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Friday, 2nd March 1973, England. 

Michael Messenger was dead. It was official. The word had come from the lips 

of “God” himself, dropped casually into the conversation, as though it were of 

little consequence. 

Conversation was the wrong word, really, Jamie Raeburn reflected as he tried 

hard to concentrate. It was more of a monologue, a speech even, delivered to a 

pliant audience of one. If he had felt up for it he might have put up an argument, 

just for the sake of it, but he was not up for it, not yet at least...not to 

conversation and certainly not to argument.   

Lying in his makeshift hospital bed, he let the news sink in. If it was true, and 

that question always came up when listening to Sir Charles Redmond, then his 

alter ego was departed from this world. ‘Good riddance,’ part of his brain 

responded while the other part, the rational part, tried to work out the 

consequences. Was it truly good news, he pondered? There would be a 

downside...there always was, but for the moment he couldn’t see it. He was still 

alive...turned back at “The Pearly Gates” by St Peter’s outer guards to this 

purgatory. He should enjoy this tiny respite, he counselled himself, and behind 

the swathes of bandages his face broke into a tentative smile. 

‘So what happens now?’ he asked in a weak voice, peering at the man opposite 

through the narrow slit in his dressings. His breathing was weak and rasping 

and the noise seemed to rattle around in his head. 

Sir Charles laughed quietly in response. ‘Well, now we bury you, old boy,’ he 

announced. ‘But it’ll be a while yet before the big day. There are still a few 

things to arrange.’ 

That sounded ominous, Jamie decided. When the Head of Ultra arranged things 

it usually ended badly for some poor bugger. He hoped it wasn’t him on this 

occasion. ‘Like a body?’ he mumbled. ‘Or have you got something else in 

mind?’ 

Sir Charles seemed to read his thoughts and gave him a knowing look. ‘Oh, 

don’t worry about that old chap, of course there will be a body...and it won’t be 

yours,’ he added, his face breaking into a smile. 

‘So some poor sod is to get the treatment on my behalf. Is he someone you’ve 

had your eye on for a while or was he just in the wrong place at the wrong 

time?’ Jamie didn’t want to sound cynical, but it was difficult in the 

circumstances. 

Silence descended on the room for a moment as someone padded down the 

corridor outside. It would be a nurse, Jamie assumed. No one else other than the 

small medical team was allowed access to this floor of the house. 

Sir Charles glanced towards the door and cocked an ear theatrically. The nurse 

probably couldn’t hear anything through the thick walls, but Brigadier Charles 



Redmond wasn’t one to take chances. What had taken place at Kiltyclogher, the 

sleepy little hamlet in Leitrim, Eire, less than a week earlier was, in spy speak, 

sensitive. Knowledge of it was restricted to very few and Charles Redmond 

intended that it should remain so. As the sound of the footsteps faded, he turned 

his attention back to Jamie. 

‘Wrong time, wrong place,’ he acknowledged. ‘There’s a surfeit of available 

bodies in Northern Ireland, Raeburn, you know that. Let’s just say that someone 

who was about to disappear into a drab, anonymous little hole in County 

Armagh is now going to be interred over here, in England’s green and pleasant 

land...and with full Military Honours, I might add.’ 

Jamie grimaced beneath the bandages. ‘Poor bastard,’ he mumbled, his words 

still muffled. 

‘Oh please,’ Sir Charles retorted disparagingly. ‘Poor is hardly fair. He would 

have been very lonely where he was going. When he takes your place, at least 

he’ll receive a few visitors and his grave will be kept neat and tidy. He can bask 

in your glory. What’s poor about that?’ He laughed then, clearly amused by a 

fresh thought that had entered his head. He decided to share it. ‘He’ll probably 

haunt the graveyard until the end of time, right enough. His coffin will be 

draped with the Union Jack, not the Green, White and Gold. That’s bound to 

turn any self-respecting Nationalist into a wailing spectre.’ His chortle 

continued for a moment longer before he fell silent. 

Jamie felt sick. Everyone, even him, was disposable in the old boy’s world. A 

silence hung heavily between them for a while. Outside, a car revved its engine 

before pulling away over the gravel forecourt, the crunching of its tyres fading 

into the distance. Voices carried up from the lower floors, indistinct 

conversation and women’s laughter. In the distance a dog barked and, in the 

house, a radio crackled on, a gentle hum of music providing background noise. 

These were sounds of normality; sounds that seemed somehow out of place to 

Jamie Raeburn just now. 

He lay still. His pain was controlled for the moment but it would build again 

quickly as the effects of the morphine wore off. That was as sure as night 

follows day. His doctor had spoken of weaning him off it; didn’t want him 

addicted to it, he said. Jamie would prefer not to be addicted either, but, given a 

choice, addiction was marginally preferable to the pain he suffered without it. 

That was hellish. Without the morphine, his body felt as though a psychopath 

was attacking it with a steam hammer and his head was on fire, red-hot needles 

forced into his skull; hundreds of them, thousands. 

The morphine took all of that away. When it kicked in, he floated, drowsily, on 

a cloud of cotton wool. But now, with it wearing off, the thought of his 

impending agony was making it difficult to concentrate. Fortunately, the 

Brigadier’s visits were usually short. That, unfortunately, would change soon. 

And the questions would start. 

‘And what happens to me?’ he asked, struggling to maintain focus. 



Sir Charles rose from his chair and wandered over to the window. He was now 

out of Jamie’s line of vision. When he eventually spoke, his voice seemed to 

come from far away. ‘When you’re up to it, you’ll be debriefed. After 

that...well, maybe it’s the end of the road.’ 

‘End of the road?’ Jamie croaked, uncertainty creeping in. It didn’t sound good. 

‘Retired, decommissioned, de-activated, put out to grass...call it what you like.’ 

‘As simple as that?’ Jamie said, breathing a silent sigh of relief 

Sir Charles laughed and turned from the window, returned to his chair and eased 

himself down onto it. He could guess what was going through Jamie’s mind. 

‘Not entirely,’ he said, knowing the effect his words would have. ‘There’s a 

complication.’ 

‘What sort of complication?’ Jamie asked anxiously. He was finding it more 

and more difficult to stay with it now. 

Sir Charles relented. ‘I think you’ve had enough for now,’ he said solicitously. 

‘We’ll talk again later.’ 

‘And my wife, when can I see her?’ 

‘Soon, old boy. She’ll be here soon. Just relax. I’ll return later. Sleep now.’ As 

Sir Charles made for the door he turned back. He saw Jamie’s eyelids close, and 

smiled. Now for the hard part, he mused. 

 


