why didn't he? That was 
her in-your-face response should anyone ask. And besides, she had big plans now for Pavel.

They had a light lunch: salad, with cooked meats, a bit too peppery for Jay's liking, but the wine 
went down well. Then Pavel suggested a stroll around the city for a few hours. He had time to kill. 

"Have you been busy?" Jay projected herself forward to imagine the view others had as she 
walked hand in hand with this man. He was as much part of this city as the more extravagant 
buildings.

"So so. Yes, if you must know. The usual stuff."
"You don't mind talking about it. Just say so if you don't want to."
"There's nothing to say. You know what it's all about."
"That's what I like about you," Jay said as they passed the blacksmith's stall at the bottom end of 

Wenceslas Square. There was a moment of hesitation as she wondered what would happen if Pavel 
saw Helen, face blackened and sweaty, working at the stall, the woman who ran an international 
business through Germany moonlighting as a smithy! Where would Jay fit into that scenario. 

"What," Pavel asked, "what do you like about me?"



"There are two sides to you, aren't there? The public face, the business man everyone sees and 
meets. And then there is Pavel Bruck, the mover and fixer, cash only, no questions. Mover in 
mysterious circles."

"I'm not quite sure what you mean by that, but we've gone through all this before."
"Yeah. I remember." The air was thick with cooking smells, savoury aromas, drifting on light 

mists of steam crossing the path taken alongside market stalls and midday diners. "What's the big 
building up at the top there?"

"That's the National Museum."
"Spectacular." It was just visible, through the tree canopies and interference of garish shop 

facades and huge hotel neon signs bolted precariously to the rooves. The place was bisected by a 
rushing cacophony of trams thundering down cavernous sidestreets packed with shoppers. The 
market economy was everywhere in that street to her right as she took note of the shops; what they 
sold, how big they were, how popular they seemed to be. "Were you here in eighty nine?"

"Yes." Pavel stopped and looked around. "In fact I was just over there. Not for long. Things 
happened very quickly, but when the crowds were being broken up by the police a group of us ran 
towards the entrance of that hotel there and we just stood around as innocently as we thought we 
could be. A friend of mine was beaten up, but he was okay."

"The police did that?"
"Yes. They weren't all from the Prague. Neither were we for that matter. The militia was drafted in

from other parts of the country and we knew they'd have a go at us, but the local police, you could 
see something in their eyes. They didn't have the stomach for a fight. It's like when you know you're
fighting a losing battle. They wanted to go home, walk away, but what do you?"

He was strolling through his memory of those hectic days as the city and the country were hurled 
helplessly towards its place in history. Jay recalled the television pictures, trying to perceive the fact
that Pavel was in there somewhere, on her screen as another episode became recorded forever. She 
was walking hand in hand with someone who had been there at a  moment in history. If fate had 
turned out differently she could have been walking through Berlin with someone who had helped 
bring down the wall, or ambling along a boulevard of Bucharest with a man in the crowd when 
Ceaucescu lost his grip. Strange how Helen never talked about this. It was as if it hadn't been a 
feature of her life. Strange how Pavel would never say where he came from originally. "What do 
you think of it all now? Has it changed in the  way you thought it would?"

"No." He didn't seem to be considering the question. "There's too much crime now."
"How can you say that?" Jay shoved him gently off his line.
"It's true. Come out with me tonight and I'll show you."
"Where? Where do you want to take me?"
"Somewhere. A club not far from my apartment. I'll tell you who's who and what they do." As 

they neared the National Museum, a huge overbearing building in spite of still being in the distance,
Pavel crossed the boulevard to sit at the other side amongst flower arrangements and ornate street 
lamps. He stopped for a moment and observed a small bouquet of flowers left next to the kerb. The 
street was filled with cars, parked noses to the pavements, but there was space to leave a few blue 
flowers, possibly no more than six, tied together with a yellow bow. They looked as if they had been
dropped unknowingly. But they had been placed with their blooms resting delicately on the kerb 
edge, their green stems neatly tied together. Pavel pointed at them. "Every week someone places 
those there." A woman standing nearby spoke to him. Jay waited for a translation. 

"What did she say?"
"She says the woman who leaves them hasn't been gone long. Headed back towards the Old Town

Square."



Jay looked back, but there were so many women amongst the crowds increasing in density as 
Wenceslas Square rolled gently downhill towards the centre of the city. "Why does she leave them 
here?" Jay was whispering.

Pavel shrugged. "I didn't even know it was a woman. I've noticed them before."
"Who's the big guy on the horse?"
The statue was St Wenceslas, Pavel told her. "Don't ask me who the horse is. My mother never 

told me."
"Were you born in Prague?" Jay's question forced a puff of impatience out of Pavel who replied 

no, but Jay wasn't sure whether this was a convenient response just to keep her quiet. She told 
herself she should know. Questions had once been her career. Once upon a time, she reminded 
herself. The life that was a fairytale. "I was once caught up in a riot in London," she said. "We ran 
through Piccadilly and I got hit by a brick. I still haven't found out which side threw it."

"Why did they pick on you?"
"I was an innocent bystander. I was a journalist at the time. It was the anti-poll tax riots."
"You were a journalist? So you weren't an innocent bystander then, were you?"
"What do you mean? I was just there to report what happened."
Pavel stopped again and was displaying the kind of expression that Jay had seen Helen produce 

when she was about to say something profound. "Journalists are never innocent. The whole reason 
for information is to convince people of one side of an argument."

"Rubbish."
"You think so. You should live in a country like this one. Information is the most powerful 

weapon. There's no such thing as a neutral weapon. Words can mean anything. It's all a matter of 
interpretation."

"Sounds very clever, but you're wrong. A free press, as you should know by now, is one of the 
indicators of a democracy."

"Is that so? And where will I find one of these democracies?" He smiled and waited.
Jay wasn't so sure. What kind of democracy held secret personal files on all its citizens? "When I 

find out I'll let you know."
"I'll look forward to it."
Jay saw a moment, a window of opportunity as Pavel hinted at some greater knowledge his seedy 

international business had exposed him to. "Are you suggesting that western Europe isn't the 
democracy we western Europeans have become familiar with?"

"If your free press was a bit more eager to concentrate on what is really going on instead of 
worrying about global warming and cannabis you'd be surprised what's happening." His attention 
lingered on her slightly too long to be seen as affectionate. His grip on her left hand was tightening. 
A horse drawn carriage drew up outside a grand entrance to an expensive hotel patrolled by 
uniformed ushers and a scampering bell boy. "I could introduce you to a man in Holland who will 
take twenty thousand euros to arrange housing for prostitutes on the Ijslemeer estate outside 
Amsterdam. His department in the city council uses EU grants intended for urban regeneration, but 
instead the money comes to me in payment for consultancy services and I gift them a thirty per cent
commission. I have a friend in the housing department of a city council in England who will pass 
immigrants on to the owner of two tower blocks. He accepts two hundred pounds for every Russian,
Ukrainian, Chechen, or whatever, to a derelict flat. I'll make ten thousand in fees. None of them will
fill in any forms, be asked any questions, because he has a colleague in the Foreign Office in Britain
who turns a blind eye to it all for one hundred pounds per immigrant. So while your press is 
rampaging about Kurds rioting in Sangatte and the Greeks not doing enough to stop Iraqis entering 
Europe, your own officials, and those from Holland, France, Denmark, Sweden, Spain, are doubling



their incomes by taking money from all sides to let these people in. And it's not just me. It's all the 
others like me."

"How do they get away with it?"
"They're in the hierarchy, Jay. People protecting people. You know the difference between the 

regime I lived in and the one you have lived in? Your regime was better at covering its tracks than 
ours."

Fancy! Jay didn't care. She told Pavel, as if she had doubts the first time, she didn't care about any
of that now. Gordon Chambers and Dennis Malahide, Sir Robin Conran, poor coughing Sir Robin 
rescuing his Lady wife's precious files, they could all wallow in their own scandal. Jay was out of it.
Sort of. Then again, as she and her man turned right to head up towards the Powder Tower, she 
realised that she was now on the other side, staring back at the great and respectable standing up in 
the face of this temptation from the east. All this money coming their way for a few helpless souls. 
Jay couldn't imagine why someone like Sir Robin Conran would need the money. Not that he was 
involved, but there'd be others like him. People like third rater Compton Davies, saying one thing in
public and doing something sinister in private. And people like Pavel Bruck, who had stood by 
hoping the police wouldn't choose his head to test out their riot batons, had made good use of the 
new opportunities and made something of themselves. What a contrast between him and Vitek, 
Helen's pragmatic if somewhat whining friend. One a puppeteer with an aeronautics degree, the 
other a local boy with a flare for money making. Jay returned Pavel's strong grip, feeling the 
firmness of his fingers wrapped tight around the palm of her hand. She expected it to be the grip of 
a small boy, contained within the man, the grip of a small boy hoping not to be separated from his 
mother. But it wasn't the grip of a child, it was the firm grasp of a man who held tightly anything 
that belonged to him. 

Away from the smell of food stalls, Pavel's subtle cologne fragrance became apparent. He carried 
the aroma of success. "Can I ask you a stupid question?" Pavel nodded. "Do you believe in the 
Golem?"

He sniffed in merriment and considered the question very carefully. "Not tonight, but someday, 
I'll introduce you." His attention was distracted by the sight of a crowd of people gathering on a 
distant corner. The Municipal House, hidden by the sweep of the road, appeared to be the venue 
again of the gathering. Jay had brushed through it when she took Sir Robin Conran to lunch. Now 
she was intrigued, confused; what was this regular occurance? Whatever it was Pavel was freaked 
out by it, swinging Jay through a one eighty degree about turn to go back the way they had come. 

"Problem?" Jay asked forcing a look over her shoulder.
""Do some shopping. I'll see you tonight."

-

Tonight, he had said. Jay was pleased about that. Pavel had left her alone on the wide street where 
he said some of the best boutiques in the city centre were all hers. She promised to give him a 
surprise and, true to her word, did just that when she emerged from the bedroom of his apartment at 
nine o'clock that evening in a scarlet leather dress that almost left him unconscious at the sight of it. 
She could tell he was impressed because his boyish grin was nowhere to be seen, and his lower lip 
was a little bit too far away from his upper lip to be healthy. Blinking and taking deep breaths he 
raised himself off the settee and suggested they leave for the club straight away.

"You want to show me off, don't you."
"I want the other guys there to see you. See what I've got that they haven't."
"Will they fight you for me?"



The comment shot through Pavel's body like something hot or electrified. "They can try," Pavel 
said, but later on nobody who came to his table in the club was young enough or looked fit enough 
to take him on and claim Jay's hand in battle. In the subdued lighting of the nightclub Jay settled 
into the high backed velvet chair and waited to be pampered. She watched for Pavel's reaction every
time she crossed her legs, the low cut bodice of the dress allowed her shoulders to glisten against 
the copper light of the table lamp, and cast strong shadows across her neck. Her dark hair was 
falling delicately around her jaw, a new style she favoured, cropped close to the sides of her face 
and creeping shyly towards the lines of her eyebrows. She felt special, not because of him, the 
status of businessman's prize had worn off when she tried the dress on for the first time in the 
boutique. No, this dress, this colour, everything about her physical appearance, was spiralling 
towards some greater feeling of authority she'd never noticed in herself before. As Pavel returned 
from a nearby table where he had spotted an associate, Jay momentarily felt as if he was her prize: 
she was the power and he was the catch drawn towards it.

"Friend of yours?" she asked.
"He wants a BMW. A blue one. Z3 convertible."
"Two a penny," Jay said gazing away towards the distant mirrored wall where her reflection was 

watching her through a crowd of tables and chattering groups. The music, an unidentifiable mix of 
pop and heavy rock, hung in the air like an unwanted incense, inescapable but not quite intrusive 
enough to be annoying. 

"Two what?" Pavel was sliding his arm across the back of her bare shoulders.
"Two a penny. It means common. A lot of them about."
"Try telling him that." Pavel became relaxed in this position. "But if they're so common, as you 

say, they should be easy to find."
"Easy to steal, you mean."
"If you say so." 
Jay was still uncertain what to make of his brazen dishonesty. She had never been a victim of 

serious crime like car theft or burglary. False claims of bomb attacks seemed to be the nearest she 
had come to this kind of trouble. Perhaps, she thought, if she was the former owner of a stolen 
BMW she might think differently. 

"Do you have any better suggestions? You women are supposed to be good at these things, aren't 
you?"

Jay laughed. "Patronising as well as crooked? Well, how about the Porsche Boxter, or the 
Mercedes convertible, I don't know the name."

"A Porsche! You don't steal something that's going to be stolen again. Those things leapfrog their 
way round the world until the original owner has the car stolen back off a guy in Florida. He knows 
he's safe with a BMW. So, if that's what he wants, that's what he shall have."

"Who is he anyway? The Prime Minister?"
Pavel was having trouble with Jay's sense of humour. She could forgive him that; this was a 

different Jay to the weak-kneed version he was getting used to. He tried to suppress a grin every 
time some old guy wandered past the table leaving a lingering stare, or the waiters, hovering and 
buzzing like bees between the glowing tables, returning again and again to collect empty glasses 
and take more orders. "Is this your local?" Jay had to repeat the question until Pavel learned the 
English vernacular.

"Yes, this is my local."
"Is everyone in here a crook?"
He sighed and said yes. Again, it was that tiresome answer intended to shut her up. The clientele 

didn't look like crooks. They were more suited to be standing at an ambassador's cocktail party. A 



lot of fancy frocks, one or two tuxedos, old women squeezed into young women's clothes, old men 
hanging on to their cigars. Youngsters like Pavel were rare. Young men, that is. Every table seemed 
to have a young female fixture laughing forcefully and allowing themselves to be pawed and 
mauled by sloshed geriatrics. In comparison Jay's partner was the epitome of good manners. He'd 
leave with a limp if he put his hand anywhere disagreeable.

"Have you seen Helen Siebert recently?" Jay asked. She didn't like the look in his eyes as he 
casually finished another vodka.

"Not personally," he said.
The table was visited by a tall, silver haired man in a burgundy suit that looked like a holiday 

camp uniform. He sat down keeping a tight grip on his drink as he lowered himself onto the deep 
cushion. "What do you make of the rumours, Pavel?" He paused and then nodded at Jay.

"She's okay," Pavel replied stroking the back of Jay's head gently. "I don't make anything of them 
Vaclav. If you believe everything you hear about you'd never get out of bed."

Vaclav agreed. This man was probably the club ditherer, walking in with one opinion and leaving 
with another having wrestled with a room full of alternative views before settling on the last one 
presented to him. "Only rumours after all, but some people have seen things."

"Like what?" Jay asked.
Vaclav wasn't sure. "Well, things, you know. People disappearing into thin air, people appearing 

out of nowhere. I've heard people say there is devil worshipping in the woods over there in Petrin. 
Fires in the Observation Tower."

Pavel had to snort his contempt, raising his eyes upwards and shaking his head. "What will it be 
next, Vaclav. Horse riders charging across the sky, music from the clouds. There are drug addicts in 
this city, you know. Have you ever thought they might be the source of all these visions?"

Vaclav's attention had locked onto Jay. He'd obviously noticed something for the first time. Pavel 
was distracted and turned to her. "What's the matter?" he said to Vaclav.

"Your lady friend. That is a very vivid red. Call me stupid, but a couple of days ago I heard 
someone say to me that the devil is buying property in this city."

Jay grinned. "Yes, that's me," she said cheekily. "In fact I have an agent looking on my behalf." 
She sipped her chilled wine and winked at Pavel who was unsure what to say. "Something wrong?"

"Nothing wrong, Jay. Nothing at all." Vaclav wandered off, sensing the tension emerging at the 
table. He disappeared into a group of revellers preparing to leave the club. When he was gone Pavel
couldn't hide his concern. "What do you mean by that?"

"If I was the devil, Pavel Bruck, how would you know?"
"I'm not a Christian, but I'd put money on the devil being a man."
"Don't gamble, Pavel. Never gamble. And besides, the story Vaclav was referring to is a video 

shoot for one of the puppet theatres in Prague. I've heard they're dramatising a short story called 
Before the Devil Dances. They were in York when I was there earlier this year."

"Chinese whispers," Pavel said. "I wonder what short story is the cause of the fires at the 
Observation Tower."

Jay thought she might know the answer, but wasn't interested in saying. 
As eleven o'clock approached Jay and Pavel had virtually exhausted small talk. She had eaten 

light snacks brought back from the bar by Pavel. Jay wondered why he hadn't waited for a waiter to 
bring them. Perhaps he wanted the exercise, or maybe he couldn't cope with being so close to the 
scarlet dress. He was reluctant to tell her any more about his childhood. He said it wasn't a good 
one, but she wasn't sympathetic enough to listen. In response she refused to open up about hers. But
she did hint at great wealth, describing her parents house, their careers and Jay's apartment in 
London. She followed that detail with a reminder of how expensive property was in the capital, but 



didn't tell him that her apartment was rented. "I bet my mother knows some of the officials you deal
with at the Foreign Office in Britain."

"How would she know?"
"She knows them all. She was in the Conservative party throughout the time they were in power. 

She knows Baroness Thatcher." A Baroness. Pavel had never met anyone whose mother knew a 
Baroness. He was impressed. "I know Lady Alison Peel aswell. She's married to Sir Robin Conran. 
Have you met him?"

"No." All this name dropping was mesmerising.
"Yeah," Jay said casually. "He was the Permanent Private Secretary to the Treasury. A good friend

of mine. Of course, his stepson was Michael Peel, killed near Melnik recently. You'll have heard of 
that."

"I heard of it. I never met him. I didn't know him."
"Yes. His best friend was my partner for a while earlier this year." What did she sound like. Jay 

wondered whether to wear scarlet more often. But this weird curriculum vitae wasn't a fantasy. Not 
a complete fantasy anyway. "So, come on. Who do you know? Name drop for me, Pavel."

So he did. None of the names on his list were as ostentatious as the ones on hers. There were no 
Baronesses, or Knights, or Ladies, just a load of sub-delegates of government departments, two EU 
commissioners, a magistrate in France and some judges in Zurich. Jay hadn't heard of any of them 
and made her disappointment quite obvious. He was loose tongued owing to his drink, she was light
headed thanks to hers. The table lamp was turning blue. As the table started to move slightly, two 
men approached and sat down uninvited. They spoke Czech, cutting Jay out of the conversation and
any insight into what was going on. Pavel was animated in his gestures, irritated by their insistence 
on something. They started  asking him to leave, preparing to move away from the table before 
settling back again when he refused to budge. The argument grew more heated until finally Pavel 
put his hand on Jay's thigh. She flinched. "They don't speak English. Look, Jay, they want me to go 
with them to a place in Nove Mesto. It's just the other side of the city. If I give you the key to the 
apartment can you go home alone? I'll see you later."

"If I must," she said. Her head was getting heavier. "Isn't it dangerous for a girl like me to be out 
alone?"

"I don't think so. Enough people know you're mine. If anyone touches you I'll have them burnt 
alive."

"That's very reassuring, Pavel," she slurred, hanging her arms around his neck and kissing the side
of his face. 

"Good," he said awkwardly, peeling her off his shoulders. "I'll see you later. Here." He handed her
the key and helped her place it in her purse. 

-

He left with the two others, but in Jay's vision they all merged into one very wide man who 
somehow managed to leave the club without getting wedged in the furniture. She was soon out the 
door and the fresh air outside slapped her face. She drew breath and steadied herself. The coolness 
cleared her head slightly and she felt the strength returning to her legs. She placed her right foot 
froward and looked down. They were great legs, she thought. Helen didn't have legs like these. She 
might have an eye for a photograph but Jay was the photogenic one. Yeah, great legs these, the heel 
of her shoe was accentuating her calf muscle, the skin tone a blushed shade of bronze. No wonder 
Pavel couldn't sit farther than a centimetre away from her all night. Scarlet was Jay's new colour, 
she thought as she looked up the deserted street towards the junction. Lighting was better in the club



than out here and she knew, from Pavel's earlier guided tour from the apartment, that the Jewish 
Cemetery wasn't far away. Parizka was round here somewhere... If she could find that and follow 
the trees.

Through the dark veil stretched across the street Jay's vision had difficulty making out detail. She 
kept to the centre of the road and walked slowly. A few lights in windows weren't enough to 
penetrate this gloom, like a fog. She paused, checking she was heading towards the junction she'd 
identified from outside the club, but all she could make out was one dark slab of building sealing 
off the end of the street. Then something passed by; there obviously was a road, allowing a path for 
an animal, upright, (it should have been on all fours, judging by its physique) to walk from left to 
right. Jay continued watching a continuous stream of animals, big and small, in an ordered 
procession. Arriving at the junction, empty of traffic and people, but filled with a column of 
glowing, almost transparent animals, Jay watched as they strolled by, two abreast, intent on some 
unseen destination.

There were elephants and gorillas, giraffes, zebras, ducks, swans gliding by on invisible footsteps,
small birds flicked past, dogs, and two lions, one male one female. The force of their movement 
absorbed Jay into the column and she walked amongst them, slowly becoming aware of music 
controlling the rhythm of the animals' footsteps. It was a glowing circus procession, a fluorescent 
exhibition of exotic and commonplace species, two by two, none of them aware of the solitary 
human in the middle. They continued, unstoppable, through the abandoned Old Town Square, 
twisting and turning to follow the network of alleyways and narrow streets towards the river. The 
larger animals, vivid green rhinos, and two tangerine camels, rubbed shoulders as Jay recognised 
the street on which Circus Inferno had their diabolical entrance. The procession avoided the place, 
headed casually towards the bridge and across the road that was normally jammed solid with traffic.
The traffic was the other way this evening, with gazelles jumping the queue to get to Charles 
Bridge. They were followed by wild boar, two of them, scurrying through the legs of the giraffes 
whose brilliant blue incandescence illuminated the purple boar before vanishing into the shadows 
cast by the rhinos.

The procession marched across the bridge, the heads of the statues turning to examine the 
spectacle. Parrots and two eagles rested for a moment on the head of a crucified Christ, before 
setting off again towards the steps down to Kampa Island. Jay walked off, feeling lifted by the force
pulling her towards the hill leading up towards the palace. The city lights were extinguished but the 
glow from the animals was enough to reveal the details of the spires and windows, turrets and 
finials. Crosses and faces projected out of the walls and architraves. The ornate stonework and 
cobbles sparkled briefly as each animal lumbered and skipped by, one set of footsteps switching the 
buildings on, the lights dimming before another set tripped the circuitry. The street ahead of Jay 
burst into multicoloured vision as the procession wound its way between the facades upwards and 
out of sight. 

Surrounded by panthers and horses, red and white rabbits as big as donkeys, lemon yellow mice 
riding on the backs of wolves, Jay became aware of the smell of burning, a mild charred aroma, like
the pungent smell of motor oil or some mechanical heat. It wasn't the smell of livestock, nor was 
there any sound except for the music played by a marching band that remained hidden. The walk 
became harder as the hill grew steeper and more twisting. The animals were packing in tighter as 
they found themselves in a  condensed neighbourhood of high walls and a jumble of small houses, 
whitewashed with orange tiled rooves. The giraffes peeked nosily over the walls and through the 
upstairs windows, disturbing the turquoise magpies resting for a moment, counting the animals as 
they passed by. 

Another wide road was reached and the animals crossed, leaving Jay to stand and comprehend the



huge body that they were entering. A vast whale, beached, with it's mouth open. Bigger than 
anything she had seen in the encyclopeadias of her childhood. This was a sperm whale that had 
never drifted through the oceans of her imagination. Here it was, a mile long from nose to tail, 
watching with its beady eye as each animal partnership strolled into its mouth. One by one, two by 
two, the lights of their glowing bodies flickering out as they disappeared between the jaws and the 
rows of little white teeth. Jay's head began to swim. The trees around her shivered, bristling their 
noisy branches and chattering leaves until she sat down at the foot of a warm silver birch and waited
until the last of the animals was gone. She wasn't awake long enough to see it. And she never did 
see the band playing the music. Perhaps they had turned off to go down another street, but that was 
okay. She never liked the booming drum that split her eardrums on walking days, serenading the 
deaf and those able to watch as each glorious banner was carried past supported by decorated ropes 
and cables. And who were all those men and women marching in triumph carrying the emblems and
symbols of warriors and saints, workers and martyrs? Who were they? 

-

When the room eventually stopped spinning Jay had to shield her eyes from the brilliant sunlight 
penetrating a flimsy net curtain. She turned onto her side and buried her head in the pillow. She felt 
nauseous, the rolling bedroom threatened to pitch her off the hard deafening bed with it's raucous 
delinquent springs and cold metal frame. Her leather dress snagged at the skin around her armpits, 
twisting it into a painful knot that only released her when she rolled onto her back. And then the 
sunlight hit her again. She tossed and turned until the sound of the bed brought a figure into the 
room. Jay, lying on her side, made out a pair of jeans and bare feet with crimson painted toenails. 
The figure squatted besides her and stroked her hair away from her forehead. 

"Jay, are you awake?"
The voice was female and familiar. Jay opened her right eye and saw Helen watching her, 

concerned and patient. She continued to stroke Jay's head, a delicate motion that relaxed her and 
eased the turmoil of the spinning room. "Helen. Is this your place?" 

"It's my place, yes. You're okay here. Don't try to move just yet."
"How did I get here?" Jay mumbled into the pillow.
"Some friends of mine brought you here. They found you across the road from the Strahov."
"What time is it?"
"It's about half past four."
"Morning or afternoon?" Jay wasn't really concerned, but the conversation was keeping her 

awake.
"Afternoon. You've been here three days."
She wanted to react to that, but she didn't have the energy. Her entire body was forced against the 

thin mattress. The headache that was now making itself apparent was like a clamp attached to the 
crown of her head. Her mouth was drying to a rotten stickiness. "Helen, am I dead?"

"Not quite," she replied, "another day up on the hill and you would have been. I think you were 
drugged. My friends said you were fast asleep against a tree. A lot of drug users end up dead in that 
part of the city. You could have been found by anyone up there. And wearing this dress who knows 
what they might have done to you. Can you remember where you were before you went up there?"

"Can I have a drink of water? And something for a headache?"
Helen agreed and left her for a moment. Jay tried to move, but the spinning was relentless. This 

was the hangover from another dimension. A three day wipeout. Three days of her life lost to the 
oblivion of something she couldn't remember drinking. She swallowed the dry tablet and drank 



from the position she was trapped in. Sideways and with an awkwardness that aggravated the 
headache for a few more moments. "Try to drink more," Helen was saying. "You're dehydrated. 
You've been poisoned by something. Can you remember taking any drugs?"

Jay shook her head by rolling it slowly left and right. Helen didn't believe her. "Have the animals 
gone?"

"What animals?" Helen was about to leave when the question brought her back to the side of Jay's
head.

"I followed a load of animals up the hill. It was a circus procession..."
"Have you ever had acid?"
"I haven't taken any drugs, Helen. I would have remembered if I had. I don't do drugs. Never 

had." She sounded as if her body was pumped full of them at the moment.
"Well, I think you've taken something, probably without knowing it. It can happen."
"Maybe." Jay drifted out of it again, and woke up still on her left side. The headache was gone 

and the room was stable. She recognised it as the bedroom she had stayed in the night after meeting 
Michael Peel. The brilliant sunlight had relented leaving the room in a pastel shade that was less 
aggressive than the bleached white that was generated when the sun surged through the window 
behind the bed. At last, for the first time in three days apparently, Jay was able to swivel herself 
around and off the bed. The springs gave the game away and Helen, the faithful companion, was 
there again. 

"You feeling better?"
"Yeah." Jay sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed her face. The glass of water was still on the 

floor. It tasted wonderful. "Three days," she said in a clear voice.
"Four," Helen replied. Jay noticed she was wearing training shoes. "That was yesterday. You're 

sleeping like Rip van Winkle these days."
"Four days. I've been unconscious for four days. How is that possible, Helen?"
"Believe me it's possible." She sat on the bed and allowed Jay to reorientate herself in time. " 

Who were you last with?"
"Pavel. Pavel Bruck, in a nightclub in the Jewish Quarter."
"Big seats, lots of old men with young women?" Jay nodded. "Doesn't surprise me. I wonder why 

he drugged you."
"How do you know he did it?"
"I'm just guessing. What's important is that you were saved. You're incredibly lucky."
"Who saved me, Helen?" The woman's face was close enough for Jay to get a good look at those 

dark eyes. They were big, wide and full of questions. Helen's skin was engraved with the fine lines 
of age beneath and around the corners of her eyes. Lines that deepened as her face showed emotion 
and concern. 

"Friends of mine. You don't know them."
"They were talking about rumours, in the nightclub. Grown men talking about fires and devils 

buying the city. I knew what that last one was about, but they said the Observation Tower had been 
seen on fire. And devil worshipping."

"Just rumours, Jay. Maybe you can start another one now with your animal procession. I've never 
a seen a circus like that one."

"Me neither. I don't want to see one like that again." 
Helen had something in her hand. "I think this is yours," she said offering a tiny tape recorder. "It 

was still attached to your thigh when you were found. I think the microphone's gone."
Jay took it carefully and realised why it was there. "It's an integral microphone. Is the tape still 

inside?" She clicked it open and examined the small cassette fully wound to the end of the reel. 



Helen didn't ask. She left Jay to her own private reasons for it being there, taped to her leg all 
evening and lucky to still be with her after four days of oblivion. Another sensation struck her, as 
the weight of the two women played havoc with the spring beneath the mattress Jay's stomach 
growled with such fury that Helen creased up laughing. "What the hell is that?" Jay said. "God, 
Helen. I hope you have some food."

"I've got food. I think you're hungry."
"Hungry. I could eat a tangerine camel."

-

"I wonder what Pavel's thinking," Jay said settling into the small colourful living room of the 
apartment. "He said if anything happened to me, if I was attacked by anyone, he'd burn them alive."

"He's tried to intimidate me, you know." Helen nodded as she sat down with a bowl of soup. Jay 
had the same snack, a sweet tomato soup with something hot and peppery mixed into it.

"When?"
"A few days ago." Helen didn't seem too concerned by it. Blowing across her soup her eyes 

occasionally glanced upwards at Jay. "I came back from Plzen, walked out of the station and was 
picked up by four hobos in an Audi. The sort of car his henchmen drive."

"He has cars stolen to order," Jay replied, "It could have been owned by any one of the other 
criminals in the city."

"Maybe," Helen dismissed the suggestion. A gesture so obviously contemptuous of Jay's defence 
that she didn't bother arguing against it further.

"I asked him last night, no wait, when was it, four nights ago, I asked him if he had seen you and 
he said no."

"That's because he hasn't. He sends his headcases after me. They came to me on the bridge two 
days ago. They know I'm on my own now that Vitek and Francesca are gone."

"Vitek's gone?" Jay realised that there was no sign of the man. None of his clothes were left in the
living room, the kitchen was tidy, there was something peaceful about the squat as if someone had 
gone through the place with a magic wand and exorcised the rooms. That was slightly unfair. Vitek 
wasn't a bad spirit, nothing sinister, but he was a couch potato when he was here. Without him there 
was order and Helen's natural eye for design and composition was beginning to show. Things were 
stacked up tidily. CDs formed a tower of lines against the wall beneath a window that had net 
curtains tied back with wide blue ribbons. Magazines were placed in orderly spread piles across a 
table next to the door. The chairs weren't scattered with old tee shirts and pullovers, but draped with 
large cloths printed with abstract coloured shapes. This room was homely, intimate and, Helen 
announced as she finished her soup, disguised.

"Disguised?" The soup bowl was placed on the floor next to the chair.
"Look at the spread you're sitting on." Helen sat back and waited for Jay to place her bowl on the 

floor. She stood up and inspected the spread. There was nothing to consider. It was a thick linen-like
material with a feint pattern. The lines and patches were subtle; like tie-dyed forms stretched and 
distorted. "Turn them over." Jay turned the spread over and saw that the colours were in fact the 
blocked in forms of an outline drawing. The dye had soaked through the material. On the reverse it 
was much clearer, but the pattern was still an indistinct  mess. Helen took the spread and placed it 
on the floor, flattening it out until it was even. Then she left the room, returning with a convex 
lightshade Jay had noticed in the hallway covering the light bulb. The shade was translucent plum, 
like one of the wild boars she had watched running between the legs of the giraffes. Helen put the 
shade down on a corner of the spread. "Now," she said, "do you see what I see. It's like a crystal 



ball."
Jay stared at the convex shade which now had a clearly identifiable pattern stretched across its 

shiny surface. The detail of a drawing, an architect's drawing, with lettering and words. As she 
stared, transfixed by the magic image, Helen held a magnifying glass in front of her eyes. Some of 
the words became apparent: Wien Commerzbank. "How the hell did you do this?"

"It was easy," Helen replied lightly. She dropped back into her own chair. "The cloth was painted 
with developing fluid, then Vitek had the drawings reprinted on clear tracing paper. All the originals
were destroyed. The image could then be projected off the curved surface of the shade onto the fluid
soaked cloth and the image became developed like a photographic print. It was a technique I've 
suggested to them before for some of their backdrops. It was a bit complicated this time, but trial 
and error produced the result eventually. All the drawings are reprinted on these spreads and you 
need that light shade to view them."

When Jay eventually acknowledged Helen she found the photographer with her head back against
the chair, sitting with her fingertips together and generally looking very pleased with herself. "That's
amazing."

Helen's eyes twinkled. "No," she said with elfish glee, "that's ingenuity. I needed to hide those 
drawings after I was abducted. I forgot to tell you why I thought Pavel was responsible for what 
happened. The men in the car were asking about you and the files. Who else in this city knows 
about them apart from me?"

"This is staggering, Helen. You're amazing, but then what else..." Jay sat back on the settee. "I 
was feeling really good in that nightclub, you know. For the first time I felt as if I was in control. 
And then this happens. I end up being drugged by a man who has had you abducted. How did you 
manage to escape?" She hadn't thought how Helen came to be here, larger than life, telling her all 
this.

"We were followed. They got scared and threw me out of the car somewhere near Troja."
"Followed. Who followed you?"
"No idea," she said, her eyes lighting up like an owl's. Of course she knew. Helen knew 

everything. "Of course," she continued, "if Pavel wanted to kill you he could have shot you."
"Kill me. Why would he want to kill me?"
"Because he knows about me, and he knows about you and me."
"About us. What about us? Oh my god!"
"What? What have you said to him?" In spite of her question Helen didn't sound too concerned.
"I made a joke with a guy called Vaclav. He looked at me in this dress and then said something 

about the devil buying property in the city. He asked if that was me. I said it was, but I had an agent 
buying on my behalf." Helen laughed. She liked the sound of the role she was playing. "Pavel didn't
see the funny side. Especially as I'd asked him earlier if he had seen you lately. He must know 
you're not the business woman in the market for buying an apartment. And now he knows I know 
all about you."

"Don't worry about it."
"That's easy for you to say. I don't have people following me saving me when I'm in trouble." But 

she had. How else did she end up here in Zizkov after being found near the Strahov on the other 
side of the city? How did those friends know she knew Helen? For a second Jay imagined herself 
being found by a troupe of the marionettes. She gazed again at the spread lying neatly on the floor, 
covered in it's distorted secrets. It was the map of an obscure universe, the undecipherable pattern of
mystery.

"Like I say. If Pavel wanted to harm you he could have had you killed. If he wanted it to look like 
an accident he could have poisoned you with something like ricin, or dumped you in the river 



downstream, buried you in the foundations of a new building."
"I get the message," Jay replied. If she went missing her parents would raise the alarm. Pavel 

would eventually be connected to her disappearance. But the ricin was different. She'd be dead of 
natural causes, no tell tale signs of poisoning. Very convenient if you wanted to get rid of someone 
with the minimum suspicion. Young people die of natural causes, not very often, but it happens. 
"Georgi Markov," Jay thought out loud, "he was killed with ricin, wasn't he?" Helen wasn't familiar 
with the name. "I think I know someone else who might have been killed with ricin." Jay held 
Helen's attention, hoping she wouldn't guess. This, for Jay, was a moment of inspiration, her own 
abstract spread. Helen shook her head. "The British Prime Minister," said Jay.

The early evening light was like a gentle friend watching through the window. Jay felt fully 
awake and full of energy. She didn't have the tape, it was still in the bedroom. "Can you do me a big
favour?" she said. "Can I leave the tape with you. It's of me and Pavel in the nightclub. There 
should be a lot of names on there that I can use later if I have to." Helen didn't look so sure. "What? 
It's not been erased, has it?"

"I haven't listened to it."
Jay felt a slight guilty stab in the heart. "You don't look so enthusiastic. If you don't want to keep 

it I'll understand."
"I've disposed of the drawings so there is nothing solid in this apartment. People know who I am 

these days Jay. The tape of Michael Peel is somewhere else. I could take your tape to the same 
place."

"What about the personal files?"
"They're in the same place." The agreement was made, Helen co-operated, but not so far as to 

reveal where the safehouse was or who lived there. That was okay, thought Jay, because she had 
some secrets of her own developing. Mention of ricin was acting like the drug that restores memory.
In Helen's room was a large potted plant with big shiny lobed leaves. It wasn't a Castor Oil plant, 
but it was near enough in appearance to jog her memory back to the Dean Court Hotel and Sir 
Robin Conran explaining his reason for escape. Escape from Nigella Lawson cookbooks and a wife 
cultivating her Castor Oil plants. Jay began to wonder what Lady Alison Peel looked like these 
days.
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Some of the guided tours, particularly those run by package holiday companies, would have the 
grace to bring their tourists to the Palace by coach and allow them the easy option of walking back 
down the hill to the city centre. But not Helen. She was like a mountain goat, breathlessly taking on 
the endless flights of steps and having a comment for nearly all the traders lining the stepped route. 
And she spoke without any signs of fatigue or exhaustion. Unlike her puffing and panting tourists 
who used the traders as an excuse to stop and regather themselves. As if the climb wasn't bad 
enough, the views all the way up were equally  breathtaking. Helen was frequently asked to share 
her knowledge and identify randomly chosen sights: the rooves of churches, domed buildings, 
towers and bridges. 

When she did manage to bring their attention back to the route she lost half of them again in the 
gift shop close to Golden Lane. This always gave her an opportunity to talk to some of the people 
who had set up their own gift stands and tables laid out on the cobbled alleyways. They all knew 
her. "Are they listening?" asked one, a large man with a cup of coffee in his hand. 

"They always do," she replied before someone caught her eye. "In fact some of them seem to 
come back time and time again for more." She moved away to the corner of the building where an 
artist squatted against a wall sketching endlessly the higgledy piggledy row of buildings that made 
up Golden Lane. His latest sketch, still in his hands and being painted by a thick round brush, didn't 
include the woman leaning back on the wall next to a dark window filled with stones and rustic 
jewellery. It was Jay.

"I wondered where you were," Helen said occupying the wall next to her. She watched the traders 
and the tourists milling around, comparing gifts, sitting to drink coffee. 

"It's been a busy four weeks," Jay said quietly. There was something unfamiliar about her 
appearance. The casual summer clothes had gone replaced by chic wraparound shades. Light 
sleeveless tops made way for a crisp white shirt. The loose fitting cut-off trousers gone in place of a 
dark skirt, high heels completing a picture of businesslike appeal, sensuality. In fact the outfit 
reminded Helen of the sort of thing she would wear to convince agents that she was rich enough to 
afford the apartments she was viewing. She didn't have a scarlet dress like the one she had last seen 
Jay wearing.

"What are you doing these days?" Helen asked.
"I've been talking to a lot of friends back in England. I feel like a subcontractor. I ring up with a 

list of queries and a couple of days later they get back to me with the answers."
"Telephone calls and conversations. What are you, Pavel Bruck's new business partner?"
"Let's just say I know his business inside out these days."
Helen wondered whether to laugh or cry. She could have taken that option many times, taking her

fantasies too far and believing in her own deceptions. So what was Jay's excuse? Was keeping her 
place in Bruck's bed that important that she was prepared to go into business with him. "You look 
like it pays well." She looked again at the shoes. The leather wasn't the quality you'd find in 
Bohemia, it was probably Italian. "Skirt?" She asked waiting for the shop name.

"Versace."
"Really. Donatello?"
"Pavel bought me this and the jacket to go with it, but today is too hot. He's beginning to accept 

me, trust in me. Which is good. It's what I was hoping for. Do you know what surprises me? Just 
how many people he knows in Britain. He's very well connected."

"I bet he is," Helen watched a tourist emerging from the small cafe. She wasn't carrying a  hot 
dog, but Helen knew they were available there. "And who is he connected to?"



Jay mused, sorting the names before reeling them off. The great and the shifty, in the Foreign 
Office, in the British Council, several Members of the European Parliament. He even knew people 
from Sir Robin Conran's old office. "Do you know what I think," Jay said, "I think his wife, Lady 
Alison Peel has helped to get him set up with contacts that allow him to get people in and out of 
Britain. Along with other commodities."

"Sounds like a complicated network, but then Michael Peel said as such. They would all be 
helping each other until the day came when the devil revealed the extent of the deal."

Jay agreed, but with an air of complacency as if she was part of that deal and didn't think it to be a
viable arrangement. "I think they need each other, Helen. If you think about it, the far right 
organisations don't have any business foundations except for the mafias. If they pull the plug on 
them they'll lose all that business, or those finances, overnight. Can they afford to do that?"

"Absolutely not," said Helen who was now staring furiously at Jay who looked ahead unaware 
that she was being studied intensely. "Unless, of course, the far right were slowly placing their own 
people in positions to take over. You know what they keep saying about the time is coming..."

The suggestion forced Jay out of her daydream. "What do you mean?"
"Think of Lady Alison putting her own son at Wien Commerzbank to oversee things. How many 

times would he report home to mummy to tell her what was going on." What was Jay doing here? 
Had she come all the way up here to tell Helen this? The steps were a difficult enough task for 
people wearing flat heels. How did she get up here? 

"There's a small conference going on inside the Presidential Palace. A Europewide seminar. I've 
been invited by associates of Pavel because of my connections in Britain. I was happy to go." She 
turned and grinned. "Chauffeur driven car!"

"Skoda?" asked Helen.
"Mercedes," Jay replied missing the insult. "I've never driven in a  big one before. It was sent for 

me by the OEWI."
"The OEWI?" Helen had never heard of that one.
"The Organisation for East West Integration. It's an umbrella group trying to link businesses 

together from eastern Europe and EU countries."
Helen was impressed in an ironic sort of way. "And how does Pavel Bruck fit into that? They 

don't think he's a legitimate businessman, do they?"
"You'd be surprised what these people think. The guest speaker this morning was Silvio 

Berlusconi. And besides," Jay continued, "how come you're doing guided tours in the afternoon?"
"Oh, filling time. I've given up on the photography for a while. An artist friend is renting my 

space on the bridge from me. It's a temporary arrangement because I'm too busy with the video 
shoot. So when I get time this is the best way to make money. I should have done it before, but I 
love my photography too much to give it up completely."

As if remembering a former life, lost beneath the layers of this new Jay Marshall persona, the ex-
journalist switched into a more familiar personality. She pressed herself away from the wall and 
stood in front of Helen. "The video. Are you ready to shoot that? I've noticed stuff being erected in 
the Old Town Square."

"Yes. That's for the lighting. We got  a grant to make the video and there are two production teams
working on it. It'll be great. Fantastic. People in costume, the marionettes against a green screen that
will be filled post-production. I've adapted the Harley story, you know the one: Before the Devil 
Dances. And I've been working on the storyboard with the director. We think it might be about three
days in the Square before it's ready for post-production, but when it's finished..." She laughed, 
intoxicated with the thought of what would come of all this pyrotechnic preparation.

"It sounds like a lot of fun." Jay's voice sounded disappointed. 



"You should be there when we start. I can give you a time and a location. Well, you know the 
location, but I'll ask them to let you in to where we'll be. The crowds will be kept out of the square 
at certain times, but they'll be able to watch the puppets dancing."

"Yeah, I'd love that. Let me know when it starts."
"You don't think you'll be out of the country? Or at some fancy umbrella conference?
"No, no, no." Jay laughed, but the earlier stern expression was soon back in place. "They're not 

fancy conferences. They're very important for me. The contacts and people you meet will prove to 
be invaluable in the future. Believe me."

"I do believe you. You have changed, Jay. The last time I saw you, you were in a red leather dress 
and not sure whether you were dead or alive. Now," she noticed her tourists regathering and drifting
towards her, "You have more energy. I can feel it radiating from you."

"I feel better, Helen." She moved away from the first of the tourists wondering who the smart 
English speaking executive was. "I feel like my old self."

-

The radiation left its mark. Helen was subdued for the rest of the afternoon and her change of 
attitude was noticed by some of the tourists. "Who was that you were talking to?" one of them 
asked.

"A friend of mine from England," Helen said. "I met her earlier this year in York, of all places. 
York in England. Now she lives in Prague with one of our more influential businessmen. She's a 
very different person these days. If you knew what she was like when I first met her you wouldn't 
recognise the same woman."

"Mafia is she?" The question came from a middle aged man called Jack who claimed to come 
from a place called Ramsbottom. She didn't believe him. But on this occasion his observation was 
more acute.

"She might be," Helen said, "but I wouldn't know if she was aware of it."
Beyond the grounds of the Palace, filled with huge limousines, dark suited chauffeurs and 

security personnel, Helen's route took her gaggle of tourists towards one city viewpoint after 
another. She waited for someone to cry out that the Observation Tower was on fire, but it didn't 
happen. They gasped and gawped at the spires and distant hills, blemished by the communist 
satellite towns, leaving Helen to look up at the tower brazenly exposing itself above the dark 
canopies spread across the hillside. It must be aware of its own history, she thought to herself. How 
can something like that not look across this city without some kind of knowledge of its background.
There's no such thing as animate and inanimate; everything has consciousness because it's touched 
by humanity. Even that pencil shaped collection of cylinders down there would have some kind of 
youthful self awareness. The tv tower, interrupting the city view far beyond the Vltava, wouldn't 
have been aware of this subconscious comparison between the old and the new, the brazen and the 
modest. Two opposites, Helen thought before having a momentary bout of intuition. 

She checked one and then the other; two towers, the central theme of the short story in her book. 
The two communities weren't in Prague, they were east and west. The Observation Tower and the 
Eiffel Tower. That was the competition; the challenge to be the higher. And Prague's construction 
had won, or rather claimed victory! The conclusion was simple: the translator would be imprisoned 
in this tower according to the story. The allegory was becoming apparent, but the woman after the 
answers, Jay Marshall, investigative journalist after the killers of her own Prime Minister, was no 
longer on the case. Not interested any more. She was down there, beneath the mushroom 
chandeliers, standing next to the great and good of the east and west, integrating and coalescing, 



exciting them with her stories of distant countries and previous lives. She should be out here, 
recognising this moment of revelation. Prague's tower was the one that had reached god, and in the 
process its people, nervous of their own inferiority in the face of supernatural power, had chosen to 
lock up its representative. What did that mean? Who was it referring to? Someone in particular or a 
collective group? The interpretations were numerous. Helen found herself wanting to speak to her 
tourists in Czech, keep her bilingual skills to herself. That can't be right, she wasn't the type to go in 
for crisis talk. Who was the woman in the white shirt all confident and upright, emitting her power 
and enthusiasm?

As the tourists gathered together Helen counted them and found there was one extra. "I got my 
counting wrong," she said happily. "Are we all here?" They replied together 'yes'. They seemed 
okay with the assembly, no-one out of place. "So, how come we have one extra? Who is here who 
wasn't here at the start?" The question amused her more than the tourists. In the middle of the 
group, towards the back rows of older people, a young face that she recognised stared back at her. 
She hadn't been aware of its presence until now, but Helen was reassured. The woman's face was 
comforting, unspoken and quite still as if the others couldn't see her. She had the slightest of smiles 
playing around her lips, and blonde hair that fell gently across her shoulders. "I think we can move 
on back to the city now," Helen said directing her words towards the woman who didn't respond. 
The group bustled away from the viewing area and headed towards the panorama and back down 
the steps into the heart and immortal soul of the city.

-

The first sign that something was happening was the dimming of the lights. Large groups of 
spotlights connected to beams on top of high scaffolding relaxed their brilliant grip of the Old Town
Square and instantly a breathless cheer began to ring around the fronts of the old buildings as their 
details slowly disappeared. A Loud echoing drumbeat began to sound out as the air became filled by
the single tones of a keyboard and monotonous voices hidden somewhere amongst the sound desk 
positioned at the end of Parizka.

The hypnotic mood had silenced the crowd that had tucked itself into any available space around 
the edges of the square. Zelezna, a narrow street leaving one side of the square was packed with 
people trying to glimpse the spectacle that was hidden by the mass of bodies lucky enough to be 
close to the front. A better view was from Celetna, the street falling slightly from the Powder Tower;
its road surface invisible beneath the crowd standing quietly along its length. The statue of Jan Hus 
was illuminated with just enough subtle light to pick out his outline, and that of an unidentifiable 
guest sitting on his shoulders. The streets to the west of the square, arriving at the Astronomical 
clock and the Church of St Nicholas, were unavailable to the public. And now, as the lights were 
fully extinguished, the reason became apparent. 

A torchlit procession stepped slowly from around the corners of the two buildings to enter the 
square. The processions, made up of hooded figures, carried burning lanterns and banners, walking 
at a pace that matched the heavy bass drum that beat once every four or five seconds. It was long 
enough to send a wave of expectation through the square, and open the mouths of all those close 
enough to have their faces singed and lit up by the flames as they were carried past. Above head 
height, the swooping booms of cameras attached to remote gantries flew across the processions 
from a variety of angles. On top of the Old Town Hall more cameras were suspended to take bird's 
eye views of the marchers passing below. The torch light flickered life into the multi-coloured 
facades of the square; light dancing off windows, bending and cavorting between masonry joints 
and finely carved details. The procession kept on coming until the line of garishly decorated and 



hooded figures arrived to form two halves of a large broken circle, wrapping around the statue of 
Jan Hus. 

The costumes were other worldly; peacocks and kingfishers, goats with fantastic plumage and 
wolves wearing large complicated head-dress garnished with models of boats and flying 
contraptions. The masks across the faces beneath the hoods had large eyes like those of grotesque 
owls, long slender pointed beaks or short stubby hooked bills. There were dogs with the heads of 
cranes and herons, cats with the eyes of eagles, and all of them, recognisable beasts and 
mythological horrors were dressed in glorious colours and fabulous metallic ornamentation. The 
costumes glinted and shone, sparkling like diamonds, twinkling like stars. 

As the troupe stood patiently the music began to dim and then stopped abruptly. There was a 
pause for several seconds and then a voice called out 'cut'. The regimented torch bearers and mask 
wearers relaxed and then, the circle breaking apart, retreated to various parts of the square as the 
lights came up and the crowds began to applaud and whistle.

Helen clapped. Mikel Pesanek, the director of the procession, the first part of the production, 
stood for a moment twisting his lip as the scene was replayed on a video monitor. He was less 
enthusiastic. "It looks a little better now," he said quietly.

"Why, what's the problem now?" Helen shared the view of the replay.
Mikel wasn't too sure. "I think the overhead shots are too quick." He started to dance, slowly, like 

a flame rising off the wick of a candle. "Do you see," he said, "the music is like this, it sways and 
curls like the flames of the torches they're carrying." Then he was off with his arms outstretched and
diving side to side with his feet remaining still. "But these are the cameras, zooming in and across 
too quickly. That should come later. This introduction should be the devil's arrival into the area, on 
the outskirts of the village. It should be slow and unnoticed, not rapid. He's like a warm breeze, not 
a howling gale."

Helen agreed. The camera action was too fast. The overhead views from the Old Town Hall were 
fine, but the swooping cameras were swooping too quickly. Everyone had to go out and do it again. 
All the cats and dogs, the peacocks and wolves, the owls' faces and eagles' beaks, they all prepared 
themselves for cut number four. 

"They going again?" said a voice in Helen's right ear. She turned and came face to face with Jay. 
And Pavel Bruck.

"Again. We get something from each shot, but we need to capture the mood and the intention of 
what we're trying to create before the real business starts." She spoke to Jay, angling herself to cut 
Pavel out of her peripheral vision. 

"The real business.  What's that?"
"The little people," Helen said. "The dancing marionettes!" The contrast between Helen and Jay 

was stark. One dressed in grey camouflage combat trousers, a black sleeveless top and baseball cap,
the other in a black trouser suit and glinting gold chain lying snugly against an increasingly bronzed
throat. Jay was showing signs of complete refurbishment as if Pavel Bruck's money was paying for 
the total upgrade of her image. Helen's contribution to image was  to roll up the bottoms of her 
combat trousers to reveal a gleaming white pair of Nikes. (One member of the procession, a student 
wearing a seagull's head, had asked her how much she wanted for the trainers if she decided to sell 
them.)

The director signalled a ten minute break before everyone could return to their positions for 
another entrance run. Helen guided Jay towards a garden in front of the church. Here the puppeteers
were putting their wooden colleagues through their paces. "We'll be having a rehearsal tonight," 
Helen explained adjusting the intercom set hanging from a narrow belt, "but the filming begins 
tomorrow night against the green screen."



"That's not up yet," Jay observed. "Are you filming that here?"
"In the square, yes. There'll be projections against the church, behind the screen and the two 

effects together will create disharmony that increases as the villagers realise what they've done. 
Look here. I'll introduce you to my little companion."

Helen rummaged through the human litter of discarded bags and belongings scattered across the 
garden, some of which turned out to be dozing puppeteers. The dreadlocked masses, mixing with 
skinhead colleagues, frolicked and twisted, conjuring all kinds of baffling manoeuvres from their 
puppets, walking and talking, waltzing and swinging about. Some were fashioned with small 
instruments like drums and violins, others carried children and animals; ducks and piglets. "There 
she is," said Helen turning briefly to see if Jay was still behind. She was, hand in hand with Pavel 
Bruck who was observing Helen more than the miniature community around him. 

And then there she was. She turned, surprised momentarily by the approaching strangers. But the 
look on her face and the actions of her limbs indicated her delight and familiarity as Helen said 
hello. The woman was three feet tall, carved from pieces of maple, and dressed in rags of different 
subdued colours. She had huge beautiful blue eyes that accounted for most of her emotions. As 
Helen stood alongside her she held out her slender wooden arms and caressed Helen around the 
hips. Everyone laughed, the marionette stepped back and curtseyed. Jay was amazed, stunned by the
expression that was so animated and yet unchanging. How could it change, the eyes and lips were 
carved into the face. The skin was washed with a delicate shade of pink against the natural lightly 
varnished wood. Even Pavel looked impressed by the little figure, bedraggled and yet glorious. 
Helen knelt down besides her and introduced her to: "Jay Marshall , who comes from a  country a 
long way from here," the figure held her hands to her mouth in astonishment, "and this is her 
partner Pavel, who lives in the street with the beautiful big trees." The figure bowed to the man 
from the rich part of the city. "Isn't she the most beautiful creature you ever saw?" Helen said to Jay 
who was also down, almost kneeling on the ground, to look closer at the humanlike doll.

"Her eyes," she said. "You have gorgeous eyes," Jay told the figure. She twisted her wooden  
shoulders bashfully and then buried her head in Helen's waist. "What's your name?" The puppet 
consulted with Helen.

"Risha," Helen said.
"Risha. I like that name." And Risha bowed again. Helen looked up to acknowledge the puppeteer

pulling the strings. It was a guy called Zed, who regularly shared the role of lead puppeteer with 
Vitek. But tonight Vitek was elsewhere. He had a  different character to animate. 

"Come on," Helen said, "I'll introduce you to Vitek's companion." Risha suddenly became 
alarmed, pulling back at Helen's right leg. "Oh, little Risha," Helen cried, "don't worry. Jay will 
protect me. She's very good at fighting evil. Aren't you, Jay?"

Jay wasn't sure what to say, but Risha was waiting for reassurance. "I think Helen can cope better 
than I can." Risha wasn't convinced.

Helen led Jay and Pavel, who was whispering something, back towards the statue of Jan Hus, 
which had become surrounded with technicians: men with headphones and various tools. They were
inspecting a large cloth draped over the statue. A cloth that was determined not to move. Up on the 
statue Vitek was struggling with an object perched on the shoulder of the figure who was slowly 
being revealed as the cloth slid away from his shoulders. Vitek was shouting instructions in Czech, 
the technicians shouting back in words that were international: Jay knew they were upset about 
something. "Can you believe that", Helen said trying to control her amusement. "The devil is stuck 
up there!" 

Jay and Pavel stared at one another in disbelief. His city was being turned upside down by the 
crazy antics of a puppet theatre, a maniac director - Mikel Pesanek came with a reputation for skill 



and unpredictability - and a photographer who moonlighted as a rich entrepeneur. In spite of Helen's
mirth she was more than aware of her identity being wide open on display this evening. Her charade
as an apartment buyer was over, she realised that, and Jay's presence as an early accomplice was 
also suspicious for different reasons. She seemed to be the same Jay she had met in Golden Lane a 
few days earlier: ostentatious, self confident, wealthy, but there was also the possibility that she had 
turned native in Pavel's presence and was now a potential threat. Helen couldn't be sure and hid her 
concerns effectively. 

There was a sudden cry, Vitek grasped out at something as a flailing marionette flew from the 
statue. The technicians rushed and caught it before the ground smashed it to pieces. They rushed to 
the aid of the stricken figure, checking the strings, the limb joints and the clothing. Helen was 
reassured. "It's okay," she said to Jay. The technicians, collected themselves and then, with one 
carrying the puppet on his right arm, turned.

Jay screamed. Everyone was startled as she backed herself into Pavel, grabbing his coat and 
trying to step away. She was becoming hysterical, confusing Pavel and Helen who thought Jay had 
been injured by an extra bit of something dropping off the statue. But it wasn't that. Jay was trying 
to look away from the puppet, shielding her eyes and almost puling Pavel off his feet. The 
technician was nonplussed, standing there with a three feet high marionette of a grinning Lucifer, 
enormous bulging eyes that blazed out of a blood red face. It was tormenting the woman without 
knowing it, almost frightening her to death with the simplest of expressions. Pavel dragged Jay 
away towards Parizka. "What was that all about?" Helen asked the technicians. They didn't know. 
Vitek was asking what was going on. "Your flying devil," Helen shouted up to him. "He just scared 
the living shit out of someone!" 

Eventually Pavel came back, rapidly, marching up to Helen and grabbing her by the arm. He 
escorted her away from the statue, towards the centre of the square where there was space 
unoccupied by any of the figures, real or inhuman, creating the tableaux that was bizarre even by 
Prague's standards. "Face to face," he said, "you and me, Helen Siebert, we should have had this 
discussion a long time ago."

"You had a chance in the car, outside the station, but you decided not to come yourself. Are you 
scared?"

"I'm not debating with you. I'm giving you a warning. Whoever you are, or whoever you think 
you are, because you don't know yourself, your time for playing games is coming to an end. You 
stay out of my life. And that means you stay away from Jay."

"Hey, Pavel. I don't fancy her if that's what you're scared of."
"I'm not getting through to you. You know a lot and that can be a dangerous thing. Don't think for 

one minute I'm going to take any chances where you're concerned. I've silenced people before. I'll 
do it again. No-one will miss you. I know you live on your own these days."

"I like my own company."
Pavel gripped her arm again, painfully, but she was determined not to let the discomfort show. 

She wanted to keep the whites of his eyes there in front of her, let him see that he was all words, 
and what if he did kill people, silence them? Was that his deterrent? It didn't scare her. "You'll have 
plenty of time to spend on your own one of these days. Pity you won't be able to take your camera 
with you."

His eyes were beginning to reveal his thoughts. Helen could see the swirling nightmares inside 
him, the worries, the concerns, faces who could betray him, names he wasn't sure about. And other 
thoughts that went much deeper. "Who's the boy?" Helen said softly. Her voice was calm, but it was
the calm of menace, the detached voice often heard in a  darkened room. "The boy on the bicycle, 
passing by a shop doorway that's closed."



"I don't know, Helen. Tell me."
"Is he looking for baking soda?" Helen read the messages in his eyes, the pupils were flickering 

wide and small. "I think he'll be looking for soda for a long time, he has to or else his father will 
beat him when he gets home. That boy is you, isn't it?"

"Fuck you, Helen Siebert."
"That boy on the bicycle, rushing through the estate, desperate to find something that will make 

up for there being no baking soda. He thinks spare parts for the car will do instead, doesn't he. Bad 
mistake. The teachers will notice the scars on his legs when he arrives at school the day after. What 
a way to live. It would be a tragedy to go back to that. Wherever that boy is now he'll be regretting 
not getting out of bed earlier to beat the queues. But he can't be in a queue for soda and be at his 
girlfriend's apartment when her parents are out at the same time. Can he?"

"I will kill you, Helen. It's only a matter of time."
"Time ran out long ago. Your time, that is. My time goes on forever, Pavel Bruck. You try killing 

me and I'll show you a side to this city you wouldn't want to know about." She waited for his 
response. It was there, behind the eyes nervously flicking right and left, trying to find where her 
information was coming from. He was being bled dry, bled dry of his memories.

"Take your puppets and go to hell. Where you come from."
"Not hell, Pavel. That's what they always say. If anyone is making threats round here it should be 

me. Go back to your partner and look after her. If anything happens to her I'll haunt you for the rest 
of your life."

"You're already haunting me."
The confrontation, isolated from earshot, was captured on camera and watched by several  

technicians and Mikel Pasenek. "That looked very dramatic," he said as Helen rejoined him. 
"Done in one take," she replied. 

-

Beneath a purple night sky, the procession was filmed again. Crowds wandered into the square 
when it was over and were allowed a closer view as the marionettes performed part of their routine. 
They danced and chatted, oblivious to the intentions of the stranger buying their houses. Risha was 
approached but quickly rejected when she was identified as a homeless beggar who bothered the 
villagers and stole their milk. Risha was sent away, but she watched from the distance as the houses 
were sold along with the souls of the owners. And thus Risha survived the diabolical cull that 
followed in a frenzy of demented dancing controlled by the devil who rushed about across the 
ground and through the air, conducting the orgy until the villagers collapsed exhausted. With great 
flourish he turned to the crowd and milked the applause. Risha disappeared as the lights went out.

The euphoria around the square was almost tangible. A strange noise was identified as the excited 
whispering of everyone present buzzing with the memory of what they had just witnessed: the 
hustle of the technicians; the paraphernalia swooping and gliding above their heads; the lighting 
transforming the square into a surreal enclosed landscape; the costumes of the fire wielding 
performers; the flying marionettes; the devil sitting on his perch; the manic music thundering 
between the buildings, filling the night with a hypnotic symphony and sense of forbidding drama. 
As the equipment was checked and packed away, as the technicians and players, puppeteers and 
creators, congratulated themselves, as the marionettes were reminded that their souls were safe for 
another night, the remaining crowds of people chatted and gossiped, debated and compared. The 
evening was left humming with a  latent excitement still full of energy and momentum. The 
performance was finished, the work done, but the audience kept the event alive.



None of it affected Helen. Mesmerised by the swiftness of execution and the success of her 
storyline, she tried to stabilise herself, but the narcotic of creativity was still making her limbs numb
and her voice hoarse. The first quiet moment that presented itself she took advantage by sitting 
down on the hard ground against a wall just off the corner from the Church of St Nicholas. She 
surveyed the complicated task of putting everything back into the right box, the correct case and 
trunk. All the mechanical gear was stripped of wiring and dismantled. Booms were folded up and 
replaced inside the pantechnicons they had arrived in. Lamps were reduced to impossibly folded up 
sizes. Cameras were gone, spirited away into some hidden truck compartment. The miles of cables 
had mysteriously slithered away into an unseen undergrowth belonging to the production companies
brought in to set up the facilities. Three trucks, three large pantechnicons had delivered all this gear 
and personnel. They were driving away. Circus Inferno had their dancing marionettes tucked away 
until their next manic performance. The torches were out, the costumed performers gone. 

The Old Town Square was back to its familiar self with no trace that any of the performance had 
ever happened. Like a dream or the sighting of a ghost, Helen was now questioning whether any of 
it had actually happened. She was alone again. The others had congratulated her, thanked her for her
ideas, patted her, hugged her, she'd been winked at, had kisses blown her way. The director had 
offered to collaborate with her again. And the whole thing would be repeated the following night. 

And what was her reaction to this? Nothing. Without the evidence on the ground, without the 
noise in her ears or the sights cavorting in front of her, it had all ceased to exist, now, in the past, 
ceased to exist at all. Perhaps she'd feel better when she could see the final version played again on 
a tv screen, but for now she had no roll of film, no negative image, no print, no tangible memory. It 
was strange, all this motion picture business, she thought as she started the long slow walk back to 
Zizkov. The technology was so convoluted and complex. There'd be editing and post-production 
special effects. And it probably wasn't finished then. All that effort for nothing she could hold in her
own hands. She had recorded an event without physically freezing it in time and for that reason, she
concluded, she could have no control over it. 

The thought saddened her. Not having that control. She ignored the temptation to look up at the 
windows of Pavel Bruck's apartment. How could Jay be afraid of puppets, but not a monster like 
Pavel Bruck? She passed by, a solitary shadow gliding along the pavement, if anyone up there was 
watching. 

A barely perceptible sound was pulling her towards the river. As the Vltava came nearer the sound
became apparent. It was a violin, amplified, and siren-like. Beguiling Helen towards it's sad melody
and haunting desire to reach out to the passing river to offer sympathy or comfort. Across the 
gardens in front of the Rudolfinum, the great stepped frontage  of the building was in deep shadow, 
darkened against the bright orange backdrop of the sky and the dark mass of the tree covered 
hillside. Up at the edge of the steps stood the violinist. Helen approached him slowly, allowing him 
to continue playing. His movement across the strings was slow and calm, an easy manipulation of 
the life in the instrument, teasing out its feelings and thoughts. The area around the building, the 
gardens, the wide road heading around the curve of the river, were filled with sound as if heaven 
had opened its doors.

Vitek was unaware of Helen standing behind him as he played. Eventually he was finished, the 
melody ending on a sustained, high hopeful note in contrast to Vitek's head which sank against his 
chest as he finished playing. Helen whispered his name. He turned and smiled weakly. She 
embraced him softly and pushed her head gently against his chin. "That is a beautiful sound. It is 
sad, but there's sometimes beauty in sadness. I'm not sure why. Maybe it's the purity of the emotion.
Not like anger or envy, full of conflicting reasons. Why do you play so well when you play sad 
melodies?"



"I don't want them to sound like that. It's an emotion that flows through me, I guess. I feel quite 
calm. The view of the river here has that effect on me and I was just responding to it. Maybe it is 
sad, that the river eventually disappears into the sea, I don't know." He returned Helen's caress, and 
held onto her, letting her perfume fill his head with gentle thoughts. "I was following the 
Metronome also. It seems to slow down when you stand and watch it. I thought if I play to it, it 
might speed up."

"So, play a polka. You won't make it go quicker with a melody like that."
"It's how I feel, like I said. Maybe helpless. Do you think that's strange? That a man who makes 

puppets move feels helpless himself."
"It's not strange. We're all manipulated by something. Maybe you're more aware of it than others. 

Perhaps that's why you are such a good puppeteer; that you try to regain a sense of control by 
controlling something else. And the music." Her words were hypnotising him, draining his body of 
tension. Helen could feel his weight shifting against her. He held her more firmly, bringing his hand 
up to stroke her head. "The way you control music, the way you control your violin and make it turn
your feelings into beautiful sounds, accept that as real. When you believe in it strongly anything can
be made real."

Vitek was losing awareness of himself as if he were merging into Helen's body. He could see the 
river, the formless colours and reflections, shapes and voids. The sky was washed with the shadows 
of clouds against a burnt orange cloth. He saw all this as if seeing it thorough Helen's eyes. She 
knew this, she could sense what he was seeing, what he was feeling, what he was thinking. 
"Anything is possible, Vitek," she said as the Metronome stood still, high on the distant hillside. Its 
lights were frozen vertical and remained unmoved. "See that," Helen whispered.

"The Metronome," replied Vitek. "It's stopped! It's stopped moving." Helen felt him breathe 
deeply and exhale, his warm breath flowing gently across her forehead. 

"This is the feeling," said Helen softly. "This is how eternity will feel."



27 THE LOUD INSTINCT CYPHER

The heat was going out of the city. Large raindrops were pelting the window of Pavel Bruck's 
apartment. Down below, in the street, people wearing soaking wet clothing were quickening their 
paces, looking for shelter beneath the trees but instead being drenched even more by the collected 
globules of raindrops running off the leaves. The pavements began to shine, creating an inverted 
other world, upside down and opposite. The same people inhabited this upside down world and no 
doubt looked down on their own reflections and mirror images. Which was real, thought Jay? Was 
her world the reflection or the original? 

She turned away from the window and redialled the number she had been ringing all morning. 
Pavel had gone out to a place called Beroun, way out west, he told her. A voice answered... "Sir 
Robin. Jay Marshall."

"The Nemesis herself. Have you been ringing this morning?"
"Yes, I have. I'm sorry if I'm disturbing you."
"No, you're not. Get to the point, Jay." Sir Robin was at the limit of his patience. There was no 

reason why, he hadn't spoken to Jay since he came to Prague to collect his stepson, but obviously 
Jay was one of those elements of life that seem to be ever-present. 

"Sir Robin, I've doing a lot of thinking lately and I wondered if you could do me a favour."
Sir Robin found this hilarious. Eventually he said: "Why the hell should I do you a favour?"
"Oh, come on. If I've done something to seriously upset you tell me."
She hadn't. The hilarity had ceased.
"Thank you. And besides," Jay said, altering her tone of voice in the way that Helen managed to 

do to such strange effect, "I could make you an offer I don't think you'd want to refuse."
"Please. I'm a married man."
"How much influence do you think you have at the Home Office?"
A deep prolonged sigh was heard. "Not much."
"Oh come on. There are people there who were your contemporaries, and juniors you could still 

lean on. What about that Home Secretary, the one who is so enthusiastic about the Freedom of 
Information bill?"

"Jay, it tortures my heart to have to hurry you along, but I'm in a bit of a rush this morning."
"Okay, I'll come to the point. Offer included. I have a friend here who has a lot of information 

about corruption." She found herself almost singing the words. "In return for immunity from 
prosecution he can produce a list of names as long as your substantial right arm, from local 
authority jobsworths to EU commissioners. What do you say to that, Sir Robin?" She enjoyed that 
last phrase. It had a sort of 'can't ignore me now' quality, the Nemesis speaks. She waited. The 
consideration was reaching across the continent as Sir Robin Conran suddenly found himself in the 
thick of things again.

"Why should that concern me, Jay? Are you suggesting that I'm in no position to refuse your 
request?"

"Something like that," she answered. 
"Who is this person anyway?"
"I can't say just yet, but if you agree to what I'm asking I can give you all the details. We could 

meet somewhere in between. Paris. How about Paris? City of love."
"Why do you sound so flippant about this. You ring me up at ten fifty with a statement like that, 

asking me to do the impossible and you're treating it like some kind of April Fool's joke."
"It's no joke," Jay said as she sat back on the settee. The leather was soft. She gently stoked the 

back of the chair. "Sir Robin," she deliberately waited for him to answer, "how are Lady Alison's 



Castor Oil plants?" 
Strange how a simple question like that could resonate across such a distance. She imagined Sir 

Robin searching frantically for  a chair of his own, anything to buy himself some time. But it was 
such a simple question. 

"I wouldn't presume for a minute that the question is social nicety."
"Of course it isn't. You know exactly what I'm getting at." Jay's thought processes ran in parallel 

with those fateful words uttered by Vitek many weeks ago. About fear and respect, and being big. 
Look at what she had become. As she talked she began to ponder the meaning of the word Exocet. 
All these crooks and criminals, the great and the good, weird and wonderful. All those who thought 
she'd lost it, who thought she was the panting little girlie following one set of toned muscles after 
another. Well, here it was, homing in on its target unseen until now. About to strike. "Of course I'm 
not for one minute suggesting it was Lady Alison's plants that provided the seeds that made the 
poison, but let's face it, when you're looking for evidence sometimes the most mundane clue can be 
overlooked. What I know the Prime Minister knew. He was poisoned with ricin wasn't he, Sir 
Robin? He knew about the personal files, about the far right's funding of mafia business, about 
corruption and human trafficking, drug movements and organised crime. When all the nutters 
started to come forward claiming they dunnit, someone saw the opportunity to make mischief and 
put Philip Hunter in front of the media to say he was the man who killed the PM. Except he went a 
bit too far didn't he, got carried away by the stories in York he was hearing. He borrowed the Cow's 
Carcass and came up with the idea that all these files were burned during the BSE crisis. So he was 
snuffed out aswell before he went completely overboard.

"Stop me if you've heard any of this before. The far right have been consolidating themselves 
since 1947 haven't they, building up the mafia behind the Iron Curtain, slowly taking over the 
central European economies, bribing EU officials and any town council lackey they can lean on 
until everything in western Europe is so dangerously undermined that as soon as the EU expands 
it'll collapse under the pressure of all these none existent economies. They're ready for it, they're so 
confident they're even building their own parliament building here in Prague for when it happens. A 
new Holy Roman Empire no less. They're nothing if not ambitious. And before you poo-poo the 
idea, Sir Robin, I've got taped evidence, printed evidence, verbal evidence and eye witnesses. Is 
there anything you think I might have left out?"

In the face of all this Sir Robin could do nothing other than stonewall. Ridiculing the idea, poking
fun at the labyrinthine complexity of the theory and the sheer fantasy of a hunch that could only 
come from someone exiled in a city whose biggest claim to fame was a clay monster! 

"You mean the Golem," Jay said happily. "I think I've met him. Think about it, Sir Robin what 
better proof do I need than Lady Alison's personal file."

The torchpaper was lit when she said that. Sir Robin fixed and hummed at the other end of the 
line. "You stole that from me the night Basholt nearly burned down..."

"Sir Robin," Jay stopped him to add the coup de grace, "twas I who lit the match."

-

The rain had stopped. Jay was confident enough to stand again by the window and watch the damp 
and sodden souls outside. Sir Robin Conran, out of reach and out of breath had calmed down. Jay 
hadn't said anything more than the vague comment about the match, but the message was there. She
was responsible, she was the threat. She didn't tell him that she had help, but Helen's presence in all 
this was never far away. She felt it now like an unseen vision over her shoulder, watching silently 
from the doorway of another room. She was afraid to turn around, to see her standing there having 



walked through a wall. Why was that? Why, every time Jay had the initiative, the upper hand, did 
the overwhelming figure of Helen loom into consciousness. This should have been her moment, or 
fifteen minutes, that's how long Sir Robin was wittering on for about nothing in particular; his 
family was mentioned, but Jay wasn't interested. The street outside was mysteriously quiet, washed 
clean by the downpour. The rainsoaked pavement was coated with a residue of old age, of 
flagstones reminiscent of those in Jay's memories of old English towns. She could recall, too 
clearly, the footpaths to school along smooth flags like those outside, cutting across undulating 
fields created from the clearances of terraced houses and old shops. Jay's memories were pouring 
out, evacuating her as she expanded. 

"He'll never testify." Sir Robin's voice brought her back to the present. "He'd be dead within a 
week."

"That's your risk, Sir Robin. And besides, he won't be saying anything that incriminates you or 
Lady Alison. But then again, what has he got to lose?"

"A lot. If he's as well connected as you suggest, he's got an awful lot to forfeit. He'd be in a 
witness protection programme, separated from his family, his present life," Sir Robin's words 
drifted out of Jay's perception. It was Helen again. If Pavel Bruck was to give up his identity in the 
way Sir Robin was suggesting wouldn't he end up like Helen? Some kind of in-between existence 
straggling reality and fantasy.

"Sir Robin," Jay pushed in, "this man, like a lot of other Slavs, and me, while we're on the subject,
are earmarked for extermination at some point in the future. Don't give me any more of your 
fucking opinions. You heard me correctly. I've got my file. I've read it. I know what I am now. I'm 
going to bring this guy and everything else I have and shaft every single individual involved in this 
affair." She detected voices behind Sir Robin. A woman's voice, echoing across a hard floored room.
There was a dull conversation, but Jay could make out the clipped monotone of a woman. It must be
Lady Alison Peel. 

He was back on the line. "You've got the initiative, I'll grant you that, Jay, but nothing is settled 
yet. Ring me again in a couple of days and maybe I'll have some news for you. In the meantime I 
suggest you have a word with your friend. Satisfy yourself that he's as willing and co-operative as 
you seem to think."

"Don't worry about me. We'll be there. Paris, Sir Robin. City of love remember."
He was gone. That was it, the line crossed. Jay switched off her mobile phone and checked the 

street again. The rain was evaporating, a gentle mist rising languidly from the sun baked pavement. 
A blinding shaft of light was bursting across the city, a brief opportunity before the next black 
cloud. Pavel Bruck's apartment was quiet without him. His personality seemed absent from the 
furnishings. There was a neutrality to the non-pastel colour scheme of wood and black, white and 
silver, the dark green foliage of his plants, the rich maroon of the settee. But what colour should it 
be? Not knowing the answer initially worried her, but then she was reassured; having completed 
what she had set out to do she didn't want to find herself in this position now asking a partner to risk
his life for her career, her vendetta. She was better off not knowing him. And not knowing him 
meant that she wasn't sure how he'd react when asked to put his life on the line and speak out. Did 
the eastern European mafia have its own omarta, its own code of silence? He was due back that 
evening. She'd find out soon.

-

Prague had never given off this aroma before. Jay found it peculiar. A strong, pungent scent, 
electrified by the recent shower, a strong haze of lavender filling the caverns and squares, wafting 



down the alleyways and narrow sidestreets. It overpowered the burger stalls and traffic fumes. It 
took her mind off the rattling noise of the trams charging across Wenceslas Square. Before she 
realised what she was doing Jay stopped and watched the comings and goings outside one of the 
hotels on the opposite side of the square. There was a wedding party gathering at the entrance. No 
sign of the bride. The expressions were mixed, sombre, determined, frivolous. The children in their 
sweet wrapper outfits were bored and giddy, running in circles amongst the pedestrians, chased by 
an older member of the entourage trying to maintain a sense of order.

Through them a figure walked, oblivious to the pandemonium. It was Helen. Jay turned away, 
half expecting the figure to vanish, but she was still there. Half way up the hill she stopped to buy 
something from a kiosk. Jay was running to catch up. She crossed the wide boulevard and wondered
whether to call to her, but the distance was too great. The exertion pasted her shirt to her back 
within a minute. The strong sun making up for a morning's absence. It knew its time was up, 
summer was running out of steam, the last wispy remnants of it had evaporated on Parizka. 

Jay had to pace herself. Helen was getting further away even though she was still only walking. 
Eventually she stopped. Jay stopped. Helen was observing something in the road, close to the kerb 
which was obscured by the noses and bumpers of the cars parked along that stretch of the square. 
Closing off the distant vista was the National Museum, acting like the backdrop of Helen's tiny 
dramatic entrance. She knelt down and placed something beneath the cars. Jay crept closer. There 
was enough time to reach Helen but she hung back, not wanting to be seen. She wasn't sure why 
there was this need for being hidden, but that was the effect Helen had on you. She watched you, 
you watched her; that was the deal. Jay's curiosity was drawing her closer. She leaned against the 
wall of the shop behind her and waited patiently for Helen to end her little ritual. 

When she turned away from the kerb the first thing she saw was Jay. The recognition was intense.
She didn't move. Everything else continued, like one of Helen's photographs in which she froze the 
object of her interest while everything around carried on, blurring itself. Jay was the one who 
moved first, carrying herself to the kerb and its secret. She had already figured out what it was. The 
flowers were blue, about six of them, held together with a narrow yellow bow. They looked pathetic
and yet sublime, resting on the kerb stone.

"I'm not going to tell you any sad tales, so keep your sympathy to yourself."
Jay responded. "Who are they for?" she asked pointing timidly at the flowers.
"Nobody you know," she said. "Or maybe you do know. Maybe you saw it on television. 

November 17th, 1989. A group of policemen, overwhelmed by the crowds in this square, running 
back to their personnel vehicles. Except one of them doesn't make it. He runs between two trucks 
just as the one in front reverses. I'm sure your cameras caught that? Maybe. I suppose it would 
make very dramatic television for you." Helen was confident few of the people walking by would 
understand her. The ones that did weren't around long enough to hear the full story. "The cameras 
weren't there afterwards though." She steadied her camera strap across her shoulder.

"Was he dead?" Jay tried to phrase the question compassionately but it came out too quickly, too 
eager for the details.

"What do you care. It's just another story." Helen waved a dismissive hand at the sky. "And he 
was a policeman, right so he deserved it. It's all black and white as far as you're concerned. As far as
everybody was concerned the police got what they deserved."

"Who was he?"
Helen didn't want to say. Didn't want the journalist to get her scoop. This moment, she explained, 

when Helen arrived alone with her flowers, had always been a private moment. Not even her 
mother knew. She wouldn't approve of her daughter bothering herself like this. But that wasn't the 
point. "I don't go to bed every night weeping for the memory. I'm long past all that. People 



celebrated that night. After it happened. It was quite a Christmas I can tell you. Everywhere you 
turned their was optimism and hope, people looking forward to a future. There was finally a chance 
to make something, to move wherever you wanted to go. Imagine that. The last time anyone felt 
like that was when they left school. They thought as soon as they passed through the gates they 
were suddenly an adult and the whole world was theirs just waiting to be taken. It was that kind of 
feeling. From November through to the New Year a feeling of release. They even rang the church 
bells!" Helen called out, pointing back towards the Old Town Square. "They never stopped. Nobody
stopped. Nobody cared less what happened. Why should they? They had everything they wanted. 
And everything they wanted were the things you take for granted. Nobody was comparing 
themselves to the west, thinking 'now we can have our sports cars and our fancy clothing, and our 
expensive holidays'. They were a little simpler. Free speech, freedom to come and go without being 
watched, free press. Something to look forward to. That was the best Christmas present anyone 
could wish for. A new life."

"Vitek told me you moved to Prague to be near your father."
"And so I am," Helen said, pulling the camera strap back onto her shoulder. She scanned the 

square and the various streets off it. "You're welcome to what you have. That world you inhabit. I 
don't want your world," she said, "it's the new world that some people died for. But I don't want the 
old world either. There's nothing there of any value. So what choice do I have?" Jay didn't know. "I 
make my own world. In the middle. I'm lucky to live in this city. There's such a  lot that I can 
borrow, elements that don't belong in either world. I've made them mine. You came into that world, 
Jay. I let you stay. So, now you can go. Leave me alone from now on. Thank you."

"I'm sorry about your father, Helen. I wish you'd told me sooner."
Helen laughed kindly, trying to ease Jay's terrible pain! "Jay, the sooner I told you, the sooner you

would have forgotten."
"You don't know that. I love my dad aswell. If I lost him I'd feel bad, as bad as you do. I'm not 

going to pretend to know how you feel."
"Good. Now I'd like to go please." Helen started to walk in the direction of the National Museum.
"Helen, wait a moment please. I don't want us to fall out like this. I don't know what I'm supposed

to have done, but I'm sorry."
"Okay. Forgiven. Whatever it is your conscience is telling you. Now I'd like to go please."
"The video you made the other night," Jay was saying anything she could to hold Helen back for a

few more minutes, but she was never very good at thinking on her feet except when she was angry. 
She wasn't angry now. "The story. In the video. Is it true?"

A slight grin emerged across Helen's face. It threatened to spread, to explode into the mockery Jay
had thought was behind her. "It's just a story, Jay. Just a silly little fairytale."

"Maybe," Jay said, closing the distance between her and Helen. "I've kept secrets from you, but 
there was a reason. Do you think I love Pavel Bruck?"

Helen glanced at the flowers and turned an obstinate face to Jay. "No. Not for a minute." She was 
sure about that.

"I have all the information I need to expose a lot of scandal, expose the far right dealings in the 
EU and central Europe."

"Oh, it's central Europe now, is it. When were we promoted?"
"Please, Helen, I'm trying to explain. I know I can't stop anything, but I can bring everything out 

into the open. Everything to date has been hidden and covered up, but now there's a real chance to 
expose these people. It affects you as much as it affects me."

Helen was shaking her head. "I don't see that."
"The facts are in the files, Helen. I'm a reject. Christ, even Sir Robin Conran is a reject and he's 



married to one of them."
"You're obsessed, Jay."
"I am not obsessed."
"What are you trying to prove? Is all this for the good of the continent or for the charitable cause 

that is Jay Marshall's Self-confidence Programme?"
"That's unfair."
"Is it? What did you think my role in all this was? Was I some kind of threat? Did I ever give 

away any of your secrets. I answered a lot of questions for you, I started a fire for you. I saved your 
life. I introduced you to people, I took you in for four days, I hid the evidence for you, and all the 
time you were off on your own mission and kept me out of it. You only reappeared when you were 
in trouble or unconscious."

"I had my reasons."
"So I see. What does Pavel think about all this?"
"He doesn't know yet. I'll be asking him tonight. He'll testify for me when I tell him what the 

future holds."
Helen folded her arms and waited for Jay to recognise the gesture. Her memory wasn't that short, 

was it? "And what future is that?"
"The sell out. Okay, so the story is a silly little fairytale, but the files are evidence. And while 

we're on the subject, you weren't exactly straight about the nature of those stories. You led me to 
believe they contained the answers."

"Inspiring weren't they."
This was unbelievable. Thirty minutes ago Jay was spreading herself across the settee bloated by 

her own confidence. Now she was being deflated by a woman who, by her admission, didn't exist in
this world. The stories were bogus, Pavel Bruck owed her no favours. "He'll testify."

"You must be the only human being on earth as we speak who believes that. He'll be dead within 
days. Don't put him through that."

The request brought a spasm of indignity out of Jay. She was becoming more determined to prove
Helen wrong. "You're not getting all compassionate for him. You hate him. He's a trafficker. 
Everything you said about him was true. And what's more weren't you the one valued at thirty 
thousand dollars? Was it not people like Pavel Bruck who were producing those valuations? How 
can you suddenly have sympathy for the man?"

"It's not sympathy." There were a million and one things in the square at that moment to distract 
Helen. "It's not sympathy."

"Then what is it?"
"You're asking for another sacrifice. He's a component in your game. A unit in your economy. 

Everything is so familiar. It never changes, Jay."
"He's the master of his own fate, Helen."
"No he isn't," she replied quickly. "And neither are you." The last expression Jay saw on Helen's 

face was one of brief satisfaction and finality. A worrying glimpse of some terrible greater secret. 

-

So that was it then, the friendship well and truly buried. For a moment Jay thought there might be 
one of those theatrical reconciliations: a shout, turning to find Helen, cheeks tear stained, rushing 
down the hill towards her. Jay laughed and looked behind her. Helen's figure was trudging up the 
pavement towards the museum, camera over her shoulder, hands buried in the pockets of her 
voluminous sports jacket. It was a vivid orange colour and stood out all the way to the main road 



behind the statue of Wenceslas. Helen, always solitary even in the busiest of places. All those happy
little memories, the detailed moments presented themselves, one by one, like happy children lining 
up for an approving grandparent. Crashing her bike, eyelids painted like those of a cat, top lip 
covered in Guinness, being serenaded by the puppets. The lunchtime story in the Starre Inne 
became prominent. Not so much the surroundings, which were pleasant enough to be painful in 
these circumstances, but the recollection of a childhood romance, and the fairytale setting of 
cornfields and chocolate rivers. The boyfriend she spoke about that afternoon was probably the only
person in her life, apart from her parents, who hadn't treated her like a trophy, or a commodity. For 
him she was beyond price, beyond measure. 

The thought was still playing around Jay's conscience when Pavel dropped down beside her on 
the settee, having come back from Beloun. He kissed her and asked what she was thinking.

"When you were young," Jay said, "did you ever get into fights over a girl?"
"Lots of girls. I was always in trouble. Why do you ask?"
"I was beginning to think it's some kind of Czech tradition."
"Didn't anyone ever fight for you?"
"If they did they didn't tell me."
"Oh dear," he said, stroking her chin, " Jay feeling sorry for herself."
"No, I'm not feeling sorry for myself. Why should I? Look who I'm sitting next to. If you had 

known me when we were both young, would you have fought for me?"
He sneered and said: "Maybe."
"Thanks. That cheers me up."
"Good. That's what I'm here for." His fingers dropped away from her chin as he relapsed into a 

deep private moment. His eyes were focused on something beyond the floor, beyond the street 
outside, possibly beyond Prague. "I was ill because of a girl once," he eventually said. "I fought a 
group of boys and they threw me into a river. I nearly drowned."

"Did you." Jay sat up and pressed him for more information. The moment was turning into 
another of those surreal coincidences. She didn't want to hear the rest, but it was essential. "Were 
you poisoned?"

"Poisoned? In a river? Why poisoned?"
"Was the river contaminated, I mean?"
"When I was young every river in Czechoslovakia was contaminated."
"What was her name? The girl you were fighting for?" Jay made the effort to control her concern, 

making it a light hearted trawl through the past.
He couldn't remember. Typical. Men never do. No name older than six months stays in the 

memory.
Jay felt as if someone else was speaking for her, controlling her like a ventriloquist's doll. "Was it 

Jelena?" Pavel considered the suggestion. It wasn't dismissed straight away. 
"It might have been. That sounds familiar." He noticed the alarm spreading into Jay's body 

language as she sat increasingly upright. "You always stiffen up like this when you're worried. 
What's the matter with you?"

"Did this happen in Plzen?"
"Plzen? I've never lived in Plzen."
"But you don't originally come from Prague."
"Just because you don't come from Prague doesn't mean everyone lives in Plzen."
They all fought for the girls; every town and city has its river; every river is poisoned, chocolate 

coloured. Jay was finding it easy to find explanations were none existed. She'd been in Helen's 
world for too long. Maybe it was better to be ejected now before she lost all grip on reality. The end 



was in sight anyway. All she had to do now, (all she had to do!) was catch this moment of quiet 
whimsy and turn it into her favour by persuading Pavel to go along with her plan. She was going to 
ask him not to fight for her but to fight alongside her. 

As he left Jay alone she allowed herself one final thought about how close she had come to 
answering that final enigma. Like a gap in the cloud, opening briefly to allow a glimpse of sunlight, 
Jay thought Helen's activities and presence in Prague were explained. Moving here to be with her 
dying father, one of the forgotten victims of the 89 revolution, she had discovered the boyfriend 
from her childhood in Plzen. But that boy had grown up into Pavel Bruck, the man who epitomised 
everything that had ruined her life: the buying and selling of people, heartless capitalism, a man 
who had tarnished what must have been her most precious memory. And Helen placed so much 
value on memories. Believing them to be contained in everything, animate, inanimate, buildings 
and cities, real people, wooden people, skies, rivers. Nothing was left unquestioned and unobserved,
as if she were looking for the doorway into a world where memories were eternal, everlasting. 
Where every living moment stayed with you instead of receding into the past, leaving you to go it 
alone into an unknown future. That's what Helen's photography was all about. She was harvesting 
memories, storing them, tending to them. Having shed her own painful existence and everything 
that went with it, she was in need of a new past, a new collection of memories. And she took them 
from wherever she could find them. In the most unlikeliest of places. In rooftops and window 
panes, the mortar between stones and the abandoned puddles in the sunken gullies of old streets. 
Nothing was spared, nothing wasted. They were all valuable, all necessary. There could never be 
enough. If she were to live forever she would never collect them all.



28 THE EXCITEMENT OF SOLITUDE

Take a city of one million people, add two thousand years of tumultuous history, stir in a legion of 
folk tales and legends, introduce one contemporary rumour and you are left with a community 
shaking with expectation. No-one was sure how the rumour had started, if people were honest with 
themselves not many would admit to knowing what the rumour actually was. To say the atmosphere
in Prague was tangible would not be far from the truth. Following days of heavy rain, electrified by 
the summer's burning climate, every time Jay stepped out onto Parizka she could feel her skin 
crawling. Like mild dehydration her body was becoming powdery, fingertips increasing in 
sensitivity leaving her touching everything like it were made of rice paper. She had wandered onto 
Charles Bridge several times looking for Helen or the girl taking care of her stand, but she wasn't 
there. The photographs were gone, the weird sensual images of the city hidden. Perhaps Helen was 
rushed off her feet capturing this urban mood wherever it was at its most intense.

The subject of Pavel's testimony was still uppermost in Jay's mind, but it was almost relegated to 
sideshow by the sheer intensity of the dread that was distracting everyone. Pavel himself was 
morose, coming and going without telling Jay what he was up to, speaking in short economic 
sentences. Eventually, in a restaurant on Kampa Island, as he and Jay waited for their first course, 
she asked him what was wrong.

He didn't answer, choosing instead to reach into his pocket and take out a small box with a 
diamond ring inside. "I think we should get married."

Was that a proposal? Jay was flummoxed. "You ask as if there's some kind of urgency."
"You haven't noticed?"
"Noticed what?" she said. The ring was exquisite. She hadn't imagined Pavel capable of choosing 

something so subtle.
"Noticed what! A few weeks ago I dismissed all these rumours as drug fuelled theatrics, but not 

even I can ignore the ripples passing through this city. What is happening, Jay? Can you explain it 
because I can't. It's becoming mass hysteria."

"I can't explain it, Pavel." What a time to ask. A city turning peculiar, and now he was proposing 
to her as she was about to hand him over to a tribunal in Paris. She hadn't actually figured out what 
the procedure would be, she was still waiting for Sir Robin Conran to call her back. But what was 
she supposed to do about this. He lifted her left hand gently and started to place the ring on her 
finger. She wanted to withdraw her hand, but she couldn't. She was forced to sit and watch as the 
ring went on. 

"I've never said it before Jay, but I love you. I don't show emotion too good, but I do love you. 
I've left you alone to do your own thing and you have impressed me. Your courage, your 
determination. You are a good friend. Maybe my best friend."

"Are you sure this is the right time to ask? I mean, mass hysteria, Pavel," she smiled, "it can make
people do strange things."

"Proposing to someone isn't strange, Jay. Don't you want to marry me?"
"It's a shock," she said, "a surprise, a big surprise," she corrected. The arrival of soup had never 

been more welcome. The waitress fussed and rearranged cutlery and plates, shifting Jay's napkin, 
moving her orange juice. Jay waited for the soup to go all over her, more time bought giving her 
space to react correctly to this bombshell. "How long have you been planning this?"

"About a week. When I first had the idea it didn't take long to convince myself."
"Right. This is hot!" She never spoke with her mouth full.
"Do you have an answer for me?"
"Pavel," she put down her spoon and rotated the ring around her finger, watching the diamond 



come around again and again. "I had a plan of my own. Come to Paris with me."
"Paris."
"Paris, in France."
"I know where Paris is."
"It's not safe for you here." She could feel a suitable excuse emerging. This was good. "All the 

time I've been meeting people and doing a bit of business here and there, I've discovered a few 
things about you."

"You already know everything there is to know about me, Jay. I couldn't be more open to you"
"I don't mean that. I've learned things that affect you. There are people who want to kill you, and 

they know when and how they're going to do it."
He stopped eating. His reaction was genuine concern, as if Jay was the threat. What had been an 

intimate restaurant with low brick archways and bulbous fake oil lamps on every table was now a 
dark threat. "Who?"

"The same people who killed the British Prime Minister. They have a list. I'm on it and by 
association, you're now on it too."

The skin between his eyes was beginning to knot tightly. "What have you done?"
"I haven't done anything. Call it the sins of a previous life, but my investigation into the 

assassination is beginning to pay dividends in a way I never expected." She couldn't eat any more. 
"I thought it was all behind me. I was prepared to give it all up, but the people you deal with and the
people I've learned about are all part of the same movement, or rather all involved in the same plot. 
By telling me about these people I've been able to put connections together and now I have all the 
answers. You never met Michael Peel, did you?" Pavel shook his head. "He was drunk when he told
me that the far right had plans to exterminate everyone involved in organised crime in Eastern and 
Central Europe. The files stored on everybody," she knew he knew about them, for once Helen's 
information was trusted to be accurate, "I have my file." She watched as Pavel's face began to 
change. His concern over the mystery was transforming into something more obscure. "We need to 
get out of Prague, Pavel. I've arranged to meet someone in Paris who can help us."

"Really."
"Yes, really."
He had his eyes on the ring. Dabbing away a smudge of soup from his chin he held Jay for a 

painfully long moment of observation. "And then what? We disappear into a garret up a sidestreet?"
"We give evidence." She wasn't expecting hysterical laughter.
"Whoever your mystery killers are I already know plenty of people who would kill me if I gave 

evidence regarding anything. What do you think, I'm an idiot? Are you trying to convert me to some
kind of Apostolic lifestyle, free from sin? I can smell the incense already, Jay. Me in my monk's 
habit, you visiting me twice week. Let me put things in simple terms, Jay. Territory. Everyone 
knows the boundaries, people know where they can and cannot move. Either I leave Europe or I 
stay right here. And forgive me for my forcefulness, but you stay right here with me. Not Paris. 
That's if you want to stay with me. Which I'm beginning to suspect isn't the case."

"I haven't said that."
"Not directly. What you have just explained is probably the longest way of saying no I've ever 

heard."
"You don't believe me?"
"I think you're deluded." He was back into his soup and beginning to enjoy it. All Jay could see 

was green slime.
"Was I deluded that evening coming out of the nightclub, when you left me alone with a key and a

procession of translucent circus animals. Four days I was unconscious. No, I'm not deluded, Pavel. 



I'm absolutely certain about what I know. I've got it on tape, on paper, written, illustrated, recorded, 
memorised. Every name, every transaction, every department, every secretariat, in each country. 
Three months I've been gathering this information; while the rest of you thought I was some kind of
spineless slag shacking up with Al Capone I've been putting together this jigsaw puzzle that you all 
appear in. How's the soup?"

He stopped again. "Keep the ring," he said.
"I'm offering you a way out. Testify and you get immunity from prosecution. Don't testify and you

end up in a lime pit along with several thousand other pioneers from Latvia to the Caspian Sea. This
has been going on since 1947, Pavel. How can you not know that?"

"You've been behind my back, Jay. Why didn't you tell me? You want my co-operation now, after 
all this."

"It's for the best."
"For who? Who are you doing this for? I was open about what I did. You went along with it," it 

was all so clear now. Of course she did. "Very good." He sat back in his chair and threw the napkin 
onto his half empty bowl. "I suppose I can't criticise you for thinking about yourself. I mean, you 
fooled me. I didn't think you were a spineless slag. I never thought that. I often wondered why you 
continued to have anything to do with me knowing about my business, but yeah, it all makes perfect
sense now. Thank you for clarifying the mystery for me."

"Pavel, I don't dislike you. I won't marry you, but I think enough about you to want to help you in 
all this. You think I'm exaggerating, the far right plans for Europe? Be honest with me, tell me you 
had no idea about any such thing." She would judge the honesty of his answer by how long it took 
him to speak. 

"I've met fascists. I don't like them, but they pay up on time."
"Is that all you ever think about? God, why am I wasting my time with you?"
"Because, as you say yourself, you don't dislike me."
Was that the reason? Jay was unnerved by the need to ask. Put things into perspective. She had 

the information: success number one. She had brought that information together without anyone 
knowing: success number two. She could blow a very big hole in the edifice of the EU if she chose 
to go public with all this information: success number three. She had solved the assassination 
puzzle: success number four. They were lining up one after the other. Was it now necessary to wrap 
up everything, bring it all to a head? What was she trying to prove? Pavel wasn't like Helen, olive 
skinned, emphatic Slav bone structure. He was more like Jay, sunkissed complexion, black hair. 
Mediterranean. His was a face that didn't have much time left, if her information was correct. It 
wasn't a case of proving anything. This was necessary action. Suddenly, Jay found herself involved 
in something real, not a mission or a crusade, but an actual crisis. 

Was it her imagination or had the restaurant gone quiet? Pavel was aware of it too. Several 
waiters and waitresses were heading for the entrance. They came back without any obvious distress 
or alarm, but for a moment the place had been suspended in time, breathless waiting for news. 
"You've had my answer, Pavel. I can't marry you. What's your answer to my request?"

"The same. I stay here. You go to Paris, Jay. Tomorrow would be a good time I think."
There was no time for the rest of the meal. Slowly, Jay took off the ring and replaced it on its 

velvet cushion in the small red box. 

-

Jay still had a key to Pavel's apartment. There was cause to go there, collect her belongings and 
prepare for a flight home. Home being her parents' house for a while. She didn't feel entirely safe 



going back to London just yet. There may have been a touch of sadness in the moment as Jay found 
the steps up onto Charles Bridge steeper than she imagined them to be. Or was she deliberately 
making the climb difficult by burdening herself with the weight of the situation? The wide bridge 
was quiet, a few lovers and lonely hearts crossing, the lights dimmed to a respectful level. As Jay 
approached that part of the bridge where Helen once had her stand she noticed a stray photograph, 
conspicuous and out of place, pasted to the base of a statue on the bridge parapet.

The image was of the Rudolfinum. Its shape distinguished by the lights through the windows and 
the backdrop obscured by the flank of the building. At the top of the steps, silhouetted against the 
river and distant hillside, a lone figure stood apparently playing some sort of instrument: a violin or 
viola. Jay immediately thought of Vitek, a man whose lost soul predicament was perfectly 
illustrated by this photograph which she eased off the base of the statue and carried it away.  She 
studied it, lifting her head only to check the passing traffic between her and the route towards the 
Old Town. She continued past the apartment on Parizka and eventually found herself standing 
almost exactly where Helen must have stood to take the picture.

The real scene was different. A predominantly sepia and gold setting, the damp roads and 
pavements reflected a shimmering abstract impression of the Rudolfinum along with a group of 
people standing outside the building being interviewed by a television crew. Jay approached, but 
avoided any contact with the group. Someone peeled away from the interview, saying goodnight, 
and walked towards Jay who had stopped to look at a small memorial to Jan Palach. Beyond the 
garden the Metronome ticked, swaying gently this way and that. 

"Hi," the woman spoke as she passed by.
"Hello. Beautiful evening," Jay said.
The woman paused and stepped back to where Jay was standing. She was dressed in clothing 

suitable for a gym, with a heavy weatherproof sports jacket over the top. She carried a large 
Slazenger holdall with both hands. "Are you with the crew?"

"The crew?" Jay acknowledged the group up on the steps of the Rudolfinum. "No, I'm not. Is that 
who they are?"

"Yes. They're discussing the music festival, how it will be financed next year."
"Not trouble I hope."
"No. There's always money for the music festival." The woman had a healthy smile, probably the 

result of working out! And her eyes, Jay was sure she could see the stars reflected in them, but there
was cloud overhead. Her eyes had some peculiar quality about them; they made Jay feel good about
herself, optimistic. Sure that she was doing the right thing, for once. 

"Are you part of the festival? I know you're obviously not dressed for the orchestra," Jay was 
interrupted by the woman's pleasant laughter.

"No, no. I'm  a dancer. Sometimes I work during the festival, but I prefer modern dance. It's not 
ballet or anything."

"No, well, I'm jealous. I wish I could dance. It would save a lot of embarrassment at weddings."
The woman's expression darkened slightly. Not enough to dull the sparkle of the constellations, 

but Jay was sensitive to it. "Please, don't be jealous. It's not that great." And she was off. Jay 
couldn't understand what she must have said to upset her. She watched her go, walking with the 
same energy she had displayed earlier, but with her head down, the holdall heavy, genuinely heavy. 
Not the theoretical weight that Jay had chosen to carry.

Farther along the walk, Jay found herself ignored by the group still chatting loudly at the top of 
the steps. They seemed to ignore a tiny smouldering pile of litter that was intriguing her. The 
charred pyre was a pile of music cassettes, mini-tapes used in dictation machines. Jay spun round, 
the woman, the dancer was out of sight. The melted remains of the cassettes were still bleeding 



strands of the tape. Jay picked one up, uncomfortably hot, and tried to examine the edges of the 
cassettes for authorship. There was nothing, it was useless to check the others, but she was certain 
what they were. The chance occurrence of a photograph, a dancer and the burnt cassettes was a 
signal, the start of a new game. Evidence of the next stage was weighted down by a stone, several 
metres away from the remains of the fire.

-

Archways running alongside a building in the Little Quarter were familiar to Jay. Her apartment had
been a few minutes walk farther along the street. Carrying two photographs now she headed back 
across the bridge, through the cool drizzle that was coming down with the cloud trapped in the river
basin. Prague was becoming a collection of trinkets, spread across a dizzying mirage of double 
surfaces and mirrors, all shining, different colours. Again Jay found herself retracing Helen's 
footsteps and arriving at the viewpoint of the photograph. The similarity between the scene and the 
image was barely recognisable. Reality was sharp, defined, a mix of subtle shades with broad 
shadows hiding behind the pillars and supports of the gallery arches. The photograph was 
condensed, a series of layers flattened together to create an almost infinite passageway of light and 
dark strips that headed nowhere. Only the shape of the arches was distinct and recognisable. Any 
other visitor to the city wouldn't have a clue where this photograph had been taken. Helen must 
have known Jay would identify the location.

Ahead of her, a figure hurrying across the shadows appeared and disappeared in time to the music
emanating from an unseen piano. He saw Jay and almost broke into a trot, muttering and mumbling 
in some incoherent dialect. He pulled up two metres away from Jay and stood with his hands 
together as if in prayer. He made no sense. His voice was clear enough, Jay was sure he was talking 
clearly even though the language used wasn't one she knew. It was neither hard like Czech, Russian 
or German, or Latin like Italian or French. He was a Slav, no doubt about that, so there was no 
chance of his language being North African or from the Middle East. He was smartly dressed, 
almost academic, with a dark suit, pale blue shirt, but no tie. Jay was apologetic. Trying to make 
him understand that she couldn't understand he was distracted by something behind him. He was in 
a hurry, eager to get away, but at the same time, insistent on being heard. Jay put her arms behind 
her back and let him talk. His story must have been dramatic, but still incomprehensible. 

For reasons she would never understand Jay stopped him in full flow with the word: "Petrin." The
man's face froze, his eyes widening like a frightened bird. He checked behind him again and with 
apologetic hand signals, stepped around Jay before running on down the street towards the road up 
the hill, or better for him she thought, back towards the bridge.

The shadows were being disturbed by a flickering light in the road. Another small fire, a pile of 
rags in the low gutter. There was hardly anything left of the material. The bizarre puzzle lost it's 
whimsical silliness as Jay realised that her evidence, the taped, written, printed, evidence she had 
told Pavel about was going up in smoke. She stamped on the rags, but the damage was too far gone.
What was left was a carbonised collection of fragments, impossible to identify as the drawing 
photographically developed onto a large spread of material. The gentlest of street level draughts had
separated a piece from the rest. Jay was barely able to make out the letters ERZB; blackened, just 
visible out of the dark brown weave of the material. She lamented the fact that the few letters 
identifiable were not from the word Wien, but Commerzbank. It could be any Commerzbank, from 
anywhere in Europe, on any old piece of paper. What was to become of this evening? One by one 
Jay's collection of incriminating details were being destroyed.

One dancer, Jay thought; and he must have been the translator. No wonder he was scared. Jay 



wasn't scared. Increasingly angry, but not scared. She was projecting herself back to the Old Town 
Square when Circus Inferno were rehearsing their marionette routine for the video. The puppeteers 
then were a mixed bunch, some scruffy, others normal. He, the translator, could have been one of 
them, the dancer aswell. In the unfolding chaos Jay presumed there would be another photograph 
somewhere. And another fire. She continued along the gallery and found her next prompt, attached 
to the surface of the wall behind one of the arches. 

If she had guessed correctly Jay figured she was half way along the route to her next target. She 
didn't appreciate the criss-crossing selection of locations, taking her back across the river, through 
the Old Town Square and on towards the Powder Tower. The actual photograph was of the 
Municipal House. She had visited the building on several occasions, most notably with Sir Robin 
Conran when he came to the city. The architecture was the last thing in her conscience that day and 
the photograph was no help. Away from the more popular tourist stops the Municipal House was a 
large dark building on a bustling corner. This evening the activity was there, not traders and 
shoppers, but a large group of people, like a small mob, congregating outside the main entrance to 
the building.

They were a cross section of Prague's inhabitants. Young and old, well to do, untidily dressed, 
families, individuals. They were gathered in expectation of being addressed, or reassured. Whatever
the cause, they were angry. When they saw Jay the crowd dispersed across the road, stopping the 
traffic. An older man, paunchy and well dressed, marched up to her. He reminded Jay of a 
communist lackey, well fed in a world of undernourished followers. He ranted at Jay in Czech, but 
the combination of exhaustion and growing intolerance of the charade caused her to stop him. "I'm 
English. I don't know what you're saying."

He pirouetted, gesturing towards the crowd behind him. "These people have been," he couldn't 
find the word. "They are stolen. Their houses stolen from them and they will be on the streets."

It was all very elaborate, but the faces waiting for Jay's response couldn't possibly be the collected
members of Circus Inferno. There were too many of them, the wrong age; they weren't actors. This 
was no game. Something was going on, and now the puzzle had turned another disturbing corner. 
How had Helen set all this up? "I don't know anything about houses being stolen. How were they 
stolen?"

"They live in rented flats, rented from the communist government and now the city. They were 
told to sell them to a developer, and now there is no money, no contracts, nothing. But we have all 
been served notice to leave." Behind him, the crowd was becoming increasingly animated. A 
woman shouted something in Czech that brought a level of agreement from the other protesters. The
man translated. "We knew this was happening. Everyone has known for a while now that something
was happening in the city. This is it. For these people," he said, "it is like the end of the world. 
Without the money from the sale they can't buy. Where do they live? Where do they live now?"

"Where has this happened?"
"Everywhere. All places. Vinohrady. Zizkov, Karlin. All over the city."
East of the river, thought Jay. Helen's side. Pavel's side. Remember her apartment was on the 

west. She consoled herself with that detail.
Jay shrugged, shuffling the photographs between her hands like a simple deck of cards, she hoped

a solution would come to her, but she only knew an alternative explanation. One that the crowd 
would not believe and certainly not want to hear. "Who offered you the money?" she asked 
eventually. The man didn't know. Some guy, a group of developers. Apparently the city housing 
department knew nothing of it until after it had happened. This, thought Jay, was stock transfer the 
Prague way! She shook her head. "I'm sorry I can't help you. I don't know anything about what has 



happened." The false alarm left the crowds disappointed. They wearily returned to the place where 
they had been gathered when Jay arrived. They had their conundrum, she had hers. 

Across the street another pile of litter was attracting Jay's attention. Another fire and photograph 
had to be here somewhere. The crowd would have stamped it out and disposed of it all by now. 
Next to the entrance to the Metro Jay found what she had suspected was there. A lone flame 
flickered in the middle of a pathetic charred mess. The pavement was scorched beneath a rectangle 
of burnt paper. The files. Jay breathed out the last bit of hope she had of taking home some tangible 
evidence of two years toil. Two years of frustration, self doubt, success and set backs. For what? For
this spectacle of destruction, petty revenge, malicious point scoring. What was it all about? Why 
was Helen doing this? Jay kicked out at the embers of the fire, sending a plume of ash rising 
flickering across the stairwell of the Metro entrance. That was her revival. That dark plume of filth 
and carbon drifting off across the street towards those other losers outside the Municipal House. 
There, thought Jay, was their supper. The blackened remnants of someone else's dream. And what of
the photograph? The final colourless image was once again stuck to a nearby wall.

-

The one element of all this wild goose chasing that tempered Jay's anger was the knowledge of the 
short stories being re-enacted. She had met Jelena the dancer, the anonymous translator imprisoned 
in the tower, and the townspeople sold to the devil. There was one character left, one personality 
that for a few days in York Jay had claimed as her own. For a few hours in Prague she had put on 
the red dress and lived the lie, filled with and fuelled by the spirit of General Leisha. All that was 
another life now, another time, another world. Tonight, as the drizzle continued to soften and 
saturate everything it came into contact with, Jay trudged towards her final meeting point. The steps
of the National Museum at the head of Wenceslas Square.

The photograph was another endless array of lines and shadows, but in the foreground was the 
blurred presence of Wenceslas himself appearing like a phantom, a ghostly stain, against a carefully 
composed historic backdrop. No doubt Helen's intention was to comment on the man's continued 
presence and influence on Prague's history and character. The enduring blot on her own memories, 
an indelible mark. All activity in Wenceslas Square was continuing oblivious to Jay's predicament 
as she took the long walk up the gentle slope to the steps and the overwhelming presence of the 
museum's grand facade. A figure was waiting. A solitary woman standing two thirds of the way up 
the steps, looking back across a city landscape she could have owned. Unable to lift her head Jay 
climbed the steps and became aware of the figure coming into view. Sharp heels of a tall pair of fine
leather boots anchored her to the stone ground; an opulent cashmere overcoat worn over an 
immaculately tailored dark blue dress with a high collar setting off a gleaming thread-like gold 
necklace. The face watching Jay was Helen's. Hair drawn back, fastened with an elaborate gold 
clasp, her features reflected the surrounding ambient light as much as the rain-licked stone of the 
museum walls. Her character was exuded by those Slav features, highlighted and emphasised, 
shown off, displayed, by make-up applied with an unearthly intensity. Whatever Jay's emotions had 
been in the previous two hours they were quickly extinguished by Helen's domination of the setting.
There was no-one else present. If the stories were running to form this was the embodiment of 
General Leisha. Here was... but Jay couldn't bring herself to acknowledge it.

"It's you," Jay said. Helen didn't answer. She continued to hold Jay's arrival in her gaze. " Look at 
all this." She emptied her pockets, allowing the burned out bits of plastic, paper, material, to filter 
through her wet fingertips. "Look at it. That's all my hard work. Two years, two years. Gone in two 
hours. All of it gone. Nothing left. I had everything ready to implicate criminals, crooks, pushers, 



dealers, corrupt officials, liars. Why would you stop me from doing this, unless you were part of it 
all? I remember the accusation you threw at me in Golden Lane. You accused me of being part of it.
What's the explanation, Helen?"

Helen wasn't concerned. She carried an air of apathy that was more concerned with keeping out 
the dampness and cool air than answering Jay's questions. Eventually she spoke. "Look around 
you."

"I don't want to look around me. I've seen it so many times and I know the story." But she 
eventually looked around. She wondered what it was she was seeing. A square, dark and menacing, 
filled with the sounds of antagonisation, police sirens, chanting. Crowds of people, larger than the 
ones outside the Municipal House, surging backwards and forwards, up the hill, in and out of the 
sidestreets. Amongst them, outnumbered and hopeless, police trying to restore order, losing control 
and running. The scene continued, with more people entering the square, more police vehicles being
brought in to even the numbers, an isolated charge would disperse a crowd in a  distant corner,  a 
scuffle breaking out around the statue. Eventually, with the crowds too large to hold back a charge 
progressed down the boulevard like a human wave. There was no obvious conclusion, apart from 
the possibility of a destructive swell crashing into the walls of the shops at the northern end of the 
square. Soon the energy was surging its way back as the mass of bodies was broken up. Police 
reappeared, more organised, more brutal, a small group were separated from the rest and attacked 
before being rescued by another group of officers arriving out of nowhere. One pitched battle after 
another blossomed and diminished, all of it horribly chaotic and yet somehow none physical, as if 
none of the combatants ever made contact with anything. Jay didn't flinch, she didn't jump as one 
punch was thrown, another baton was parried. The noise was like an exaggerated shopping crowd 
mumble occasionally interrupted by a raucous cheer and more screaming as police sirens wafted 
across the evening wind. Space appeared, the flower displays becoming apparent, the crash barriers 
spread across the tarmac abandoned and useless. Down one side of the boulevard the only vehicles 
in the square were the police vans, the personnel carriers, old coaches and lorries. Officers scurried 
towards them and for the first time Jay knew what was coming next. She was prepared to flinch. A 
delicate line of stragglers ran headlong down the hill, vanishing between the parked vehicles. The 
urgent roar of engines starting up signalled a withdrawal, nervous revving as the last officers 
reached their trucks. One officer, running as fast as he could timed his retreat to perfection, dashing 
between two trucks just as the one in front reversed violently. It lurched backwards smashing him 
into the front of the adjacent truck, his limbs were thrown out, his body disappearing in between the
large metal panels. The truck, seemingly unaware of the impact, struggled to move and jumped 
backwards a second time, before thundering away. 

The square was divided unevenly. An uneasy panic developing amongst a group of people to Jay's
right, a satisfied crowd of celebrants heading towards the Old Town Square to Jay's left. The two 
groups didn't look at each other. The quick skirmish that flared up where the police officer had been
struck was over almost before it had begun. The last contact with the events Jay was aware of were 
the sirens. The incessant wailing sirens, the screaming mechanical cries of a dying regime. And who
was that man, what was he feeling at that moment as his country was reborn.

"Somewhere in all that," Helen said drawing Jay's attention from the scene, "is Pavel Bruck. That 
was the end of an old way of life. A life of nothing, a life where the only moment that mattered was 
the one you were living, because they were all the same. They always would be. Pavel Bruck 
wanted a new way of life. One in which everything had a price, and that devalued everything as 
effectively as the old regime. None of it's for me, not after this. Hang on to the old way of life or 
accept the new one, that was the choice offered. You'd have to be mad to keep things as they were. 
But everything stopped for me at that moment. I've managed to hold onto it."



"I still don't understand why you want to stop me. I've loved you like a sister, Helen, and yet 
you've done this." Jay stepped up to be nearer the woman she recognised as Helen. "I'm not saving 
the system that killed your father, it isn't about Pavel Bruck. It isn't about capitalism or anything like
that. It's about, I don't know..." She hesitated too long.

"You don't know. It's about you, Jay. Self preservation, self-worth, image. I know all about image,
Jay. I know how easy it is to manipulate image." All the time Helen had been standing there, 
impassive, calm, she had her hands behind her back. Now they came forward carrying a rolled up 
manuscript which she handed to Jay. "One last story." 

True. One last story Jay hadn't had time to read when she found the anthology on Helen's 
bookshelf. The Excitement of Solitude. Helen drifted away leaving her alone with the story. She 
was taller than Jay had noticed, even allowing for the heels and the extra step she was on. Helen's 
height was her superiority, her control of the evening, the manipulation, not just of images, although
that was true, but manipulation of people, individuals and crowds. Jay opened the manuscript to 
find the answers in the last story.

The Excitement of Solitude

Dorotea's route home from school would take her across a bridge that spanned a river. As the 
seasons changed so would the colour of the river, sometimes red, other days it would turn amber. In
summer, in stifling heat, the river would smell sweet and resemble thick flowing chocolate. Her 
parents had always warned her not to go near the water. No matter how inviting the colour, they 
would say 'stay away'. The water in the rivers was poisoned from the industries and factories 
nearby.

During the school holidays these warnings were only partially ignored! Dorotea would meet her 
friends and give bottles of beer, pinched from her father's supply from the brewery, to whichever 
boy had taken a fancy to her that week. She knew, deep down, that they only wanted her for the 
illicit drink she could supply, but the attention it brought her made her girlfriends jealous and often 
resulted in fighting amongst the boys. As she grew older, Dorotea became tired with the pretence, 
learning that true love wasn't bought. Eventually she met a young boy from out of town. She was 
thirteen, he was a year older. They spent what seemed like the whole summer together, walking 
great distances across the fields that surrounded her city. Through these fields snaked a solitary 
river that was often thick and sweet smelling, like the chocolate river than ran under the bridge 
near her home. 

Life moved on, times became more uncertain and eventually, as Dorotea left school she suffered 
the double blow of her boyfriend leaving -he was old enough to fight and went away to join the 
army- and her father leaving his job in the brewery to fight in the war, promising to come home 
whenever he could get leave from his unit. The city became a quiet place, the fields outside 
forbidden and unsafe. Dorotea's life became one of waiting. Waiting for her father to come home, 
waiting for a sign or a letter from her boyfriend, which never came.

-

Dorotea was old enough to work herself when the news was received that her father was dead. 
Killed in action. Her mother was grief stricken, but Dorotea was filled with an urge to visit the city 
where he had died. She had to be with him in spirit, confront the scene of his death. She found a city
in which the war had moved on and recriminations were beginning. Who was collaborator, who 
was spy, who were the profiteers, the racketeers, mercenaries and turncoats. Vengeance filled the 



air, as the poisonous aromas had once tainted the atmosphere of her own city.
Hiding her identity Dorotea successfully moved through society unseen and unheard and during 

this time she came to learn that the boy, the friend she had loved, had moved on and was here, 
fearing for his life. He was a mercenary, he had fought on both sides of the conflict changing sides 
at the wrong time and now found himself the target of the aggression. He remembered her, how 
could he forget, but there the past ended. Even when Dorotea promised to keep his secret he didn't 
want to know her. When she offered to marry him and take him back to her own city which was safe,
he refused. And her decision to leave and forget she had ever met him was met with indifference. 
There was only one way he could be helped and that would be if Dorotea came from a foreign 
country. The mercenaries with foreign wives were being pardoned on condition they left the city and
returned to the countries of their wives. He had no wife and Dorotea was not foreign. 

If only she could help him. Dorotea's sadness for him was overwhelmed only by the grief she had 
for her father. He had been well liked by the other men, and they were saddened to hear he had left 
a wife and child. They thought Dorotea was brave to confront her tragedy in this way and offered 
her good luck for the rest of her life. It seems the wrong men died: as the conversation progressed 
they began to talk about the surviving mercenaries, what they would do for money, the atrocities 
they committed. They deserved everything that was coming to them. Dorotea's former boyfriend 
was mentioned in the roll call of notoriety. She was shocked to think that someone she remembered 
as being so caring and gentle could be so cruel. But then he had snubbed her when she wanted to 
help. He even dismissed the very nature of their relationship as if the past no longer meant 
anything. His name was associated with dreadful acts of cruelty. 

-

Such vengeance was waiting for him if he didn't leave the country in time. Determined to see some 
form of justice carried out, she returned to him and promised to help. She would find him a wife, a 
foreigner, and he would be able to escape. He was surprised, but grateful. He told her the rumours 
about mercenaries were untrue, but she didn't believe him. Still, she would help all the same and 
advised him to stay in the city.

Dorotea travelled to places abroad and eventually met a bounty hunter. The bounty hunter had 
made good business due to the fact she was a woman and was never perceived to be a threat by the 
targets she hunted. Dorotea persuaded her that there was a lot of money to be made in her own 
country, in one city alone where numerous criminals were being searched for. One in particular was
on the run and eluding all attempts to capture him. The bounty hunter was convinced, and 
eventually made the journey to the city where Dorotea made the introductions.

However, things didn't quite go according to plan. The hunter and the hunted began to fall in love
and he proposed to her. Dorotea warned the bounty hunter who he was and what he was capable of.
His past life didn't seem to worry her and she went along with the charade becoming ever closer to 
his world and the people in it. Eventually as life was becoming more difficult for him she began to 
play out the concealed endgame of her strategy and prepared his capture and return to her own 
country. Thinking he was on his way out of danger he panicked when he discovered her plan.

As the bounty hunter looked to have lost her target she was relieved to discover that Dorotea, 
who had kept a close watch on the proceedings all along, had informed the authorities of their 
actions and were themselves waiting for him. Dorotea was absent when the bounty was paid. She 
had chosen the moment deliberately. Her own prize had been the satisfaction of seeing him 
deluded, cheated. Revenge was not enough; what was important was to see the man's hopes raised 
and then demolished. To be offered such a valuable escape only to have that offer withdrawn at an 



excruciating moment of hope. All the weeks of hope, within an hour, became memories of what 
might have been. Memories which would stay with him for as long as he remained alive. The bounty
hunter took her money and returned. Dorotea's life moved on. 

And the war. What of the war? It eventually turned out to have been for nothing.

"When was this written?" Jay said making no attempt to hide her contempt. Helen was strolling 
along the step, her arms folded, mind on other things.

"There's an introduction."
Jay checked it. According to Amanda Lea Harley the story was probably 19th century, but she had

come across similar tales from the Ukraine and Bulgaria dating back to the 16th century. The 
version in the book was an abridged version of a two hundred page novel she had discovered in 
Budapest. "I don't believe it. I don't believe any of it."

Helen wasn't interested. If the story were true, contemporary or historical, if the events were true 
then the whole episode was over. Jay's role in Prague was finished. Helen's revenge was sealed. The
duplicity had been absolute and Jay felt her old victim syndrome re-emerging. She refused to 
acknowledge it, telling herself she really had collected information, set up the revelation of various 
crimes and acts of corruption. Damn it, whatever the story said, she had solved the puzzle of the 
assassination. And that must have been her reward. For a moment the drizzle on her face was 
refreshing, a gentle mist softening the dry powdery feeling her body was becoming in the electrified
atmosphere of recent days. She wanted to know if Helen had arranged this reward, but there was no 
point searching for any lasting signs of benevolence in the darkly clothed woman still pacing along 
the steps of the Museum. She had her arms folded. Her demeanour was modesty with a self-assured 
awareness of how superior she had turned out to be. This was not the giggling innocent 
photographer in the combat trousers, nor was it the babbling Czech with her often confused 
response to obscure English ways. Nor was she the lost little girl reaching out for the hand of a 
father who wasn't coming home. Jay wanted to say to herself that Helen looked a million dollars, 
but what was the difference between saying someone was worth a million dollars or worth thirty 
thousand dollars. Helen was priceless. She believed everyone to be priceless and that was probably 
the real reason behind her actions, setting up Pavel Bruck in this elaborate game, and as the story 
had said, leaving him with the memories of what might have been. The despair of those who had 
come so close to their goal only to have it snatched it away at the last moment. Maybe after all this 
Jay didn't need to persuade Pavel to go to Paris. He had no choice: that was his fate.

"So who burns this?" Jay asked holding the manuscript out in front of her.
"Who says it has to be burnt?"
"Everything else has gone up in smoke. What about this?"
Helen allowed Jay a moment to consider the previous events. "That manuscript doesn't form part 

of your evidence, does it?" Helen said sharply. "You'd look a bit silly presenting that to a court of 
law. Even a British one. That's your souvenir, Jay. A memento. A gift from Prague. Something for 
you to remember me by."

The golden surface of the museum behind Helen was beginning to dull. The damp stone was 
reflecting a dark cloud. Jay turned and saw a large plume of black smoke rising above the rooftops 
of the city. The smoke was billowing upwards from a location beyond the Old Town Square. 
Intuition told her immediately where it was coming from; she knew the name of the street, she knew
which building was ablaze. She had that intuition these days, she had learned it from Helen. She 
rubbed her eyes unable to ignore the inevitability of what was happening. More evidence going up 
in smoke. More ash to collect. But it didn't matter. It was all materialistic, even ash, even the 
charred remains of what had been Jay's finest moment to date, was nothing more than the symbol of



herself. Helen came and stood alongside her. "He might not be in there. Your evidence could still be
alive, still wandering the street, pleased that his car has survived the fire. Why don't you go and see 
if he's okay?"

Jay could feel Helen's curious expression on her face, millimetres  from her own. Her breath was 
warm, drifting across her features in the form of a pale mist. 

"I'd rather not," she said. "I don't think I'm supposed to do that."
"Go home, Jay." Helen left her alone on the steps. She walked away with all the confidence of a 

woman who could easily convince anyone she could afford a multi-million dollar apartment. The 
camera was gone, the clothes were different. No more tunnels, no more mystery. She strode off 
down the centre of the boulevard. Jay watched her go, elated to be a witness to her existence. She 
watched her go until she was finally out of sight.



THE EXCITEMENT OF SOLITUDE



AND FINALLY...

Thank you for reading The Excitement of Solitude. That's not just a platitude, it's a genuine thank 
you for investing the time. I probably don't have to tell you it's not easy being an author in the 21st 
century and having my novel picked from the millions that are out there is gratifying.

Thank you. 

And if you enjoyed my storytelling and can't get enough of it (I'll pause here until you stop 
laughing) there are several options for you.

The TotenUniverse can be explored here at:

TotenUniverse.com

This is my ambition to create a new mythology around the rock band Toten Herzen and the 
Malandanti network of covens. You'll find more articles, features, interviews and short stories to fill 
the gaps between the novels and expand on the issues and episodes contained in the stories.
Don't forget, the first novel We Are Toten Herzen is free at Smashwords.com...

In 1977 all four members of the rock band Toten Herzen were murdered. Thirty five years later an 
investigation by British music journalist Rob Wallet led him to discover the band still alive in a 
remote village in southern Germany. He persuaded them to make a comeback. Hoax or strange 
reality? Find out in the only official account of Toten Herzen's long awaited reappearance. 

Click here to download We Are Toten Herzen free

To date there are three other novels in the TotenUniverse available and if you haven't already found 
them they're described in the following pages:

https://totenuniverse.wordpress.com/novels/we-are-toten-herzen/
http://totenuniverse.com/


TOTEN HERZEN MALANDANTI

After the disastrous events in the previous novel 'We Are Toten Herzen,' the band are forced to 
count the costs and the repercussions of their comeback tour. The focus turns to the safety of the 
recording studio and their first album in forty years. Things can't get any worse. 

But this is Toten Herzen, the dead rock band: murdered in 1977, discovered alive in 2013. Guitarist 
Susan Bekker wants to sing, antagonising lead singer Dee Vincent whose catastrophic interview in 
Hullaballoo magazine leads to a multi-million dollar lawsuit. Rob Wallet, the band's publicist, flirts 
with insanity when he isn't flirting with Lena, the seductive former terrorist and leader of a network 
of covens known as the Malandanti. 

The story sets down amongst the isolated mountains of the English Lake District, with excursions to
post-communist St. Petersburg and Bamberg in Germany, scene of the 17th century witch trials. 
Along the way the band are assaulted by an ever growing list of mysteries. Why has a Russian voice
coach arrived uninvited at three in the morning? Why are the Malandanti searching for a book 
owned by Dee Vincent? What is Susan Bekker's Big Lie? And is the valley pictured in a 14th 
century painting the source and home of the first European vampires? 

Blue hair, black magic, talking sheep, murderous bushes, necromancy, alchemy and leather-clad 
litigation. All captured on film by a deafening Dutch director in Toten Herzen Malandanti. Book 
two in the authorised account of the band's astonishing and some would say unbelievable 
comeback.



WHO AMONG US...

Disowned by her family and deranged by anger, Jennifer Enzo views the world as a demonic 
garden, a film script and a list of names to be assassinated. But when she finds her own name on the
list she is forced out of her insular world to counter a sinister threat to her life.

Professor Virginia Bruck’s world is divided between her research in artificial intelligence and 
posing for her husband, the eccentric German artist Earnst Bruck. Suspected of being the source of 
a destructive rumour she decides to do what her semi-aristocratic family have never done 
throughout centuries of rumour, and fight back.

Frieda Schoenhofer, a self-made millionaire, is determined to explain the death of a local witch. 
Police are equally determined to explain a baffling double murder and Frieda becomes their first 
suspect after the body of a man is found hung above the north door of Bamberg Cathedral.

All three women share a common association: the Malandanti, a four hundred year old network of 
covens on the brink of collapse following rumours of a plot to kill the leading members. As the 
conflict intensifies and the familiar world disappears, they will be forced to reassess their own 
ambitions, confront the nature of guilt and innocence, and question how their beliefs explain the 
supernatural forces they each control.



THE ONE RULE OF MAGIC

Frieda Schoenhofer is dead, murdered in Rotterdam. For her grief-stricken parents the true story of 
their daughter's life is about to begin.

Her father, slowly demolishing the world around him, tries to eradicate painful memories by 
throwing out his lifelong collection of film memorabilia. Her mother is convinced Frieda has been 
reincarnated as a new born foal.

But Frieda isn't dead. She is travelling Europe hoping to rescue her father's discarded collection. A 
journey of redemption that takes her to Nice, Prague, Turin and Vienna, where she meets a crooked 
dealer in antique silverware, joins a funeral party full of mourners who can't stop laughing, falls in 
love with a beautiful marionette, and discovers a plan to destroy the legacy of Mozart.

The One Rule of Magic explores Frieda's attempts to make amends for the crimes of her old life, 
come to terms with what she has become, and prepare her parents for the bizarre truth surrounding 
their daughter's disappearance.

-

Thanks for your support and I hope you can continue on this bizarre literary journey with me.

C Harrison


