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For Susan




Lepers of the Moon
all magically diseased
we come among you
innocent
of our luminous sores. 

Mina Loy





From a certain point on, there is no turning back.
This is the point that needs to be reached. 

Franz Kafka








PROLOGUE
Oxfordshire
1936



Gabriel watched closely as his mother lit the night light beside his bed. This ritual was important to him, signifying order and calm. The wick of the stubby candle ignited and she carefully placed the glass globe over it and blew out the match she had used. The moon – his night light was a glass moon-globe – shone with a lambent, shifting pulse from the candle flame that slowly settled. Etched mountain ranges, lunar deserts and meteor-craters glowed in the small moonscape. Gabriel couldn’t sleep unless his night light was burning on the table beside his bed: ash-grey and gold, a world as familiar to him as the garden outside.
‘There you are, my darling,’ his mother said, sitting down on the edge of the bed. ‘Gabriel’s moon, all’s well with the world.’
‘Why isn’t there a full moon every night?’ he asked. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Neither do I. There must be a reason. An astronomical reason, I suppose. We’ll look it up in the encyclopaedia tomorrow.’
Gabriel had asked this question before and had received similar unsatisfactory answers.
‘Is Daddy on the moon?’ he asked.
‘No. Daddy is in heaven. It’s not the same.’
‘Maybe the moon is heaven,’ he said.
‘Well, if it is, then one day we’ll all be together on the moon with him.’ She replied in her brisk, no-nonsense way, as if everything in the world was comprehensible, somehow, if you just made the effort. Then she leant over him to kiss his cheek. He smelt her scent, the lavender water she used that just failed to mask the odour of cigarette smoke that clung to her. She was always smoking, his mother.
‘Sefton says there is no heaven,’ Gabriel said. His older brother, who was away at boarding school, had newly and zealously embraced atheism, aged fourteen. ‘And he says that there is no God.’
‘Well, that’s just Sefton’s opinion. Everyone’s entitled to their opinion but Sefton can sometimes be very foolish, not to say extremely silly, as we all know.’
‘Is there no God?’ Gabriel asked, vaguely troubled by the idea.
‘Don’t you give it a thought, Master Gabriel Dax,’ his mother said firmly. ‘You’ve school tomorrow. More important things to think of.’
She stood up and fussily adjusted the blanket around him.
‘You go to sleep, my sweet boy. We’ll all be with Daddy on the moon before you know it.’
She switched off the lamp on the bedside table and the room took on its familiar blurry moon-glow. She blew him a kiss and quietly closed the door on him. Gabriel turned in his bed and stared at his radiant night light. One day, he would go to the moon and find his father, he told himself. Yes, he would …
It was the smell of smoke that woke him, some time later, and it wasn’t cigarette smoke. It was like smoke from a fire and it made his eyes smart. What was wrong? The room was fogged with the smoke and his moon had a flocculent wavering halo. He slipped out of bed and opened the door – and recoiled. Orange flame-light, dancing gleefully everywhere. Great turbulent clouds of smoke rising up the stairway from the ground floor; thick grey quilts of smoke held by the ceiling. He covered his nose, pulling his pyjama jacket over his face, and set off down the stairs in a panic. Everything downstairs was on fire, it seemed to him – where was his mother?
He ran into the big drawing room and saw her lying face down in front of the drinks cabinet. The Persian rugs around her were ablaze with small identical fires feeding on their thick nap.
‘Mummy!’ he screamed. But she didn’t respond.
Then a part of the ceiling fell with a great thump and the hot air rushed up through the ragged hole, feeding new fires on the floor above. He winced at the heat-blast on his forehead, felt his hair dry and thicken, tasted the hot, ashy smoke-curdle in his throat.
He knelt beside his mother’s body and shook her arm. Nothing. He grabbed her shoulder and heaved her over.
When he saw that her eyes were half-open he knew she was dead. How did he know? He touched her beautiful face.
‘Mummy!’ he screamed again. ‘Mummy, don’t leave me!’
Then one of the big beams in the drawing room collapsed and he was knocked back by the wave of furnace-heat that engulfed him. He smelt his hair and eyebrows singeing, sour and acrid. He sensed his cheeks and forehead burn and crackle, toasting in the firestorm.
He became an animal. Flight was the only survival option. He ran to the side door in the kitchen but it was locked. Where was the key? Where did they keep the key? He felt the broiling heat embrace his back, enfolding, clutching, parching his pyjamas. He tried to open the latch on the leaded window by the kitchen door but it was stuck. He pulled the table with the telephone on it closer, knelt on it, picked up the phone and used its receiver as a hammer, smashing it against the handle of the latch. It gave, and opened. Wonderful cold night air fanned his hot face. He flung the phone out of the window and clambered up and out after it, squirming through, unheeding – he didn’t want to be burnt alive. He fell into the border, rolled with pleasure on the damp leaves and earth, picked himself up and stumbled out on to the back lawn.
He ran and crouched behind the fish pond, as if the turbid water would somehow protect him, and looked back at the house, the Dax family home, Yeomanswood Farm. The conflagration had taken full hold, the thatched roof blazing meatily with flame, as if there were bombs going off inside, rich and roaring. Only seconds later, it seemed, he saw the whole of the roof collapse with a dull whoomph, and their two-storeyed house became a huge one-storeyed bonfire, as if some rare fuel was feeding the flames, leaping high, warming him even at this distance, turning the fish pond orange.
Then he heard the trilling toytown bells of the fire engines, saw their lights as they sped down the lane from Witney. Sefton was safe at school – maybe they could save Mummy, he thought, futilely, but he knew – beyond doubt – that his mother was already dead, consumed by the fire, gone to join his father on the moon.
He looked up at the sky, utterly miserable and afraid, searching for the moon, but the night was cloudy and it was hidden. Where was Gabriel’s moon? His howl of grief and sorrow erupted in his small hot lungs, incomprehension vying with bitter comprehension. How had this happened? What would become of him now? How was he ever going to meet his Mummy and his Daddy on the moon?



Part One

LÉOPOLDVILLE LONDON MADRID CÁDIZ
1960–61



1.
Dictatorland
It was a hot, humid August day in Léopoldville, in the newly independent republic of the Congo. Gabriel Dax looked across the huge, opaque Congo river, staring at Brazzaville on the far shore, miles away, its buildings blurred to a generic formlessness by the scrim of heat-haze and the distance, like a mythical city in the background of a Renaissance portrait. The river was gunmetal green, despite the pale blue, cloudless sky. It was deep, the Congo, and whatever the sky above, azure blue or lowering grey, its colour never really changed.
Gabriel was standing on the crowded boulevard that ran along the quays, a fairground hubbub of noise enfolding him – vehicles revving, klaxons, shouts, whistles. How wide was the Congo here? he wondered vaguely, thinking he must find some precise answer. Ten miles, fifteen? More like a lake than a great river, he thought, looking at its busy, restless traffic – fishermen in thin wooden canoes, buzzing speedboats, the ponderous, stocky ferries plying to and fro between the twin capital cities poised opposite each other on either bank.
He checked his watch. He was early because he was nervous. Thibault had suggested this neutral point to meet, not the hotel where he might be noticed getting into a government car. Go down to the quays, wait by the big frangipani tree on rue Victor Hugo, Thibault had told him, I’ll pick you up at 3 p.m. Gabriel stood in the frangipani’s dappled shade, a breeze fingering his hair although the gusts were warmly wet, almost liquefying, he thought, and the scent of the sun-basted blossom was thickly present, intense, almost palpable. Peddlers and hucksters had tried to sell him biros, combs, keyrings, charms, shoelaces, watches, fruit and sweetmeats without success, but now he was thirsty. Cold-beer time. He was standing astride his leather grip that contained his tape recorder and was already regretting that he had chosen to wear a tie. Still, he reasoned, you don’t interview a Prime Minister every day of the week. He looked smart enough, he thought, in his short-sleeved white Aertex shirt and his tropical-weight grey flannels and his brushed suede brogues – every inch the serious, responsible journalist for a British national newspaper.
Then he saw the black Citroën DS cruising slowly down the boulevard towards him. It stopped for a second and the rear door swung open. He picked up his grip and slipped inside. Thibault was there in the back, waiting; a soldier was driving. The car pulled off and he and Thibault shook hands. They had both met for dinner two days before at the Memling hotel. Thibault N’Danza was an old friend of his from university, a doctor, now a Minister for Health in the government of the new state. It was Thibault who had first suggested and then set up the interview with the Prime Minister, Patrice Lumumba. It had all been agreed very quickly.
‘Look, I don’t know very much about Congolese politics or what’s going on in the country,’ Gabriel had said. ‘I’ll feel a bit of an imposter.’
‘You don’t even need to ask a question,’ Thibault said. ‘He just wants to talk. He just wants everything to be on the record, in a foreign newspaper – of repute,’ he added with a smile. Thibault was a thin, rangy man with an alert, thoughtful demeanour. Adopted by American missionaries, he had been blessed by an education abroad, denied to the small congregation of middle-class Congolese, the Évolués as they were known. But now that the country was independent, everything would change. Congo for the Congolese – not the Belgians.
‘You’ve got your tape recorder, I hope,’ Thibault asked.
‘Yes. Why does he insist I record our interview?’
‘Because his voice will be on your tapes. Not filtered through a journalist’s interpretation – with respect, Gabriel – or editorial revisions. Whatever you write – whatever appears in your newspaper – the tapes will always be there.’
‘Fine with me,’ Gabriel said. ‘Does he speak English?’
‘A bit. He understands it well. He’ll speak French, and I can translate, if you like.’
‘My French isn’t too bad,’ Gabriel said. ‘Let’s see how we do.’
He sat back in the wide seat and tried to relax, feeling a heart-gulp of anxiety. This sort of high-level encounter was new to him – he was a travel writer not a news reporter. Still, it appeared that he was the only man who happened to be in the right place at the right time, for once. Switch on your tape recorder, he told himself, ask the usual banal questions and allow Lumumba to speak, to rant and rail, if he wants. How difficult could that be?
After about fifteen minutes, the Citroën turned into a driveway. There was a high wall and a metal gateway with two sentry boxes. A soldier with a machine gun peered into the car, saw Thibault and the gates were opened; they were waved through to a big colonial-style mansion, wide-winged, white stucco, with a tall, pillared porte cochère. There were more soldiers in attendance, more guns on display.
Thibault led him down a path around the side of the house and into a long, neatly maintained garden, lined with hibiscus and a high poinsettia hedge. At the end was a spacious wooden gazebo-style building with a veranda, painted white, like the main residence. Gabriel and Thibault crossed the springy, tough grass of the lawn towards the gazebo. Purple bougainvillea lolled expansively over the roof and three immense palm trees stood behind the modest building, tree-monoliths, like guardians. Here, away from the river, the day felt even more airless and sultry and, as they approached, Gabriel was glad to see an electric ceiling fan whirring on the veranda above a round, glass-topped table with three cane chairs set around it.
As they drew near, a tall man in a dark suit, white shirt and thin bow tie emerged from inside. A neat, lithe figure – in his mid-thirties – bespectacled, with a well-trimmed, short goatee beard.
‘Monsieur le Premier Ministre, je vous présente mon ami britannique, le journaliste, Monsieur Gabriel Dax,’ Thibault said.
Gabriel shook Patrice Lumumba’s hand.
‘C’est un grand honneur, monsieur,’ Gabriel said. ‘Merci infiniment.’
‘Do you have the tape recorder?’ Lumumba asked in his heavily accented English.
Gabriel held up his grip.
‘Tout est préparé. Ready and waiting.’
‘Good. On peut commencer.’
Gabriel unpacked his tape recorder and set it on the table. He had the twin tape-reels already fixed and locked in place. He positioned a microphone on its small bipod and plugged it in.
‘It is working?’ Lumumba said with a smile.
‘Let’s test it,’ Gabriel said.
He clicked the machine on, pressing the record button, and counted out loud to five. He rewound the tape and pressed play. Lumumba seemed to relax as he heard Gabriel’s recorded voice count the numbers.
Thibault had gone into the gazebo and returned with a servant who was carrying a tray of soft drinks. Gabriel opted for a Fanta, for some reason. Lumumba opened a bottle of Perrier. Thibault sat down – the triumvirate gathered.
Lumumba leant over and whispered in Thibault’s ear. Thibault nodded, whispered back. He turned to Gabriel.
‘Any time you’re ready,’ he said.
Gabriel rewound the tape to the beginning and pressed record. The two spools on the recorder began to revolve lazily. Gabriel opened his notebook, cleared his throat.
‘Monsieur le Premier Ministre,’ he began. ‘Quels sont vos espoirs pour la République du Congo?’
Gabriel ignored the just-illuminated ‘Fasten Seat Belt’ sign and made his way quickly up the aisle of the first-class compartment. He smiled engagingly at the Sabena air hostess, slipped into the tiny toilet and locked the door. He urinated copiously. He had drunk a lot of beer since they had taken off from Léopoldville, sitting up all through the night going over the notes he’d taken of his interview with Lumumba as he began to block out the structure of the article he would write. Maybe the beer had made him more excited, made him sense that he might have something of a journalistic coup here. All eyes were on the former Belgian Congo and its worrying turmoil. In any event, his notes were extensive. He had added to them after the interview was over, back in the hotel, jotting down everything he could remember about the man himself, Patrice Lumumba. His trademark spectacles, his neat goatee beard, his shy, gummy smile, the scaly dryness of his palm when they had shaken hands on being introduced. Like sandpaper, Gabriel thought. Still, thank God he’d had the foresight to bring his tape recorder on this trip. Everything vital was on the tapes, to be consulted at leisure, not in his memory, even worse.
He flushed the toilet and unlocked the door, stepping past the cabin crew and then, pausing as another passenger pushed by, he saw, to his astonishment, a woman in the second row reading one of his books. How extraordinary, he thought. His eye had been attracted by the book’s distinctive red cover and the jagged typeface of its title. His third book, in fact – his latest – and the only time he had ever seen anyone reading it. What a coincidence.
He passed the woman, glancing at her. Her head was down, reading, pen in hand, he saw. Forties, he thought: strong-boned, pale face; oddly girlish, ungroomed hair held in place by a scarlet velvet Alice band. Maybe he should lean over and ask her if the book was any good. No, very bad idea.
Smiling to himself, he took his seat at the rear of the first-class cabin. For some reason he’d been mysteriously upgraded when he’d checked in and had naturally partaken of every advantage of the bonus and the superior service on offer. He fastened his seat belt, thinking about the coincidence of seeing his book read by a stranger. Dictatorland: Journeys through Autocracies. Spain, Portugal, the Dominican Republic, Czechoslovakia, the Ivory Coast. The book had been extremely well reviewed but had sold poorly – something to do with the slightly pretentious subtitle, he thought, in hindsight. Too late now – he was on to his next one – or at least was well into the planning stage for it. He was thinking about a return to Greece and her vast archipelago – to visit some of the islands he wasn’t familiar with – and maybe reconjure the mad, heady success of his first book, The Wine-Dark Sea … He needed to have a serious talk with his agent. His editor and friend – lazy, amusing Inigo Marcher – had suddenly moved to another, grander publishing house. Perhaps they could cash in …? He smiled to himself again, thinking about his books, as he felt the Boeing tilt and descend with a decelerating whine of engines, preparing for its approach to Zaventem airport at Brussels. Funny, that woman who was reading Dictatorland, he thought again. If only she knew that the author was sitting a few seats away.
Six hours later – the connecting flight between Brussels and London row had been delayed – he was standing outside the front door of his flat in Chelsea, suitcase at his feet, searching his pockets for his house keys. A lukewarm glance of sun suddenly warmed his head through a rare gap in the thick migration of clouds in the sky above. He was glad to be home, he realized. His flat was in Redburn Street, a ‘garden maisonette’, midway between the King’s Road and the River Thames. The flat was roomy, bigger than he really needed – two bedrooms, a bathroom, a kitchen with a dining area and a generously large living room that opened on to the small garden at the rear. On the left was a dour policeman, Donald Enright, and on the right a taxi driver and his lively family, the Calhouns. In the flat above his was a young couple with a three-year-old daughter, recently moved in, yet to be properly introduced. All his neighbours were respectful and polite, if not particularly friendly. He had the impression that they were slightly suspicious of him: a single man who was away abroad a great deal and then, when he returned, worked at home, all hours, claiming to be a writer of some kind.
He found his keys, opened the door, kicked aside the accumulated mail and switched on the lights. He liked living in Chelsea. It was well positioned in the city and shabby enough – apart from a few islands of real-estate gold – to be cheap, allowing him to enjoy renting this large flat. He dumped his suitcase in his bedroom and went into the sitting room. He had only been away for three weeks on this trip to Africa but the place already had a frowsty, abandoned smell – old cigarette smoke, dust, something vaguely damp. He needed the gas fires lit for ten minutes or so and some fresh cigarette smoke – maybe some flowers, powerfully scented …
He switched on the table lamps and instantly sensed that something was wrong. Then, immediately, he saw the mouse. It scurried along the skirting board – God, they were fast, those tiny creatures – and disappeared into the kitchen. A small price to pay for three weeks’ absence, he thought. An uninvited guest. He’d catch the little bastard in due course.
He put the distraction of the mouse to one side and concentrated on what he’d instinctively noticed before. His writing armchair was not properly aligned, not precisely facing the TV set. And, wandering over, he saw that the piles of books on his desk in front of the big window facing the garden were not squared off, just so, as he’d left them. He walked into the kitchen. There was a glass on the draining board next to the sink. He had washed up everything before the Congo trip. It was almost as if somebody had wanted to let him know that there had been a clandestine visit.
He pondered this idea, vaguely troubled. There was really nothing worth stealing in his flat: his TV, his heavy typewriter, his Hi-Fi record player and his several dozen LPs … He strode into his bedroom and threw open the wardrobe door – yes, there was his black leather overcoat, fur-lined, his grandfather’s heirloom, probably the most valuable item in the place. So who had been snooping around and why?
He wandered back into the sitting room and made himself a gin and tonic. He lit a cigarette, noticing other anomalies – a rug’s corner flipped over, a picture slightly askew. Someone had definitely been in his flat. Was it Lorraine? he wondered. But she didn’t have a key, of course … Why hadn’t he given her a key? he suddenly asked himself. She was his girlfriend, after all. He stubbed out his cigarette. Then he thought perhaps it was her brother, Tyrone, who bragged about being able to break into any locked building: a locksmith turned part-time burglar. It was Lorraine who had told him, in extreme confidence, that her brother occasionally burgled to enhance his locksmith’s earnings – he denied it vehemently. Maybe it was him, then, looking for something. But what? He liked Tyrone, amusing, almost parodically bumptious. Tyrone was a Lorraine-bonus, he had decided; he was an intriguing young guy.
It was through Tyrone, in fact, that Gabriel had met Lorraine. His flat had been genuinely burgled – the basement door kicked in. A watch and some cash and, most annoyingly, a much-worn, much-loved suede jacket had been stolen. He had called a locksmith and it was Tyrone who appeared to replace his broken lock. Gabriel had forgotten to sign the cheque he’d posted after Tyrone’s invoice had arrived and Lorraine had been promptly sent round to the flat to claim the money. He had opened the door to find a young woman standing there brandishing his unsigned cheque. Strong, even-featured, slightly mannish face, slim but broad-shouldered with one of those fashionable hairstyles that were flicked up at the sides. She had been quite aggressive, initially. Oldest trick in the book, she had said, flourishing the cheque. Think we’re stupid? He’d apologized and signed his name immediately but there was, at the same time, an instant frisson. Gabriel, abashed at the error, had suggested a drink in the nearby pub by way of making further amends. She said, why not? Don’t mind if I do and apologized to him for being a bit ‘gobby’. Something began that lunchtime and was still in ardent play.
He unpacked his suitcase and put away his clothes – he had a thing about leaving suitcases not unpacked – and checked he had enough cash on him. Time to buy provisions – he wasn’t planning any more trips abroad in the near future. He had a book to write, whatever that might be. He headed for the front door but was halted by his telephone’s loud ring.
‘Hello?’
Silence. Long silence.
‘Hello? Gabriel Dax here.’ He offered his name up as bait but the silence continued. He said ‘Hello’ a few more times, then, click, whoever had been on the line hung up. Wrong number? No. The silence had endured too long, it was deliberate, provocative.
Gabriel called Lorraine. She still lived at home with her widowed mother. But it was Tyrone who answered.
‘No, she’s at work, Gabe. Late shift.’
Lorraine worked as a waitress for the Wimpy Bar chain of hamburger restaurants. Her branch was in the Fulham Road, a twenty-minute walk from the flat.
‘I’ll tell her you called, chum.’
‘You haven’t been in my flat by any chance, have you, Tyrone?’
‘You being funny? Why would I go to your flat? Got me own flat.’
‘Nothing. Forget it. Tell Lorraine I’m back from Africa.’
Gabriel strolled up to the grocer’s on the King’s Road and replenished supplies: bread, eggs, milk, cornflakes, potatoes, bacon, butter, and another bottle of gin from the off-licence. He was on his way back, lugging his heavy carrier bag down Radnor Walk, when he saw a woman in a fawn raincoat cross the road in front of him, at the Redesdale Street junction, about twenty yards off. She appeared suddenly between two parked cars and strode rapidly across the street. He recognized her at once – it was the woman from the plane who had been reading his book. This could not go unacknowledged.
‘Hello!’ he shouted. ‘Excuse me!’
She didn’t look around and disappeared into Redesdale Street. Gabriel ran as fast as he could to the corner. There was no sign of her – it was as if she’d vanished. Where had she gone? Into a house? He spun round, 360 degrees, as if somehow this movement would magic her back into existence – but no …
He plodded homewards, frowning, as he listed the strange coincidences: the woman on the plane with his book, then the second sighting of her. What about his flat’s careful disarray and the silent phone call? These incidents troubled him but at the same time he realized that nothing troubling had actually occurred. He hadn’t been robbed and the woman seemed unaware of the presence of the author of the book she was reading. Some days in life are simply like this, he told himself, hard to explain, strange auguries of the world’s ambivalence. There are more things in heaven and earth, Gabriel, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.
He was unpacking his groceries when the phone rang. It was his brother, Sefton.
‘Ah, you’re back,’ Sefton said, sounding vaguely surprised. ‘Good trip?’
‘Fascinating.’
‘Fancy lunch on Sunday? Victoria’s birthday – have to do something.’
‘Did you try to call me earlier?’ Gabriel asked.
‘No. Why?’
‘Just wondering.’
‘Are you all right, Gabriel?’
‘Fine. Completely fine.’
‘You on for lunch then?’
Gabriel couldn’t think of a convincing excuse quickly enough, so accepted, said goodbye and hung up. He thought about his older brother. He and Sefton had an oddly formal and not particularly close relationship – they were temperamentally uncongenial – yet, nonetheless, they saw a fair amount of each other and they spoke on the phone at least once a week. Gabriel liked Sefton’s wife, Victoria, a petite, demure woman who seemed determined to be as unassuming as possible, almost to the level of invisibility. She made not the slightest effort to look attractive or even interesting, something she could easily have achieved with modest effort. He was also amused by and curious about their children, his early-teenage nephews, Nigel and Cyril, fourteen and thirteen. Who was it who said that one of the consolations of ageing was seeing how the children of your friends turned out? The children of his strange, diffident brother also fitted that bill.
He made himself a corned-beef sandwich, poured a glass of beer and settled down to begin to type up his article on Lumumba and the looming crisis in the Congo. Lumumba had only been Prime Minister since independence in June but, already, not even three months later, the atmosphere in Léopoldville had been febrile and tense. The southern state of Katanga – with its huge mineral reserves – had angrily seceded. Belgian and UN troops had arrived to provide a kind of cordon sanitaire between the factions. Lumumba had called on Russian military aid and civil war suddenly seemed to be a realistic prospect; the young republic already on the point of tearing itself apart. Lumumba had been cautiously optimistic in the interview but everything about his situation seemed increasingly perilous.
Gabriel began to type up his notes and had written a thousand words or so before he felt himself flagging. He yawned. Oh, yes – tiredness, fatigue, my shy, reluctant friend, he thought. He checked his pills: he had two Seconal left. He rationed them because he knew that if you took a sleeping pill every night their effectiveness soon wore off. So he elected to live with his insomnia – his disturbed nuits blanches – in order to benefit from the occasional night of deep, drugged slumber. Tonight he needed the full ten hours, he reckoned, making a mental note to visit his doctor for a new prescription.
He was cleaning his teeth when the telephone rang again. He wandered back into the sitting room and picked up the receiver.
‘Hello, Lorraine?’
But no. Silence again.
‘Look,’ he said calmly, ‘you’re wasting your time, whoever you are. I’m not fussed. Not remotely bothered. OK? I don’t care if you call every hour. Goodbye.’
He took his pill, slid into bed and plumped his pillow, thinking back to his two hours spent with Patrice Lumumba and the way Lumumba would reach out and tap the back of his hand to make a point.
‘They want to kill me,’ he remembered Lumumba had said at one stage, softly, in his accented English, as if he might be overheard by someone.
‘Who?’
‘The British, the Americans, the Belgians. President Eisenhower wants me dead.’
‘President Eisenhower? Surely not?’
‘There are people here sent to kill me. Élimination définitive. You understand?’
‘Yes. But it seems—’
‘I tell you three names. Remember them.’
Gabriel was bemused, not really taking these assertions in, slightly discomfited by the confession. It seemed paranoid, a delusion.
‘Why? What would they gain by killing you?’
‘It’s all about uranium, c’est évident, c’est simple.’
Lumumba had talked on about the threats to his person, rambling rather, blaming the UN, also, for colluding with the Americans and the Belgians.
Gabriel tried to recall more but fell asleep thinking about uranium. Of course, his last conscious thoughts settled on a reason: nuclear bombs. Uranium for nuclear bombs.
‘What took you to Léopoldville?’ Sefton asked.
‘Just an assignment for the travel pages, at first,’ Gabriel said. ‘A piece about Léopoldville and Brazzaville. You know, these two capital cities divided by the Congo river. Kind of extraordinary. Unique, in fact, to have two capitals so close.’
They were in the garden of Sefton’s big red-brick detached Highgate villa, after the traditional Sunday lunch – the leg of lamb, the overcooked, overabundant vegetables, the trifle and the bottle of good claret. Sefton was sucking on his post-prandial pipe, blowing smoke up into the pergola beneath which they were standing as they watched Cyril and Nigel kick a football around on the lawn. Not exactly sporty types, Gabriel thought, looking at his nephews, as Nigel shanked the ball into a herbaceous border. It seemed to him as if both boys were identically uncoordinated.
‘But,’ he continued, ‘the thing was, once I arrived in Léopoldville, I got the chance of an interview with Patrice Lumumba, the Prime Minister himself, one-to-one.’
‘Good God! You? How come?’ Sefton took his pipe out of his mouth and pointed its stem at him, as if to identify the unlikely person. Gabriel explained. When he arrived in Léopoldville he had looked up an old friend from university, Thibault N’Danza, who turned out to be a Minister for Health in Lumumba’s government. It was Thibault who had suggested the interview and had swiftly set it all up. Lumumba was enthused by the idea, Gabriel said. As was his newspaper. All very fascinating.
‘Know a lot about the politics of the Belgian Congo, do you?’ Sefton said, sarcastically.
‘Well, I know enough to tell you that it’s no longer the “Belgian” Congo.’
‘It’s a handy distinction. Two countries called Congo is confusing. Anyway, you met Lumumba. Man of the moment. Bravo.’
‘The newspaper was very excited. Exclusive, all that. A coup. Forget the travel piece, I was told, prioritize Lumumba. I just let him monologue into the microphone, basically.’
‘You taped him?’
‘Of course,’ Gabriel said. ‘He insisted. I think he wanted it to be on the record. Very keen to state his case. Or so it seemed to me.’
‘Why?’
‘Well, you know, British national broadsheet, Sunday newspaper, wide exposure. By sheer chance I was there in Léopoldville on a different assignment. Excellent forum for an embattled, misunderstood African politician.’
Sefton busied himself with a new match, huffing and puffing as he relit his pipe.
‘Did you like the man?’ he asked, smoke snorting powerfully from his nostrils.
‘Yes,’ Gabriel said, considering the encounter, thinking back. ‘I did. Instinctively. He seemed … a man of integrity. Though clearly insecure. Very worried, you know, all the same. That came through. Everything very precarious.’
Sefton laughed violently and his gruff bark of amusement turned into a cough.
‘Stick to travel writing, Gabriel,’ he said, thumping his chest. He turned and shouted at his children. ‘Careful where you kick that ball, chaps!’
Victoria appeared and quietly offered fresh coffee. Sefton declined but Gabriel followed her back indoors. It was a chilly day for early September – with a cold wind-rasp and a sky full of lumbering clouds – he was glad to get back into the warmth.
‘Thanks again for the beautiful present,’ Victoria said.
Gabriel had given her a small carved figurine he’d bought in a market in Léopoldville. Ebony, eight inches high, it was some kind of human/animal hybrid, with horns and breasts and a tail, holding a hoe in one hand and a gourd in the other. It was a good-luck charm, he explained, meant to bring prosperity, health and happiness to the owner.
‘I’ll settle for that,’ Victoria said, pouring his coffee. She seemed genuinely delighted by the gift and had already placed it on the mantel. ‘It can be our tutelary deity. I love it. So beautifully carved. How thoughtful of you, Gabriel. And you remembered my birthday.’
In fact, he had bought it for Lorraine but he was pleased he’d given it to Victoria instead, seeing her evident pleasure in the little statuette. Lorraine would probably have looked at it askance, he realized. A useless trinket from Africa. He offered a cigarette to Victoria – who declined, trying to give up, she said – and lit one for himself. He glanced at her. Not a trace of make-up – not even a dab of lipstick on her birthday – her thick brown hair stretched tight into a complicated bun.
He liked Victoria because he knew she liked him and because she ignored Sefton’s mocking deprecations. One day, when visiting the house, he had overheard her talking about him on the phone to a friend. He caught his name mentioned and eavesdropped, slightly apprehensive.
‘Gabriel, yes,’ she had said to this friend. ‘You met him at Sefton’s party. You know – the tall gaunt handsome one who looks like a starving poet. Yes, that’s him, Gabriel … Sefton’s younger brother. Can you believe they’re related? And he’s a very good writer.’
Gabriel had moved on, blushing to have overheard the encomium, but pleased. He looked at her now, sitting across from him on the sofa, cupping her mug of coffee in both hands, and he wondered why and how on earth she had ended up as Sefton’s wife. Most marriages are incomprehensible, he told himself.
‘You know what, Gabriel,’ Victoria said, smiling. ‘I think I will try one of your French cigarettes, after all.’
When Gabriel made his goodbyes later, Sefton said he’d walk him to the Tube station, needed the exercise.
As they strolled together down Archway Road, Gabriel again noted the incongruity between the two of them, as he always did when he found himself alone with his brother. Sefton, solid and overweight, hair already greying, in his maroon cardigan and his weekend tweeds, some banded club tie at his throat. How could they be brothers? Yet they manifestly were, both orphaned, both of them having to confront the same tragedies at a young age.
‘You off on your travels again?’ Sefton asked.
‘No, staying put for a while.’
‘You wouldn’t fancy a little trip to Copenhagen? Hand-deliver a letter for me.’
‘Foreign Office business?’
‘Exactly.’
‘No, thanks.’
Gabriel always felt slightly uneasy when Sefton tried to draw him temporarily into his world. He had done ‘favours’ for Sefton in the past when he was abroad. Delivered letters and small packages to nondescript addresses, shops and apartment blocks. Once he had left a newspaper (Le Monde) on a park bench in the Jardin du Luxembourg. Another time in a café in Lisbon all he had had to do was to say ‘No’ to a man who came and sat down opposite him, who then immediately stood up and walked out.
He had accused Sefton of being in the Secret Intelligence Service and Sefton jovially denied it, finding the notion very amusing, he said. SIS? Me? Don’t be ridiculous. He was a Foreign Office man, pure and simple, he said, but we do get up to all manner of tricks – oh, yes, you couldn’t imagine. And yet he had suddenly been posted to the embassy in Geneva for two years in the mid-1950s, uprooting the family, and when Gabriel had asked Victoria what precise job Sefton had done at the embassy she said she had no real idea. ‘Some kind of administration to do with passports,’ was the best explanation she could manage. And here he was, now, offering a mysterious trip to Copenhagen.
‘Fully funded, Gabriel. You won’t be out of pocket.’
‘I’m very busy. Writing.’
‘Well, think about it. No rush. It can wait until you’re ready.’
Sefton changed the subject.
‘Have you seen anything of Uncle Aldous, recently?’
‘Funnily enough he’s asked me to pop round for a drink.’
‘Send the old bastard my best regards, will you?’
They walked on to the Tube station reminiscing about Aldous Dax, wondering how he was coping with his recent retirement and who was the new woman in his life. There were many stories to tell.
Lorraine slid out of bed and crossed the room to ‘go to the toilet’, she said. As she opened the door her lithe, naked figure was illuminated by the corridor light and Gabriel felt the loin-tug of sexual energy renewed. Amazing, as they had only just made vigorous love ten minutes before. He lay back in bed thinking of the extraordinary effect Lorraine had on his libido. Then creeping guilt overwhelmed his lust, quickly, and he felt ashamed.
He knew why he so desired Lorraine: it was because she was nothing like him and knew nothing of his world; that she had left school at sixteen; that she talked with a twanging London accent with many a glottal stop; that she had an insecure grasp of English grammar and worked as a waitress in a Wimpy Bar – this was what aroused him so. She was exotic, strange, totally unlike the other lovers he had known in his life. Briony, Maud, Janet and Annabel were all from his social and intellectual class, more or less. Lorraine was terra incognita, wild, fascinating.
Curiously, he was growing convinced that she felt the same about him. Sometimes she introduced him to people as ‘my posh boyfriend’. She often asked him to repeat words and phrases, giggling at his accent, asking him to explain what they meant, as if she couldn’t believe she was coupling with a weird being like him. Yes, strangeness worked both ways – a two-way street – he reflected a little ruefully as she came back into his room and snuggled into bed beside him.
‘Who’s a randy devil?’ she said, feeling his cock. ‘You don’t never stop, do you, Gabe.’
On Monday morning, he took his finished interview with Patrice Lumumba to the newspaper offices and handed the pages to the foreign editor, Grant Muldoon.
‘Just under three thousand words,’ he told Grant. ‘You said I should write as much as I wanted. I’ve got masses more on the tapes.’
‘Fantastic,’ Grant said, riffling through the typescript, nodding, unusually visibly excited. ‘This’ll go out the Sunday after next – big splash. Great work, Gabriel. We got lucky. Let me buy you a drink or three.’
But his piece wasn’t in the paper on the Sunday after next, to his baffled disappointment. He’d been paid, gratifyingly quickly, a cheque in the post, but he’d never seen a proof, and there had been no editorial notes. Odd. He called Grant who was shiftily apologetic.
‘History’s overtaken you, old son,’ he said.
‘What do you mean?’
‘There’s been a kind of coup in the Congo. Some soldier, a Colonel Mobutu, seems to have taken over, calling the shots now. Your man Lumumba has been sacked, stripped of office – pretty much under house arrest as far as we can tell. Hard to get a clear picture at the moment.’
‘But, hang on, what Lumumba has to say is still interesting.’
‘Was interesting,’ Grant said. ‘Sorry to be so blunt, Gabriel, but it’s suddenly yesterday’s news. We’d look stupid running it. The opinions of a recently sacked ex-Prime Minister. Maybe you could write something about this Mobutu guy.’
‘I don’t know anything about him. Anyway, perhaps I’ll place the piece somewhere else – the New Statesman, the Economist—’
‘Ah, no, you won’t, I’m afraid. Sorry again, Gabriel. We’ve paid you in full, remember. It’s ours, not yours.’ Grant suddenly sounded uneasy. ‘Look, maybe it’s just as well. Your piece was, well, let’s say – controversial. The editor was wavering, wanted to talk to the proprietor. Then this coup happened.’
‘Why was he “wavering”, for Christ’s sake?’
‘Because your piece was very pro-Lumumba,’ Muldoon said. ‘And not everyone thinks he’s, you know, the great, coming man that you portrayed. The Congo’s messy. Very. Lots of vested interests, lots of flashpoints.’
‘The stuff about the Soviets, you mean,’ Gabriel said, beginning to think he was out of his depth.
‘That didn’t help. Put the whole thing down to experience. Lumumba was a hot potato last week – then he suddenly became a cold potato. No one’s interested in cold potatoes. Let it drop.’
So he did, reluctantly. He was a little embittered by the episode, thinking of the work he had put in, thinking that maybe Sefton was annoyingly right – perhaps he should stick to travel writing. He wondered if he should revisit that piece about Léopoldville and Brazzaville, after all – the two capitals separated by a mighty river …
And then the idea came to him with amazing clarity. That’s what he would write about next. Mighty rivers – the Congo, the Nile, the Danube, the Amazon, the Mississippi – but in a way that had never been done before. He called his agent, Jeff Lockhart, who asked for a two-page outline. Gabriel duly supplied it. A week later, Lockhart came back with a deal from Inigo Marcher and his new publishing house, Mulholland & Melhuish. His next book, Rivers, was born. Some Congo clouds do have silver linings, he told himself.
Gabriel dropped in to see his doctor, Muir Kinross, on his way to have a drink with his uncle as he needed that prescription for sleeping pills. Muir was in his sixties, a dry, amusing Scot from Edinburgh. He was a cultured, well-dressed man – always darkly and elegantly suited – whose consulting room resembled a stage set: Omega Workshops rugs on the floor, glass-fronted bookshelves, a highly polished desk, many tasteful pictures on the walls. Even the examination couch was behind an embroidered Secessionist screen of mythical beasts cavorting.
Muir unscrewed the top of his fountain pen and wrote out Gabriel’s prescription in his immaculate copperplate, all looping purple ink.
‘That should keep you going for a month or two.’
Gabriel slipped it into his jacket pocket.
‘I only take them now and then. When the need for a night’s sleep is, shall we say, acute.’
‘Same dreams? Same problem?’
‘Yes. Fires. It’s always fires,’ Gabriel said, wearily. ‘Small fires that won’t go out.’ He paused. ‘I get to sleep, then dream about fires and wake up. Then I can’t go back to sleep.’
‘What about your mother?’
‘She’s never there – but of course it’s all about her, really. That night.’ He paused. ‘I suppose. I can’t remember much, to be honest. Fragments. Always fire involved, though.’
Muir was familiar with the essential details of Gabriel’s autobiography – and he had been prescribing him sleeping pills for years.
‘Have you ever thought of psychoanalysis?’ Muir leant back in his seat. ‘Just a notion.’
‘I’ve thought about it,’ Gabriel said. ‘But there’s no mystery here – I know exactly why I can’t sleep, and why I have these dreams. There’s nothing for anyone to explain to me.’
Muir shrugged.
‘I only ask because one of my patients – also an insomniac – had extraordinary success with this particular psychoanalyst. She’s based in Hampstead. It might be worth making an appointment. You never know …’
He reached for his pen, searched a ledger for a phone number and an address and scribbled down the details on a filing card. He handed the card to Gabriel.
‘Dr Katerina Haas,’ Gabriel read out loud. ‘Sounds German. I like that. Authenticity. Maybe I’ll give her a ring.’
He thought further about this Katerina Haas as he travelled by bus to Kensington. He had no prejudice against psychoanalysis as long as no one claimed it was a science or scientific. Perhaps it might work as a placebo – the old adage of a problem shared being a problem solved coming to mind. He had to try everything, he thought, suddenly feeling a bit stressed: he couldn’t go through the rest of his life like this – the broken nights, the brain-fug in the day, the energy spikes and sudden overwhelming fatigue – the onerous half-life of an insomniac.
Aldous Dax lived in a large flat in a mansion block behind the Albert Hall. He greeted Gabriel effusively, kissing him on both cheeks.
‘Darling boy, so good to see you! Are you well? You look tired, sweetheart. Still not sleeping properly?’
Aldous’s plump pink face and longish, glossed-back grey hair tucked behind his ears made him look like a nineteenth-century aesthete. To add to the effect, he only wore light-coloured clothes and floppy bow ties. Today he was in a nacreous silk suit and a pale blue shirt with a lemony tie. He was wearing embroidered Oriental-style leather slippers, also, the pointed toes turned up. He led Gabriel along the hall, lined with watercolours from skirting board to ceiling, and into his capacious office-cum-drawing room. Here, as well as pictures on the walls, pictures were stacked on the floor against the wall, ten deep. Loose-covered sofas and armchairs were visible between piled columns of art books on every surface. Great bouquets of dried flowers and grasses in vases were perched on escritoires and coffee tables. It was a shambles, Gabriel always thought, but a unique and rather beguiling one.
A young woman sat at one end of the room at a partner’s desk. She was wearing heavy black spectacles and her hair was dyed a vibrant carrot orange.
‘This is Ariadne Vanderpoel,’ Aldous said, introducing them both. ‘My right and left hand. She’s helping me catalogue the stock from the gallery since it closed.’ He gestured at the stacked paintings on the floor. ‘Augean stables – I have no idea what I have, not a clue. Ariadne is bringing light to the darkness.’
Gabriel shook her hand. Her grip was very firm, no-nonsense. ‘What a pleasure,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard so much about you.’
Gabriel pointed at Aldous. ‘Don’t believe a word he says. Very unreliable narrator.’
Ariadne laughed loudly. Aldous joined in.
‘You can pop off now, sweetness,’ Aldous said. ‘See you tomorrow. I need an indiscreet word with my boy, here.’
When Ariadne left to find her coat, Aldous lowered his voice.
‘PhD in Fine Art from Cambridge. Incredible brain.’ He paused. ‘We’re not having sex, in case you were wondering.’
‘I wasn’t, actually.’
Aldous kissed him again.
‘How truly lovely to see you. I only have whisky, I’m afraid.’
They settled down with large glasses of malt whisky on one of the long sofas, shifting piles of books to make space. This flat, Gabriel thought, looking around, was effectively my family home. How could I not have ended up a writer? They both lit cigarettes and began to chat and gossip, Gabriel telling Aldous about his Sunday lunch with Sefton and family.
‘Is he still terribly boring?’ Aldous asked.
‘I now think his boringness is a clever disguise,’ Gabriel said. ‘It’s meant to make him seem uninteresting. I’m convinced he’s some sort of spy.’
‘God help the British secret service.’
Aldous had never really warmed to Sefton.
‘Talking about spies,’ he went on, ‘I had a very mysterious telephone call the other day – someone trying to buy a painting off me.’
‘That’s what you do, isn’t it? Sell paintings?’
‘I’m retired, so I told this person. But they were insistent. They wanted to buy a painting by one Javier Agustín Montano, known as “Blanco”. I looked him up there and then. He was still fucking alive!’
Aldous said he had explained to the caller that he was a dealer in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British watercolours. He had no interest in twentieth-century Spanish surrealists.
‘But this person wouldn’t let me go. Could I contact this “Blanco”? Would I negotiate a price with him? I told them to fuck off and hung up.’
‘How bizarre,’ Gabriel said. ‘Did this person give you his name?’
‘Thompson or Simpson, I can’t remember. I was in such a rage. A dull name, anyway.’ He took a large swig of his whisky. ‘There was something very fishy about it, though. Clandestine. I think I was being set up in some way, somehow. Perhaps some fraud, you know. It’s a very fraudulent world, the art world.’ He paused. ‘Am I paranoid? I sometimes wonder if all this fraudulence has affected my brain.’
‘Talking about brains,’ Gabriel said. ‘Listen – you’ll like this – I’m thinking about going to consult a psychoanalyst about my insomnia.’
‘Good Lord, you’ll have to tell me all about it, every lurid detail. How fascinating,’ Aldous said, reaching for the bottle. ‘Braver man than I am, that’s for sure.’



2.
Assassination
When Sefton called to invite Gabriel to Christmas dinner in Highgate, Gabriel lied and said he had flu. Instead, he spent the day with Aldous. They ate sandwiches and became merry and very drunk on single malt whisky. He welcomed in 1961 with Lorraine and Tyrone and some of their friends in a club off Oxford Street. Gabriel became very drunk once more.
In late January – on a cold, sunless, breezy day – he wandered up the King’s Road in need of carbohydrates and red wine. He saw the Stars and Stripes spread across a shop window and remembered that the new, young President had been inaugurated just the other day. JFK. Funny how a fresh face and new energy gave you irrational hope for the world, he thought, as he entered the warm, drowsy fug of the Café Matisse.
The Matisse was a long, large, rectangular room with a bar at the entrance and, beyond that, the side walls were lined with snug four-seater booths and the middle – the nave, as it were – was filled with tables for two. There was a kitchen somewhere in the basement and the ladies’ and gents’ lavatories were at the rear, between whose doors hung a large reproduction of a Matisse blue-period nude. Hence the café’s name. Why Matisse? Why that painting? Why the eponymous identification with the maestro? The staff were wholly ignorant. In fact, very few people asked the question. When Gabriel approached the owner – a swarthy, plump, harassed-looking Italian – and smilingly queried the origin of the name it was clear the man thought he was a bit weird. However, the Café Matisse was a Chelsea fixture, always busy with an interesting, varied and eccentric clientele. The cuisine was essentially Italian but the menu boasted many a British caff standard – cod and chips, lamb chops and roast potatoes, sausage and mash – and, of course, the ‘Full English’ breakfast, served all day. And it was properly licensed – like a pub – which perhaps explained its popularity. You could drink without eating, if you so wished.
Gabriel found an empty booth and ordered a spaghetti bolognese and a half-litre carafe of Chianti. He was glad the festive season was over. Much as he tried to ignore the festivities, somehow Christmas and New Year inexorably interposed themselves on his mood, inhibiting self-discipline, encouraging shirking, prompting over-eating and over-drinking. He was meant to be drawing up a proper itinerary for his Rivers book, but had done nothing tangible. Where to go first? What locales to concentrate on? How to capture the essence of a mighty river? Nothing had really cohered. Thoughts came, thoughts went. Good ideas seemed to hover frustratingly at the edges of his brain, not troubling the central cortex. He made yet another New Year’s resolution to buckle down.
He had almost finished his spaghetti when someone suddenly sat down opposite him in his booth.
‘May I, Mr Dax?’ a woman’s voice said.
He looked up, surprised. Then blinked – parodically – even more surprised. It was the woman from the plane on the Léopoldville–Brussels flight; the woman who had been reading his book; the woman he’d seen walking into Redesdale Street.
She extended her hand across the table. Gabriel unthinkingly shook it and pushed his plate aside.
‘How do you do?’ she said. ‘I’m Faith Green.’
She clearly knew his name but Gabriel repeated it to her like a stupid schoolboy. He was furiously trying to compute the ramifications of this encounter, but failed. Another coincidence? No, not this time.
‘Of course, I knew it was you on the plane from Léopoldville,’ she said. ‘I had spotted you immediately. Loved the book, by the way, fascinating.’
‘Why …?’ Gabriel began a question but didn’t know how to finish it because he had about a dozen questions already swarming in his brain.
‘In fact, I’m just back from Léopoldville,’ she said. ‘What a mess.’ She smiled sadly. ‘Have you been following developments?’
‘Not really, no.’
‘May I ask what you were doing in Léopoldville?’
Gabriel explained about the commission to write a piece about the two capital cities, so close, separated by the vast river.
‘But then I had a chance of an exclusive interview with Patrice Lumumba and my paper told me to drop the travel piece and go for it.’
‘You actually interviewed Lumumba?’ Now he saw that Faith Green looked both surprised and intrigued.
‘Yes. A long interview – I used up two reels of tape. But it never appeared. Yesterday’s news, I was told.’ He shrugged. ‘Not really my forte, politics – but I thought he was an interesting man.’
Faith Green frowned.
‘He’s dead.’
‘What?’
‘He was shot by firing squad. A few days ago.’
‘My God! Fucking hell!’ Gabriel was shocked. He felt suddenly jittery. ‘Sorry, forgive me. Christ. Who shot him?’
‘We’d all like to know the answer to that question.’
Gabriel tried to take this in. He poured himself more wine. He asked Faith Green if she’d like some – she would, indeed, thank you – and a glass was brought for her and Gabriel filled it, his head full of images of Lumumba, jumbled memories of their encounter. He thought about that hot, luminous day in the gazebo, under the warm but welcome breeze from the whirring ceiling fan. The slowly revolving tapes, the over-sweet taste of Fanta in his mouth, Lumumba talking, passionately, reaching forward from time to time to tap the back of Gabriel’s hand as he made a point. Then their farewells – genuine, friendly, hopes of paths crossing again in the future. It had been a candid interview – memorable, he thought.
He drank more wine. Upset to think the man had died so horribly.
‘How awful,’ he said, in a sudden gloom of helplessness. Then he remembered Lumumba’s words. ‘He did say people wanted to kill him. He told me that – explicitly. He said there were plots to assassinate him.’
Faith Green looked at him intently.
‘Did he say who was plotting? I’d be most interested.’
Gabriel decided instantly not to tell her anything more. Who was she, anyway? What business did she have with him? He didn’t know why he had made this decision but he somehow didn’t want this person to know anything further.
‘He wasn’t specific, actually,’ he lied. ‘General threats, you know.’
She tapped the side of her chin with a forefinger and sat back against the banquette, clearly thinking hard. He took the opportunity to study her more closely. She was wearing a green Loden coat. The stand-up collar of an ivory blouse was visible. A pale, handsome, oval face, he saw, with marked, unplucked eyebrows and an unusually deep philtrum in her upper lip which gave the impression that she was slightly pouting, or about to speak, to blurt something out. The unpermed, loose hair, tousled, shoulder-length, was held in place by a black velvet Alice band. Early forties perhaps? Ten, twelve years older than he was? An intriguing juxtaposition of confident, mature beauty and girlish unconcern.
She stopped thinking and smiled brightly at him.
‘Anyway, Mr Dax. Here we are again. At least face to face this time. Well met.’
She raised her glass and he clinked his against it.
‘I’m glad you enjoyed my book, anyway, Mrs Green.’
‘Miss. Please, call me Faith.’
‘Thank you, Faith, and I, as you well know, am Gabriel.’
‘Gabriel Dax. There’s a town in France called Dax.’
‘We think our ancestors probably hailed from there. Though we have no evidence.’
They sat back and looked at each other. Gabriel sipped at his wine. It wasn’t up to him to make conversation. Faith Green smiled, faintly. Gabriel smiled back, faintly.
Gabriel couldn’t help himself. ‘This meeting obviously isn’t a coincidence,’ he said.
‘It’s the opposite of a coincidence. I absolutely wanted to talk to you. So I tracked you down.’
‘You wanted to talk to me about what?’
‘I know your brother.’
‘You know Sefton?’ He tried to take this on board.
‘Yes. And I know that you do him small – what shall we say? – small “services”, small “favours”, from time to time. I was wondering if you would do us a small service, a small favour, similarly.’
‘Who is “us”, may I ask?’
‘MI6.’
Gabriel tried to seem unperturbed.
‘Oh. Right.’
He felt a kind of lucid panic afflict him and waved at a passing waitress and ordered another carafe of Chianti.
‘I’m afraid the answer is no. Apologies,’ Gabriel said.
Faith Green remained impassive.
‘It’s very simple,’ she said, ‘and you would be well paid. We’re not asking you to work for nothing.’
The wine arrived and he topped up both their glasses. Gabriel offered Faith Green a cigarette – she declined but Gabriel lit up.
‘What exactly is this well-paid “service”?’ he asked.
‘We would like you to go to Spain and buy a drawing from an artist. And then give this drawing to another person.’
‘Why don’t you get one of your agents – your “agents in the field” is the expression, I believe – to do this?’
‘I’ll be honest with you – because we need deniability. We need someone with absolutely no connection to us. Someone who can credibly pass himself off as a bona-fide art dealer.’ She took a sip of her Chianti. ‘Rough but full-bodied,’ she said. ‘My kind of wine.’
‘I’m not an art dealer.’
‘But your uncle, Aldous Dax, is – and you worked for him, for a while.’
Yammering questions began again in Gabriel’s brain. These throwaway remarks contained multitudes of further implications. She knew about Aldous; she was aware he had worked for Aldous for six months or so when he’d dropped out of university. Was Sefton the source?
‘Is this artist known as Blanco?’ Gabriel said, hoping to wrong-foot her.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I apologize for calling your uncle. One of my colleagues was over-enthusiastic.’
‘He thought Aldous might do your favour for you.’
‘That was the theory at the time. Misconceived.’ She smiled at him, drily. ‘You, however, would be perfect.’
Gabriel exhaled.
‘Be that as it may, Faith,’ he slightly emphasized the familiarity, ‘I’m afraid it isn’t going to happen. I’m writing a new book. I’m behind schedule. I need to concentrate. I can’t go running off to Spain doing dubious favours for MI6.’
‘You do favours for your brother.’
‘Innocuous favours. Foreign Office business.’
‘We’ll pay you a hundred pounds.’
‘I’ve just sold my next book. I’m as solvent as I wish to be.’
He called for the bill, slightly disconcerted by Faith Green’s unrelenting gaze. Something told him she was not accustomed to being thwarted.
He paid the bill. They both stood up. She was quite tall, he noticed. Very sensible shoes – laced tan brogues with a small heel. Gabriel pulled on his coat and they shook hands outside the Matisse on the King’s Road.
‘It was a pleasure meeting you.’
‘Please think about it, Gabriel.’
‘No, I don’t need to. You have my answer. My final answer.’
They parted with more polite smiles. Gabriel wandered home in something of a daze. He had too many narratives competing in his head and a vague bilious feeling of concern and worry in his throat. Lumumba was dead. Once back in his flat he took his tape recorder out of the cupboard. Found the tapes, fitted the spools to their hubs and re-ran his interview. It was eerie hearing Lumumba’s disembodied, energized voice, knowing that he was now shot dead, silenced. He listened to Lumumba’s heavily French-accented English, re-encountering the quiet passion in his words, the urgency; then he came to the moment when Lumumba had said people wanted to kill him.
‘Who?’
‘The British, the Americans, the Belgians.’
Then his voice dropped. Gabriel turned up the volume.
‘There are people here – in the embassies – already making plans for my execution. I know who they are – I can give you their names.’ Lumumba recited a throwaway list of three surnames, it was impossible to tell whether they were British or American, whether they were real or aliases. Hillcrest was one, Gabriel noted. Then another, mispronounced. There was a single Belgian name mentioned that registered, however: Dupetit, he thought.
‘Everybody wants me gone, Monsieur Dax, I assure you. It can only be a matter of time,’ Lumumba had said, with grim humour.
Gabriel remembered this exchange, but had forgotten about the names mentioned. He had not been concentrating.
‘Why?’ he heard his incredulous voice ask. ‘What would they gain by killing you?’
‘It’s all about uranium.’
He clicked off. Now, he remembered: that was what he had recalled – uranium – and then he had forgotten the names – names that meant nothing to him, anyway. But he wasn’t going to go any further. He thought a while, an idea brewing, and then telephoned Jeff Muldoon at the Foreign Desk. Jeff called him back in ten minutes.
‘Have you heard?’ Gabriel said. ‘Patrice Lumumba’s been killed. Firing squad.’
‘What? Where did you get that idea from? He’s in military prison. He’s going on trial.’
‘Somebody who’s just come back from Léopoldville told me.’
‘Rumours, Gabriel. The country’s in total bloody turmoil. Nobody knows anything. There’s nothing on the wires, either. We’d know if anything had happened.’
‘Thanks, Jeff. I just got a bit, you know, jittery.’
He didn’t really believe anything – or know what to think. The foreign editor of a national newspaper said it was rumour-mongering. Faith Green had articulated it as hard fact. He tried to switch off his brain regarding Patrice Lumumba and his grim fate, whatever it might have been. He had an appointment with a psychoanalyst in the morning.



3.
Dr Katerina Haas
In the morning Gabriel bought all the heavyweight and influential newspapers – the Manchester Guardian, The Times, the Telegraph, the Herald, the Express – but, although there was some mention of the Congo – a new government formed; a stand-off in Katanga; more UN troops being sent – there were no reports at all of the death of Patrice Lumumba. Maybe Jeff Muldoon was right, Gabriel thought, as the Tube carried him north towards Hampstead: in a country riven with rumour and turmoil, disinformation can become a useful weapon. But why would Faith Green have relayed the news to him so confidently?
Dr Katerina Haas lived in a neat, white-stucco, two-storey Regency cottage on Frognal Way, set in a substantial, walled garden. There was an arched loggia, heavy eaves and bull’s-eye windows in a rounded semi-tower with a conical roof. He pushed through a gate and, at the front door, saw an arrowed sign directing him along a gravelled path to the side of the house, to another door marked ‘Consultations’. A receptionist – a stout, bespectacled woman with a fringe down to her eyelashes – showed him into a waiting room and told him that Dr Haas would see him shortly. The room was panelled with light oak. There were four leather armchairs, one for each corner. On one of them a brindled cat was sleeping. A carriage clock on the mantel above an empty grate ticked off the seconds, audibly, dutifully. He sat down, wondering if he was making a mistake, if this was money ill spent. The initial consultation was costing him £20. Future sessions – they lasted an hour – were priced at £10. Dr Haas’s ruminations did not come cheap.
A door opened and a tall, slim woman in a white cotton lab coat entered. She had short, swept-back dark grey hair and a refined, angular face. She must be in her sixties, Gabriel thought. Jewelled earrings flashed at her lobes and she wore a mulberry silk scarf at her throat. The effect was bizarre, Gabriel thought: pragmatic and somehow vaguely glamorous at the same time.
‘Mr Dax – a pleasure to meet you. I’m Katerina Haas.’
Gabriel stood. She had a noticeable German accent. They shook hands and she led him into her consulting room. The room was completely white, no paintings, brightly lit. The morning had darkened with persistent rain. He looked out of a French window on to a square rear garden. He saw a closely mown, sodden lawn; well-tended, brutally pruned borders waiting for spring. Ancient, leafless pleached limes formed a backdrop.
Two boxy armchairs with cream loose-covers faced each other on a beige rug in the middle of the room. Small microphones on stands were placed on two pine side tables, the wires leading from them attached to a large professional-looking tape recorder on a stainless-steel trolley pushed against a wall. She gestured at a chair and Gabriel sat down. He saw some weighing scales and a height-measurer in a corner. He felt a strange mood of other-worldliness descend on him, as if time had slowed down by a fraction. The elegant, minimal functionality of the room made him feel as if he was on a stage set, abroad somewhere, not in comfortable Hampstead. Katerina Haas took the seat opposite him and crossed her legs. Gabriel looked at her shoes: black velvet slip-ons with some sort of gold-embroidered crest on the vamp.
‘I like to record my sessions,’ she said with an easy smile, pointing at the microphones. ‘But it’s not obligatory. However, that way I don’t need to take notes – if we’re recording. I find it’s less distracting.’
‘Fine by me,’ Gabriel said.
‘Then I have the sessions transcribed and I send you a copy in the post. Most analysands find them very useful. You can read what you said before the next session. There’s no extra charge, by the way.’
‘For some reason, I was expecting to lie on a couch,’ Gabriel said.
‘I’m an Adlerian, not a Freudian,’ she said. ‘We prefer to talk face to face.’
‘Excellent, yes,’ Gabriel said, vaguely.
She smiled at him, stood, switched on the tape recorder and sat down again.
‘So,’ she said. ‘You’re an insomniac.’
EXTRACTS FROM THE TRANSCRIPTION OF SESSION 1
 
 
	  DR HAAS:  	  You never knew your father?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  He died when I was two years old. In 1932. I’ve no memory of him, but I have seen him in photographs. I resemble him, apparently. Or so I like to think.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  How did he die?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  In a plane crash. In Persia. He was a doctor working for the British Petroleum Company – he supervised the health care of the workers in the Persian oil fields. He was flying to a distant drilling site and the plane ran into a sandstorm and crashed. Everyone on board died. It was a well-paid job – which is what had lured him to Persia and the oil fields. Turned out to be dangerous as well. Fatally.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Tell me about your mother’s death.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  She died in a house fire four years later. Our family home burnt down. I was in the house but somehow managed to escape. It appeared that the cause of the fire – so the fire brigade claimed – was the naked flame of the night light that I had burning beside my bed. It was a small candle covered by a glass dome that resembled the moon. I could only get to sleep with that night light on. My “moon”. Little did I know …  
	  DR HAAS:  	  They couldn’t have blamed you, surely.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  No. I was six years old but this was what the inquest decided had caused the fire. And caused my mother’s death.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  And these are the dreams that wake you at night. And keep you awake.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I go to sleep and then I dream of fire, fires burning. I wake. I can’t get back to sleep.  
	    DR HAAS:	  What do you remember of that night of the fire?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Well … Virtually nothing. I try to bring it back but all I can see in my mind’s eye is flames, smoke, and my mother’s body. I don’t even know how I got out of the house. I must have been in total shock. Apparently, the fire brigade found me hiding behind the fish pond in our garden. Incoherent, terrified. I think I’ve blanked out all personal memories of that night. My mind won’t let me go there. But I know what happened. The house was burnt to the ground – and my mother was dead.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  A terrible thing to have happened, awful … Do you have siblings? A brother or a sister?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  An older brother. Sefton. He’s eight years older than me. He was away at school, boarding school, when the fire happened.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Does he blame you in any way?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t think so. We have pretty cordial relations, all things considered.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  What does that mean?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Well, we’re completely different types – different personalities. But we seem to rub along, somehow.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  So you were both orphaned. What happened to you after your mother’s death?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  We went to live with different relatives. Sefton went to my mother’s sister, Mrs Daphne Roscommon. I went to live with my father’s brother, Aldous Dax.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Were you upset being separated from your brother?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Not really. In fact, he was adopted by my aunt. She had three children of her own. Sefton was adopted by her and her husband, joined the family and became Sefton Roscommon. We’re brothers but, oddly, we have different surnames.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  But you weren’t adopted.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  No. It became rather complicated as my uncle’s wife didn’t welcome my sudden arrival into their   household. They had no children and suddenly there was a six-year-old boy living with them, permanently. It caused a lot of friction. Eventually she left and filed for divorce. So I was brought up by my uncle, essentially. Unwittingly, I’d caused the end of his marriage.
	  DR HAAS:  	  Does he blame you?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  On the contrary. He saw the divorce as a wholly unexpected blessing. We’re very close, my uncle and I. I look on him as if he were my father. I love him dearly.  




4.
The Faith Green Proposition
To his vague surprise, Gabriel had found the session with Katerina Haas strangely satisfying. Maybe that was psychoanalysis’s great secret. Two people, strangers, one talking in full candour to the other, listening. All the balderdash about infant sexuality and hatred of the father was redundant. It was simply about having a good, honest chat. Very scientific.
He thought about Katerina Haas and her cool, Teutonic persona as he sat in the pub in Whitehall waiting for Sefton to arrive. Maybe she could indeed help his insomnia – she seemed very confident. Then he saw Sefton’s big frame push through the frosted-glass doors, watched him remove his bowler hat and look around. He spotted Gabriel and sauntered over. He shrugged off his overcoat and sat down opposite him.
‘What’re you doing in this neck of the woods?’ he asked.
‘I’m going to a meeting in Tothill Street,’ Gabriel said. ‘Thought I might buy you a pie and a pint. And I want to ask you a question.’
‘I’ll have a large gin and tonic, please. First things first.’
Gabriel went to the bar and ordered Sefton’s drink. There were some dubious-looking pies in a smeared glass pie-cabinet on the bar top and he decided against them. He bought two packets of crisps and returned to the table.
Sefton took a large gulp of his gin and attacked the crisps, taking great care to make sure the salt in the little blue twist-packet was properly distributed.
‘A frugal meal, for a Monday lunchtime,’ Sefton said, a little disgruntled. ‘I thought you mentioned a pie.’
‘I advise against the pies. They look like they’ve been there for a week.’
‘What’s your question? Fire away.’ Sefton looked at his watch. ‘I’m briefing the minister in half an hour.’
‘Do you know someone called Faith Green?’
‘No. Is that it?’
‘She says she knows you.’
‘Have you any idea how many people work in the Foreign Office? Hundreds and hundreds. In my division alone there are over eighty. I can remember the names of about ten people – and Faith Green is not one of them.’
‘She’s MI6.’
Sefton seemed unimpressed.
‘I know a few people in MI6 – of course I do. Part of my job. But not a Faith Green.’
‘Right. Thanks anyway.’
‘What’s so important about this Faith Green?’
‘She wants me to do a job, a little “favour”, like the little favours I do for you.’
Sefton nodded, thinking.
‘Ah-ha. Maybe word has got around,’ he said. ‘Sefton Roscommon’s secret weapon. His little brother.’
‘She offered me a hundred quid to go to Spain and buy a drawing off an artist.’
‘I’d do that for a hundred quid.’
‘That’s what makes me suspicious.’ Gabriel lit a cigarette.
‘It probably is suspicious – but you’ll never know.’
‘Like the jobs I do for you.’
‘Except we’re completely above board,’ Sefton said, flatly, and handed him his empty glass. ‘I’ll have another of those, please, squire. And I’ll ask around about this Faith Green. I’ll fill you in.’
‘Much appreciated,’ Gabriel said, standing up.
‘And another packet of crisps. If that won’t break the bank.’
Gabriel and Sefton parted in Whitehall. Sefton to brief the minister, Gabriel to his appointment. He watched his brother swagger off towards the Foreign Office, fuelled by his gin and tonics and his packets of crisps, and turned away, bemused, looking for Tothill Street.
He thought it strange that the office of the New Interzonal Review should be this close to the seat of governmental power given that the editorial line was so left-wing as to be almost anarchic. The magazine, a plump monthly, occupied a suite of rooms above an ironmonger’s and, as he waited for the editor to see him, Gabriel thought about how remarkably well appointed they were. He was sitting on a long Chesterfield sofa in a room with a chocolate-brown fitted carpet and well-tended houseplants. Admittedly the posters on the walls reflected the magazine’s combative stance – images of twentieth-century conflicts between left and right – but even they seemed expensive, nicely framed.
He had received a phone call from the magazine’s editor, Bennet Strum, whom he had met a few times. Bennet – nobody ever called him Ben – had asked to see him, had a proposition to put to him, could he swing by the office whenever it suited.
Bennet appeared at the door. He was a small, wiry man with a neat beard and a crew cut. He was very smart and very ambitious, Gabriel was aware. The New Interzonal Review was only a stepping stone to greater things.
They sat down in his big office. The top half of Westminster Abbey was visible through the windows. Coffee was served, pleasantries exchanged. They caught up with each other’s careers.
‘It’s dead simple, Gabriel,’ Bennet said. ‘We want you to write for us. I’m a fan, we’re all fans, here. Dictatorland is a wonderful book. You would add lustre to our masthead. Flattery over. And we’d pay you. Well.’
‘Well, I’m duly flattered,’ Gabriel said. ‘But you know – wishy-washy, left-of-centre though I am, like all proper writers, signed-up Labour voter, et cetera – I’m not quite as dyed-in-the-wool as you fellows.’
‘Which is exactly the point,’ Bennet said, lowering his voice slightly as if what he was about to say was highly confidential. ‘Since I’ve been editor I’ve tried to stay true to our founding principles at Interzonal, but have wanted to kind of turn down the stridency, if you know what I mean. You may have noticed how the tone has subtly changed. Look who’s writing for us now.’ He mentioned the names of some journalistic illuminati. ‘But you would be something different.’
‘I can’t write about politics,’ Gabriel said and told him briefly about the fiasco of the Lumumba profile.
‘We don’t want you to write about politics. We’ve got plenty of people who can do that. We want you to write about travel.’ He spread his arms open as if to embrace the wide world.
‘Because of our “stance” – you know, our reputation,’ Bennet went on, enthused, confidently, ‘we can get you to places that the broadsheets can’t. East Berlin, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Russia. You’d get access other Western journalists couldn’t. You write your pieces, in your inimitable style – but about places where no one is writing travel pieces about. Is that grammatical? You get my drift.’
Gabriel did and he was tempted, especially when Bennet mentioned the fee: £20 per thousand words. Write to any length, also. He thought about Rivers. He had had this idea of writing about the Danube and Hungary, or the Danube and Romania or Yugoslavia, other countries it flowed through, entirely different from the over-familiar Germany and Austria. Another idea came to him: China and the Yangtse – maybe Bennet and his committed, left-wing magazine could transport him to these hard-to-get-to places, effortlessly – visas easily acquired, maybe even a warm welcome for a fellow traveller …
‘Let me have a think, Bennet. I’m currently writing another book, but you’re preaching to the converted.’
Bennet saw him out. They stood on the pavement by the ironmonger’s, smoking, talking about mutual friends.
‘By the way,’ Gabriel said, ‘did you hear anything about the death of Patrice Lumumba?’
‘He’s not dead,’ Bennet said. ‘He’s being held in some military camp while they decide his fate. Some sort of show trial, no doubt. The Yanks and the UN have stitched him up.’
‘Right. No, somebody – somebody who claimed to know what they were talking about – said he’d been shot by a firing squad.’
‘I’d know if that was true,’ Bennet said, his face turning serious all of a sudden. ‘We admire Lumumba at the NIR. We’d have known if anything as fucking grotesque as that had happened to him. Is that grammatical?’
He smiled and shook Gabriel’s hand.
‘Join us on the good ship Interzonal, Gabriel,’ he said. ‘You’ll enjoy the voyage. Vinceremos!’ He actually gave a clenched-fist salute.
Gabriel walked away, smiling. Things were looking up. Suddenly he had a psychoanalyst and a new, well-paid job. Funny old life.
He was setting new mousetraps in his kitchen. He’d read somewhere that mice were attracted by peanut butter, that it was actually a better bait than cheese, so he was re-baiting his traps with little balls of peanut butter that he’d rolled neatly between his fingers into mini-marbles. That would teach the little fucker. He placed the traps against the skirting board on either side of the gas cooker under which he’d seen the timorous beastie scurry, though unfortunately he couldn’t pull the cooker out to check if there was a mousehole there – it was too heavy to shift.
He stood, hands on hips, looking at his handiwork. The unending war between man and mouse, he thought. Centuries long, millennia long. Another small chapter being written, here in Chelsea. He walked back into the sitting room. Sefton had just phoned him after a two-day silence. He’d checked with his SIS contacts and there was indeed a Faith Green who worked at MI6 – she was bona fide.
What was going on? Gabriel wondered. Was Sefton lying? How could he tell if he was? Sefton gave nothing away, ever. Inscrutable, bluff, bland Sefton. Gabriel sat down at his desk in front of his typewriter, dismissed Sefton and his ambiguities from his mind and concentrated on his book. He was actually, finally, developing a proper itinerary for Rivers. He was selecting one city, one town, one village, on his various famous rivers and would look at each river exclusively through the lens of that particular locale. No upstream and downstream, no geographical overview, just the impact of these renowned rivers in one unique place. He had also accepted Bennet Strum’s offer to write for Interzonal – not so much for the money but for the new range of choices it gave him. He’d settled on a village on the Danube in Romania. He was now thinking of doing the Volga in Russia. Working for Bennet’s Interzonal was like being given a diplomatic passport. Laissez-passer. It was liberating.
His doorbell rang. Lorraine was due over. He went to the front door and opened it.
‘I hope you’re ready for rampant—’
He stopped himself before he said ‘sex’. Faith Green stood there. In her Loden coat with some sort of fur stole around her neck. It was nearly dark, evenings arriving early in late January.
‘Rampant what?’ she said, her breath condensing.
He ignored her question.
‘Come on in, it’s freezing. How the hell did you know where I live?’
‘It’s my business to know these things,’ she said, following him into the sitting room. The gas fire was blazing.
‘Cosy,’ she said. ‘What a nice flat. A writer’s flat.’
He took her coat and stole and laid them on an armchair. She was wearing what he knew was called an over-blouse – a taupe colour, some thick material – and a knife-pleated chequered skirt – greens, ochres, matching her coat. Neat, pointed tawny shoes with a two-inch heel.
‘Would you like a cup of tea?’
‘Got anything stronger?’
He made them both a whisky and water.
He raised his glass.
‘I know why you’re here,’ he said. ‘The answer is no.’
‘Two hundred pounds.’
‘Why is it so important? Why offer me so much money?’
‘You don’t need to know the answers to those questions,’ she said in her abrupt, slightly amused way. ‘Better that you don’t. Simply go to Spain, buy the drawing, deliver it. Go home. Three days out of your life. Maximum.’
He looked at her. The whisky and the cold outside had reddened her pale cheeks a little. He took in her tailored outfit again. Always well dressed, he thought.
‘I asked my brother about you. He said he didn’t know you.’
‘I never claimed he did. I said I knew him.’
‘Right.’
‘Say yes, Gabriel. I know you want to do it.’
‘Why me? Anyone would do this job for that kind of money.’
‘Because you’re plausible – and in my business plausibility is priceless.’
He looked at her, thinking about what she was asking him to do. She sipped at her whisky. What she said was probably true. Plausibility was all, that’s why Sefton used him, he knew – no connections. But he had this nagging feeling that there were other motivations astir. He wondered if Sefton had put him forward – this job had the air of Sefton scurrility about it. Maybe because he had refused to go to Copenhagen … He should say yes, he was now thinking, just to out-smart and annoy his brother.
‘All right. I’ll do it.’
‘Very pleased. May I have another whisky to celebrate?’
He fixed her drink and topped himself up.
She was scribbling something in a small notebook and tore the page out, handing it to him.
‘I’d like you to meet some colleagues. If you could be at this address at three o’clock Thursday afternoon, that would be ideal.’
He looked at the address. Long Acre, Covent Garden.
She smiled.
‘We’ll have your cheque ready too.’
She drained her whisky and Gabriel helped her on with her coat.
The doorbell rang.
Oh, shit, Gabriel thought.
He led Lorraine into the room.
‘This is Miss Green. This is Lorraine Rogan, a friend of mine.’
Lorraine took off her coat. She was still in her red-and-white Wimpy Bar uniform, a red tabard with broad white piping. Faith Green shook Lorraine’s hand.
‘Sorry to barge in,’ Lorraine said. ‘Not interrupting, I hope.’
‘Just leaving. Lovely to meet you,’ Faith said and turned to Gabriel. Her face was utterly impassive. ‘See you on Thursday, Mr Dax. Thanks for the whisky.’
Gabriel saw her out. She said nothing. Then she turned at the door and smiled at him. Was it a patronizing smile, he thought, now that she had met Lorraine? A knowing one, certainly.
‘I’m very pleased you agreed, Gabriel. Very. Have an enjoyable evening.’
He watched her cross the road to a silver sports car, a Mercedes-Benz 190 SL. He saw her slide in and drive off with élan. Full of surprises, our Miss Faith Green, he thought. Then he went back in to the sitting room. Lorraine had poured herself a drink.
‘Who was she?’
‘Somebody I’m working with. An editor.’
‘Seemed very nice. You got a cigarette on you, Gabe? I’m gasping for a gasper.’



5.
The Cádiz Assignment
Gabriel turned up at Frognal Way a week later for his second session with Katerina Haas. Strangely, he was looking forward to it. Who doesn’t like talking about themselves for an hour? he reasoned. Another instance of the allure of psychoanalysis: self-indulgence, self-focus, self-absorption. He handed his cheque to the receptionist and sat in the oak-panelled room patiently waiting for Katerina Haas’s summons. The scarf at her throat was flame orange today, he noticed. She had an agate brooch on her lab coat.
EXTRACTS FROM THE TRANSCRIPTION OF SESSION 2
 
 
	  DR HAAS:  	  Tell me something of your education.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Forgive me – but what’s that got to do with my insomnia?  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Maybe nothing. But, from my point of view, the better I get to know you and your history, then maybe the better I can help you.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Right. Well, you know, it was very typical. I went to a preparatory boarding school at the age of nine. Then I went to a senior boarding school at thirteen, a place called Abbeyhurst College. They were unremarkable but efficient, middle-order public schools. I was an intelligent boy. I did well in my exams. I was determined to become a doctor, like my father, and I won a place at Cambridge to read medicine. So far so good. Then everything went wrong.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  In what way?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  When you study anatomy there’s always that moment when you go into the dissecting room for the first   time. Every student is assigned a cadaver. It’s a bit of a crucial, not to say life-changing, moment – no one is entirely sure how they will react when dissecting a corpse. The bodies are all a strange yellow-ivory, like ancient piano keys, from the preserving fluid, you know, the formaldehyde. Their skins are stark, every blemish enhanced, like a tapestry of your body’s life. Randomly – you signed your name beside a number – I was allocated the body of a woman. I was sort of in control, and because I knew this was a kind of test that I had to submit to, I’d prepared myself mentally. Or so I thought. I approached the body, pulled back the rubberized sheet that covered the face and collapsed in a dead faint. Apparently, I screamed. I had seen my mother’s face. Of course, it wasn’t my mother but there must have been some sort of a resemblance – the cadaver was the same age as she was when she’d died – mid-thirties. But my delusion brought about a complete nervous breakdown. I couldn’t continue with my medical studies and I dropped out of university. I was installed in a kind of care home-cum-mental hospital for several months where I was heavily medicated. When I’d recovered sufficiently I went back to live with my uncle and began to work for him as his assistant. I thought about becoming an art dealer – he would have been delighted for me to take over the business, the gallery in Mayfair – but it wasn’t for me. Eventually, just to do something different, really, I applied for a job as a bookseller in a bookshop in South Kensington. I was happy there. I read voraciously. That was my real education, my private university, and I worked there for three years. Curiously, I found that I particularly liked travel books – it was as if reading about foreign lands, strange places far from London and my own life, calmed me. Then, inspired, I started travelling myself. I found it therapeutic.
	  DR HAAS:  	  Wanderlust  , we call it.
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Exactly. After that I thought I’d try writing about my own travels. It seemed to go well and I published some pieces in magazines. And then I wrote a book, called   The Wine-Dark Sea. It was a huge success, to my astonishment. Suddenly I was a travel writer. A young, acclaimed travel writer. Publishers competed to offer me money for my next book and, as they say, the rest is history.
	  DR HAAS:  	  I must read your books.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Let me give them to you. I’ll bring them to my next session.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Thank you – but please, allow me to buy them.  
	  GABRIEL DAX [laughing]:  	  If you insist.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Do you regret not becoming a doctor?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  In a way, yes. But I can’t complain. I enjoy my life. I can earn my living. I find travel writing quite easy, in fact. I still feel the strong need to ‘get away’. I don’t like staying put, being always in the same place. I need to move, to see new landscapes, cities, cultures. And then I write about it and my publisher gives me money for my musings.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  That’s very useful to me, knowing something of your life history. Let’s progress. Have you had sex recently?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  What? Sorry?  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Have you engaged in a sexual relationship recently?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Ah, yes.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  When?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Ah. Last night, in fact.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  May I ask who was your sexual partner?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  My girlfriend. I suppose she’s my girlfriend. We’ve known each other for some months. She’s the only person I’m sleeping with, currently. Having sex with.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Do you think the death of your mother – when you were so young – has had any influence on your choice of sexual partner?  
	  GABRIEL DAX [pause]:  	  No.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Have you ever engaged in a homosexual act?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  What? Me? No, no … Though when I was at school, aged about ten, a senior boy used to make me kiss him.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Were you aroused?  
	    GABRIEL DAX:	  No. It was a kind of extortion. If I didn’t kiss him he would punish me.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Are you attracted by homosexuality?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t think so. I have nothing against it – I have homosexual friends – but I don’t feel tempted to try it out for myself. As it were.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Are you familiar with the concept of ‘Anamnesis’?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  No.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Anamnesis, in psychoanalysis, is an attempt to recollect happenings – facts – that have preceded the symptoms you are experiencing. I like to think of it as, quote-unquote, a memory that you don’t know you have. If you can locate it – if you can re-remember these facts, these events – then it’s extremely important and useful when it comes to healing mind disorders. In your case that’s your insomnia. When would you say your insomnia began?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Well, since … since the trauma of the fire, since the death of my mother, I’ve always been a bad sleeper. A light sleeper, you might say. I always found it hard to go to sleep – even when I was at my boarding school, exhausted. As I got older it seemed to become worse. I would go to sleep, then dream about fire, then wake and find myself unable to sleep again. So I take a sleeping pill from time to time.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  You see, this tells me that for you anamnesis should be concentrated on the happenings in your life before the fire at your house. Have you ever investigated the fire?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I was six years old, Dr Haas. A child.  
	  Dr HAAS:  	  Did you ever revisit the house?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  It was completely destroyed. Burnt to the ground. Whatever was left standing was demolished and cleared. The plot of land – we had a very large garden – was sold. It paid for the school fees for my brother and me. I’ve never been there since. Why would I go back? I believe it was developed and half a dozen houses built on the plot. There’s no trace.  
	    DR HAAS:	  There are always traces. You need to find these, Mr Dax. You have very incomplete knowledge and that’s exactly your problem. Exactly. Your cure will be driven by discovering more. Anamnesis is the answer. You have to investigate that night. Find the traces. Discover the memories you don’t know you have. This knowledge will eradicate your mind disorder and your insomnia will be gone. You’ll be cured, believe me.  

Gabriel had been stirred by Katerina Haas’s adamantine faith in this ‘anamnesis’ concept. It was all very well, but how did one start to investigate an event that occurred around twenty-five years ago, before the Second World War? he said to himself. What traces could be left of that night?
He was wandering up Long Acre looking for the address Faith Green had given him. Number 112 – there it was. More offices above a shop – this time a dry-cleaner’s. There was a smirched brass plaque by the door: ‘The Institute of Developmental Studies’. He rang the bell, waited, and heard feet on the stairs. The door opened and Faith Green stood there, smiling.
‘Very punctual, Gabriel. I’m impressed.’
‘Punctuality’s one of my vices, Faith,’ he said, deliberately using her first name.
‘Amongst your many other vices, no doubt,’ Faith said. ‘Follow me.’ He climbed the stairs behind her, noting her strong calf muscles beneath the seamless sheer stockings. Shapely legs, he thought, a well-defined Achilles tendon. She was wearing flat ballet-pump-style leather slippers today.
Several doors gave off the landing on the first floor and he could hear the clatter of typewriters coming from behind them and telephones ringing. Faith pushed open a door to reveal a small conference room: chairs grouped around a long table. Two men stood up and she introduced them.
‘Anatoly Sirin.’ Grey-bearded, balding, in his fifties, Gabriel estimated.
‘Harrison Lee.’ Younger, his age, he thought. Fair, eager, fresh-faced, bespectacled. Smiling.
‘Mr Gabriel Dax, here, is going to act as our art dealer in Spain.’
‘We are very grateful,’ Sirin said, his Russian accent noticeable. ‘It makes every difference having you on board.’
Faith pulled out a chair for Gabriel. He sat down, facing all three.
‘I feel like I’m being interviewed for a job,’ he said.
‘You’ve got the job,’ Faith said, placing an envelope in front of him. ‘And here’re your wages.’
Gabriel left the envelope on the table.
‘What exactly does the “Institute of Developmental Studies” mean?’ he asked.
‘Pretty much anything you want,’ Lee said. ‘That’s the whole point.’
‘Well, we’re basically what we call “Termite Exterminators”,’ Faith Green said. ‘We look for traitors, double agents, disloyal employees in our wider organization – MI6 and MI5. We don’t like the word “Mole” here. Moles might spoil your lawn but termites can bring down a house. Moles can’t.’
‘So am I involved in some kind of a process of termite extermination, then?’ Gabriel asked.
‘Maybe you are, maybe you aren’t,’ Faith said. ‘Ignorance is bliss.’ She smiled. ‘Harry, I think you have the bits and pieces.’
Lee opened a file and took out some documents.
‘Return airline ticket, vouchers for car rental, hotel reservations in Madrid and Cádiz. Address of the artist’s studio. His phone number.’ He smiled. ‘I assume you have a valid passport.’
Gabriel reached into his pocket and showed them his passport.
‘Always have it on me,’ he said. ‘In case I have this sudden urge to jump on a plane and head off.’
‘I meant to say,’ Lee added. ‘I thoroughly enjoyed Travels without Maps. Most impressed.’
‘Thank you.’ Travels without Maps had been his second book. He was pleased to have another reader in the room. Perhaps Faith had recommended him, he thought.
‘Could I have a glass of water?’ he asked.
‘Cup of tea? Coffee?’ Faith offered.
Gabriel chose tea. He was feeling a bit jangled, heartbeat racing somewhat at the smiling, collegiate ease with which he had been welcomed in to the Institute of Developmental Studies. Faith pressed a bell under the table. Teas and coffees were ordered and swiftly supplied by a young man in a terracotta linen apron. Did they have some sort of cafeteria in the Institute? Probably.
‘Anatoly has the latest on the artist,’ Faith said once they all had their beverages.
‘He’s called Javier Agustín Montano but he uses the pseudonym “Blanco” to sign his paintings,’ Sirin said. ‘He had his greatest success in the 1940s. His star has been descending ever since. He’s a surrealist. A poor man’s Salvador Dalí is how he’s often described.’
‘He’ll be extremely glad to sell you a drawing – but it must be a drawing: ink, pencil, pastel, not a painting,’ Faith said. ‘You can over-pay to keep him sweet. You’ll have a budget of two thousand pounds but he’ll be happy with a thousand, I guarantee. That’s a lot of money in Franco’s Spain.’
They talked some more about the itinerary. Fly to Madrid, hire a car and drive to Cádiz. Buy the drawing and return to the hotel in Madrid where you’ll be contacted, Faith said, within a day or two.
‘By whom?’ Gabriel asked.
‘Me, probably,’ she said.
‘Right. What then?’
‘Let’s talk about it when we meet in Madrid, shall we?’
‘Fair enough,’ he said, again feeling slight sensations of panic, of being drawn in to complexities and complicities he would never understand. But Faith was right – the less he knew the better. There was more conversation about his ostensible role when he met Blanco. Aldous Dax was a respectable, genuine London art dealer. Gabriel, his nephew, could easily pose as his associate, should Blanco try to verify his authenticity.
‘I assume your uncle won’t object?’ Faith asked.
‘On the contrary. He’ll be excited. There are no issues there.’
The meeting ended and Sirin and Lee left.
‘More tea?’ Faith asked.
‘No, thanks.’
Gabriel picked up the file of documents and the envelope containing his cheque.
‘I’m sort of looking forward to this, now,’ he said, trying to convince himself. ‘Never been to Cádiz.’
‘Fascinating city,’ Faith said, walking him downstairs to the front door. ‘You have telephone numbers in your dossier if you need to contact us. Don’t hesitate. But it should all be very straightforward.’ She smiled, and opened the door on to Long Acre. There had been a shower during their meeting and the street shone greasily in the rain-rinsed sunlight. ‘Nice to get out of wintry London,’ Faith said. ‘Andalusia awaits. See you in Madrid.’
‘Should I let you know when I’m leaving?’
‘We’ll know, don’t worry.’
They shook hands and Gabriel stepped out on to Long Acre. Hearing the door shut behind him, and the oiled whirr of some kind of complicated lock closing.
He strolled towards the Tube station, wondering if this engagement, this ‘favour’, was wise. He was £200 better off, true, a powerful incentive. It would pay for a lot of Katerina Haas sessions, that’s for sure. And Sefton would be mildly annoyed that he’d taken this job, not his – another minor bonus. Still, he worried he might be compromising himself somehow, now he was subject to Faith Green’s ambiguous sway …
He paused at the newsagent’s at the station’s entrance and bought an Evening Standard. His eye had been caught by a small headline. He held the paper up to the fading afternoon light.
‘PATRICE LUMUMBA – DEATH ANNOUNCED’.
He felt slightly sick. What the hell was going on?



6.
The Blanco Conspiracy
As Gabriel had predicted, Aldous was delighted to be involved in what he called the Blanco Conspiracy.
‘Aldous Dax Fine Art Ltd is at your disposal, my bonny boy. If anyone makes contact to check up on you – leave it to me. How exciting. I mean, it seems exciting – but I haven’t a clue what’s going on.’
‘Neither have I,’ Gabriel said.
‘Nothing to do with Sefton, is it?’
‘No. For once. Look, I got these printed up.’
Gabriel handed over a business card, embossed, good thick cardboard.
ALDOUS
DAX
FINE
ART
LTD

Gabriel Dax

Managing Director

‘I hope you don’t mind my promotion.’
‘I could wish for nothing more.’ Aldous seemed about to cry. ‘So proud, darling lad of mine. So proud.’
That night, Gabriel told Lorraine he was going to Spain for a few days – on business.
‘Can’t I come with you?’ she asked.
‘Alas, no.’
‘Alas, yes. C’mon, Gabe. I got a few days’ holidays owing.’
‘I’m not on holiday. In and out. A lot of driving. You’d be miserable. We’ll have a holiday somewhere else.’
‘Promise?’
‘Promise.’
Lorraine stood up and stretched.
‘I saw a mouse last night,’ she said.
‘I know – he’s a tricky little bastard. Can’t seem to catch him in the traps.’
‘Traps don’t work. You need poison.’
‘Poison is the next step.’
‘Why have you got a hundred newspapers in here?’
The living room was filled with newsprint, true. Gabriel had bought newspaper after newspaper, keen to learn as much as he could about the announcement of Lumumba’s death. Details were scant. The consensus seemed to be that he had indeed died in mid-January, shot by a firing squad, exactly as Faith Green had told him. Nobody seemed able to identify the perpetrators and there was no sign of Lumumba’s body. Yet only now, a month later, was the news being shared with the world. What secrets were being unearthed here?
Gabriel travelled to Frognal Way in a pensive, troubled mood. He found it odd that he was so affected by the official announcement of Lumumba’s death. Perhaps because he remembered that afternoon so clearly: the wait under the giant frangipani, then being driven to the Prime Minister’s residence, Thibault leading him across the parched lawn behind the house to the white wooden gazebo. Lumumba waiting for him there, friendly, smiling – gracious, even. He wanted to talk; very keen for this opportunity. Gabriel sensed it almost as a kind of hunger, a deep need to explain his concern. He remembered he was offered Coke or Fanta. He chose Fanta, for some reason, and now the over-sweet, fizzy orange taste of the drink would always be associated with Lumumba, he realized, and that sultry afternoon in Léopoldville. Stop, he told himself – don’t become obsessed with this man and his untimely demise. You were just a journalist on an assignment. An assignment that was swiftly spiked, interestingly.
Yes, he thought, as he waited in the pale, oak-panelled room, but – the question nagged at him repeatedly – how did Faith Green know about the firing squad a month before the rest of the world? Maybe the answer was in his tapes of the interview—
Katerina Haas appeared at the door in her crisp lab coat, a rich, emerald-green Paisley-patterned silk scarf at her neck. Different lipstick, also, Gabriel noticed as he followed her into the white room. A lighter pink, bubblegum – was that the word? – or maybe fuchsia. Get a grip, man, he told himself. This is meant to be about your insomnia, not Katerina Haas’s fashion notes.
EXTRACTS
FROM
THE
TRANSCRIPTION
OF
SESSION 3
 
 
	  DR HAAS:  	  Tell me something about your mother. What you remember.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  She was young, only thirty-six when she died. Very loving to me. She smoked a lot – always had a cigarette in her hand. I’ve seen photographs of her, naturally, but when you’re young you’re not storing away memories or impressions. Life just washes over you – it happens, uncommented-on. She was my mother, simple as that. To be honest, I can’t really bring her to mind today at all, however hard I try. And, of course, that upsets me. The concept is there – I had a mother, I knew her, I saw her dead body – but it’s very blurry, very indistinct. I don’t even know if the memories I have of her are real – or if I’ve made them up, in compensation.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Was she more loving to you than your brother?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I can’t remember. I was at home and my brother was away at boarding school. Therefore all her attention was concentrated on me.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Was it stifling? Cloying, in any way?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  No.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Was there anything overwrought about your mother’s attention to you?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t think so. As far as I remember it was a normal mother–son relationship. I keep repeating this, I know, but I was only six years old – I wasn’t exactly analysing my experiences, storing them away.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Do you think your relationship with your mother colours your sexuality in any way?  
	    GABRIEL DAX:	  What? Ah. I’m not sure I fully understand what you’re asking me.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  I mean, are you attracted to a certain kind of person? Do you feel drawn to a ‘type’? Are you emotional? Warm? Carefree? Or are you more cold and self-possessed? More driven, focused?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t think so. I’m attracted to attractive people. Like most people. I don’t think that there’s anything odd about my sex life, if that’s what you’re driving at. Certainly, there’s nothing perverse about it, I’d say. I’m a young man, I have needs that I—  
	  DR HAAS:  	  What excites you, sexually?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t know. Beauty. Energy. Intellect. Humour.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Do these epithets apply to your current sexual partner?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Ah … yes. Sort of. Except I should say that she’s not from my social class. She’s not a middle-class, educated person. She’s more ‘working class’. I have to say I find that sexually very stimulating – to be honest.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Why do you think that is?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I’ve no idea. Maybe it’s a problem with Englishmen of my   class. You have to understand, Dr Haas, this country is utterly class-ridden. Utterly. Maybe you don’t see it as I do but almost everything about this country, good and bad, large and small, can be explained and understood in terms of class. Including, I have to say, my feelings towards my girlfriend. In fact, I feel a little ashamed to have confessed that to you.
	  DR HAAS:  	  There’s no shame in this room, Mr Dax. Only honesty.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Well, that’s very gratifying to know.  




7.
Madrid To Cádiz
Gabriel liked Madrid – it was his favourite Spanish city – particularly in winter. Its boulevards and broad avenues seemed suited to the colder months of the year – a kind of agreeable melancholy suffusing the dark, brown, shabby streets. Part of him responded simply to the change of location. There were the grand squares and plazas, of course, proudly situated with their huge, palatial, ornamented buildings of state and commerce, with their ancillary fountains, statues and tended flower beds, but the real city, it always seemed to him, was more furtive, more knocked-about, less grandiose. Turn corners, go down side streets and alleyways – that was where you would encounter Madrid’s true soul.
He had hired a car at the airport, as instructed – a Simca Aronde – and had driven it to his hotel in central Madrid. It was the Hotel Florida on the Plaza del Callao, chosen for him by the Institute of Developmental Studies. A three-star, modest establishment, centrally positioned. He paid for an upgrade to their only suite. ‘Any fool can be uncomfortable,’ as Lord Cardigan had said on the eve of the Charge of the Light Brigade, waiting on his private yacht in Balaclava’s harbour for the next day’s battle. It was a sentiment that Gabriel often repeated to himself, particularly when he stretched his budget.
He settled himself into his suite and then wandered out into the night looking for food and drink. He found an art deco bar – Bar America – that offered cocktails and something to eat. He drank two dry martinis and ate several slices of tortilla as he contemplated the situation he found himself in. As ever, he took out his notebook and wrote in it. Writing stabilized thoughts; it allowed you to see connections that thoughts alone didn’t. He wrote:
Patrice Lumumba

Dr Katerina Haas

Faith Green

Blanco

Sefton Roscommon

But no. There was no new insight or enlightenment forthcoming. Katerina Haas was a different, unconnected engagement, he supposed, something that would be worked out progressively between him and her as the sessions continued. What was the connection between Lumumba, Faith and Blanco? Was there even a connection? He had no idea. Perhaps Lumumba’s name should be erased – he was only present on the list because of the fact that Faith Green had been on that plane from Léopoldville to Brussels. His brain felt fatigued, dull. He knew he was in possession of about two per cent of the facts he needed, if that. However, the thought nagged at him, uncomfortably, like a shard of gravel in his shoe. Faith Green had told him of Lumumba’s death – in some precise detail – almost a month before the news broke, globally, officially. She had been in Léopoldville, at least twice. And now Faith Green had paid him an extremely generous sum of money to do this fairly undemanding job, this Sefton-style favour. Was there any connection? Or should he simply stop expending brain energy trying to find one?
But the questions didn’t cease. Why had he said yes to her? He told himself it was because of the money but he knew it was something to do with the strange allure, the covert power and influence of Faith Green. He wanted to do it simply because she had asked him to do it. Had he wanted to please her, in some weak way? What would Katerina Haas have made of that? He began to despair of himself, caught in a puzzle of conflicted feelings. He should be back at home in Chelsea planning his book about the great rivers of the world.
He thought about a third martini but decided against. He had to make a very early start if he was to reach Cádiz by nightfall tomorrow. He had many hundreds of kilometres to go. He paid his bill and wandered out into the city at night.
Out on the dark streets, with the street lamps’ ineffectual puddles of custardy light barely illuminating the pavements ahead of him, he felt the familiar heart-thump, the pulse-beat of the travel drug. It was exciting – here he was alone in a big foreign city. This was what it was all about, surely? It was a familiar feeling to him: this liberation, this potential, this prospect of the new, the unfamiliar. This was why he travelled – this was why people travelled, he supposed, even if they didn’t know why. But the old adage was right: he travelled the furthest who travelled alone. If Lorraine had been with him, for example, his mood would have been entirely different, compromised …
He wandered back to the hotel, taking in the night-time sights, the smells, the hubbub of the traffic with its blaring klaxons, the incoherent chatter of passers-by conversing. A gaunt beggar offered him a bunch of sweet-smelling jasmine and he thrust a note in the toothless man’s hand and walked on. He held the scant bouquet to his nose, breathing in the sweet, farinaceous fragrance: a bunch of jasmine in Madrid. He had never bought jasmine before.
He left Madrid in the lacy light of dawn, taking Road Number IV, one of Spain’s six major asphalted highways, so his guidebook told him. Madrid, Aranjuez, Toledo, Córdoba, Sevilla, Cádiz. The celebrated towns and cities passed by. He only stopped for petrol. The road was quiet with very few cars or lorries. He parked by the side of the highway at midday – the sun obscured by a thin baggage of clouds, unusually high – and ate a dry cheese sandwich and drank a bottle of gassy Coca-Cola. He drove on – windows open to let the warm air flow by him – through vast plantations of olive trees, endless squat forests of olive trees. Beside Road IV there were many odd hamlets of conical thatched huts belonging to agricultural workers. Sometimes, he felt he was driving through Africa.
Cádiz. He entered the city at dusk through the Puerta de Tierra. It took him a while, negotiating the narrow, ill-lit streets of the old town to find his hotel, the El Loreto, on the Calle Sagasta, one block from the seafront. His room, like all the other rooms, looked inward, on to a central courtyard with a tall palm tree and a huge unpruned begonia creeper overwhelming a trellis above a terrace set out with a few tables and chairs. His room was shabby with a pervasive odour of mothballs and old blankets and the bathroom at the end of the corridor smelt candidly of shit. Thank you, the Institute of Developmental Studies, he thought. He would check out in the morning and find something more salubrious. The Hotel de France et Paris sounded ideal: ‘very fair’, according to his guidebook.
He wandered down to the seafront. It was a blustery evening and great waves crashed against the angled stone walls protecting the promenade. Within about two minutes five filthy barefoot children were gathered round him, hands held out. ‘Pesetas, pesetas,’ they whined at him. He had some change from his many purchases of petrol and he threw the coins on the pavement and let the urchins fight amongst themselves. He strode off, looking for a café. He found a large, well-lit bar with a terrace by the arcades of a market, ordered a beer and some tapas. Two stooped and ancient women tried to sell him lottery tickets. A man with a horrible goitre wobbling at his throat shook a tin cup at him. Gabriel gave him a five-peseta note. Another man in a cheap checked suit offered to take his photograph. He declined. Then the dirty children from the promenade found him again and gathered round his table, their hands held out, and he decided that this city of importuners was too exhausting for his first night. He sought the sanctuary of the Hotel El Loreto and slept very badly.
The next morning, he telephoned Blanco’s studio from the cabin in the foyer.
‘Hola, digame,’ a woman’s voice answered.
‘Buenas días. ¿Habla Inglés?’
‘Is this Mr Dax?’
‘Ah, yes. Yes, it is. How did you know?’
‘We were expecting your call.’
‘Really? May I ask how come?’
‘Your gallery advised us you were in Cádiz.’ She spoke good English, almost sounding American.
‘Right. My gallery. Did they …?’ Faith Green at work, he thought. ‘Good. I wonder if—’
‘Do you know how to find the studio?’
‘I have an address.’
‘It is on the road to Algeciras, about ten minutes outside of the city. There’s a sign on the road. Estudio de Blanco.’
‘When would be a convenient time?’
‘Shall we say noon?’
‘I’ll see you at noon.’
He checked out of the Loreto, threw his grip into the Simca’s boot and motored east out of the city. He passed a bullring and then drove along a dead straight road with densely green orange groves on one side and the silvered meshes of salt marshes on the other. He saw the sign on the right, ‘Estudio de Blanco’, and turned down a dirt track through large sand dunes to find, at the end, a blocky modernist house made of concrete. 1930s, he thought, the concrete patched and visibly crumbling here and there, unable to cope with the harsh, corrosive, saline winds of the Atlantic, he supposed. He parked his car beside a rusty Citroën van, stepped out and looked around. He could hear the sea – the near-booming crash of surf – but it was invisible from where he was standing. The house boasted many terraces and the top floor had a jutting balcony, like a deck, supported by scaffolding. Everything about the Estudio de Blanco was on the decrepit side, the consequences of a reputation on the wane, he assumed. He tightened the knot on his tie and smoothed the creases of his suit. It was navy blue linen – he looked a bit rumpled, he thought. Still, he was an ‘art dealer’, after all – suitably dressed to fit the subterfuge.
The main door opened and a young woman appeared wearing jeans and a suede jacket, her long dark hair stretched back in a ponytail. In her late thirties, Gabriel guessed. A strong, angular face with a prominent nose.
‘Mr Dax. Welcome to the studio. I am Inès Montano.’
Inside, the house was in better repair. Dark, wooden floors, and whitewashed walls carrying a freight of Blanco’s paintings. They were all to do with imbalance. Crazy buildings that looked about to topple. Headlands forming elongated cliffs teetering on the edge of collapse. Bridges with preposterously long arches. Giant trees with disproportionate branches. They were strangely affecting, Gabriel had to admit, the impossibility of the exaggerated disproportion almost making you feel unsteady yourself – vertiginous.
‘Are you Señor Blanco’s wife?’ Gabriel asked.
She laughed, as if the notion was absurd.
‘I’m his sister,’ she said. ‘Come and meet the maestro.’
They went upstairs to the top floor. Here was Blanco’s studio, though it resembled a sitting room with sofas and a coffee table with a vase of yellow flowers and a thick purple and black Moorish rug on the floor. Blanco was actually painting at an easel in the corner of the room when they entered. The painting looked like a man on a freakishly extended diving board, or a pirate walking an endlessly long plank – Gabriel couldn’t quite make it out.
Blanco was wearing a navy pinstriped suit and a shirt and tie, looking more like a banker or an accountant than an artist. He put his brush and palette down, wiped his hands on a towel, and crossed the room to greet them. He was of medium height, a slim, neat man, in his fifties, with thick hair greying at the temples. He had classic, even features: smooth olive skin, strong jaw, straight nose, luminous, searching brown eyes. He must have been a very handsome young man, Gabriel thought – Latin film-star material. Yet here he was in his sitting room in his crumbling, modern concrete house, in a suit and shirt and tie, painting – almost provocatively bourgeois and unpretentious.
Gabriel handed over his Aldous Dax Fine Art business card. Blanco studied it carefully.
‘The gallery is in West Kensington? I don’t associate that area of London with art.’ He spoke excellent English, also, Gabriel observed, but with a marked Spanish accent, unlike his mid-Atlantic sister.
‘It’s a temporary move,’ Gabriel improvised. ‘While we look for a bigger space.’
Inès offered a drink. Sherry? Whisky? Wine?
Gabriel asked for a glass of white wine and launched into his rehearsed spiel. A client of Aldous Dax Fine Art – an anonymous client – wanted to buy a Blanco drawing. Simple as that. Wanted to buy direct from the artist, not through a gallery in Spain. Hence Gabriel’s journey to Cádiz.
Blanco seemed unperturbed. Inès brought wine and a bowl of salted almonds. They sat down, drank and munched on nuts, talking about the art world and its unregulated skulduggeries. Blanco seemed particularly bitter. He had left his gallery in Madrid, he said with fervour, was thinking of suing his dealer. He was finished with the Spanish art world.
‘Perhaps your gallery could take me on in London?’ he said. ‘I showed in London in 1948 and 1951. Very successful.’
‘It’s certainly to be considered,’ Gabriel said. ‘We’d be honoured to represent you.’
This prospect cheered Blanco up and he took Gabriel over to the far end of the studio where there was a large table. Many small drawings had been laid out on it in preparation for his visit. Studies, Blanco explained, for the bigger paintings. Gabriel had been told the approximate dimensions required: the drawing should be no bigger than the size of the standard novel. Postcard size would do, at a pinch. Gabriel scanned the assembled sketches – all pen and ink, scribbled hastily, full of blotches and spills. He saw one – a building that grew wider as it grew taller, defying every rule of engineering and law of architecture.
‘I like that one,’ he said. ‘Very arresting.’
Blanco slid it towards him and signed it swiftly: ‘Blanco’.
‘One hundred thousand pesetas,’ Blanco said.
‘Agreed.’
About £500 at the current rate of exchange, he calculated. He was saving the Institute a lot of money.
‘I can pay you in cash, travellers’ cheques or a banker’s draft,’ Gabriel said. Cash was preferable, he was told. Gabriel went back outside to his car and extracted the fat envelope from his grip. He had £1,000 worth of pesetas – great wodges of notes. He counted out 100,000 and returned to the studio. Blanco had disappeared – having his regular siesta, Inès explained. She accepted the money and handed over the drawing, now secured between two pieces of stiff cardboard.
It was that simple. Mission accomplished, Gabriel thought to himself. What in God’s name was going on here? Still, not for him to reason why. He was just the go-between, the favour-bestower. He never knew exactly what he’d done for Sefton so why should it be any different for Faith Green?
Inès Montano accompanied him to his car.
‘If you want to buy more,’ she said, ‘it is very possible.’ She handed him a card. A number was scrawled on it.
‘You can always reach me. I live in Cádiz. Better than talking to Javier.’
‘Very good to know,’ Gabriel said. ‘I’ll pass the information on to my client. Maybe we’ll meet again.’
They smiled, made their farewells, shook hands and Gabriel climbed into the Simca and drove back to the Algeciras road. He decided not to head back to Madrid immediately – and to take his time. Maybe a night in Seville – then perhaps a further night in Toledo. He’d done his job, he had earned some self-indulgence.



8.
The Useful Idiot
He meandered back to Madrid, duly taking his time as he had promised himself, leaving Route IV when the mood caught him to explore the hinterland. He found dark, narrow villages that seemed still stuck in the nineteenth century – but he noticed that there were always one or two policemen lurking, in different types of uniforms, sometimes, and everywhere, in every bar, restaurant, bank or hotel, was the portrait of the Caudillo, General Franco, testifying to the bizarre egotism of autocrats, wanting their image – the pictorial reminder – absolutely everywhere.
Back in Madrid, two days later, in his shabby suite at the Hotel Florida, he made a phone call to London, to the Institute, on the number they’d given him.
‘Yes?’ said a male voice.
‘Bingo,’ Gabriel said and hung up. He was just obeying the Institute’s instructions. And his further instructions were to remain in Madrid until – he assumed – Faith Green contacted him. He waited another two days. He went to the Prado. He ate at expensive restaurants. He wandered the streets, looking about him, seeking – what? – inspiration? Becoming bored and frustrated, he rang the Institute on the other number Faith had given him. Line engaged, endlessly. What games were being played here? he wondered.
One afternoon he came back to his suite and found that the drawing, that he’d kept securely in his grip, was now on the desk by the window. It had been slightly altered. Beneath Blanco’s signature was the new message, ‘Para mi amigo del alma.’ For the friend of my soul. It was a signal – matters were under way. Gabriel relaxed somewhat – Faith Green was clearly in Madrid. He just had to wait it out.
The Florida had a decent restaurant and a well-appointed, dark bar and that evening he decided to patronize it and not wander out into the city, thinking that maybe Faith would show up. He found a corner table by the window and ordered a whisky and soda. He was bemused – his new, near-permanent state of being, he realized – but relaxed. He was in funds; his plans for Rivers had taken real shape; and the year ahead seemed almost enticing. A summer of travels to the locations he’d selected; perhaps more sessions with Dr Katerina Haas, now he could easily afford them; maybe he’d take Lorraine on that holiday he’d so rashly promised her. He lit a cigarette. Now that the Blanco drawing had been secured, all was relatively well with his world. Relax, he told himself.
‘Excuse me, sir, but are you Gabriel Dax by any chance?’
He turned.
A young woman stood there. The accent was American. She was tiny, frail and bony, in her late twenties, he guessed, with long, slightly greasy blonde hair.
‘Yes, I am, actually.’
‘I can’t believe it!’ She practically squealed.
She held out a copy of The Wine-Dark Sea.
‘I’m waiting to meet a friend and I’m reading this book and you freakin’ walk into the bar.’ She showed him the photo – his photo, shadowy monochrome, the handsome, brooding author – on the back of the book. ‘Can you imagine? I thought I was hallucinating.’
‘Well, that’s indeed me. A few years ago, I confess.’
‘Would you sign it for me? I just can’t believe this.’
Gabriel took out his pen.
‘Shall I add a name?’
‘Nancy-Jo. Nancy-Jo Berndlinger. No “e” on the Jo.’
He signed the book: ‘For Nancy-Jo, every good wish, Gabriel Dax, Hotel Florida, Madrid’.
‘Thank you so much,’ she said. ‘Isn’t life strange? The way these things happen? My God. Unbelievable.’
She went back to her table.
There was something waif-like and needy about her, Gabriel thought. Febrile and pretty, she looked like she needed a good scrub. Ten minutes under a hot shower … He stopped himself. He recognized the signs of his libido stirring.
He drank his whisky, scrutinized the menu and went into the restaurant for his solitary meal, giving Nancy-Jo a wave as he passed. He ordered a fillet of pork, bastuma. A hearty stew with ham, olives and, bizarrely, he thought, a garnish of sliced hard-boiled eggs. He drank a couple of glasses of Rioja. No sign of Faith Green, he noticed.
When he returned to the bar for a nightcap brandy, Nancy-Jo was still there. Her friend never showed, she said. He asked if she’d like to join him for a drink. Sure, that’s so kind, she said, I’d be honoured. They sat together, drinking brandy and smoking, as she told him about her life. She was in Madrid studying fine art at the Universidad Complutense in the city, and trying also to perfect her Spanish. Gabriel told her a little about his plans for the Rivers book. She thought it sounded really incredibly fascinating. She knew a stretch of the Mississippi just above New Orleans. There was a town called Hattiesburg. He should go there, she said. Kinda weird town, but authentically weird, she said. Might work for your book.
They chatted away, drinking and smoking (she declined his French cigarettes – she smoked an American brand called Tareyton) but, as they talked, Gabriel was aware of the emerging subtext – intense, mutual sexual attraction. He always found it strange, this instinctive, unsought-for recognition that occurred when you met someone. Yes, you are my choice – and it was a choice acknowledged on both sides. It must be some atavistic mating drive, still lingering in our prehistoric brains, he thought, trying to tamp it down with limited success.
They finished their second brandy. Nancy-Jo said she should be getting back to her apartment. How long was he going to be in Madrid? Gabriel made up a story about writing an article for the New Interzonal Review. Post-war Fascism in Spain. Is the Caudillo’s grip slipping? He was going to mooch around for a couple more days. Maybe we could meet, he suggested. I’d like that, she said. She scribbled down her phone number on a paper napkin. Give me a call. She smiled – I can’t believe this happened, she said: The Wine-Dark Sea – who’d believe it? I keep thinking I’ll wake up from a dream.
He walked her to the door. They shook hands – didn’t kiss. That was good, he thought. I’ll call you tomorrow, he said, thinking, no, Gabriel, don’t.
He walked back up the stairs to his suite, feeling the effects of the red wine and the brandy. Maybe he’d sleep tonight.
He did sleep well, by his standards, only waking four or five times. But he felt crapulous in the morning and decided on a proper breakfast – an ‘American breakfast’ as advertised by the Florida. Scrambled eggs, bacon, fried mushrooms, fried tomatoes, small fritters of prawns. He had just finished and was about to embark on his first Gitanes of the day when Faith Green walked into the dining room.
She was wearing an eau-de-Nil silk dress with a matching bolero jacket fastened with a big off-centre button. Her silvery velvet Alice band held her loose hair back from her face. She looked fresh, in control – full of piss and vinegar, Gabriel thought. She sat down and ordered a coffee.
‘Well,’ Gabriel said. ‘At bloody last.’
‘Who was that young woman you were with last night?’
‘A fan, a reader,’ Gabriel said. My God, he realized, she had been watching – or informed. ‘She seemed a very nice young American. Enthusiastic about my books.’
‘Well, good for you,’ Faith said, sipping at her coffee. ‘And good work with Blanco. Now I need you to deliver the drawing, then you can go home.’
‘I noticed the additions,’ he said.
‘The additions are crucial.’
‘And I assume you won’t explain why.’
‘You assume right.’
She told him where she wanted him to go – this evening at 6 p.m. It was a famous café-bar, the Café Gijón on the Paseo de Recoletos, number 21.
‘Someone will approach you and you’ll give the drawing to him. Then you can go back to London.’
They looked at each other.
‘Please smoke your cigarette if you want to. I don’t mind,’ she said.
Gabriel lit up.
‘What exactly’s going on, Faith?’
‘I can’t tell you. You know that. Suffice to say you’ve been a very important cog in the bigger machine.’
‘A small cog. My destiny.’
‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Gabriel. We’re all very grateful at the Institute for your work.’
He inclined his head slightly, as if accepting the compliment. But it wasn’t a compliment, he recognized, it was more of a routine acknowledgement, a casual tip of the cap to a servant who had done a job and not fouled up. He consoled himself with the thought of his generous remuneration. Faith Green called for another coffee.
The Café Gijón was busy at six o’clock. A blue fug of cigarette smoke hung in the air and the noise of garrulous conversation was high. Gabriel took in a chequer-board floor, ribbed, panelled, varnished walls and red banquettes set amongst the usual fritter of bentwood chairs and marble-topped tables. It had the confident air of all these great established grand cafés and brasseries – whether in France, Germany, Austria, Italy. The waiters were mature, solemn, unsmiling men; the food arrived promptly, served briskly without fuss; the whole enterprise had been working efficiently since the last century. They knew what they were about.
Gabriel found a seat at the back and ordered a beer. He drank it swiftly and ordered another. He felt somewhat excited. Was that good? He wondered if that was why he took on these clandestine, inexplicable jobs for Sefton and now Faith Green. It was an adventure – but an adventure with no risks, it seemed. It played to scenarios of adolescence – foreign parts, undercover operations, private eyes, continental espionage.
‘Hello. Mr Dax, I assume?’
Gabriel looked up to see a man in late middle age – with a raddled, lean, debauched face. Blotched, mottled, deep creases. He was smiling at him warmly, however. He had a Hitlerian lock of grey hair falling over his brow that he shook back with a head-flick as he sat down.
‘I can’t drink beer,’ he said. ‘Awful fizzy stuff. I warn you.’
A waiter approached and the man ordered a bottle of red wine in good Spanish but with a marked English accent. The wine arrived, the man poured two glasses. He drained his immediately and then refilled it.
‘Terrible thirst on me,’ he said, then extended his hand. ‘Christopher Caldwell. Everyone calls me Kit. Delighted to meet you.’
‘I have something for you,’ Gabriel said. And produced the drawing in its cardboard sleeve. Caldwell slid it out and looked at it.
‘Para mi amigo del alma. Ah, bless him.’ Caldwell smiled fondly. ‘Did you meet Javier?’
‘Yes. At his studio in Cádiz.’
‘Extraordinary person.’ Caldwell paused, thinking. ‘We were lovers for five years. Hence the fulsome dedication, in case you were wondering. He was, without doubt, the most handsome and alluring human being I’ve ever encountered.’
‘Right.’ Gabriel filed this information away, a little astonished at Caldwell’s blithe confession.
‘Have you any idea who I am? Did Faith Green explain?’
‘Ah. No. My job is done, Mr Caldwell. Deliver you the drawing and off I go back to London.’
‘Well, I think it would be good for you to know – in the general scheme of things – that I am the British Secret Intelligence Service’s head of station here in Madrid. Not some drunken old poofter looking for a souvenir of past glories.’
‘I see. Or rather, I don’t see.’
‘It’s complicated, true, and still has a way to run.’
Somehow, Caldwell had contrived to empty the bottle of wine as they had been talking. He called for another one.
‘And who, exactly, are you?’ he asked, pouring them both fresh glasses.
‘I’m what you might call a “useful idiot”, I suppose,’ Gabriel said. ‘I’m paid to do these delivery jobs. Paid very well. But I know nothing. I’m completely in the dark.’
‘Good procedure, as they say,’ Caldwell remarked, a little mockingly. ‘What do you do in your real life?’
And so they had a conversation about Gabriel’s books and his literary ambitions. Caldwell was an excellent listener, cultured, well informed, asking cogent questions, and Gabriel began to wonder if he was as drunk as he seemed to be. Instinctively, he liked him – liked his sly, subversive nature and his disarming candour. And now he knew that Caldwell and Blanco had been lovers and that he was a significant figure in the British intelligence service. Was that wise? he wondered. Why would he tell me this? he asked himself. He saw that he was also beginning to be infected by the covert operative’s routine paranoia and standard second-guessing proclivities. Time to go home.
They chatted on for half an hour, then Caldwell rose to his feet.
‘Absolute delight to meet you, Mr Dax. Thank you for delivering the drawing. Hasta la vista.’
They shook hands and Caldwell wove his way through the Café Gijón’s crowded tables out into the night.
Gabriel sat on for a while, mentally totting up what he had now learnt, and getting nowhere. Serious secret service intelligence stuff going on was all the lame insight he could muster. Faith Green, the Institute, Kit Caldwell, Blanco. Some sort of intricate plan was clearly being enacted. What did it add up to?
A waiter brought him a menu. Yes, he was hungry. Gabriel had an idea. He went to the public telephone at the entrance and called Nancy-Jo.
They were both a bit drunk, he acknowledged. He was more drunk, thanks to the Caldwell contribution to his evening’s drinking, but who cared? They had eaten well in the Café Gijón, on the Institute’s ticket, Gabriel extracting his money’s worth. He ordered the most expensive wine. They ate a hearty huevos fritos a la andaluza – fried eggs with garlic sausage and fried potatoes – and then crema italiana. As if in mysterious response to his previous unuttered observations, Nancy-Jo had spruced herself up. She was wearing make-up, lipstick, her thick blonde hair shone; she was in an ultramarine dress with a tight bodice that emphasized her breasts. Her eyes were bright; she was enjoying herself. Gabriel was thinking, your place or mine?
As it turned out, her place was closer to the Gijón than the Hotel Florida. They wandered through the cold, dark streets of midnight Madrid, arm in arm, Gabriel towering over her, this girl-woman, as she talked about coming to London for a few weeks, now her course was nearly over, before heading back to the States.
Gabriel encouraged her. I’ve a spare room in my flat, he said. You could stay with me. I can show you around, he said: it’s a fascinating city. He gave her his Aldous Dax Fine Art Ltd card and wrote his telephone number on the back. That would be so incredibly great, she said.
They paused outside her apartment block.
‘I’m not going to ask you in,’ she said. ‘I’ve three room-mates in there. It would be all wrong. Let’s wait until London.’
He kissed her goodnight and the kiss turned into something more passionate. Tongues, saliva, breath-shortness. Kissing her cheeks, kissing her neck. Clash of teeth. He felt her thin body press hard against him.
They said their panting goodbyes. See you in London.
‘Hey, I just remembered. Can I ask you a favour?’ she said. ‘Can you take a small parcel back to London for me? And post it for me? It’s my cousin’s birthday and I’m late.’
‘Of course,’ he said. ‘My pleasure.’
She ran inside to her apartment and he lit a cigarette, swaying slightly, aware of how much he had drunk. She was probably right, he thought: save their lovemaking for a proper, private moment, set it up correctly, under their own terms, not some swift unsatisfactory coupling with three curious room-mates listening intently to what was going on.
She reappeared with a small padded envelope.
‘It’s just some soap. She’ll love it. You must meet her. She lives in Cambridge.’
They kissed again with the same fervour.
‘I can’t believe I met you, Gabriel,’ she whispered, almost tearful. ‘It’s like some incredible karma, like it was meant to be, you know?’
‘You’re right,’ he said, drunkenly feeling the same. Karma, yes, definitely.
They parted and he wandered slowly back to his hotel, her parcel in his hand. He inhaled, exhaled, calling on sobriety. What was going on in his life? Too much happening. And now Nancy-Jo was coming to London. Switch off, he told himself. Switch off.
Gabriel parked the Simca in an empty bay and went into the Hertz office to settle his bill and return the keys. As he waited for the minibus that would transport him to the terminal, he thought back to the events of last night. Of the kiss – the kisses – he had shared with Nancy-Jo. Funny she hadn’t mentioned she was coming to London when they first met – maybe she’d forgotten or was too excited in encountering the author himself. Still, he thought now of Lorraine, thought of the duplicity involved in having Nancy-Jo stay in his flat. Perhaps that had been precipitate, not to mention disloyal … He opened his grip and took out Nancy-Jo’s package, heavily taped up, he noticed. Terri-Ann Berndlinger, St Magdalene’s College, Cambridge. He smiled at the error – then he remembered. Magdalene College, like most of them, was men only. He felt a little tremor of worry.
When he arrived at the terminal building he found a quiet corner and ripped open Nancy-Jo’s package. There was no soap inside. Instead he found two plastic packages filled with a sand-brown powder. He felt an icy coldness at the nape of his neck, almost an urge to vomit. He put the heroin back in the padded envelope and deposited it in a rubbish bin. The useful idiot set up as a drug smuggler. His nausea turned to a fiery, almost tearful anger. What was Faith Green trying to do? He went to the check-in and saw his drug-free bag carried away by the conveyor belt.
Sitting in the departure lounge, trying to understand what he had uncovered; trying to calm down and analyse what possible motives there could be, was frustrating. Cui bono? The old question—
‘Señor Dax?’
A tall man in a chestnut-brown suit stood there, a uniformed policeman beside him, holstered gun hanging from his white belt.
‘Yes?’
‘I am Inspector Campos. Would you please to follow me?’
Gabriel duly followed him across the lounge and was ushered through an unmarked door and down a flight of steps. In a bare room – one table, two chairs – his grip was produced and placed on the table.
‘May I examine your luggage?’ Inspector Campos asked politely. He was a plump, handsome man who had obviously suffered terribly from acne in his youth. His even features were pitted around his cheeks and jawbone with dimpled scars, like a golf ball.
Gabriel unlocked the little brass padlock on the zip and Inspector Campos duly searched his bag – and of course found nothing. He was unable to fully disguise his disappointment. He left the room without explanation – presumably to make an angry telephone call – and returned five minutes later. He managed a thin-lipped smile.
‘You are free to go.’
‘May I ask what this was all about?’
‘Is routine. We make these searches, al azar.’
Random, Gabriel thought. Sure. He felt a strange elation at thwarting this man and Faith Green. He realized he would have gone to prison, had the drugs been found. So – was Nancy-Jo working with MI6? Did Faith Green want him out of the way, somehow, rotting in a Spanish jail for a few years? Did he know too much – was he compromised by knowing about Caldwell and Blanco and the drawing? But what did that imply? He couldn’t make the pieces fit any kind of meaningful bigger picture. He drank too much on the flight home, anger building in him once more. He was looking forward to seeing Nancy-Jo Berndlinger again in London – she had serious questions to answer – assuming she ever turned up.



9.
The Lumumba Tapes
There were mouse droppings on his sofa – little hard black pellets, unmistakable – and a corner of a cushion had been chewed and frayed. None of his traps had been sprung. Bastard. Poison in the morning, he thought.
He called the Institute, deciding to act as if everything was normal. Once again no one picked up the phone – it just rang and rang. They would know he was back, he was sure about that, and Faith Green would come a-calling when it suited her. He unpacked, went out, bought food, went to his local pub, the Goat and Crow, and had a pint of lager. He felt oddly trembly all of a sudden, as if he had survived a serious traffic accident, or had narrowly avoided being run over – delayed shock, he assumed. He sat in the snug bar and forced himself to read his notebook – full of his scribbled plans for Rivers. He had decided to include the Thames, as well, the Shannon in Ireland and the Tweed in Scotland. Start closer to home before the big trips abroad. The forward planning calmed him. He had done his job – his ‘favour’ – and that was it, no matter how much money was dangled in front of him. It was time he returned to his old life.
There was a telephone box outside the Goat. He went out, dialled the number, shelled in his pennies and pressed the button. He prayed Lorraine would answer. She did.
‘Hi, Lorraine, it’s me. I’m back.’
‘Buy me a present?’
‘Of course. Do you want to come round to the flat in an hour? I’ll make you some supper.’
His old life resumed. Jeff Muldoon called and Gabriel thought it was a new assignment, but it wasn’t.
‘You know that Lumumba interview you did?’
‘Yes, I do. The one you spiked. How could I forget, Jeff?’
‘Sorry, but the editor wants all your notes – and the tapes. You told me you taped it, yeah?’
‘Yes, of course. Why?’
‘Well, contractually the tapes belong to us. If you look at the small print in your contract. “Supplementary materials” – notes, photographs, tape recordings. It goes into our archive.’
‘I’m trying not to laugh, Jeff. What the fuck are you talking about?’
‘Don’t shoot the messenger, Gabriel. I’m just following orders.’
‘OK. Well, I was so pissed off I chucked everything out. Apologies.’
‘I’ll pass it on. What’re you up to these days?’
They had a friendly chat but for Gabriel his sense of alarm was increasing swiftly.
He set up his tape recorder and re-ran the tapes. He knew the bit that was prescient and contentious – where Lumumba had foreseen his death. There was a bit of crackle on the tape and a plane had flown over just as Lumumba spoke confidentially.
‘They want me dead.’
‘Who?’
‘The British, the Americans, the Belgians.’
This was where he lowered his voice.
‘There are people here – in the embassies – already making plans for my execution. I know who they are – I can give you their names.’ He listened again to the names that were mentioned by Lumumba – throwaway – just a list of surnames, it was impossible to tell whether they were British or American, whether they were real or aliases.
The first name was definitely Hillcrest, he thought this time, then a name that Lumumba slightly mispronounced. ‘Seeckus,’ he said in his French accent. And then was it Duplessis? No, Dupetit. Dupetit, yes, quite clear. Gabriel rewound and pressed play again. He heard Lumumba say again something like ‘Seeckus’ – could it be Sykes …? It was probable. He wrote down Hillcrest, Sykes and Dupetit. Gabriel felt worry cloak him again, making him shiver. He had a nape-of-the-neck apprehension that these three names were key, that somehow they represented serious trouble and concern. Moreover, he began to suspect that someone was using the newspaper as a means of ‘innocently’ acquiring the Lumumba tapes. Jeff Muldoon had not been at all convincing. No newspaper Gabriel had worked for had ever asked for the source material behind an interview, let alone claimed they owned it.
He put the tapes in a plastic bag and knotted it tightly, then put it in another. He found a trowel and went out into his garden and buried the package beneath a dense holly bush in the corner. He stamped the soil down. It was a kind of security, he supposed. Now only one person on the planet knew where the Lumumba tapes were.
He wandered about and looked up and around, casually – nobody had seen him, he was sure. He now began to wonder if the tapes and the drug set-up in Madrid were somehow linked. He could sense his paranoia building. The next day he had Tyrone come round to the flat and replace the locks on his front and rear doors.
Tyrone handed him his set of new keys.
‘They’re the best locks on the market, Gabe. But, as any honest locksmith will tell you, if someone really, truly wants to get into your house – then they will.’
‘Just a precaution. Very grateful. Cheque OK?’
‘I’d prefer cash, mate, if you don’t mind.’
The return to Frognal Way was now becoming a sign that his old life was back on track. Dr Katerina Haas was as immaculate as ever in her crisp lab coat with a petrol-blue cravat at the neck, pearl earrings and a new darker shade of lipstick – crushed berries, Gabriel decided.
He sat down in his armchair, waiting as she switched on the tape recorder. He felt a strange relief being back in the room with her again. Maybe there was method in her madness – she was his confessional. He felt he could and should tell her everything, now. So he did.
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	  DR HAAS:  	  So you delivered this drawing to the man, Caldwell. What do you think was the purpose of it all?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t know. Some scheme of MI6’s. They didn’t want to tell me anything. Just gave me instructions.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Why did you accept the job?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  They offered me a lot of money – two hundred pounds – but I think it was more because I wanted to do it for this woman, Faith Green. The one who approached me, my ‘handler’, I suppose. I think I’m slightly obsessed with her. To be honest, I wanted to please her.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Is it a sexual obsession?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t think so. She’s considerably older than me, though she’s an attractive woman. I think it’s more to do with the strange power she exudes. She has a kind of confidence, you know, a sort of calm determination, a certainty that’s almost like a force. You want to yield to it. Or at least I found I did. Taking on this job was a way of interacting with her, of seeing her. I wanted to do her bidding. I can’t quite understand it – and maybe I’m not explaining it well.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  No, I do understand. Some people have that kind of charisma, that kind of personality. Do you think there’s something submissive about your nature?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  What? No, I don’t think so. I think it was just my reaction to this particular personality.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Dr Freud was a bit like that. There was a strange, concentrated intensity about him. Even though, when he analysed you, he remained very impassive. Like a stone.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  You were psychoanalysed by Freud?  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Yes. I had a … a personal tragedy. My husband committed suicide in Vienna in 1933. I was in a desperate state – close to suicide, also. The sessions with Dr Freud not only helped me but convinced me that I should become a psychoanalyst myself. I ‘jumped the couch’, as the expression has it.  
	    GABRIEL DAX:	  Amazing. Did you study psychology at Vienna university?  
	  DR HAAS:  	  No. I just became a psychoanalyst. It’s quite possible, you know, quite straightforward. You make the decision yourself – lots of people feel they have an aptitude for it.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  So, where did you do your medical studies?  
	  DR HAAS:  	  I didn’t do any medical studies. My experience with Dr Freud was sufficient. Of course, I read a lot of books and discussed—  
	  GABRIEL DAX [interrupting]:  	  But, excuse me, you describe yourself as a ‘doctor’. You call yourself ‘Dr Haas’.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Well, I think the title makes people relax; gives them more confidence in me.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  So you’re not a doctor at all?  
	  DR HAAS:  	  No. I decided to call myself ‘Dr’. It’s just a prefix to my name. Like ‘Madame’ or ‘Fräulein’. It’s not important, not significant.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  No, I’m afraid it is. It’s fraudulent.  
	  [At this juncture the analysand, Gabriel Dax, terminated the session and left the room.]  

Gabriel found a pub on the Finchley Road, ordered a large whisky and tried to calm down. What the fuck was she? What was going on? Was she suffering from some kind of mental illness? Was she a con-artist? A fantasist? He felt a kind of bilious, treacly anger in his throat. He drank more whisky, staring blankly at a sun pattern on the pub’s carpet, feeling trapped in a delicate, troubling balance of indecision. Perhaps there was indeed something submissive in his nature – but then he wouldn’t have stormed out, furious, if he were submissive – he would have stayed, wanting more of the same. He also felt disappointed, he realized. He had hopes that ‘Dr’ Haas might indeed cure him of his insomnia. And he had to admit he’d enjoyed the sessions, relished the new intimacy they’d established and the wholly honest nature of their discussions. All that was over, he thought, ruefully. Back to the Seconal.
Still, she had given him some good advice. Anamnesis. He also had all the transcripts of their sessions. They arrived punctually by post two days later. It was something he should explore further, himself. Maybe the accumulation of facts would unlock something in his brain. But where to start?
On the way home, he stopped at an ironmonger’s and bought some rodent poison. It looked like a kind of blue rice. They eat it, the ironmonger explained, then they go back to their little nests and die in agony two hours later. Infallible. What about putrefaction? Gabriel asked. Well, that’s another problem, the man said. There may be a bit of a whiff for a few days but at least you have the satisfaction of knowing that the little bastard is dead.
Gabriel went home and made small tinfoil cups that he filled with the blue rice and placed them strategically around the flat. Let battle commence, he thought.
He called Jeff Muldoon and told him he’d found his notes for the Lumumba interview but unfortunately the tapes had been thrown away.
‘The notes will be great, thanks, Gabriel. Keep the boss happy, you know.’
Gabriel suggested they meet at a pub near Fleet Street and he’d hand them over. He had a favour to ask – wanted to pick Jeff’s brain.
‘There is definitely a brain there but you may get rather inferior results. Still, don’t hesitate. I owe you one.’
Gabriel asked his favour.
Two days later, Nancy-Jo Berndlinger called. She was in London. Her voice sounded trembly, weepy.
‘Did you know what was in that package you gave me?’ Gabriel asked, his voice flat, accusatory, counsel for the prosecution. He had told her what he’d discovered when he’d ripped open the parcel at Madrid airport.
‘No. Look, I admit, I suspected something was going on, but I didn’t know for sure. Thank God you didn’t trust me. I’m so sorry, Gabriel. I really like you but they made me do it.’
‘Who’s “they”?’
‘I can’t tell you over the phone. Will you meet me? Listen, I wouldn’t be surprised if you just told me to fuck off. You’ve every right – but I really want to see you.’
She informed him that she was staying in a hotel off Oxford Street, the Cumberland. Gabriel suggested they meet at the Wallace Collection, not far away. He explained to her that it was a famous art gallery, it would be safe, very discreet. Midday tomorrow.
Gabriel wandered the rooms of the Wallace Collection, barely glancing at the masterpieces on the walls, looking for Nancy-Jo. He spotted her staring at a Rembrandt, Titus, the Artist’s Son, and casually sauntered over to stand beside her.
‘It’s a genuine Rembrandt,’ he said. ‘Authenticated.’
She turned. There were tears in her eyes when she saw him. Remorse or gratitude? Gabriel wondered.
‘I think he looks a bit like you,’ she said.
‘I can’t see it. Shall we find a café and just chat, as if I’m trying to pick you up?’
They left the museum and found a sandwich bar in Robert Adam Street where they each ordered a coffee, and lit cigarettes. She looked wrung out, he thought, eyes dark-shadowed, a little scab at the corner of her mouth.
‘Who is “they”?’ Gabriel asked. ‘Who got you to do this? Who provided the package and asked you to give it to me? Was it a woman?’
‘No. A man. An American, an older guy, in his fifties. Ray. He calls himself Raymond Queneau. It’s not his real name, by the way.’
‘But it shows he has a sense of humour,’ Gabriel said, smiling thinly.
‘What do you mean?’
‘Raymond Queneau’s a real person. A French writer.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Absolutely.’
Gabriel thought for a moment.
‘Why did you do this for him, this “Raymond Queneau”? Why would you try to set me up?’
She looked miserable and picked at the scab on her lip.
‘The usual reason: money. Debt. The need for money. The need to get out of the trouble I was in.’
‘What trouble?’
‘Drug trouble.’ She visibly braced herself. ‘You see, I was arrested and I had some “horse” on me. I was accused of dealing. Then this Raymond Queneau somehow got me out of jail. So, obviously, I owed him a huge favour. He said, get to know this English guy. Give him this packet to post. He had all the information on you. Where you were staying, everything. He gave me your books. That’s how come I was in your hotel bar – with your book.’ She ran her fingers through her hair, flicked it back off her shoulders. She was in a state, he could see.
‘Did he ever mention a woman called Faith Green?’
‘No. I only met him alone. I assume he was CIA or FBI or whatever.’
‘Why would the CIA be interested in me?’
‘I asked him. He said you had some tapes they wanted. That’s all he said.’
Gabriel almost laughed. Jesus Christ. The mythical Lumumba tapes.
‘How would having me in a Spanish jail on a drug charge help him get the tapes?’
‘Leverage,’ she said. ‘Ray would get you out of jail. Then you would owe him one. So you’d give him the tapes. He works with this Spanish cop, Inspector Campos. That’s how it happened with me.’
‘Yeah. I met him, Campos.’
He looked at Nancy-Jo – perhaps not such a hapless addict after all, he thought. He saw the shrewd, bruised, streetwise operator in her. Leverage – yes, it made a kind of sense and, he realized with a small surge of relief, maybe Faith Green wasn’t involved after all.
‘Does this “Ray” know you’re in London?’
‘No. He thinks I’m in the States. I’m not going back there. I’m going to Amsterdam. Maybe Stockholm.’
She looked at him, tears welling again.
‘It was all meant to be so different, Gabriel, wasn’t it?’
‘In a parallel universe,’ he said a little coldly and saw the tears now roll from her eyes. Poor, wrecked, lost waif. He reached for her hand. ‘I’m sorry, Nancy-Jo. I was looking forward to being with you in London too.’
‘What did you do with the drugs after you found them?’
‘I chucked them in a rubbish bin at Madrid airport.’
She laughed sardonically. Wiped her eyes with her thumbs.
‘Maybe the CIA will invoice you. Twenty grand, easy.’
How did she know that? he wondered.
‘Do you have those tapes, by the way?’ she asked. ‘I’d get rid of them if you do.’
‘I erased them,’ he lied. ‘There’s nothing there any more.’ Maybe she’d pass that on to Raymond Queneau.
They parted on the pavement. Gabriel kissed her cheek and tasted the salt residue of her tears.
‘Be careful,’ she said. ‘They’re nasty people. Ruthless people.’
‘Let me know where you go,’ he said. ‘I have lots of contacts – all over Europe.’
She made a little flipping goodbye gesture with her fingers and looked as if she was about to cry again – bright-lashed with new tears – then she turned abruptly and walked away.
Jesus Christ, Gabriel thought as he headed for the Tube. What in God’s name have I got myself into?
Jeff Muldoon brought over a tray with three pints of beer and handed them to Gabriel and a colleague called Hugh Summerbee who was the crime reporter on the paper. Summerbee was a solid-looking, energized man in his forties with a small, constant facial tic on his left cheek, as if there was something burrowing under the skin trying to get out. He had a pencil moustache and Gabriel noticed he had not removed his tweed pork-pie hat. Maybe he was bald. This meeting with Hugh Summerbee was the favour that Gabriel had asked of Jeff Muldoon. Gabriel thought that Summerbee might be the key to unlocking the mysteries of the fire at the family home, Yeomanswood Farm. Summerbee’s expertise as a crime reporter was what he wanted to access.
‘While I remember,’ Gabriel said, and handed Muldoon a large envelope with his notebook plus the notes he’d made about the interview on the plane and the rough drafts of his eventual article. All wholly innocuous. And useless, he assumed.
‘Thanks, Gabriel,’ Muldoon said. ‘Much appreciated. This will be a big help.’ He seemed genuinely grateful – but now Gabriel was in a position to understand what pressure he might have been under. Everybody suddenly interested in his Lumumba interview. The names – it must be the names, he thought.
‘So, when exactly was this fire?’ Summerbee asked.
Gabriel had outlined the nature and situation of the fire that had killed his mother.
‘1936,’ he said.
‘How old were you?’
‘Six.’
‘And your mother sadly died.’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, there would have been an inquest, because of the death. And that report will exist in some filing cabinet, somewhere. It was a big fire, I assume.’
‘The house was burnt to the ground.’
‘Local newspaper?’
‘Oxford Mail.’
‘Have you checked the archive?’
‘No.’
‘The newspaper and the inquest report will tell you what fire stations were involved,’ Summerbee said. ‘It was only – what? – twenty-five years ago, give or take. Got to be some young firemen who were at that fire who are still around now. That’s what I’d do. Find one of these chaps and get his version. Firemen remember all their fires – it’s kind of astonishing.’
Right, Gabriel thought. Anamnesis in action. ‘Thanks, Hugh. Amazingly helpful.’
‘It’s boring work – but it tends to deliver,’ Summerbee smiled.
‘Well said, son,’ Muldoon chipped in. ‘Hugh is the best at digging shit up. I mean digging up shit.’
‘Actually, I know someone on the Oxford Mail,’ Summerbee said, ignoring Muldoon. ‘I’ll tell him you might be passing by.’
They finished their pints and Gabriel made a note of Summerbee’s friend on the Oxford Mail. As he walked back to the Tube Gabriel realized he wasn’t that far from Covent Garden, not that far from Long Acre. He had a mad idea. Sometimes a spanner in the works was the best recourse.
He rang the bell at the door of the Institute of Developmental Studies.
The intercom buzzed.
‘Yes?’
‘I wonder if I could see Miss Faith Green. It’s a matter of some urgency.’
‘Miss Green is on annual leave.’
Sure, Gabriel thought.
‘Would you tell her that Gabriel Dax wants to see her? Thank you.’
He walked away, feeling oddly excited at his audacity. He could imagine Faith receiving the news and being furious. Bad procedure.
That evening Gabriel unfolded his large map of southern England and wondered where, on the long and winding course of the Thames, he would posit his exemplary place, his locus classicus. Chapter one, he thought, start close to home before voyaging off abroad to the Yangtse or the Amazon.
Scanning the meandering journey of the Thames, going upstream from Oxford on the map, he decided he liked the look of Newbridge. The place was interesting, because here a tributary, the Windrush, joined the Thames. There was an ancient mediaeval bridge there as well, he knew. Then his eye was caught by a village not far away: Eastwell Marsh. Eastwell Marsh was the nearest village to the Dax family home, Yeomanswood Farm. As a child, he had bought sweets in the village post office. They could walk there in ten minutes from the house … Anamnesis. It was meant to be: Newbridge was his Thames-locus. It was time he went back to Oxfordshire, time to gather information for his book and also start to investigate the fire at Yeomanswood. Somewhat ruefully he realized he was following Katerina Haas’s advice.
The phone rang. Faith Green, no doubt about to berate him.
He picked up.
‘Gabriel, it’s Nancy-Jo.’
He could tell from her voice that she was very frightened.
‘What is it?’
‘Queneau’s in London. He just called me. What the fuck do I do? How did he find me?’
‘Just keep calm. Don’t do anything. Don’t check out, whatever you do. Just leave through a side door and come to my flat. You can stay here. We’ll figure something out.’ He told her his address, gave her precise instructions.
‘I’ve got to make a few calls first,’ she said.
‘OK. I’m here. I’ll wait for you. Just knock on the door.’
He hung up, feeling a strange hollow emptiness in his chest, as if his lungs had been removed. This was all getting somewhat out of hand. And then he thought, or is she colluding with this Raymond Queneau? Is this a way of infiltrating her into my flat? A way of getting covert access to my Lumumba tapes? He dismissed the idea. That was genuine fear in her voice. He saw how a life of duplicity could so swiftly corrupt you. Nothing was straightforward, there were always other motives, people couldn’t be trusted, nobody was what they seemed.
He waited up late but she never came. Predictably, he had a very bad night’s sleep as a result, expecting her knock on the door at any moment, jerking awake every time a car passed. In the morning he felt jangled and light-headed. There was only one thing to do.
At the front reception of the Cumberland he asked to be announced to Miss Berndlinger, a guest staying at the hotel. He could see the instant commotion it caused. The desk clerk summoned a manager.
‘May I ask your connection with Miss Berndlinger, sir?’
What has she done? he thought. Why didn’t she just come to me? Has she run away, not paid her bill?
‘I’m a friend,’ he said. ‘She’s visiting London. She told me she was staying in this hotel. We were meant to meet up for the day.’
The manager was a young man with a Teddy boy’s quiff, his upper lip shiny with tension sweat, his body tense with unexpected pressure. He drew Gabriel deep into a corner of the lobby where they couldn’t be overheard.
‘Miss Berndlinger passed away last night, I deeply regret to inform you,’ the manager said, quietly. ‘She was discovered in her room early this morning.’
Gabriel didn’t need to feign shock.
‘What? Jesus Christ! What happened?’
The manager looked around.
‘The police are involved, sir. It seemed she died of a …’ He paused and lowered his voice. ‘A drug overdose. The, you know, the drug paraphernalia was very evident in the room.’
Gabriel inhaled, exhaled.
‘It’s a terrible shock,’ he said, formulaically. ‘I can’t believe it. We spoke on the phone just last night.’
The manager dropped his voice another register.
‘These things will happen, sir, if you’re using, you know, serious drugs.’ He glanced around. ‘If you’d made plans to meet today then it must’ve been an accident. A tragic accident.’
Gabriel agreed, though he was very aware that Raymond Queneau had been in town. Very aware of Nancy-Jo’s terror.
‘May I take your name, sir? The police may wish to interview you.’ The manager took a notepad from his pocket.
‘Of course. Harrison Lee, the Institute of Developmental Studies, 112 Long Acre, Covent Garden.’
The manager produced the obligatory grim smile, teeth like a grille.
‘My sincere condolences, Mr Lee.’
Faith Green made contact within twenty-four hours. Gabriel was returning to his flat, late afternoon the next day, with his laundry, when he saw her silver Mercedes 190 parked across the road in Redburn Street. She opened the passenger door and he slid in, dumping his bag of sheets and towels on his lap. He could smell her perfume – lavender – mingling with the scent of expensive new leather from the seats.
‘This has got to stop, Gabriel.’
‘This has got to stop, Faith.’
She sighed.
‘Look, you must never come to the Institute unless you’re invited. You must not casually give the names of our people to the police. It was very …’ She thought. ‘Very annoying.’
‘Agreed. But I wanted you to know something, urgently.’
‘What?’
‘That I had been set up for a drug bust at Madrid airport.’ He gave her a brief account of what had occurred, and how he had escaped arrest. He watched her very closely as he recounted the details of his meeting with Nancy-Jo in Madrid – and her sudden death in a London hotel. Faith Green gave nothing away.
‘I promise you,’ she said. ‘It had nothing to do with us. Why would we be involved in anything like this? Your job for us had gone perfectly well.’
‘Who set me up, then, if not you?’
She smiled at him sadly.
‘Look, Gabriel, I’m sorry this young woman killed herself but if you associate with drug addicts this is the sort of thing that happens all the time. They’re without conscience. Ruthless users of other people. You were available to her. She was using you as her “mule”. It’s a word that means—’
‘I know the expression.’
They looked at each other. Why do I believe you? Gabriel said to himself. Why don’t I believe you?
‘Do you know of a man called Raymond Queneau?’ he asked.
‘He’s a French novelist. Wrote Zazie dans le métro.’
‘It’s a pseudonym being used by an American CIA agent. A man in his fifties.’
‘No. Never heard of him.’
He took another bold step.
‘This is about Lumumba, isn’t it?’
‘What? Are you insane?’ She looked realistically blank.
‘That last interview I did with Lumumba. It’s all connected. That’s how you and I met. That’s how you were on the plane from Léopoldville. That’s why Nancy-Jo Berndlinger is dead.’
‘What? Total fantasy. Total.’
‘What were you doing in Léopoldville?’
‘Working at the British embassy.’
‘You’re not a diplomat.’
‘My job at the Institute takes me to embassies all the time. All round the world. You wouldn’t believe it.’
‘Right. Yeah, OK. Understood.’
They sat there in her smart car in silence for a while. Like two lovers quarrelling, Gabriel thought, fancifully. He looked at her. She looked at him.
‘All your conspiracy theories are ridiculous,’ she said. ‘Fantasies. Don’t ignore the obvious explanations for events, things, situations. That’s why they’re obvious.’
‘Of course, you would say that. I’d expect you to say that. I’m just a useful idiot.’
‘Don’t diminish yourself.’
‘I don’t. It’s just that I don’t like being – what’s the word? – “played”, like a chess piece.’
‘You’re too intelligent to be played, Gabriel. We have a stableful of useful idiots, if we want to use them. Only you could have convinced Blanco. Worked like a charm.’
Weasel words, he thought. Flattering him – not like her. She was rattled, he sensed. He opened the door.
‘Well, I’ll go back to my boring literary life. Lovely to have met you, Faith. Good luck.’
They shook hands.
‘Good luck to you, too. I’m sorry about your friend.’
He was about to say something but contented himself with a half-smile.
‘Sayonara,’ he said, then he picked up his bag of laundry and eased himself out of her Mercedes.



10.
Eastwell Marsh
Gabriel borrowed Tyrone’s car – a Ford Prefect – to drive to Oxford. Or rather he hired it. Tyrone asked for £5, because of the potential ‘wear and tear’, he said. ‘Oh, yes, and you might want to top up the tank. Bit low on petrol.’
Hugh Summerbee’s friend at the Oxford Mail was their crime reporter, a genial man called Tony Building, with a very elaborate comb-over failing to conceal most of his bald pate. He took Gabriel down to the newspaper’s archive and they found the huge black folders that contained all the 1936 issues.
They flipped through, looking for the date – and there it was: ‘FATAL FIRE AT YEOMANSWOOD FARM’. Gabriel read on, mesmerized, learning about his own ‘miraculous’ survival and the tragic death of widow Rosalind Dax (36), mother of two. The key detail was in the third paragraph. ‘Fire engines from the local fire brigades of Witney, Woodstock, Abingdon and Oxford attended the conflagration.’ Gabriel noted them down. Oxford was the biggest, surely. That’s where he should enquire to see if any retired firemen still remembered the fire at Yeomanswood Farm.
He drove on to Newbridge in sombre mood. The reality of the account in the Oxford Mail had triggered the few memories he had of that awful trauma – memory-flashes of his moon night light, of a beam falling, the trilling bells of the fire engines, the orange flames blending and weaving in the fish pond. He had a strong suspicion he would need a Seconal or two to see him through the night.
There were pubs at both ends of the eponymous thirteenth-century bridge that crossed the Thames at Newbridge. He had a half-pint of shandy in one and a cheese-and-pickle sandwich and another half-pint in the other. He noted the confluence of the Windrush with the Thames – a modest river at this stage of its journey to London, the estuary and the sea, and reckoned he had his first chapter of Rivers securely conceived. Newbridge was perfect, both idiosyncratic and representative, and that knowledge improved his mood, seeing the concept behind the book as entirely feasible. He finished his sandwich, ordered a third half-pint of shandy and consulted his map. He had to go back to the site, he realized, now that he was so close; he had to see what had become of Yeomanswood Farm and his past.
His memories of Eastwell Marsh bore little resemblance to the village as it now stood. The post office and its shop had gone and there was a small Spar supermarket and a launderette where it had once been. The village had expanded with a mass of new council housing on the road to Standlake. He drove up the lane that led to Yeomanswood and parked his car by a carved wooden sign that said ‘Sutton Court’.
He lit a cigarette and walked through an ornate cast-iron entrance, as if into a mediaeval demesne; the gates were swung wide, and somehow he expected his past and his childhood to come rushing at him like a tidal wave. But, instead, he found a grouping of six large late-1930s Tudorbethan houses with all the faux half-timbering, mullion windows and polygonal chimneys of the genre, carefully positioned to afford maximum privacy, with large ramps of lawn leading to the front doors and substantial gardens behind. Each house had a double garage and there were different conifers planted here and there, now mature, almost a quarter of a century on. Very bourgeois, very desirable. The parked cars that were visible were Rovers and Armstrong Siddeleys, Jaguars and Wolseleys. He saw a bright red Austin-Healey Sprite. There was a paddock with some jumps, ponies grazing. The good life, Oxfordshire style. Not a trace remained of his childhood home.
He threw away his cigarette and walked back to Tyrone’s car. He wasn’t cast down, he told himself, he was reassured, if only because there was nothing here, in ‘Sutton Court’, to haunt him, no traces – no sturdy tree he’d climbed, no flower-badged meadow where he’d wandered with his butterfly net, no gargling brook where he’d fished for tiddlers. The fire that had consumed Yeomanswood Farm had in its way done a more thorough job than it could have imagined: it had created a new landscape, a new world – one that had nothing to do with him. No anamnesis here.
He drove back to London, thinking about what to do next. He returned the Prefect to Tyrone, who inspected it for bumps and scratches, and happily accepted his £5 note. Lorraine was on the late shift at the Wimpy Bar, Tyrone said. Should she come round later? I’m busy tonight, Gabriel said. He rather wanted to be alone with his thoughts, he felt. Memories were stirring about that last night at Yeomanswood, and he didn’t want to be distracted.
Back in his flat he composed a letter to the Chief Fire Officer at the Oxford Fire Station and in it said he was writing a memoir. He had been saved from a fatal house fire near Eastwell Marsh, when a young boy in 1936, and he wondered if there were any retired firemen who might remember that fire at Yeomanswood Farm whom he could interview. He found a copy of The Wine-Dark Sea and slipped the book into the large envelope with the letter, just to establish his bona-fides.
He felt a surge of confidence and a rueful sense of gratitude to Katerina Haas for being the catalyst to this exploration of his past. Perhaps he had been a bit harsh, storming out on her like that. If anyone could become a psychoanalyst at their own behest and set themselves up in a practice why should she be uniquely chastised? The world was full of charlatans – she was a minor charlatan who had done some good. Too late now.
He felt a sudden need for some music and flipped through his collection of LPs. The King Cole Trio? Dave Brubeck? The Goldberg Variations? Maria Callas? He needed something sonorous and uplifting at the same time. Brahms, Second Symphony – yes. There was always reliable Brahms, he thought, as he slid the record out of its sleeve and placed it carefully on the turntable. He switched on his Hi-Fi and poured himself a glass of malt whisky.
He sat down in his armchair and let the music go to work. Perhaps he wouldn’t need a Seconal tonight.



11.
Summer 1961
In June, Gabriel travelled to Peebles in the Scottish Borders, the town he’d selected for his chapter on the River Tweed. He spent a week there wandering around the streets and up the river to the semi-ruin of Neidpath Castle. William Wordsworth had visited in 1803 and had even written a poem about the place. This part of the Tweed valley was also Walter Scott territory so the river had a literary history that he could exploit. At Peebles the river was clear, fast and shallow, the colour of un-milked tea. There were always fishermen on the banks and in the water with their waders, casting flies. He took photographs, he interviewed the mayor, he bought a sky blue V-necked woollen sweater from a mill shop, he flirted with a receptionist at the hotel he was staying in, the Tontine. He drafted most of the chapter while he was there and returned to London in a positive, optimistic mood. The Thames was done, the Tweed was almost done. That left the Shannon before he took off to the further-flung choices. Where to go first? The USA for the Mississippi then down to Brazil for the Amazon? Wanderlust was making him excited.
Sorting through his mail, back in London, he found a card from Bennet Strum asking him to go to Cuba for Interzonal to report on the aftermath of the recent fiasco, in April, of the failed Bay of Pigs invasion by CIA-supported Cuban émigrés. Strum claimed he could get Gabriel access to Fidel Castro himself, he added, as the Interzonal editorial line was so fiercely opposed to American adventurism. Gabriel was tempted but he knew he’d say no thanks. Rivers was under way and, more importantly, there was another letter from the Chief Fire Officer in Oxford, apologizing for the delay in replying, thanking him for the fascinating book that he planned to read on his summer holiday, and providing the names of three firemen who had attended the fire at Yeomanswood Farm in 1936. All of whom, he added, would be delighted to help Gabriel with his memoir. However, only one of the three names, Henry Bullen, who was retired and lived in Thame, had a telephone number attached to the address. Gabriel telephoned him and made an appointment. Thursday, 4 p.m. ‘We can offer you a proper cup of tea,’ Henry Bullen added.
Gabriel asked if he could borrow Tyrone’s car again but Tyrone, apologizing, said the rate had gone up in the interim – it was now £10 for the day. Gabriel declined and rented a Ford Anglia from Avis, significantly cheaper. The car also came with a full tank of petrol.
Henry Bullen was a big, burly man, suiting his surname, in his early sixties, running to fat. He had a thick thatch of wiry grey hair and small blue eyes set far apart in his wide, beaming face. He and his wife lived in a neat bungalow on the outskirts of Thame by the Aylesbury Road.
Gabriel and Bullen sat down in the front parlour and Mrs Bullen poured tea, presented them with a sliced sponge cake and left the room.
Bullen pointed at him.
‘I can’t believe it. You – you were the little boy we found, hiding behind the fish pond.’
‘That’s right. That was me. Obviously, I’ve very vague, scattered memories of that night.’
‘I’m not surprised. I saw you. You could hardly speak, in major shock.’ He shook his head. ‘Terrible, terrible fire. We – all us firemen – we remember the big fires. But we never forget a fire when there’s a fatality. Never.’
‘I can understand that.’
‘Little lad like you – filthy, shivering with cold, your pyjamas all scorched. And your mother in the house. That was some hell of a fire. We were still there in the morning, hosing it down.’
Gabriel helped himself to a slice of sponge cake.
‘Do you have any idea how it happened?’ he asked.
‘Well, the report that was written up when the fire-investigation officer came was very clear.’ Bullen scratched his head: it was a surprisingly loud noise, almost like sandpaper rubbing against wood. ‘We found the remains of a night light – a shattered glass globe – and the stub of a candle. On the ground floor. There were no other floors by this time – the whole edifice had collapsed. But this was a clear source of naked flame. No fires were lit in the grates. It seemed simple, you know, cause and effect. Night light falls over. Carpet ignites. Whoomph.’
Gabriel thought carefully.
‘Why would there be a night light in a sitting room?’
‘You’d be astonished how easily a fire can take hold. Even hot wax dripping through floorboards.’ Bullen shrugged. ‘But, we assumed the fire started on the upper floor then spread downstairs. Still, you know, the house was a ruin. Utterly destroyed. It was a devastating fire, devastating.’
‘My vague memories were of waking, smelling smoke, leaving my bedroom and seeing the fire already burning on the ground floor.’
‘With respect, Mr Dax. How reliable are your memories? You were a little boy, in extreme shock. I’m amazed you can remember anything.’
Gabriel had to admit that was true. How could he be sure that what he was remembering was anything like the reality of what happened? Memory is a dog that wants to please its master. Who said that? Maybe it suited him to ‘remember’ that the fire was burning on the ground floor … What would Katerina Haas say? Anamnesis. Gather facts. He thought he should reread the transcripts of their conversations. He had been somewhat amazed when the copy of their angry, truncated session had come through. She was nothing if not thorough.
He stood up and thanked Mr Bullen. The encounter had been extremely useful – cathartic, in its way, he thought.
‘Not too disturbing, I hope,’ Bullen said, as if reading his mind.
‘It was such a long time ago,’ Gabriel said. ‘To be honest, it’s almost as if it all happened to somebody else.’
They stood for a moment at the front door. Gabriel was desperate for a Gitanes and fished in his pockets for his pack of cigarettes. Bullen loudly scratched his head again.
‘There was a man,’ he said. ‘I’m thinking back. Just come to me. Yeah. A man from the insurance company. A loss adjuster. He didn’t agree with our report. Not one bit. Aggressive little bugger, as I recall. But,’ he shrugged, ‘loss adjusters never win against the fire brigade. He just had to live with it.’
‘Can you remember his name? Or the name of the insurance company?’
‘No, sorry. I assume the insurance company was the one that insured your family home. They would have sent the adjuster.’
‘Of course,’ Gabriel said. ‘I’ll ask my uncle. He had all the papers at the time.’
He and Bullen shook hands.
‘If I think of anything else – or if any of my former colleagues have better memories – I’ll get in touch,’ Bullen said. ‘In a way I feel …’ His articulacy left him. ‘There you were, the terrified little kid and the blazing house. And here we are, decades later, meeting once again, sharing a cup of tea and a slice of cake.’
‘Life is strange, Mr Bullen. It brought me to your door after all these years and I’m very grateful.’
‘Yeah. Exactly. Who’d have thought, eh? I look forward to your book, Mr Dax. Oh, and my condolences, for what they’re worth, after such a long time.’
‘Thank you. You’ve been very kind.’
‘Goodness,’ Aldous said. ‘It was quite a search, but I found the relevant papers. They did pay us a lot of money, even for the 1930s. Your father was very wise to value the house so highly.’
‘What are they called, the insurance company?’
Aldous looked at the file.
‘Ah. Blackhill & Broadstairs Ltd. I wonder if they’re still in business. It was a long time ago.’
‘Anything about a loss adjuster in the papers?’
‘No. It seemed they just delivered the money. Helped pay for your expensive education, my dear.’ Aldous handed him the file. ‘All yours.’
Gabriel telephoned Hugh Summerbee with the news.
‘This company sent a loss adjuster who queried the fire brigade’s judgement about the cause of the fire,’ Gabriel told Summerbee. ‘I spoke to a fireman who said that the loss adjuster had a completely different interpretation of what happened. He was overruled – the loss adjuster, I mean.’
‘Fascinating,’ Summerbee said. ‘It’s like an Agatha Christie. Let me start digging.’
‘I’ll send you the file. I need the name and address of the loss adjuster, that’s the key thing.’
‘Assuming he’s still with us.’
‘Please God.’
Gabriel’s trip to Ireland in August was a disappointment. The town he’d chosen on the River Shannon, Mountallen, delivered no frisson, no wider potential, unlike Newbridge or Peebles. There was nothing beyond a drab town on a river. He would have to think again. Maybe Dublin and the Liffey would be more intriguing ground. Nothing is easy or straightforward, he told himself. Still, two chapters were written already.
Back in London it was once again apparent that someone had been in his flat while he’d been away. Two of his tinfoil mouse-poison saucers had been flattened by careless feet. Drawers were partially opened. There was a mug on the draining board of his sink instead of a glass. Tyrone looking for cash? Or someone searching for the Lumumba tapes? But nothing was missing that he could see. What the hell was going on?
A week later, Hugh Summerbee telephoned him with the news that he’d tracked down the loss adjuster.
‘Name of Manley Dryden. Retired, in his late sixties. Lives in a village in East Sussex called Claverleigh.’ Summerbee gave him the address. ‘Do let me know how you get on,’ he said. ‘I can’t wait for the next chapter.’
Gabriel thanked him, warmly.
He used the same approach. A letter introducing himself, saying he was writing a memoir and needed to interview people who had knowledge of the devastating fire that had led to the death of his mother, and sending a book – in this case Travels without Maps. He waited on Mr Dryden’s response: he had a feeling the man would be keen to talk, if only to vindicate himself.
He re-established his old routines. Lorraine came round a couple of nights a week, they went out for a meal together than returned to the flat for energetic, inventive, always satisfying sex. He met up with Bennet Strum at Interzonal and they discussed potential projects. He wrote a long review of a biography of Rosa Luxemburg for the magazine. He considered booking a flight to Ireland in November having decided to use the ‘village’ of Chapelizod on the outskirts of Dublin as the locus for his chapter on the River Liffey. The closeness to Phoenix Park and the connection with Finnegans Wake and James Joyce already made him feel better: a serious mass of potential material – the Liffey had come to his rescue. If he could have three chapters done before the year’s end then 1962 would be the moment to travel further afield.
It was shortly after he had posted the book and enclosed the letter to Manley Dryden that he began to have this sensation that he was being followed. He wondered if the whole Caldwell, Faith Green adventure was making him twitchy and nervously watchful. But, after a few days, he realized that the burly, bearded Ernest Hemingway lookalike whom he kept seeing in the King’s Road, at the post office, in the supermarket, on the Tube, actually wanted him to know he was being followed. Was this one of Faith Green’s annoying tricks? he wondered.
Gabriel was sitting in the Café Matisse eating a lasagne and enjoying his usual carafe of coarse and pungent red wine when he saw the Hemingway figure enter and take a seat in a booth across the way from him. He didn’t glance once in Gabriel’s direction, just flipped out and began reading a copy of the New York Times. Of course, Gabriel thought. He finished his meal and wine, paid the bill and crossed the Matisse, slipping into the booth opposite the man. Now he looked up.
‘Raymond Queneau, I assume,’ Gabriel said.
‘Call me Ray, Mr Dax. I wondered how long it would take.’
‘What happened with Nancy-Jo?’
‘She killed herself. She was a drug addict. Sweet kid – but way fucked up.’
Raymond Queneau had a slight Southern twang to his American accent, Gabriel thought. The man had a hefty, bear-like presence, as if he was actually heavier than his considerable size suggested. His beard was grizzled but well trimmed. His eyes were a very pale umber.
Gabriel offered him a Gitanes and they both lit up.
‘Vive la France,’ Queneau said, in an appalling accent. ‘Je suis follement Francophile.’
‘Hence the allusion to the author of Zazie dans le métro, I suppose.’
‘Ninety-nine point nine nine per cent of the world’s population don’t know who he is. It’s a private joke. Still, it’s nice to meet an educated man.’
‘Was it you who broke into my flat?’
‘No, sir. Not my style.’
Gabriel didn’t believe him.
‘Why are you following me?’
‘Because you are in possession of very valuable secret information. But I don’t believe you have any idea how valuable it is. Which is why you’re still alive.’
Gabriel was rocked back by this threat.
‘The tapes of my interview with Patrice Lumumba, you mean.’
‘Home run. You got it.’
Gabriel stubbed out his cigarette.
‘Why are those tapes so important? And please don’t bullshit me.’ He looked at Queneau as sternly as he could manage. ‘I’ll know if you’re lying and I’ll walk out of here and go to the Chelsea police station and have you arrested for threatening to kill me.’
Ray closed his eyes and nodded.
‘OK, Mr Dax. Cards on the table. This goes no further than the Café Matisse, by the way. You’re a writer, not a player, so I have no beef with you.’
‘Fair enough,’ Gabriel said and signalled to a waitress for another carafe of wine. He suspected this would be a long conversation. And he had a few questions of his own for Monsieur Queneau.
‘We believe that the tapes you possess implicate a former President of the United States in an assassination conspiracy,’ Ray said in a flat voice.
‘Ex-President Eisenhower.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Lumumba told me – quite openly – that Eisenhower wanted him assassinated.’
‘A lot of people wanted Lumumba assassinated. He was a communist. He was sitting on top of the world’s largest supply of raw uranium.’
‘So what?’ Gabriel said. ‘Lumumba could have claimed that Harold Macmillan wanted him assassinated. Général de Gaulle. The King of the Belgians. One man’s suspicion doesn’t add up to significant proof.’
The wine arrived. Gabriel filled both their glasses.
Queneau drank.
‘Rough but tasty. Nice tang. That’s how I like it.’ He frowned, thinking hard. ‘Honesty is the best policy, they say. I’m not so sure that always works but I’ll give it a shot.’ He pointed a finger at Gabriel. ‘This is just between you and me. There’s no way you could know this but there were other names mentioned in that interview that make things …’ He paused. ‘Extra complicated.’
‘Hillcrest and Sykes. And Dupetit, of course.’
Now he saw that Ray was a bit taken aback.
‘Ah. Yes. Those names.’
‘Why?’
‘Take it from me, Mr Dax—’
‘Honesty is the best policy.’
‘Those names. Those individuals, let us say, lead us right back to President Eisenhower’s door. It’s very unfortunate but we don’t want that trail, that trace, out in the world. Hence our desire to secure those tapes. Hence my orders from my superiors. Hence our presence in this delightful café.’ He smiled faintly. ‘Give them to me, please, Mr Dax. This is the way of least resistance. Everything over, immediately. You’ll never see me again.’
‘You can relax. Lucky for you I’ve deleted them.’
‘I don’t believe that for one second.’
They looked at each other. Gabriel smiled faintly back at him. Sometimes saying nothing was more eloquent. He was beginning to grasp just how much he was learning.
Gabriel topped up their glasses.
‘Do you know someone called Faith Green?’
‘No.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Sure as shit.’
‘She works in MI6. I’m working for her.’
‘So, you are a player.’
‘In an ad hoc, temporary, provisional way, yes, I suppose I am.’
‘What’s Faith Green got to do with this?’
‘She was in Léopoldville when I interviewed Lumumba.’
Gabriel really scrutinized Queneau. If he was any judge of human character, Gabriel thought, then this information came as no surprise.
‘So?’
‘So I have to talk to her,’ Gabriel said. ‘About this situation. About you.’
‘Why?’
‘Because she’s implicated. Just like Hillcrest, Sykes and Dupetit.’
Gabriel lit another cigarette to disguise his excitement. This was the proverbial shot in the dark – but it was a kind of revelation that had just come to him as they were speaking. This was the problem. Lumumba was dead – gruesomely eliminated by a firing squad, his bodily remains disappeared – and a whole lot of people who had been actively plotting his death, and subsequent regime change, were suddenly running for cover in case they got the blame. Especially war hero General President Dwight D. Eisenhower …
Queneau drained his glass. Spread his palms on the table, scrutinized the backs of his hands for a few seconds and then looked up.
‘All right. We’ll do it your way. Have a word with your Miss Green and then we’ll speak later.’
He stood up.
‘Thanks for the wine.’
‘My pleasure.’
‘A bientôt.’ He pronounced the final ‘t’. Gabriel exhaled as the man wandered out of the café. How did Queneau know she was ‘Miss’ Green? Everybody was lying. Of course Raymond Queneau had instructed Nancy-Jo to give him those drugs and of course he was meant to be arrested at Madrid airport. He remembered what Nancy-Jo had said. Ray will get you out of jail, then you’ll owe him one. Plan A had failed. Plan B was a little harder to orchestrate in London – hence the unusual candour, Gabriel supposed. Now he knew what was at stake. It was time to talk to Faith Green again.
‘We can’t go on meeting like this,’ Faith Green said, her voice heavy with irony.
They were sitting outside his flat in her Mercedes 190. Gabriel had gone to Long Acre and had posted a letter to her through the letter box. It was a very terse communication: ‘We need to talk. Gabriel’. And there she was in her silver sports car, twenty-four hours later.
She looked at him, screwing her eyes up.
‘You’ve had your hair cut. Makes you look younger.’
‘I wasn’t concentrating, talking too much. He went a bit mad.’
‘No, it sort of suits you, shorter like that.’
‘There’s a pub round the corner,’ Gabriel said, keen to get off the subject of his barbering. ‘The Goat and Crow. Very nice. We could have a drink as we continue our interesting chat.’
‘All right, you win.’
The Goat was on Smith Street. A rather old-fashioned-looking place with bare floorboards and ancient block-printed wallpaper. There was a snug bar and a public one, but the snug was full so he took Faith into the public bar and found them a table in the corner. She asked for a gin and tonic. He ordered a double whisky and water for himself – he needed some fuel.
They sat down opposite each other. As if they were on a date, he thought, foolishly. She was wearing a cowl-neck Lincoln green jumper under a black coat that seemed to frame her pale face as if it were a portrait bust. She was not an expressive person, Gabriel thought. You had to second- or third-guess every minute shift of facial muscles as you talked to Faith Green. Amusement? Disdain? Incomprehension? She was like a very clever older sister tolerating her young brother. Or a young aunt obliged to take her nephew out for a meal. Sod it, he thought: I’ll shake her up.
‘A man sort of threatened – obliquely, I admit – to kill me yesterday. Which is why I needed to speak to you.’
‘What had you done to him?’ She seemed completely unperturbed.
‘It was about the Lumumba tapes.’
She closed her eyes. Sipped her gin.
‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ Gabriel asked.
‘Everybody else is smoking in here – why should I mind?’
Gabriel lit his cigarette.
‘It was this Raymond Queneau fellow who issued the covert threat. CIA, I assume,’ he said.
‘I told you – I’ve never come across him.’
‘You must deal with the CIA.’
‘All the time.’
‘Could you enquire, then?’
‘No.’
She put her glass down and carefully printed some condensation rings with its base on the tabletop as she reflected.
‘The Lumumba tapes are your problem, Gabriel,’ she said, a little wearily, he thought. Nice touch. ‘Nothing to do with me or the Institute. You interviewed Lumumba for your newspaper. Nothing to do with me or the Institute, I repeat. If this man wants the tapes – for whatever reason – then why not just give them to him? What use are they to you?’
Right, Gabriel thought: all very impressively indifferent. He would try a different approach.
‘Just so you know,’ he said. ‘Maybe you could inform the CIA. The tapes are in a safety deposit box in my bank. If anything happens to me – anything – then the tapes, and my analysis of them, will be sent by my lawyer to The Times, the Telegraph, the Manchester Guardian and the Observer.’
‘Goodness!’ She was being sarcastic.
‘There’s a link – a massively embarrassing, key link between the assassination of Lumumba and ex-President Eisenhower,’ Gabriel went on. ‘That’s why it’s such an issue, such a “hot potato” for the CIA. Queneau told me himself. I know what they’re worried about. Actual people’s names are mentioned by Lumumba on the tape. Lumumba had his own intelligence, he knew what was going on. And these are individuals who could be identified.’ He paused. ‘Hillcrest and Sykes and Dupetit.’
This did provoke a reaction from her. She stiffened, cocked her head. Gabriel was pleased.
‘Are you absolutely sure?’ she said.
‘I listened. Again and again. I wrote the names down.’
She exhaled. Sipped at her gin, face set, thinking. This had registered with her in some more serious way, he realized.
‘Queneau told me that these names,’ he continued, ‘lead directly to the door of former President Eisenhower.’ He was feeling pleased at his eloquence. ‘There was a plan – authorized by Eisenhower himself – to assassinate a legitimately elected head of state. Patrice Lumumba. Get rid of him. Kill him. “Élimination définitive” – that’s what Lumumba told me. Hence all the mayhem. That’s why I’m being followed, threatened, my flat broken into, searched. It’s got to stop, Faith. I did my job for you. You said you were happy. Call off the dogs.’
‘They’re not my dogs! Give the man the tapes, for heaven’s sake. Problem solved.’
It was very odd to see her so disturbed.
‘No,’ he said.
‘Why not? Why do you care?’
‘Because the tapes are my life insurance,’ Gabriel said, noting an annoying tremor in his voice. ‘I saw what happened to Nancy-Jo Berndlinger. I now know too much. What happened to her is not going to happen to me.’
‘Pure fantasy, Gabriel. She was a drug addict. A walking disaster area, clearly. You’re a travel writer. An excellent one, highly regarded. Nobody’s going to come after you, for God’s sweet sake. Be realistic.’
‘Then just let them know, Faith. That’s all I ask. Pass on the message.’
They looked at each other. Tick-tock, seconds went by. She said nothing.
‘One for the road?’ Gabriel asked.



12.
Serenital
Manley Dryden replied, thanking Gabriel for his most interesting book and adding that he would be more than delighted to talk about the fire at Yeomanswood Farm as he remembered it extremely well. There was a telephone number on his letterhead and Gabriel called him and they made a date for the visit.
Tyrone said that the price for a day’s hire of his car was now £15. Gabriel laughed. Keep it, he said. There are cars I could buy for £15. In the event his rented Morris Minor carried him safely to Claverleigh, East Sussex – a pretty village near Lewes boasting a wide main street full of Georgian houses with an ancient church at one end and a market square with a rather impressive corn exchange.
Dryden lived off the High Street in a row of terraced nineteenth-century cottages. It was a chilly day, a presaging of autumn in the air. Gabriel stepped out of the Morris and inhaled, feeling the cold sharpness hit his lungs. He breathed deeply, head clearing – it had been a surprisingly long drive from London. East Sussex sounded close but, looking around him at the soft green swells of the South Downs beyond the village’s flinty roofscape, he felt far away, suddenly, in another country. He opened the front garden gate, walked up the laid-brick path and knocked on the door.
Dryden was a slim man, neatly dressed in a tweed jacket and corduroy trousers, grey-haired, bespectacled, clean-shaven, with an unlit pipe clenched in his mouth. Gabriel noticed that his shoes were highly polished. He led Gabriel through his house and down to a substantial shed at the end of his garden. There was no sign of a Mrs Dryden, Gabriel noted.
‘This is where I keep my archive,’ he said. ‘All my files of all my adjusts.’
Gabriel gave silent thanks for the neurotic mind of a retired loss adjuster as he sat down on a rather battered Lloyd Loom chair. There was a row of ten identical wooden filing cabinets set back by the rear wall and Dryden went straight to one of them, slid open a drawer and returned with a file. There was a desk in the shed and Dryden sat behind it. He opened the file, took his pipe out of his mouth and placed it on the desktop.
‘I have to say, Mr Dax – I should warn you – this is one of the cases that still troubles me. It was cut and dried but I was overruled by the fire service. I believe Blackhill & Broadstairs paid the claim in full.’
‘Yes, so I was told. There seemed no …’ Gabriel searched for a word. ‘Equivocation.’
‘But there should have been equivocation,’ Dryden said with some fierceness. He put his pipe back in his mouth again. He seemed to suck on it like a teat, Gabriel thought. Why didn’t he just fill it with tobacco and smoke it?
‘There were two immediate aspects of the case that alerted me,’ Dryden said, consulting his files. ‘Did you know there was a 999 call made?’
‘I was six years old, Mr Dryden. Who was going to tell me these things? I assume a neighbour saw the flames and smoke and called the fire brigade.’
‘Wrong. The call was made from Yeomanswood Farm itself.’
‘What? How?’
Gabriel couldn’t really come to terms with this fact. He thought hard – a 999 call from the farm …
‘So it must have been—’
‘Yes. We must assume that the call was made by your late mother. Very sad.’
‘You mean she saw the house was on fire and made the 999 call.’
‘That’s a valid interpretation. But not the only interpretation.’
Gabriel saw that Dryden’s zeal hadn’t diminished even after twenty-five years. Now was his moment in court.
‘Did you know that, in your family home, you had a refrigerator?’ Dryden asked.
‘No. Or at least I don’t remember.’
‘Very unusual, I must say, in the 1930s, in a British household,’ Dryden said. ‘It therefore caught my eye during my inspection. It was an American model. General Electric.’
‘Perhaps my father – who worked abroad a great deal – had seen one of them and bought one. I repeat, I was—’
‘Yes, you were six years old, Mr Dax. Point taken.’
Dryden stood up now and began to pace about slowly, up and down his shed, gesturing with one hand as if giving a lecture.
‘The amazing aspect of refrigerators is that not only do they keep food cold but they can also withstand great heat,’ he said, patiently, as if his notional students were not very intelligent. ‘Did you know that, at the Hiroshima bomb site, there was a blackened refrigerator close to ground zero and all its contents, including half a dozen eggs and a lettuce, were perfectly preserved?’
‘I did not know that. How amazing.’
‘Your family refrigerator also survived the terrible fire at Yeomanswood Farm.’ Dryden went back to his desk and put his cold pipe in his mouth again. He seemed a little tense. ‘In the refrigerator – I opened it myself – I found there were three empty pill bottles of Serenital.’
‘And what is Serenital?’
‘It’s a brand name for a phenobarbital. It’s a drug. It’s still in common use – used to treat anxiety and depression.’
Gabriel now stood up himself, thinking hard.
‘What exactly are you trying to tell me, Mr Dryden?’
‘I take no professional satisfaction in this, Mr Dax. My conclusions were overruled and my report rejected. The case was closed, the insurance money paid. Now you’ve reopened it, as it were. I can only tell you, now, what was obvious to me, then.’
‘Namely?’
‘That your mother had taken far too many tablets of Serenital. She was not in control of herself.’ Dryden waved his arms around, vaguely. ‘In fact, she was probably profoundly out of control. Somehow, a fire was started, one way or another. Inadvertently, accidentally, perhaps. That was one theory. In the kitchen? A gas burner left on? An attempt to light a candle? A match falling on a carpet? The fire caught hold. However, she was sufficiently compos mentis to call the fire brigade and then, through the effects of all the drugs she had taken, collapsed.’
Anamnesis, Gabriel thought, and repeated the word to himself. Facts, blessed facts. He felt his eyes suddenly moist with tears and turned away from Dryden so he wouldn’t see. He took a deep breath, trying to comprehend this new scenario. He turned back. He knew what Dryden was implying.
‘One of my few vivid memories – of the few I retain – is that my mother was dead when I discovered her.’
‘That was probably a result of her overdose of Serenital.’
‘Is it feasible, in your opinion, Mr Dryden, that my mother deliberately set fire to the house?’
‘That speculation is beyond my remit, Mr Dax.’
Gabriel forced himself to confront this new logic.
‘She was fighting depression with this drug, Serenital,’ Gabriel said. ‘She took an overdose and set fire to the house. A kind of act of madness, an act of suicide, in other words.’
‘Except,’ Dryden interjected, ‘you, her young child, six years old, were upstairs in your bedroom, asleep.’
Gabriel nodded. Trying to think of his mother – this amorphous, mythic being – in her misery, her profound unhappiness, half-realizing the consequences of her desperate actions.
‘Maybe, in her confusion, she remembered that – that I was upstairs – and that’s why she made the 999 call,’ he said. ‘She wanted me to be saved.’
‘Maybe. We can never know. All we have is the 999 call and the empty bottles of Serenital. My job was to analyse. To make sure two plus two added up to four.’ He sighed, and suddenly the efficient functionary with his rows of immaculate filing cabinets was replaced by a human being. ‘It must all be terribly, terribly upsetting for you, Mr Dax.’
‘It is, of course it is, yes. But I need to confront the events of that night. Try to establish the facts. Face up to the reality. You’ve already told me things I had never known.’ For some reason Gabriel felt he could open up to this punctilious man. ‘You see, I have my own difficulties, Mr Dryden – pretty much lifelong mental problems. They’re all caused by the events of that night. I won’t be cured, myself, unless I understand, or can come to some sort of understanding – or arrive at some sort of hypothesis – about what took place when Yeomanswood Farm burnt down.’
Suddenly Gabriel knew that he had to go back to London, to Frognal Way, and talk to Katerina Haas.
‘Yes. She was always taking pills,’ Sefton said. ‘I do remember that.’
It was late afternoon but already dark in Highgate, the night drawing in as winter neared. Gabriel looked out of the window at the shadowy garden, the trees and bushes indistinct and massy in the gloom, individual leaves dissolved into general leafiness. He was en route to an evening appointment with Dr Haas in Frognal Way and had decided to drop in on Sefton, on the off chance he was at home.
‘Do you think she was …’ Gabriel thought how best to put it. ‘Of sound mind?’
Sefton looked at him a little suspiciously.
‘Well,’ he said. ‘I now think – wisdom of hindsight, of course – that she was something of a hysteric. Always flying into rages with me. But, you know, rages that were out of proportion for my little sins, whatever they were.’ He stood up and went to pour himself another whisky at the substantial drinks cabinet the sitting room possessed. Gabriel was drinking a tonic water – he didn’t want to breathe fumes over Dr Haas – though he was apprehensive about the forthcoming encounter. Somehow bridges had to be rebuilt after his peremptory, angry exit. Still, she hadn’t refused him an appointment. He could do with some alcohol.
‘Have you got any vodka?’
‘Yes, of course. I’ve got everything here.’
‘Add a slug to that, would you?’
He went to join Sefton and Sefton added a generous measure of vodka to his tonic.
‘Why all these questions?’
‘I’ve been investigating the fire. Our fire. I have more information.’
He gave Sefton a brief summary of Dryden’s rejected report.
‘Bloody hell,’ Sefton said. ‘I was always told the fire was caused by your night light. That moony light you had.’
‘Yes, that’s the official story. But this man I met, the loss adjuster for the insurance company, thinks – is convinced – our mother started it by accident. Or …’ He paused. ‘Deliberately …’
‘Deliberately! You were in the house, for God’s sake. Are you saying she was trying to kill you?’
‘Kill us both. I think she’d gone mad on these Serenital tranquillizers.’
‘Bit steep, isn’t it? Bit of a presumption?’
‘I don’t know. But it kind of conforms to my memories, jumbled and crazy though they are. Such as they are …’
They sat down.
‘It’s true that after Dad died she went a bit off the rails,’ Sefton said, nodding to himself. ‘Who wouldn’t?’
‘Of course. You might want to kill yourself – but would you want to kill your child as well?’
‘It must have been an accident,’ Sefton said, frowning. ‘Must have been.’
Dr Katerina Haas showed him to his usual chair. It was odd being here in the evening, Gabriel thought. The oatmeal linen curtains were drawn; the room was dimly lit. In some ways it was better – more intimate, less clinical.
‘I’d like to apologize, Dr Haas.’ He used the title deliberately. ‘It was very remiss – very rude – of me to storm out like that. You’re only trying to help me, after all.’
‘Don’t give it a thought, Mr Dax. I’ve had far worse reactions than that. A patient tried to strangle me, once.’
‘Well, I promise I won’t go that far,’ Gabriel said. They both chuckled. Ice broken, Gabriel thought: status quo ante. He felt a wash of release flow through him. He realized how important these sessions had become to him. There was something reassuring about the analyst/analysand relationship that they had, he acknowledged. He felt a freedom when he talked to her. Maybe that was all that was required. Dr Haas switched on the tape recorder.
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	  DR HAAS:  	  Serenital is a very powerful tranquillizer.  
	  GABRIAL DAX:  	  I’d never heard of it.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Did your mother drink alcohol?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Yes, of course. In moderation. Like everyone of her class, I assume. Gin and tonic at lunchtime. A couple of brandy and sodas in the evening, I suppose. I was too young to notice. My brother told me. My father was the same. Everybody drank booze in those days.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Booze?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Whisky, gin, brandy. Not so much wine or beer. Wine with a meal, maybe, but otherwise, gin and tonic, whisky and soda.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Well, if she was drinking and taking Serenital then that could be very destabilizing.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  The loss adjuster told me there were three empty bottles of Serenital in the refrigerator.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  That would be more than enough to kill herself. If that was her plan.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Since I met Mr Dryden, the loss adjuster, I’ve been thinking back. Trying to focus on the few coherent memories I have. I’m convinced, absolutely convinced, that the fire was burning on the ground floor.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  But of course, it suits you to think that. That means your night light, your glass moon, was not the cause of the fire.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  In some ways I wish it was. Cause and effect. Simple. But, no: I can now remember something she said to me. I was asking her about my father – who had died in this plane crash, just four years before – and I wondered if he’d gone to heaven. And, in my childish naivety, I wondered if the moon was in fact heaven. And then she said something like: ‘We’ll all be with Daddy on the moon before you know it.’  
	  DR HAAS:  	  How can you remember the exact words?  
	    GABRIEL DAX:	  Because I suddenly can – from talking to Dryden, the loss adjuster. Anamnesis at work. And because of the enduring shock and trauma of the fire as well, of course. Certain aspects of that night stay with me – immovable, constant – they don’t change. You can never forget. But I can’t put them in any kind of chronological order, unfortunately.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Let’s assume your memories are correct. What do these words imply to you?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I hate to say this but, to me, now, it looks very much as if she was planning to kill us both. She wanted us both to die in the fire.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Or she could simply have been saying something nice and fantastical to a little boy who was about to go to sleep?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Yes. Of course. True, now you mention it … But then the house burnt down. I don’t know! Was she mad with grief because her husband had died in a plane crash? Was she out of her head on brandy and Serenital? I know everyone thinks my night light, my moon, caused the fire but, now that I’ve spoken to two witnesses, I’m beginning to think my memories are accurate. Or largely accurate. I woke up. I’m sure the fire was blazing downstairs. Then I have a memory of my mother lying on the floor – dead. From the Serenital – not the fire. I think that was what she wanted. A kind of closure. And she wanted to take me with her.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Why would she make the 999 call, then?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  That’s the one reassuring element in this narrative. A final gesture – or realization – that she was doing something terrible, unforgivable.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Anamnesis, as you say, Mr Dax. I can’t comment. You’re gathering the new information that surrounds the trauma. New facts, more facts. The more you gather the more your memories will solidify, believe me. That’s excellent. You were there, not me. You’re testing your memories with these new facts. Maybe we’re on the road to a new understanding.  
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1.
A New Year
Gabriel was slightly worried that this might become a New Year’s Eve tradition. Starting in the Goat and Crow with Lorraine, Tyrone and some of their friends, then, when the pub closed, back to his place. More drinks and revelry. Then everybody left except Lorraine. Then drunken, hilarious, farcical sex.
Gabriel brought Lorraine a mug of tea around noon on New Year’s Day. She was lying half-naked on the bed, the sheets and blanket flung off her, reading a magazine. She was completely unselfconscious about her nudity – something he had remarked from their first sexual encounter. Sometimes she wandered around the flat, naked, all morning. He had a mildly gonging hangover, but still found the sight of her, in repose, arousing. Lorraine, the odalisque. She looked around and raised a knee.
‘Nice cuppa tea, thank you kindly,’ she said.
He slipped off his underpants and settled down beside her, kissed her neck.
‘Fancy a little bit of—’
‘Can we have a proper talk, Gabriel.’ She put down the mug. ‘Just for once.’
‘Of course.’
‘I’ve been waiting to tell you, since before Christmas.’
‘Tell me what?’
He suddenly thought, fuck, no. She’s pregnant.
‘I’ve lost my job.’
‘Oh. God … What? Bloody hell.’
Lorraine crossed her arms.
‘They’re closing the restaurant on the Fulham Road.’
‘The Wimpy Bar? Why?’
‘Not enough “footfall” is the word. We’ve been made redundant. All staff paid off, if you can call it that. Three years, one hundred pound.’
‘That’s shocking. Scandalous. You should counter-sue.’
‘Oh, sure. Great idea.’
‘What about your trade union?’
‘What trade union?’
‘Yeah. Right. Bastard thing to happen.’
Lorraine rolled over to face him. He was very aware of the tender sway and loll of her breasts during the change of position. He commiserated, put his hand on her cool shoulder.
‘The thing is, Gabriel, now I’m out of work, at home all day, I can’t stand it. My Mum is doing my head in. I’m going mental.’
‘You should get a flat of your own. You’re twenty-three – you should move out.’
‘Twenty-two, actually.’
‘The point’s the same. You have to leave the nest one day. Why not now?’
‘I can’t afford it.’
‘You’ll get another job. I bet there are other Wimpy Bars that would hire you.’
‘Ha ha, very funny. No, I had this idea …’ She paused, rolled back over and had a sip of her tea, and then faced him again. ‘I was just thinking I could, you know, maybe move in here with you. I spend two, three nights here every week, anyway.’
Gabriel slipped out of bed and put his underpants back on, his mind flashing through all sorts of dire prognostications.
‘Look, Lorraine, it’s a great idea but it just wouldn’t work. Much as I’m crazy about you. Much as we get on.’
He pulled on his shirt and trousers.
‘Why not?’ she said.
‘Because … Because I work here. This is my place of work as well as my flat. My office, if you like. I need to be alone – all day, totally alone – to write.’
‘I wouldn’t be here all day. I’d be shopping, out and about, seeing my friends. I might get another job. I’d be away for hours.’
She was sitting up in bed now.
‘And I’m an insomniac,’ Gabriel said. ‘You know how I don’t sleep – even when you’re here. You’d have to sleep in the spare room. I’d drive you insane. Make your life hell.’
‘I’d be quite happy to sleep in the spare room.’
‘Also, this coming year I’m going to be travelling, for weeks, months maybe.’
‘Then I can look after the place for you while you’re away. Fab.’
She stepped out of bed, searched for his dressing gown and pulled it on.
‘It’s the perfect solution, Gabe. And we get to see each other all the time. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’
She came over to him and kissed his lips, briefly.
‘I really like you, Gabriel. I’ve never met anyone like you. Never, ever. Never felt so – you know – so connected to a bloke. We just click. I think it would be amazing if I was living here with you, the two of us, don’t you?’
He took her in his arms. Weak, weak, weak, he was saying to himself.
‘Let me have a think about it.’
‘What’s to think about?’
He kissed her. Tongues.
‘It’d be a huge change in my life. In every way,’ he said, forcing himself to step away.
‘A good change for you, maybe. Maybe you’d calm down a bit. Relax more. Get a good night’s sleep.’
‘Yeah, well … Let me have a think, Lorraine, OK? Big decision. Can’t be rushed.’
As Gabriel came down Radnor Walk he saw the silver Mercedes 190 parked across the street but Faith Green wasn’t at the wheel. She was standing at the front door to his flat. She was wearing a mid-calf, navy coat that looked very expensive, somehow, something about its heft and cut, the fine texture of its dark pelt.
He was pleased to see her, he was vaguely surprised to note. Why? They hadn’t met for weeks, months – and here she was, with her pale, knowing face, the rich formality of her expensive coat at odds with her indigo velvet Alice band and her tousled girl’s hair.
‘It’s uncanny how you know when I’m coming home,’ he said.
‘Yes, isn’t it? Anyone would think I was having you followed.’
He showed her in and, after he’d relieved her of her coat, she took the same seat as before. He placed the coat over the back of the sofa. Cashmere? Alpaca? So soft and heavy in his hands.
‘Such a nice flat,’ she said. ‘A writer’s home.’
‘You said that last time.’
‘Because I’m always struck by it. Have you read all these books?’
‘I haven’t read them all. But those I haven’t read I’ve consulted, or else I’m going to consult them. One day. All absolutely essential.’
He sat down opposite her.
‘Cup of tea?’
‘Anything stronger?’
He fixed them both whisky and water. He offered her a cigarette – forgetting she didn’t smoke. He asked if she’d object if he did – she didn’t – and so lit up a Gitanes.
‘Were you just passing by?’ he said.
‘Of course not. I’m on a mission. We’d like you to go back to Spain, to Cádiz. We want you to buy another drawing from Blanco.’
‘Sorry. No can do. I’m in the middle of a new book.’
‘Same wages.’
Gabriel looked at her. What was it about her that got to him? Her unassuming arrogance? Her faint air of patronizing him? Her absolute self-assurance? The trouble was that £200 would come in very handy now, he had to admit, funds were running low. But then he knew it wasn’t about the money. She wanted him to go to Spain. So he would go to Spain. He had to talk about this to Katerina Haas.
‘May I ask why you need another drawing?’
‘You may ask but you’ll get no reply. We need one. Full stop.’
‘When?’
‘As soon as possible.’
Selfishly, he realized this would usefully postpone the Lorraine flatmate problem – buy him some important time.
‘All right. Consider me on board.’
‘Oh. Good. Very nice whisky. What blend?’
‘It’s not a blend. A Speyside malt: Glenfeshan.’
She smiled. Swirled the whisky in her glass.
‘Sometimes I envy your life, Gabriel. A one-man band. The ultimate one-man band. You and your writing. You live exactly as you want to live. The world laid out before you, waiting for you to encounter it on your travels.’
‘Well, it has its own ups and downs – as a life,’ Gabriel smiled. ‘It can be a bit precarious, sometimes, but it works for me. Suffice to say, Faith, I don’t envy yours.’
She stood and went to gather up her sumptuous coat.
‘Oh, mine has its own small compensations, as well,’ she said, pulling on her coat. ‘How would I get to meet someone like you, otherwise?’
‘Such a bonus.’
‘Can you pop by Long Acre tomorrow at noon? We’ll sort out all the paperwork. And the cheque.’
‘I’ll be there.’
He walked her to the door. They shook hands and he watched her cross the road to her expensive car. What the fuck is going on? The words flashed like garish neon in his brain. Why did he do whatever she asked him to do?



2.
The Blanco Deal
Madrid. The Simca. The Hotel Florida. It was becoming worryingly familiar. He unpacked his bag in the same modest suite on the top floor of the modest hotel. Bagman, he thought – is that what I am for them? Some sort of inoffensive, deniable, maybe expendable courier? There must be a bigger picture, he knew; something of more scale and jeopardy was going on and he was unwittingly involved in it. Maybe Caldwell would tell him.
At the meeting in Long Acre he had been given his instructions and the same set of vouchers. Faith was there and Harrison Lee, and an older man was introduced – a Mr Fuller. Fuller took notes as they talked – a fact that Gabriel found a little disconcerting. Faith was brisk and businesslike; Lee was all smiles and geniality. Gabriel was told to check into the Florida and wait until Caldwell made contact.
‘I thought I was meant to be going to Cádiz and Blanco?’ Gabriel said.
‘You will,’ Faith said. ‘But not until you’ve met and spoken with Kit Caldwell. He’ll give you bits of information that may be useful.’
‘Bits?’
‘Pieces, segments, elements – choose your synonym.’
Gabriel decided to be awkward.
‘Why would he give me these “pieces” of information?’
‘They may help you in your negotiations with Blanco, that’s why.’ She paused. ‘Blanco and Caldwell have a – what shall I say? – “romantic” history. They’re still close, I believe.’
Gabriel stored away the fact that she knew this. He decided not to tell her that Caldwell had also confided in him.
‘Just to be clear,’ he said. ‘I want to stay in the Hotel de France et Paris in Cádiz, if you don’t mind. The hotel you got for me before was completely unsuitable.’
‘It’s up to you, Gabriel,’ Faith said with a smile. ‘You have funds. Rent a villa if you’d prefer.’
Yes, he thought, only very rarely had he thrown her. Only when he talked of Lumumba did she show some nerves, some uncertainty and imbalance – the famous cool poise challenged. Surely all this business with Caldwell and Blanco couldn’t be connected to the Congo and Lumumba? How? He realized he was beginning to suffer from ‘spy’s paranoia’, as he had dubbed the symptoms. Looking for connections where there were none; airing fresh suspicions when there was nothing to be suspicious about; not trusting people who were perfectly innocent and trustworthy. It was a contagion.
He went down to the bar and ordered a large whisky and soda. He smoked two cigarettes, thinking about his life. He should be at home in Chelsea writing Rivers, not gallivanting about Spain at Faith Green’s behest. Then recalling his Chelsea flat brought Lorraine to mind and the ongoing Lorraine problem. It was impossible for her to move in with him. Impossible, however sexually gratifying or available. How to resolve that issue without hurting feelings or causing lasting resentment …? He liked Lorraine. He enjoyed her company. She was amusing, sharp. And, of course, he found her incredibly, tumescently alluring. But he didn’t want to live with her. What did that make him? Some sort of sex profiteer; some sort of selfish, randy bastard? She’s your girlfriend, another voice in his head said to him, and the emphasis is on friend. You’re not in love with her. You don’t want to spend the rest of your life with her. So, deal with it in as kind and caring a way as you can. He sighed. Problems, problems. He was glad he was back with Katerina Haas, however. At least he had his psychoanalyst, though he was still sleeping no better, of course, with all this new commotion in his life. He ordered another whisky.
‘I’ll have one of those, thank you,’ Kit Caldwell said as he slid into the chair opposite. His hair was greasy and he had bags under his eyes. His tie was loose and his shirt collar was smudged and dirty – he looked very much like a man who’d spent a long night on the tiles.
However, the whisky seemed to revive him. He made some drily derogatory sotto voce remarks about some tourists in the bar and Gabriel began to realize how much he enjoyed Caldwell’s company: worldly, amused, cynical – but not over-cynical or embittered – somehow at ease with himself, despite his evident drinking problem.
‘Do you fancy a bite to eat?’ Caldwell said. ‘I know a good little place round the corner.’
They went to a cramped, dark bodega in a side street near the hotel. Caldwell was welcomed noisily by the proprietor and the waiters and they were swiftly seated. A bottle of red wine was brought and glasses filled. The dishes started to arrive. A bowl of fried elvers as an appetizer, followed by a fuming terracotta plate of shrimps and rice, and then a beef stew with marrow bones, smoked sausage and chickpeas. By this time they were on to their second bottle and were both becoming garrulous and confessional. Gabriel told Caldwell about the fire that had killed his mother and his attempts to cure his debilitating insomnia. Caldwell listened sympathetically.
‘Life is all about arranging your priorities,’ he said. ‘If I may say so. Get them securely in place – know exactly what’s truly important to you – then you can cope with all the other shit that will inevitably come your way.’
Caldwell poured them both more wine and called for a third bottle.
‘You see, in my case, Gabriel, I learnt this lesson very early on in life. I was a nineteen-year-old subaltern at the Third Battle of Ypres in 1917. Imagine – pretty much straight out of school. Somehow, I survived.’
‘My God,’ Gabriel said. Thinking, of course, Caldwell was in his early sixties, a First World War veteran.
‘And, having survived, I knew what was important in life and what was flim-flam, spume, steam and condensation. Not worth bothering about. It was a shocking way to learn those hard facts about the human condition but, curiously, that experience in the trenches was a better education than the one I received at Cambridge after the war.’
Gabriel went on to quiz Caldwell about his post-war life. Cambridge. Travel. Stays in Germany, France, Spain – picking up the languages in order to apply for a job in the Foreign Office. ‘One of the things rootless, over-educated young men did in those days. Otherwise it was the colonies.’
‘So what happened?’
‘I was recruited by the Secret Intelligence Service in 1933. And here I am, almost thirty years later, still tethered to the mast.’ He smiled. ‘Mustn’t grumble. It’s been most interesting – though it would have been nice to have made a bit more money.’
Caldwell told him that in the Second World War he’d been based in London. Interpreting radio traffic, de-crypting documents, interrogating German POWs. Then he was posted to Buenos Aires in 1947 – ‘Searching for runaway Nazis’ – then a stint in Washington DC, then he became head of station in Lisbon, and then the Madrid job.
‘Nearly eight years, now,’ he said. ‘Almost time to hang up my hat, I think.’
Gabriel recognized that he was enjoyably drunk: at that stage of inebriation where confidence brims and risks can be taken.
‘There’s a bit of a gap, Kit, in your curriculum vitae.’
‘Oh, yes?’
‘Spain. The Civil War. Where were you at the end of the 1930s?’
‘Well, I did come here, true. Well spotted. I was in Barcelona for a while, ’37, ’38. But when it looked like Franco was going to win, I was pulled out. Got in a bit of trouble.’ He smiled. ‘And I’m not going to tell you about that. Shall we have a pudding? Soak up the wine?’
Some sort of flan arrived, then honey fritters and finally a dry slice of almondy tart. Tarta Valenciana, Caldwell told him. The desserts did their job – they both sobered up a bit and ordered a couple of brandies.
‘You got your little car?’ Caldwell asked.
‘Yes. I have to drive to Cádiz at some stage.’
‘I’ll come round tomorrow at ten. Something interesting to show you – out of the city.’
Caldwell accompanied him back to the hotel. At the entrance he took Gabriel’s hand in a warm double handshake. Full of genuine feeling, Gabriel thought, a little surprised at the gesture.
‘I haven’t enjoyed myself so much in years,’ Caldwell said. ‘Isn’t that grand? Sometimes two people, relative strangers, just connect. Spontaneously. What larks.’
‘Me too,’ Gabriel said. ‘A real pleasure. And a pleasure to get to know you, Kit. What a life you’ve led.’
‘And where will it lead me next, I wonder?’ He patted Gabriel’s shoulder. ‘Sleep well, laddie. See you tomorrow.’
Gabriel watched him wander off up the street, a little unsteady, a little stooped. Caldwell raised his arm in salutation, without looking round, as if he knew Gabriel was watching. What mysteries were concealed within that individual? Gabriel wondered, heading back inside the Florida. No doubt there would be more mysteries tomorrow.



3.
H-Bombs
Caldwell looked remarkably fresh – hair oiled, eyes bright, scrupulously shaved, crisp white shirt and a Royal Artillery tie. For his part, Gabriel felt a little shabby after the amount of alcohol consumed the previous night. For breakfast he’d eaten three croissants, two fried eggs with many buñuelitos de jamón and several pieces of toast, all washed down with black unsweetened coffee. At least he felt full, and marginally better, if not on top form.
They drove south out of the city on a very quiet road. Gabriel remarked on how few cars there seemed to be in Spain compared to other countries in Europe, let alone the USA.
‘Very few cars – and very few washing machines, and very few refrigerators, TV sets, air conditioners, you name it,’ Caldwell said. ‘Spain today is a very poor country – even though it has an ancient and rich history, as rich as any in Europe, when you think about it. Yet it’s almost third-world, in some places, utterly impoverished.’
‘I’ve seen those places,’ Gabriel said. ‘Like the nineteenth century.’
‘After the war ended, being governed by a fascist dictator didn’t exactly make the place popular. Would you want to invest your money in fascist Spain? No, gracias.’
‘How come the Caudillo is still in power, then? We won the war. Hitler and Mussolini vanquished. Why didn’t we boot him out?’
‘I’m about to show you precisely why.’
After about thirty kilometres or so they left the main road at Navelcarnero and headed west. Ten minutes later, Caldwell pointed.
‘Take that track on the right.’
They turned on to a dirt road that ascended a small hill. At the summit Gabriel was somewhat astonished to see a dozen cars neatly parked.
‘My God. Who are they?’
‘Plane-spotters.’
Gabriel backed the Simca into a space and they stepped out and wandered over to where a crowd of about thirty people was gathered. There was a steep fall at the crest of the hill and here on the rim people had set out folding chairs and picnic blankets. They all seemed to know each other; there was a lot of banter and laughter, bottles of beer were being opened. Cameras and high-powered binoculars were mounted on tripods all pointing in one direction. Beyond them stretched a vast airbase, the size of a city, it seemed. Gabriel could see ranks of silver bombers arrayed in lines on the apron. Small fighter jets sat in grassy berms like metal birds in purpose-built nests; great monochrome blocks of huge grey hangars; a teetering control tower. Then, as if on cue, there was a tearing rip of jet engines accelerating and, slowly gaining speed, a six-engine B-47 bomber powered along the base’s main runway and with a kind of straining, remorseless elegance took slowly to the air, black smoke trailing languidly from its engines. It climbed away, its undercarriage retracting. A few of the spectators applauded.
Caldwell pointed to the base.
‘La Frontera air force base. A little piece of the US of A in Spain.’
‘That was a B-47 Stratojet, if I’m not mistaken.’
‘Yes – you should join the plane-spotters – capable of carrying up to four nuclear bombs. H-bombs, as the new variety is called.’
Gabriel looked around.
‘Don’t they object to the plane-spotters?’
‘They can’t see anything important, don’t worry.’ Caldwell gestured at the huge expanse of the agglomeration in front of them. ‘There are two more of these bases in Spain. These planes can fly all the way to Moscow, you know. Very handy.’
Gabriel nodded, understanding more now. Caldwell explained: the so-called ‘Pact of Madrid’ made in 1953 allowed the USA to establish three airbases in Spain and a naval base.
‘So,’ Gabriel said, ‘altogether better to have an anti-communist, fascist dictator in power in Spain – rather than some Soviet-friendly, left-wing socialist government.’
‘Precisely. Realpolitik. He may be a fascist but at least he’s our kind of fascist. Shall we go and have a spot of lunch?’
They found a small town not far away called El Réal de San Martín. The sun was out and it was warm enough to sit on the terrace of the large restaurant on the main square. It was a day of hazy sunshine and the shadows cast by the buildings around the square were a blurry blue. Intermittent breezes stirred the pennants on the café’s flagpole as the town seemed to relax and steep itself in the agreeable torpor of an early-spring noontide. A three-legged dog limped across the hot stone paving of the square. A group of urchins shied pebbles at it but it proceeded unheeding, looking straight ahead, panting gently, and settled itself in a cool doorway. Gabriel ordered a beer and Caldwell his usual bottle of red and they picked at a plate of shrimps before their tortillas arrived.
‘We’re not actually at war with the USSR,’ Caldwell said, ruminatively. ‘But I suppose you could say we are in a sort of tensely suspended state of potential war. I mean, look at Cuba and that Bay of Pigs disaster. It’s as if we’re in a constant agitation of preparing for the worst.’ He shrugged. ‘We – by that I mean the Free World, the West, the USA – have bases in England, Spain, Turkey and Italy. A few hours away from the Iron Curtain. Very useful. Very admonitory.’
‘How much money does Spain get for this Madrid Pact?’ Gabriel wondered.
‘I don’t know. Think of a large number. Triple it. Tens of millions of dollars each year? Something like that. It’s well worth their while.’
‘As you say: realpolitik. Why isn’t there an English word for that?’
‘There is, I suppose. Pragmatism.’
‘Indifference. Needs-must. Hypocrisy.’
‘Watch out. You’ll get arrested.’ Caldwell chuckled to himself. He seemed in an excellent mood, Gabriel thought, as he sipped at his beer.
‘I had no idea about these bases,’ Gabriel said. ‘It’s quite astonishing. I mean, the scale of the place. The number of bombers and planes.’
‘Well. You might as well make a statement of intent. All out in the open.’ Caldwell smiled. ‘You can look on from that hill but you can’t get in, though. Heavily secured. Fifteen-foot fence around the whole thing, guarded night and day.’
‘Because of the H-bombs.’
‘Exactly.’
Caldwell accepted one of Gabriel’s Gitanes. They lit up.
‘Why did you bring me here?’ Gabriel said. ‘As a matter of interest.’
‘Faith Green asked me to.’
‘Really? Why?’
‘I don’t exactly know, to be honest. Just something she asked me to do.’
‘What connection can there be between this American airbase and my buying a drawing from Blanco?’
Caldwell poured wine into his empty glass.
‘Something happened here at the end of last year that scared the living daylights out of everyone. Maybe there’s a connection. Maybe she wants you to know about the incident.’
‘God, she does move in mysterious ways.’
Caldwell made a slight shrugging gesture, as if to say, such is the nature of our business.
‘Last November,’ he continued, ‘one of these wonderful shiny bombers was on a training mission. It developed serious engine trouble and it looked like it might crash.’ Caldwell had a mouthful of wine. ‘Trouble was it had two H-bombs on board. Empty – no fissile material, it was a training exercise – but they were the latest model of H-bomb. Very expensive. So the pilot ejected them. Standard instructions.’
‘Over Spain.’
‘Yes. Each bomb had its own parachute, by the way. Gentle touchdown – “Soft Drop” it’s called. So they were recoverable.’
‘What happened to the plane?’
‘They managed to make it back to base.’
‘Thank God. Good. Did they recover the bombs?’
‘They recovered one. The other was missing. For a week.’
Gabriel nodded.
‘Right. Panic stations.’
‘Oh, yes. And how. A missing H-bomb?’
Caldwell went on to explain what happened. The search for the missing bomb was huge – hundreds of Spanish soldiers were involved – but the area where it could have landed was vast and something of a wilderness.
‘It was found, eventually, in a farmer’s barn, near a village called Las Monteras. So it’s now known as the “Las Monteras Incident”. Shows you the level of the shock and general panic – it has a name. Anyway, the bomb had dropped on its parachute into this farmer’s maize field. He’d dragged it out and put it in his barn – didn’t tell anyone, so he claimed. He wanted money – a finder’s fee.’
‘But …’
‘But it was clear, when the USAF engineers and bomb people arrived, that the bomb had been examined. Moreover, it had been opened. Its innermost secrets revealed. The farmer – he was an old man, not remotely frightened of anyone – said it wasn’t him. He just wanted the reward. Will you have some wine now?’
‘Why not?’
Caldwell ordered another bottle and some croquetitas de camarones and bolitas de oro.
‘Golden balls, my favourite,’ he said. He was having a grand old time, Gabriel saw, and decided to surrender to the mood.
‘So who was it?’ Gabriel asked. ‘Who’d got to the bomb first?’
‘Who’s interested in discovering the latest American atom-bomb technology?’ Caldwell said knowingly, pouring the wine. ‘Stands to reason. Or some middleman looking to sell the information on, of course.’
‘How would anyone know where this bomb was – in some remote farmer’s barn?’
‘You’d be surprised how word spreads in this country. Particularly when there’s money involved.’
Caldwell talked more about the Las Monteras Incident. They ate their shrimp croquettes and their golden balls. After a while Caldwell went to the lavatory. Gabriel sat on, taking this new information in, wondering what this excursion was actually all about, while enjoying the mild, hazy sunshine of early spring, and draining his last glass of wine. He took out his notebook and wrote down one of his lists.
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Where was the connection? Was there even a connection? Or was searching for one some new form of insanity? He looked round to see Caldwell swallowing a quick, surreptitious brandy at the bar. He wandered out, smiling.
‘Shall we get the bill?’ Caldwell said, spreading his arms and holding his face to the softly luminous sunshine, eyes closed, inhaling, exhaling. ‘What a lovely lunch.’
Gabriel set off on the long drive to Cádiz at dawn the next day, his head full of what Caldwell had shown and told him. One thing was clear: Faith Green had wanted him to know about the Las Monteras Incident and had instructed Caldwell to enlighten him. Why? And the questions kept coming as he sought to see what links there were between the names on his list – and his connections to them. And, he thought, there were other names that could be added: Nancy-Jo Berndlinger and Raymond Queneau, for example. He stopped himself, trying not to think further – concentrate on the job in hand.
Sometimes, he thought to himself as he drove towards Cádiz, contemplating and considering all the various problems and issues that were bedevilling his life, sometimes he indulged in a dream of living a life as a cow or, perhaps better, a dog. He was thinking of that three-legged dog he had seen in the square at El Réal de San Martín – some sort of animal that wasn’t self-conscious, that lived a life of instinct and simple need. A cow in a field munching grass or somebody’s pet dog, fed, housed, taken out for walks. Wouldn’t existence, your time on earth, be easier and simpler to manage that way? More enviable? More tolerable and trouble-free? Yes, no doubt – but he realized almost instantly that he was creating an impossible, not to say ineffably stupid, chimaera. These vague speculations were just a reflection of his mood and the current complexities of his life. To live, to exist as a cow or a pet dog would be easier but, of course, manifestly less interesting and stimulating. Self-consciousness was a blessing and a curse like most things in life: family, work, friends, money, sex, health, love. He dragged his mind away from his bovine and canine fantasies and forced himself to think of his ongoing literary project. When he returned to London he’d finally book that flight to Dublin: Chapelizod and the Liffey awaited. He felt stirred, excited by the prospect. He drove on to Cádiz, suddenly – oddly – more content than he’d been in a long time.
The Hotel de France et Paris on the Plaza de Loreto was much more to his style: elegant and old-fashioned with a slightly knocked-about air. Once again, he upgraded to a suite and unpacked. He had no idea how long he’d be staying. Faith had said he was not to leave Cádiz until she had instructed him he could. Yes, ma’am – telling himself this was the last courier job he’d be doing for her. Still, she did pay him exceptionally well, he had to admit. Never say never, of course.
The next morning he telephoned Inès Montano.
‘Ah, yes, Mr Dax. Welcome back to Cádiz. My brother is very excited to see you.’
‘Really? How did he know I was coming?’
‘Your gallery kindly informed us that you were on your way.’
She asked if he could give her a lift to the studio as her car had broken down and they arranged to meet later at the hotel. He went downstairs at the appointed hour and found her already sitting in the lobby. They shook hands. She was wearing a simple, close-fitting white dress, very well cut. Her hair was wound in a loose chignon and she was quite heavily made up with conspicuous chunky gold earrings. He was struck by her sophisticated allure – something he hadn’t really been aware of on his last trip. As they drove out of the city on the Algeciras road she told him that there were plans for a Blanco retrospective in Paris. Perhaps Aldous Dax Fine Art might think of a show in London. Gabriel said that was a distinct possibility. She seemed to find the idea intriguing.
‘You are a very good friend to us, Mr Dax. A man who can make things happen. We are very appreciative.’
Blanco was wearing an olive green cotton drill suit with a dark orange silk tie. He too looked better groomed. Maybe there had been an upturn in the Blanco fortunes, Gabriel speculated, as he surveyed the new array of ‘studies’ for the Desequilibrio paintings laid out on the wide table. He picked one of a tree, an umbrella pine with a massive crown and an impossibly thin trunk.
Blanco signed it and handed it to him.
‘All yours, Mr Dax. For ten thousand dollars.’
‘I assume that’s some kind of joke.’
Blanco led him out on to the terrace. There was a table and two chairs placed in a sharp, skewed rectangle of deep shade. The light here on the ocean in Cádiz had a more mineral kind of clarity. Shadows seemed to belong to a different, almost corporeal element of their own, Gabriel thought, as he took his seat in the shade, relishing the dazzle-free coolness. A bottle of white wine in an ice bucket sat beside two glasses on the table. Gabriel gathered himself as Blanco poured the wine.
‘I’m going to give you the drawing, Mr Dax – free – but only if you buy a secret off me. It’s the secret that costs the ten thousand. And only dollars, please, no pesetas or English pounds.’
‘Why would I want to buy a secret off you?’ Gabriel said warily. ‘I’m an art dealer.’
‘I know exactly who you are and who you’re working for,’ Blanco said, smiling apologetically. ‘Kit Caldwell told me. Your “people” – your employers – will be very interested in my secret. I guarantee.’
Gabriel took a gulp of wine. Fuck. Shit. What was this now? Why would Caldwell expose him? he wondered. Maybe Blanco had guessed – the way the ‘gallery’ kept forewarning him of Gabriel’s arrival was particularly odd, Gabriel supposed, and his cover story was a bit on the flimsy side, he had to admit. And, of course, there was the history of Caldwell’s sexual relationship with Blanco. Gabriel put his glass down and sighed. Another complication.
‘I’ll have to make some phone calls,’ he said, and held out the drawing.
‘No, no, take it. As a sign of my good faith. My sincerity. Tell them that my secret is a bomb, about to explode.’
Back at the hotel, Gabriel called the Institute. To his surprise, the phone was answered and he was put through to Faith.
‘How are things in Cádiz?’ she said. ‘Dull and drizzly in London.’
‘Sunny but complicated.’ He lit a cigarette. ‘Blanco wants to sell me some information. Sell to you, rather. Ten thousand dollars. He says you’ll be very interested. “A bomb, about to explode”, in his words. It has to be cash, dollars.’
There was a silence. Gabriel waited.
‘By the way, Caldwell blew my cover.’
‘Yes, I told him to.’
‘Thanks for letting me know.’
Another silence.
‘Hello?’
‘Offer him five,’ she said. ‘He needs the money. Find a bank in Cádiz and give me the details. I’ll have it wired it over.’
Gabriel hung up, feeling irritated. He was like a man in an ever-widening, ever-vermiculated labyrinth, he decided, but one with no exit. He was becoming increasingly worried as he became increasingly implicated. Now Blanco knew that he was an MI6 go-between, that he knew Caldwell, that his ‘cover’ as an art dealer was a joke; his lies were exposed as lies. He stubbed out his Gitanes and wandered out into the city. There on the next block was the Banco Hispano-Americano. That would have to do.
In the afternoon he drove to Jerez de la Frontera just to kill time. He was a travel writer, he was travelling, perhaps he could write an article about his wanderings in Andalusia. Maybe Interzonal would take it if he made it virulently anti-Franco, he thought.
Jerez, however, was remarkably Franco-free. He didn’t see a single policeman. He climbed a bell tower and looked out over the wooded, hilly landscape. He shielded his eyes with his palm, seeing dense, sun-warmed, dusty green copses, outcrops of umber rock, a brackish lake shaped like an hourglass, the time-formed curls and traceries of ancient farm tracks, small, mean fields carved against the parched ribs of crumbling escarpments. Then, later, wandering along a side street, he came across an old poster of the man himself with the rubric in bold print beneath it: ‘FRANCO. Caudillo de Dios y de la Patria. El primer vencedor en el mundo del bolchevismo en los—’ The rest of the poster was missing. Bennet Strum would have loved that, Gabriel thought. He wished he had his camera with him. Why hadn’t he brought it?
A genial tout led him to a large wooden shed where it was possible to taste various types of sherry direct from the barrel. He half-listened to the descriptions he was given about the vintages and the precise qualities and nuances of the sherry he was drinking but was more interested in concentrating on the effect of the free alcohol. He was aware he had not fully shrugged off his Faith Green mood-of-irritation. It was a bad idea to drink fortified wine in such a state and fairly soon he had a small nagging headache. He found a bodega in the main square and ate some pescadillas Cecilia – a fish dish, hake in white sauce, oddly garnished, yet again, with many slices of hard-boiled egg. He drank beer but his sherry headache worsened. Early to bed with a Seconal, he thought. Tomorrow he should have his money and learn Blanco’s explosive secret.
‘Perhaps you would accept an invitation to dinner, Mr Dax,’ Inès asked as she led him up the stairs to Blanco’s studio. She was in an indigo dress today, he noticed, that had a sort of oily shimmer to it, her high heels clicking metallically on the terracotta tiles.
‘Of course, with pleasure. Here at the studio?’ he said.
‘No, in Cádiz. With me. Just me. Alone.’ She looked over her shoulder and smiled. ‘If you can bear it.’
‘That would be delightful, thank you,’ Gabriel said, with an uneasy grin.
‘I will call you at the hotel.’ She paused on the landing and showed him in. Blanco was out at the table on the terrace and Gabriel joined him.
Gabriel had a plastic shopping bag in his hand, heavy with bundled blocks of US dollars. Gabriel began to stack them on the table in front of Blanco.
‘They’ll only offer you five thousand,’ he said. ‘It’s still a lot of money.’
‘No deal,’ Blanco said.
‘Sorry to hear that.’ Gabriel started to put the money back in the bag.
Blanco looked at him and smiled sadly.
Gabriel stood up.
‘I’d better report back on the failure of our negotiation,’ he said.
‘All right, I accept.’
Gabriel handed the bag over. Blanco looked inside it and placed it at his feet.
‘I should have asked for twenty thousand. Then you would have given me ten.’
‘No. They were adamant. Five grand was as high as they’d go.’ There was no wine on offer today, Gabriel noticed. ‘Is your secret written down or will you tell it to me?’
‘You know Kit Caldwell is a special friend of mine. An old and very dear and close friend.’
‘Yes, I do, as it happens. He speaks very warmly about you.’
Blanco ducked his head for a moment, as if avoiding a blow. Then he looked up again, with a faint, bitter smile.
‘He came to Cádiz last week to put a proposition to me. And in order to put that proposition, he had to make a confession.’
‘What did he propose?’
‘That we go to Moscow and live together.’
Gabriel tried not to show his surprise, but probably failed. He was thinking fast.
‘Moscow? That means you think—’
‘I know. Yes. Christopher “Kit” Caldwell, your head of station in Madrid, is an agent working for the Soviet Union.’
‘Oh, come on, that’s utterly ridiculous.’
‘There are already suspicions. The ring is closing, he told me that himself. So he is defecting, from Cádiz, on a Polish cargo ship. On the fifteenth of this month.’
‘That’s in five days.’
‘Precisamente.’
‘Jesus Christ.’ Gabriel’s head was suddenly like a mad aviary: a clucking, cheeping cacophony of jabbering questions. He allowed his shock to show.
‘Are you one hundred per cent sure?’
‘I know him, Mr Dax, extremely well. We were lovers, in the past, at a time when it was very difficult and dangerous to be lovers. It forms a bond of unusual strength. He begged me to come to Moscow with him. We can make a new life there, he said. We’ll be rich, honoured, we will live a life of luxury. I refused, of course.’
‘So why are you betraying him, now, to me?’
‘Because he has betrayed us for years and years. I may be anti-Franco and the Falange but I am not pro-Soviet Union, not pro-communism. No, no.’ Blanco pointed a quivering finger at him. ‘You must catch him. Tell your people. Catch him before he runs.’
Gabriel wandered aimlessly around the terrace. He couldn’t believe this. He liked Caldwell, really liked him … How could this be? But that’s the point, he said to himself, a little sourly. Of course. You never suspect a successful spy, let alone a successful double agent. That’s their reason for being, the measure of their brilliance.
‘I’d better report this right away,’ he said.
Blanco walked him to the door, depositing the bag of money on a sideboard as he passed.
‘I think this secret was worth five thousand dollars, don’t you, Mr Dax?’
Gabriel didn’t bother to reply. Just gave him a look. There was something rebarbative about Blanco’s righteous smugness, he thought – a righteousness that came with a heavy price tag. So much for his liberal, democratic values. Gabriel wasn’t going to give him any more satisfaction.
Faith Green didn’t speak for several seconds after Gabriel told her what was the nature of the secret that her $5,000 had bought.
‘Right,’ she said. ‘We’ll be in Cádiz tomorrow. Stand by.’
‘You think it’s true?’
‘Let’s say it’s not a huge surprise … There’ve been too many signs. “Termite” indications. We were very worried. That whole business of the “Las Monteras Incident” was almost confirmation.’
‘In what way?’
‘We think Caldwell was the one who found and investigated the bomb in the barn, took photographs.’
‘What? My God!’
‘Yes, he’s very good, very good indeed. But we’ll get him, don’t worry. First-class work, Gabriel. Stay put.’
Gabriel hung up.
First-class work? What role had he played? What had he to do with this duplicity – this duplicity now unmasked? Inès Montano, he also noticed, had not called to confirm her dinner invitation. He wasn’t unhappy; perhaps it was another potential complication avoided, and he had more than enough to deal with. No doubt she was off celebrating with her brother.
He dined in the hotel and drank too much. He slept badly.
The next day, Faith Green had called him in the afternoon, but he had been out, wandering through the city and increasingly enjoying its unique atmosphere – the huge sea walls, the streets well paved and well built, with tall white houses that provided glimpses of plant-filled courtyards and roof terraces. It was a shame there was no river flowing through it, he thought; it would have been ideal for his book. But Cádiz was waterless, in fact – all water had to be pumped in to the isthmus, he had discovered. When he returned to the hotel he found that the concierge had slipped a message under the door of his suite with Faith’s contact number. She was staying at the Hotel Continental on the Calle Duque de Tetuán – a couple of blocks away.
He called the hotel and asked to be put through to her room.
‘Is there a bar in your hotel?’ she asked – a little brusquely, Gabriel thought; maybe the pressure was getting to her.
‘A rather nice one, in fact. Very—’
‘I’ll see you there in half an hour.’ She hung up.
Gabriel made his way downstairs and found a corner table where there was some privacy. He ordered a whisky and soda and lit a cigarette. The bar’s panelling was painted a pale pistachio green and the place was dimly lit with wonky gilt sconces. The chairs were upholstered in a rough, well-worn scarlet velvet and an ancient barman with a splendid white handlebar moustache – that perfectly complemented his starched double-breasted jacket – polished everything that could be polished. Glass sparkled, bottles were immaculately arranged. A young waiter in a cerise jacket watchfully patrolled the tables, a silver tray poised on stiff fingers.
Faith joined him punctually. To his vague surprise she was wearing trousers, navy blue pedal-pushers with a matching short blouson jacket. He had never seen her in trousers before, he realized. She had a silk foulard over her hair, tied neatly at her chin, as if she were going to the races. She took it off – it was covered with suitably equine motifs, Gabriel saw – and folded it carefully, placing it on the chair by her hip. She did seem a bit tense, Gabriel had to admit, rather enjoying her consternation.
‘Caldwell has gone missing,’ she said, in a low voice. ‘His apartment was searched. Nothing interesting except for a vast number of empty bottles. Nothing taken from the SIS offices in the embassy, either.’
‘Yes, he does enjoy a drink, our Mr Caldwell.’
‘How did you find him on the trip to the airbase?’
‘Completely relaxed,’ Gabriel said. ‘At his ease. But then he’s always seemed very relaxed to me.’
‘Part of his charm. “Good old Kit.” “Super chap.” Everybody likes him.’ She gave a thin smile. ‘The trouble is, he’s been in the service since the thirties. Knows everyone, and everything.’
‘What gave him away?’
‘They all give themselves away, eventually. The pressure is huge, unimaginable. That’s why he drank so much. It began to set off warning bells.’ She looked around, signalled at the young waiter and ordered a Dubonnet, with ice. She waited until her drink was served and then asked Gabriel to go through his encounter with Blanco in great detail. Gabriel told her everything he could remember.
‘It was the fifteenth – you’re sure about that,’ she said.
‘Yes, absolutely. He was very specific. A Polish freighter, Cádiz harbour, the fifteenth. Caldwell wanted Blanco to come with him, you see. I think Caldwell is probably still in love with him.’ Gabriel shrugged. ‘It was an extraordinary risk to tell him all this. But, as you know, they had a long affair.’
‘Yes, I do know,’ Faith said, frowning, thinking. ‘I told you.’
‘So you did. And Caldwell told me. And then Blanco told me.’
That seemed to silence her for a moment. She stirred the ice cubes in her Dubonnet with her forefinger – clink, clink, clink – then licked her finger clean of the residue. Gabriel felt a little spasm of sexual interest at the gesture. It was the first time that Faith Green had aroused him in that way. Most odd.
‘You can go back to London now,’ she said, abruptly. ‘We’ll deal with Caldwell. Have you the drawing?’
‘Yes, do you want it?’
‘Keep it. A souvenir.’
‘Why do you need these drawings? May I ask?’
‘I can’t tell you that. But we don’t need this one any more. All yours.’
‘Something to do with Caldwell?’
She looked intently at him, her head to one side.
‘You’re not a fool, Gabriel. Let’s just leave it at that, shall we?’
Gabriel ordered another whisky, asked if he might smoke a cigarette and was given permission.
‘What’s going to happen with Caldwell?’ he asked.
‘The Spanish police will arrest him on the fifteenth. Assuming he turns up. We won’t tell them until the last minute, of course. We don’t want to give the game away. I’m pretty sure there’ll be KGB on board the freighter waiting to debrief him, so we have to be very careful. We’ll have the dock covertly surrounded. If he gives us the slip we’ll stop the ship when it sails.’ She finished her Dubonnet with a gulp. ‘He’ll be brought to justice, don’t worry.’ She stood up and held out her hand. ‘Thanks for everything, Gabriel. You can go back to your life now. Finish your book. We’re all very grateful at the Institute.’
Gabriel stood and they shook hands. He felt a pang, wondering if this was to be the last time he would be in Faith Green’s mesmerizing, destabilizing, oddly infuriating company.
‘Right. I’ll head back tomorrow morning, then,’ he said. ‘Goodbye and good luck.’
He watched her stride briskly out of the bar. He sat down, finished his cigarette and thought about wandering out into the city to find somewhere decent for supper. Then he saw that she’d left her silk foulard behind.
He picked it up and held it to his nose. Lavender – the scent, the spoor of Faith Green. He asked the concierge for directions to the Hotel Continental and set out to return it to her. One last little service from her courier-in-chief.
The Hotel Continental was barely a five-minute walk away, its neon sign glowing brightly in the soft light of dusk. The uniformed doorman tipped his tricorne hat at him as Gabriel pushed through the revolving door and looked for the reception desk. There it was at the end of a long hallway: black and white chequerboard marble, palms in brass planters, rather glaring chandeliers, he thought.
And there was his brother, Sefton Roscommon.
Gabriel turned abruptly and went into a small shop-cum-newsagent’s by the entrance that provided souvenirs and international newspapers for hotel guests. He picked up a copy of the Herald Tribune and paid for it. He opened the newspaper and peered over its top.
He thought he was going to have a heart attack. Sefton was here in Cádiz. He and Faith Green were working together. He could feel his pulse pounding in his ears, like surf, like the waves smashing into Cádiz’s sea walls. Sefton hadn’t seen him, thank God; he was still engaged in conversation with the desk clerk. Then Faith appeared, followed by Harrison Lee and, finally, Anatoly Sirin. The four of them spoke for a while and then wandered off into the dining room. Gabriel felt the acid bite of nausea in his throat.
He left the hotel and walked down to the seafront, his head loud with the now familiar cacophony of unanswered questions. Sefton? What the fuck was going on? Sefton with Faith and the others? Jesus. Sefton had come to witness the arrest of Caldwell, he supposed, the traitor caught just before he defected. He totted up the numerous lies Sefton and Faith had told him. At the same time a creeping sense of bitterness almost made him feel even more nauseous. He walked along the front, ignoring the begging children. Then one of them tugged at his jacket and he turned and bellowed furiously at them – NO PESETAS! – and they ran off, terrified.
He went into a bar and ordered a bottle of red wine and started to drink as he thought things through. Of course, he reasoned, obviously Sefton had proposed him initially as a perfect courier for Faith. That was the beginning. It had to be. My brother does these little jobs for me. Perfect cover, travel writer. Why lie, though? Why deny it? There must be some other motive, he realized. He had always known there was a grander plan, a bigger picture, but he could never figure it out, wondering if Caldwell’s imminent defection had scuppered everything.
He topped up his glass, thinking, steady, boy, steady – he was out of here tomorrow, back to London, he didn’t want to drive with a hangover. The thoughts came and went, jostling with each other. Was Sefton part of the Institute? Or was he representing MI6 or the Foreign Office at this potential, massively embarrassing crisis? A head of station, thirty years in the secret service, defecting to the Soviet Union. Was it all about Caldwell in the end? But what were the drawings for? Why was he sent on this particular errand, and paid so well? What would happen to Caldwell when he was arrested? Would they hush everything up? And where, he wondered, did the death of Patrice Lumumba fit in?
He stopped himself, realizing that his speculation was not only useless but would also swiftly drive him insane. Forget about it. He had his own life to live and, moreover, he had a book to write. He searched his pockets for some money to pay for the wine and found Faith’s silk scarf. He held it to his nose and smelt her lavender perfume. He’d keep it, he thought, as a souvenir of a betrayal.
‘We hope you enjoyed your stay at the Hotel de France, Señor Dax. We wish you a safe journey back to London.’
Gabriel thanked the receptionist and settled his bill, in cash. The sharp morning sun coming through the big windows printed orange rhomboids on the terracotta floor. He pondered his next steps, now his job was done: maybe a slow meandering drive back to Madrid, via Granada, Murcia, Valencia – make the most of this unexpected—
Kit Caldwell sauntered into the lobby, hand raised in greeting.
‘Gabriel, well met. Are you checking out? Glad I caught you.’
They went into the bar where Caldwell ordered a sherry. Gabriel asked for mineral water. He felt a tremor of shock still vibrating through him. He tried to seem calm, unperturbed.
Caldwell raised his glass.
‘Sherry should be the first drink of the day, an old Spanish writer once told me. Only in the morning. Solo por la mañana.’
Gabriel sipped at his mineral water, hoping his massive tension wasn’t visible. Caldwell was wearing a creased cream suit of cotton drill, as if he was off to the tropics. There were food stains on his pale grey tie. He seemed in fine form, however – not hungover, not bleary-eyed or dyspeptic.
‘Did you see Blanco?’ he asked.
‘Yes.’
‘How was he?’
‘I got the sense that his fortunes were on an upward turn, somehow.’
‘Yes …’ Caldwell looked serious for a moment. ‘I think this show in Paris has bucked him up. Rather changed everything for him. Did you buy the drawing?’
‘Yes.’
‘I do wish he’d stop doing these “imbalanced” pictures. Desequilibrio, as he calls it. In a way, it’s quite intriguing, initially, but you get the “concept” almost immediately. Then when you see twenty or thirty together the effect—’
‘Leave tomorrow. Don’t wait until the fifteenth.’
Gabriel had blurted the words out, not thinking.
Caldwell’s smiling demeanour changed in an instant. He stiffened, his features hardened.
‘What the hell—’
‘Blanco betrayed you,’ Gabriel said, quickly. ‘He sold your secret for five thousand dollars. They’re here, here in Cádiz – Faith Green, the MI6 team. They’re going to arrest you as you try to leave. The port will be covered, Spanish police alerted. You haven’t a hope.’
Caldwell looked closely at him.
‘Why are you telling me this?’
‘I don’t know. I just feel—’ Gabriel stopped himself, gathered his thoughts, spoke evenly, rationally. ‘It’s now clear to me that I’ve been used by Faith Green – and others – in ways I don’t fully understand. And I resent it. Deeply. And I don’t care, anyway. Don’t give a toss.’ He shrugged. ‘And, you know, what the hell. I happen to like you.’
Caldwell smiled, nodded. He seemed pleased.
‘All right, Gabriel, old chum. As good a reason as any, it seems to me. In for a penny, in for a pound. There’s a village about ten miles out of town, on the road to Jerez, called Aznal del Campo. There’s a perfectly decent old parador there. You still have your little Simca, don’t you?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good. That makes a big difference. That will help.’ He drained his sherry. ‘Go to Aznal. Book a room for the night. I’ll come and find you.’ He smiled his wide smile and flicked his forelock of hair back. ‘Apologies, I’m just assuming you’ll do this. You don’t have to – you’ve done more than enough just by giving me this information.’
Gabriel thought, am I being a total fool? Am I aiding and abetting an enemy spy? Yes, was the probable answer, but he didn’t care. He tried further to rationalize what he’d just done but failed. It was seeing Sefton, he supposed, that had so jolted him – the total, utter astonishment. And then came the rush of retrospective analysis, realizing clearly how everyone, especially Faith Green, had used him – and taken him for granted – that had fuelled his anger. It was like discovering an adultery. Everything in your life – for you, the cuckold – now suddenly made bitter, wounding, retrospective sense: the absences, the excuses, the lies were all mercilessly exposed for what they really were. That new clarity – all the back-tracked narrative of the betrayal – was massively hurtful. And he had wanted to hurt them back somehow, he supposed, needing an act of revenge, of agency – and warning Caldwell had immediately and unthinkingly given him a perfect opportunity. He sensed his heart beating fast, felt the pulse of his fury and his shame. Fuck them all. He wasn’t going to be their useful idiot any more.
‘I’ll do it. In for a penny, as you say.’
Caldwell stood up.
‘Good man. I’ve a few things to arrange. See you later.’
He strode out of the room. Gabriel sat on for a few moments in a kind of existential quandary. What was he thinking? What was he doing? But, he told himself, you had to trust your instincts – and his instincts had told him, spontaneously, to help Kit Caldwell. And so he had. Why stop now?



4.
The Defection of Kit Caldwell
Aznal del Campo was simply a cluster of poor, broken-down houses on either side of the road to Jerez. There was a shuttered church, an understocked supermarket and an old parador where Gabriel booked a room for the night. His room contained a bed, a table and chair and a chamber pot. There was a lavatory off the dining room that he could use, if he preferred. He could order a pan of hot water from the kitchen if he wished to wash himself.
Gabriel went for a walk, trying not to imagine what might be coming next, trying not to think about the consequences of helping Caldwell escape. Not escape, he told himself – defect. It wasn’t too late, he realized, to drive back to Cádiz and tell Faith Green everything and vindicate himself. But what would that make him? No better than Blanco, the lover transformed into turncoat. He felt obscurely proud of his audacity – no one would have expected him to do something like this. At this moment that alone seemed justification enough.
He wandered out of the village, turning off the main road, and climbed a well-used path that led up to a small hill where an ancient orchard of olive trees was in its senescence, the trunks gnarled and hard like fissured stone and with only a few branches sprouting leaves and small, meagre fruit. When was this orchard planted? he wondered. Centuries ago, he supposed, running his hand over the seamed and calloused trunks. He looked around at the trees – it was a kind of natural ruin, a self-made wood-henge, with its own subtle magic. Up here he could feel the breeze on his back cooling the sweat from his climb, and the blonde grass in the orchard was combed by the gentle gusts. Cicadas shrilled their creaking monotone as if this was some ritual music especially designed for the henge. He felt the numinous spirit of the place and was oddly moved. He sensed that finding this dying grove was a good omen for the act of insurrection he was about to commit. He took out his Gitanes and sat down with his back against one of the venerable trees. He had a smile on his face as he smoked his cigarette. He knew he had done the right thing.
He was back in his room as the soft, brumous dusk fell. He tried to read but he couldn’t concentrate, the tension in him mounting. He went down to the dining room and ordered some food – there was only a kind of stew of dried cod and potatoes on offer – it was tasty enough but he wasn’t hungry and left half his meal uneaten. He drank some glasses of red wine and returned to his room.
There was a knock on his door at around eleven o’clock and a boy with a cast in his eye told him ‘Un Ingles’ was downstairs.
Caldwell stood there in the small hallway, with two battered leather suitcases. Gabriel paid his bill and they went outside to the car.
‘Still up for this?’ Caldwell asked. ‘Everything’s ready, if you are.’
‘Here I am,’ Gabriel said.
They put Caldwell’s suitcases on the back seat and Caldwell, having told him how to reach the appointed dock, climbed effortfully into the boot. Just a precaution, he had said.
Gabriel started the engine and drove back to Cádiz. He headed for the railway station and turned right on to the Muelle Nuevo.
Cádiz’s port was huge – a natural bay created by the isthmus where the city had been established. Some of the docksides were secured but the Muelle Nuevo, where a large number of fishing trawlers were berthed, was open to access. Caldwell’s ship, a small Polish freighter carrying timber and olive oil back to Gdańsk, was moored further up the port from the fishing fleet. A few other cargo vessels occupied the same stretch of quayside.
Gabriel parked the Simca in the shadow of a small warehouse. Arc lights burnt here and there, casting stark pools of brightness. Someone was working on a fishing boat with a welding torch, small fireworks spraying in glowing clouds. It was very quiet and very dark. He helped Caldwell out of the boot and waited as he stretched and stamped himself back into vigorous life. Then they fetched the suitcases from the car and set off cautiously up the quayside.
The freighter was called the MS Sobieska II. Blunt-bowed, low-lying with one tall funnel – with steam emerging – and a rust-streaked grey hull. Lights were burning on the main deck and shadowy figures moved to and fro. There was a narrow gangway set down against the quay. As they approached, Caldwell pulled Gabriel into the shelter of a building.
‘I have to get on at the very last minute, the last second,’ Caldwell said. ‘Just as they pull the gangway up. They’ll give us a signal but we’ll need to be quick.’
‘We?’
‘Well, I can’t carry both suitcases and jump aboard.’
‘Right.’
They watched as crew members began to unwind and then haul in the thick mooring ropes. The rhythmic throbbing of the ship’s engines became louder and the steam billowed powerfully from the smokestack. Suddenly there was a brief blare from the ship’s hooter and the gangway was winched up a foot from the dockside and stopped, poised.
‘That’s the signal!’ Caldwell said, and they dashed out.
As they approached, two men came down the gangway to help Caldwell. Caldwell delivered his suitcase to one, Gabriel handed over the other, and then Caldwell stepped quickly aboard. He ran up the elevating gangway, giving Gabriel a brisk wave. If he had said anything it was inaudible as the MS Sobieska II rapidly and noisily got up steam and, even before the gangway was hauled fully in, was pulling away from the quayside and turning around, seaward. Gabriel stopped himself from waving goodbye. This was no fond separation. Caldwell was off to his new life in the Soviet Union – good luck to him.
Gabriel wandered back to his car, almost shivering from all the adrenaline pumping around his body. He decided he was going to drive through the night, heading for Málaga. There was no point in looking for a hotel – he’d never sleep, anyway – best to put many miles between him and Cádiz before Faith Green and Sefton realized that there would be no rendezvous with Kit Caldwell on the fifteenth. The chicken had flown the coop.



5.
Scandal!
Gabriel bought every newspaper when the news broke. There had been silence for a month, then the story was announced in Pravda with a photograph of Premier Khrushchev presenting Caldwell with a Hero of the Soviet Union medal. The British press had a convulsion and the headlines screamed their outrage: ‘THE CALDWELL AFFAIR! MI6 SHAME EXPOSED! OUR USELESS SECRET SERVICE! TOP SPY FLEES TO MOSCOW!’ And the one that made Gabriel a little uneasy: ‘WHO TIPPED OFF KIT?’
There was no mention of the failed plan to arrest Caldwell in Cádiz, no mention of the Institute of Developmental Studies or Faith Green. In the press it was presented as the British government’s consistent failure to control and monitor its secret service: cronyism, elitism, complacent old-boys’ club, establishment negligence and corruption were all cited in the attacks. Guy Burgess, Donald Maclean, George Blake and now Kit Caldwell. How many other traitors lurked in the tenth-rate British secret service? The government responded coolly with the line that it was another simple defection by a decadent, minor MI6 official trying to maximize and commodify the bad situation he had found himself in. Moreover, Caldwell’s role as a spy was heavily downplayed in a blatant attempt at damage limitation. Head of station in Madrid was an unimportant sinecure in something of an espionage backwater; Caldwell was due to be retired anyway owing to concerns over his evident alcoholism; he knew his time was up and decided to cut and run. Good riddance was the subtext; another rotten apple removed from the sturdy British barrel.
Gabriel read the papers, bemused. It was something of a shock when you knew a story better than the media did. Then the flagrant errors, the misrepresentations, the falsehoods, the exaggerations and fantastical allegations made him wonder how anybody with this knowledge, reading a newspaper, could ever have any confidence in the ‘facts’ thus reported and represented. It made him feel vulnerable, however, this special information he had. He felt the familiar spy-insecurity infiltrate his life again. When he went out to shop, or when he left the flat to meet friends or publishers or editors or his agent, he kept looking over his shoulder, glancing around, worrying that he might be being followed. He was uncomfortably sure – whatever Faith Green had said about the termination of his involvement with the Institute – that matters were not finally closed. This unsettling mood of wariness would not leave him.
It was interesting, he thought, that – weeks later – he still felt no guilt at all in aiding Caldwell to escape. He, Gabriel, had been employed and manipulated in some scheme to entrap the man and, when he discovered the duplicity, any vague sense of ‘duty’ he might have had, any moral or patriotic imperatives, disappeared, in his opinion. He had been lied to, he had been used, and so – having discovered the betrayal – was entitled to do what he liked in these new circumstances. He reminded himself of the famous quotation in which, given the option of betraying your country or your friend, you would hope to – how did it go? – ‘have the guts to betray my country’. And so he did. E. M. Forster, that was the writer who’d made that statement. Fellow writer, that was pleasing – fellow travel writer, as well. Priorities firmly in place, as Caldwell had told him. As he thought further about the choice he’d made in Cádiz, he saw it as the one recourse he’d had available to him to establish his own individuality, his independence as a thinking, functioning human being. He didn’t care who he had inconvenienced, embarrassed or implicated in so doing. He’d made a decision and followed it through. These thoughts kept circling around his mind as he tried his best to concentrate on his book.
Victoria called and invited him to Sunday lunch again. He was about to make up an excuse but then decided not to. He realized he’d be very interested to see how Sefton presented himself, if he made any reference to his trip to Cádiz, now that Gabriel knew of the full extent of his involvement in the Caldwell affair.
The lunch itself passed off agreeably. The fillet of beef was tasty, the pommes dauphinoise demanded second helpings. The boys were intrigued by his idea for the new book and a spontaneous parlour game ensued around which rivers should or should not be included. The Nile and the Amazon were deemed ‘boring’. Gabriel dutifully noted down a couple of the brighter ideas.
After the meal, Gabriel joined Sefton under the pergola where Sefton fuelled, tended and smoked his post-prandial pipe – almost a ritual, Gabriel thought. He carried a full goblet of brandy with him and he smoked his Gitanes. Dutch courage. Cognac courage.
‘How’s the FO taking the Caldwell defection?’ Gabriel asked, as innocently and as idly as he could manage.
‘Well, not our shit hitting the fan, thank God,’ Sefton said. ‘MI6 folk are all hiding under their beds.’
‘I saw him – Caldwell – in Madrid,’ Gabriel said. ‘We spent an evening together. Most amusing man.’
‘That’s it, you see,’ Sefton said. ‘There is always some kind of elaborate facade. That’s their modus operandi.’ He drew deeply on his pipe. ‘He was a queer, you know.’
‘So what?’
‘I think someone must have been blackmailing him.’
‘Right.’
‘Anyway …’ Sefton blew out an astonishingly dense cloud of smoke that hung in the air for a few seconds before a breeze dispersed it. ‘He was small fry,’ Sefton went on. ‘No George Blake, no Burgess or Maclean.’
‘Still, it doesn’t look good,’ Gabriel said.
‘Defectors never look good for anyone – for us, the CIA or the KGB,’ Sefton said, complacently. ‘But defectors and double agents will always be with us – like the poor.’ He chuckled at his witticism.
‘Funny he should leave from Cádiz,’ Gabriel said.
‘What’s funny about it?’
‘I was in Cádiz just before he defected – on one of my “jobs”.’
‘Oh, yes?’
‘For MI6, for your chum Faith Green.’
‘She’s not my chum, I don’t know her,’ Sefton said, tamping down the tobacco in his pipe with a special little silver tool he had, like a slim penknife.
Lie number one, Gabriel thought.
‘Anyway, I was long gone by then.’
Sefton grunted.
‘It’s a great city, Cádiz. I really like it,’ Gabriel went on, disingenuously. ‘Great atmosphere. These port cities, you know, something different about them. Different feel.’
‘Whither Spain,’ Sefton said, bafflingly.
Gabriel sipped his brandy.
‘Ever been there? Cádiz?’
‘Been to Gibraltar. That’s as close as I’ve got.’
Lie number two, Gabriel noted.
He changed the subject.
When he returned home, Gabriel picked up the Blanco drawing of the preposterous umbrella pine – that he had now placed on the mantel above the gas fire in his sitting room – and stared at it, wondering what was going on. Sefton had lied – convincingly – but maybe that was to be expected. He wasn’t ever going to admit to being part of the Faith Green–Caldwell–Blanco deception, whatever it was. He wondered if there was anything more he should do. His brother was involved, yes; his brother was clearly part of the Secret Intelligence Service, yes; and no doubt his brother had been instrumental in sending him, Gabriel, in the direction of Faith Green, yes. The useful idiot, once again, he thought. And idiots are useful because they can never see the bigger picture.
He crossed the room and sat down at his desk. There were mouse droppings on his typescript. Right, he thought, now it’s full-scale, merciless war.
His trip to Dublin in July, to Chapelizod, was a surprising success. There was nothing about the River Liffey in Chapelizod that was remotely exceptional or picturesque but the location was rich in associations: literary, historical, political. In Chapelizod the Liffey became non-tidal. There was a theory, also, that in the distant, pre-Viking past this was where the first human settlement had been, and where the river was effectively forded. More importantly for Gabriel, Chapelizod was where James Joyce had positioned the Earwicker family living in their pub in Finnegans Wake. In many ways the Liffey was the ideal river for his book: prototypical. It was something of a revelation, he thought. He knew he should explore more, test out more rivers – unknown or insignificant rivers, maybe – before he made his final selection.
In Chapelizod, he stayed in a bed-and-breakfast, not a hotel, run by a widow, a Mrs Doreen Byrne, a woman in her fifties with a strong pale face and thick, unruly, greying hair. She was brusque, dry and knowing, and over the days he stayed there – as he explored Chapelizod and its environs – she came to remind him more and more of Faith Green, as if she were Faith Green’s Irish aunt. They had amicable encounters and brief conversations at the breakfast table or as their paths crossed when he came back from his wanderings around the neighbourhood. The more he stood before Doreen Byrne, chatting – slyly, mockingly fencing with each other – the more Faith Green began to dominate his thoughts as he wandered the city with his guidebooks and camera, almost as if she were haunting him.
He was in a dark pub in central Dublin one day, Donovan’s in Grafton Street – a close-knit, hugger-mugger place with blackened panelling walls and a stained, sagging, creamy ceiling – almost like sitting in a giant pint of Guinness, he thought. He liked Dublin pubs – his fellow drinkers were friendly, curious, eager to converse and, once they learnt why he was in Dublin, immediately full of wildly contradictory advice about the merits and demerits of his explorations of the Liffey at Chapelizod. And when he wasn’t conversing, he was listening to the chat and the banter – almost like a show staged for the visiting foreigner. Was there such a thing as a monosyllabic, taciturn Dubliner? he wondered. It was a good city to be on your own in because you always knew that you needn’t be alone, in an instant, if you didn’t want to be. That particular day, in the pub on Grafton Street, was something of a climacteric, he later realized.
He went to the bar to order another Jameson’s and, as his drink was being prepared, spotted a dusty advertisement for Dubonnet tacked up in a gloomy corner by the till. In a sudden moment – a kind of apt Joycean epiphany – he was transported back to Cádiz, to his last meeting in the hotel bar with Faith Green. That meeting when she had stirred the ice cubes in her Dubonnet and sucked the sticky residue off her finger. He closed his eyes and it was as if he were watching a cinema version of that moment, in all its vividness and close-up proximity. Her pale face, the stirring action, the way her lips folded tightly around her finger, sucking, the little creases in her upper lip, the glimpse of her slick, pink tongue, her slow smile. He felt a shiver across his shoulders, the familiar tension at the nape of his neck. He understood in a Damascene, irrefutable way, that, like it or not, Faith Green had become an inextricable part of his life and, if he was to maintain a normal mental status quo in his daily existence, a calm and level-headed way of living, then he had to achieve some type of significant termination of their relationship.
He took his drink back to his corner seat and, unthinkingly, wrote down her name in capitals in his notebook. FAITH GREEN. Simultaneously, he knew he had to talk to Katerina Haas about this new obsession, this new conviction. Everything that had happened to him since he had spotted her reading his book on the plane from Léopoldville to Brussels – almost two years ago now – was somehow wrapped up in her persona and her relationship with him and his with her. He marvelled rather at its slow build-up – a kind of creeping obsession gathering its emotional heft slowly but steadily, like the progress of a bad head cold or influenza. You notice the signs and symptoms, he thought, and ignore them, assuming you’ll shake the virus off, that your immune system will do its silent duty, but the symptoms persist and grow and become impossible to ignore– the virus infiltrates the bloodstream and soon the fever is established and raging.
He stared at the opposite wall and inhaled. There was a new dimension, he had to admit, about the Dubonnet revelation. Their connection was professional, yes, and it was personal, of course – but it was now also sexual. There was no hiding the reality of his feelings any more. Maybe it had always been sexual, he thought, but he had denied the fact. Why? What was wrong with him? He tried to imagine her naked – and failed. It was very simple, he said to himself. Despite everything she has done, I have to see her again.



6.
Obsession
When he returned to London he immediately tried to book himself in for another meeting with Dr Haas. She was on her summer holiday in Austria, he was told, so he would have to wait until she returned. When might that be? We don’t know, her secretary told him. We’ll inform you, Mr Dax, as soon as she’s back at work.
He telephoned Tyrone, and asked if he would pop by to see him at the flat, when he had a moment. A confidential matter. Money to be earned. Tyrone was prompt.
Gabriel hadn’t seen him for a few months and there was immediately something about Tyrone that was different. Yes, his hair was significantly, liberally blonder. Verging on flaxen Swedish.
‘Are you dyeing your hair?’ Gabriel asked.
‘Of course not.’
‘Of course you are. You had brown hair the last time I saw you. Now you’re blonde.’
‘I was on holiday in Bournemouth. Two weeks. Boiling hot. Sun, sun, sun. That must be the explanation.’ Tyrone smiled edgily. ‘Anyway, what’s this proposition you got for me?’
Gabriel outlined his plan. He wanted to know where Faith Green lived. He gave Tyrone the address of the Institute of Developmental Studies in Long Acre. Then he told him, in some detail, what Faith looked like and suggested he position himself, covertly, somewhere opposite the Institute’s main entrance at the end of the working day and follow this woman to her home, to the best of his ability. And he had to be careful. She was a professional, in the ‘security’ world – he left it vague – Tyrone had to be discreet and clever. There was £50 in it for him if he came up with the necessary information, £20 down as a sign of his goodwill.
Tyrone accepted the four £5 notes and pointedly counted them twice, as if they were not real, as if he were handling some kind of cash-illusion.
‘Are you sleeping with this woman?’ Tyrone looked at him, suspiciously. ‘I mean, this isn’t some kind of jealous lover thing going on, is it?’
‘I’m working for her. She’s my “boss”, if you like,’ Gabriel said. ‘I’m suspicious, that’s all. I need certain information.’
‘Have you and Lorraine split up?’
‘No! No. I’ve been away. In Spain and Ireland. I told her.’
‘Because she’s right moody. Doing me head in.’
‘I’m busy, Tyrone. I’m trying to finish a book. Life is complicated.’
‘Tell me about it.’ Tyrone shook his head vigorously, as if the movement alone could rid him of life’s complications. Then he smiled. ‘OK, I’ll track down this bird for you.’
‘I’m very grateful,’ Gabriel said.
Tyrone seemed suddenly thoughtful; he looked untypically shy and vulnerable.
‘Is my hair that obvious?’
‘I’m afraid it is. But, you know what, Tyrone? It kind of suits you. Good look.’
‘Shit! That’s a fucking mouse!’
Gabriel spent the next few days finishing and polishing his Chapelizod/Liffey chapter, trying not to think about what might be coming up next in his life, concentrating with some success on the here and now. Lorraine telephoned, asking if she might come round for a ‘serious talk’ but he lied and said he was going back to Ireland. He’d call her on his return.
At the beginning of the next week Dr Haas’s secretary telephoned, suggesting a new appointment. Dr Haas had returned from her summer holiday. She had been away for a good while.
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	  DR HAAS:  	  Have you noticed any improvement in your sleep patterns since our last discussion? I thought we’d made very promising progress.  
	    GABRIEL DAX:	  I did sleep better for a few days, I admit – but aspects of my life then became very, ah [clears throat, repeatedly, coughs], stressful – and I found I had reverted to the old ‘model’. An hour’s sleep, then dreams of fire and an abrupt wakening. Tossing and turning thereafter.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  What caused this stress?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I had to travel to Spain, on a kind of assignment. Let’s say things didn’t go according to plan. In fact, it was quite dangerous, I now realize. I wish I’d never agreed to go.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Goodness! What a life you lead, Mr Dax. Anyway, we don’t need to venture into that story. The thing you must do is to concentrate on your memories of the night of the fire, now you have this new narrative, this new information. If you concentrate, then you can eliminate the false hypotheses you’ve been living with, the false memories. A form of ‘true’ memory will begin to emerge, one that you’ll find convincing. And then you’ll be able to sleep better.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Right. I see what you’re saying. I understand the logic, anyway. I’ll try. Maybe I need to go back and speak to the loss adjuster again, it now strikes me. Maybe he has more information that he didn’t tell me, or forgot to tell me.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  I think that’s an excellent idea. The more facts you gather, the more your memory becomes – what is the word? – subservient, yes, subservient to them. It’s important to subdue memory, sometimes – even if that seems a paradox.  
	  [PAUSE]  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  There’s something else that’s bothering me that I’d like to share with you.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Unrelated to the fire and your mother’s death?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Yes, actually. It’s something that I just realized – a few days ago. To do with this assignment, this job in Spain that I was on …  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Please, do let me know what you’re feeling. That’s what I’m here for.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I’ve known this woman, and have been working with her, for nearly two years … We have a   strange, close, but professional relationship. I am her … [Pause] I feel she’s using me, but I can’t fully understand why or see the bigger picture.
	  DR HAAS:  	  I don’t see where the problem lies.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  It occurred to me – or, rather, I had this revelation – that I’m sexually attracted to her. Powerfully attracted. It shook me, this revelation.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  If you’ve been in contact with her for all this time why has this – this ‘revelation’ – now suddenly arrived?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I don’t know. I was sitting in a pub in Dublin, researching my new book – and, out of the blue, I knew this was what I felt about her. I wasn’t drunk, or anything. It just came to me that this was how I felt about her, sexually.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Has she shown any signs that she feels anything like the same for you?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  No, not at all. I told you, it’s an obsession of mine. If anything, she’s rather cold towards me – rather disdainful, sometimes.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Could this be why you’re attracted to her?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I’m not a masochist.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  I’m sure you’re not. No, I meant because she’s unattainable. Because it’s something that will never happen, can never happen, your obsession.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Interesting. I hadn’t thought of that.  

Gabriel went to an ironmonger’s on the King’s Road and bought a tin of carpenter’s glue. This had been Tyrone’s advice on how to solve his mouse problem.
‘You see, a London mouse is a clever mouse,’ Tyrone had said, as if speaking to an imbecile. ‘Traps, poison – they make the mouse laugh. Ha ha, I’m not that stupid. No, there’s only one way – glue.’
‘Glue?’
‘Yeah, and not the glue you use to paste pictures in your scrapbook, neither. You need carpenter’s glue. The glue that they use to stick chairs together.’
Tyrone went on to explain the method in some detail and Gabriel took note.
Back at home he cut up a cardboard box into two rectangles, about ten inches by five. Then he opened the tin of glue and spread a layer over the cardboard. The glue was like a thick opaque honey and he could instantly feel its grip as he smoothed it carefully with a butter knife, its potent adhesiveness. He smiled. Clever London mouse or not, the rodent would meet its match in the glue trap, he was suddenly confident. He placed the two smeared rectangles on either side of the cooker, pushed against the skirting. That was the other thing Tyrone had told him – mice hug the wall. He stepped back and looked at his handiwork. The unending war of man versus mouse. This particular battle in the conflict would soon be over, he was sure.
He went back into the sitting room and sat down at his desk where he reread and made some alterations to his chapter on the Liffey. Inigo Marcher, his editor, had asked if he might see the work in progress. He was ‘excited’ by the forthcoming book, predicting great things. Gabriel wondered if now was the time to send off the completed chapters. He was abandoning plans to go to the USA and South America. He should do Europe first, he thought, having spotted, while perusing a map, that there was a town called Krems in Austria on the Danube. Something about the name attracted him – a bit like Chapelizod – he’d never heard of Krems. Perhaps a trip there before the end of the year, then he would send the four chapters in – keep Inigo waiting, keep his excitement up. He replaced the Liffey chapter in the Rivers file and fed a new sheet of paper into his typewriter.
Bennet Strum had asked him for a piece about his trips to Andalusia, concentrating on his impressions of everyday life in Franco’s Spain. ‘Not too much culture and cathedrals,’ Bennet had said. ‘We want to know how the old bastard is destroying the country.’ Gabriel was happy to be commissioned: it was easy and well-remunerated work. He lit a cigarette and started to type, feeling a kind of contentment creep over him. No more the useful idiot, the compliant bagman. His old, comfortable, solitary life had returned.
Tyrone reported back on his surveillance of Faith Green a week later. They went to the Goat and Crow one lunchtime and Gabriel bought him a pint and a pie. He was drinking a large gin and tonic. He felt his head a little light, his throat dry, as Tyrone began to outline what he’d discovered. He wondered, not for the first time, if he was being too audacious, having a member of the British Secret Intelligence Service spied on in this way. Spying on the spy. But it wasn’t to do with espionage, he told himself, this was all about emotion, an affair of the heart – his heart.
‘Well, it took a couple of days hanging about Long Acre, but then I spotted her instantly,’ Tyrone said. ‘Classy-looking woman, Gabriel. Nice bit of stuff. Good choice. Are you actually, you know, doing the deed—?’
‘Don’t go down that road, Tyrone. Just tell me what you found out.’
‘She leaves the office around six. Goes to the Covent Garden Tube. Then she gets a train to Ealing Broadway, with one change at Holborn – which is actually only one stop from Covent Garden. Kind of odd. Nearly lost her.’
Tyrone went on. She disembarked at Ealing Broadway because that was where she parked her car.
‘Very nice motor. Mercedes-Benz 190 SL. She earns a bob or two, Gabe, I tell you.’
‘I know about the car. What then?’
‘I was on foot. She drove off.’
‘Oh. So you lost her.’
‘How was I to know she had a car there? Do me a favour.’
‘Apologies.’
‘So, the next day, end of the working day, I drives to Ealing Broadway Tube and parks up near her car. Sure enough, she comes out of the station, close enough to seven p.m. Gets in the car. I follow.’
She drove down the A40 towards Oxford, Tyrone said, then turned off and headed into the Chilterns, to the village of Great Missenden.
‘She has a house on the High Street. Small house, painted white, window boxes, two storeys. Lives there alone.’
‘How do you know?’
‘I asked a neighbour. Said I was looking for a couple I knew. Lived in the village. I’m not stupid, Gabriel. I could be a detective.’
‘Let’s leave that discussion for another day. What number is it?’
Tyrone told him. Gabriel went to buy more drinks. While he stood at the bar he wondered again if he was being a fool. What was he going to do with this new information? Go to Great Missenden and knock on Faith’s front door? He could almost foreshadow her astonishment and then her fury at being tracked down in this way. The fact that her commute to the Institute was so elaborate: car, then Tube, then change of station. The fact that Holborn was only one stop from Covent Garden was significant: she could walk directly to Holborn from the Institute – no, that meant that this was procedure, as much as anything, a routine way of covering her tracks. She could have caught a train from Great Missenden to Marylebone. She could park her car in Covent Garden, if she wished. No, it was a precaution. She would not be happy to see him.
He took the drinks back to their table.
‘Cheers. Oh, yeah, one other thing,’ Tyrone said. ‘This neighbour, right chatty old biddy, told me that your Miss Green was off on holiday for two weeks. And she told me where.’
‘Where?’
‘Could I have the thirty quid you owe me?’
Gabriel had come prepared. He took out his wallet and gave Tyrone the six £5 notes and watched while the usual full-concentration double count took place. Tyrone folded the notes up tightly and pushed them into a trouser pocket.
‘It was called South—’ He stopped, frowned. ‘What was it? South-something, anyway.’
‘Southampton? Southend? Southsea? South Uist?’
‘Southwold. That was it.’



7.
Southwold
Gabriel wondered, as he journeyed to Southwold, if he was going a little insane. He would have to talk this over with Katerina Haas when they next met for a session. He took the train to Norwich, then a stopper to Aldeburgh. From Aldeburgh he caught a bus to Southwold and found a room in a large pub-cum-bed-and-breakfast called the Albion, a few streets back from the beach. He booked himself in for a week.
He had done nothing for a couple of days after Tyrone had delivered up his intelligence but then the idea had seized him. Go to Suffolk, go to Southwold and find her. In Southwold such an encounter could be passed off as a coincidence – lots of people holidayed in Southwold. He’d been there once himself in his teens and remembered it vaguely – patchy memories of a huge white lighthouse in the town itself and the malty smell of brewing beer filling the streets. He recalled bright beach huts, a pier, odd open green spaces in the town, a sand-and-shingle beach and a keen, scowthering wind off the North Sea. It wasn’t a big place so it shouldn’t be hard to find her. He packed his bag and headed off.
The next morning, he went to a newsagent’s and managed to find a local Visitors’ Guide with a street map of the small town. More like a large village than a town, he thought, spreading the map out. He began systematically to prowl the streets looking for the Mercedes-Benz.
After a fruitless day’s searching he realized that she could just as easily be staying in a cottage a few miles away, deep in the countryside – there was no reason to suppose that she should be in Southwold itself. The thought depressed him and again made him question his sanity. But, he reasoned, if he had to go further afield, then he would. He bought a second-hand bicycle for £3 from a scrap-merchant’s yard and began to venture into Southwold’s environs.
It was warm for early September; only the chestnut trees were beginning to turn into their sere autumnal yellow. There was also a constant distant clattering hum in the air, as he cycled the lanes, of tractors farrowing the harvested fields. There were small yachts and dinghies, canoes, motorboats and long thin barges on the many silvered creeks and waterways around the town. The bird life out in the country was remarkable: ducks, geese, plovers, gulls, cormorants, terns, redshanks – and goodness knew what else. He began to feel as though he was on a holiday himself, and started to enjoy his jaunts into the countryside, on his creaking bone-shaker of a bike, looking at cottages and farmhouses, checking to see if by chance a silver Mercedes-Benz was parked outside. Southwold was close to the estuary of the River Blyth, where it emptied itself into the North Sea, and he played with the idea of including the Blyth in his book. At least then, if he didn’t encounter Faith, the trip and its expense wouldn’t have been entirely wasted.
George Orwell’s family had lived in Southwold and Orwell himself had spent many months in the place in the 1920s. These literary associations made writing about the river – a rather placid and undramatic one, he had to admit – all the more meaningful and the Blyth began to appear as a serious candidate for inclusion. Sometimes, as he roamed about on his bicycle, he forgot for an hour or two about the quest for Faith, though he quite liked that description of his Southwold excursion – ‘The Quest for Faith’. It sounded like a religious vocation, or as if he were an armoured knight-errant on his trusty steed searching for his personal grail. Would Faith Green save him from himself? Then sober common sense intervened. He rebuked himself for his frivolity. Maybe he was indeed going mad. Maybe he should go back to London.
And then, on the third day in Southwold, walking along the North Parade, he heard a powerful engine and looked round to see the silver Mercedes 190 speed by. He felt an adrenaline surge of elation, immediately quelled by the suspicion that there had been two people in the car. And why not? he told himself. Why would she have a holiday on her own? The other person – he couldn’t tell if it was male or female – might be a sister or a cousin, or a friend. Entirely natural, normal, unexceptional. But she was here – she came into town.
Over the next couple of days he renewed his bicycling with concentrated intent. He stopped at garages and filling stations and asked if anyone had seen a silver Mercedes 190. Some people had – a rare car in this part of the world – but they knew nothing more. He mooched about the principal streets of Southwold – the High Street, the Market Place, Pier Avenue, Victoria Street – hanging around the supermarket, the butcher, the off-licence. She had to eat, so she had to shop – maybe there was more hope in this process rather than aimlessly cycling around Suffolk’s flat, beguiling landscape.
He began to despair again and tried to fill his day with more meaningful projects. There was an ancient ford on the Blyth, he read in his Visitors’ Guide. Perhaps he should go and take a photograph. He headed off on the road to Blackwater, telling himself he would only give the search one more day – and then he saw it.
The Mercedes was parked in the driveway of a rather ordinary 1930s brick bungalow with dormer windows and an enormous bush of pampas grass on the small front lawn – very un-Faith Green, Gabriel thought – and there was an Austin Cambridge parked beside the Mercedes. The other person’s car, he supposed, whoever she or he might be. He looked around. They were on the very outskirts of Southwold. There was a farm up the road and opposite the house was a wooden bus shelter – he might be spotted there in the daytime, but in the night he could easily survey the house from there. A little way down the lane was a culvert over a stream with fairly lush vegetation around it, lots of elm and ash, plentiful suckers giving good camouflage – he could certainly hide himself there in daylight, unobserved, and watch the comings and goings. Elation overtook him again. He had found her. He had found Faith – all he had to do now was to somehow engineer their encounter. The trip to Southwold had been worth it, after all.
Early the next morning, making sure he was unobserved, he pushed his bicycle into the undergrowth beside the culvert and settled down, well out of sight, to watch and wait. He wished he had a pair of binoculars. Perhaps that was for tomorrow, he thought. Where could he buy binoculars in Southwold? Maybe he’d have to visit Aldeburgh down the coast, a bigger and more sophisticated township. For the moment his eyesight would have to do.
Surveillance was very boring, he acknowledged after two hours. What was the American expression? A ‘stake-out’. He had provisions, anticipating a long wait. He ate a cheese-and-tomato sandwich. He drank some of the fizzy cola he’d brought. He urinated into the small stream that flowed through the culvert. No sign of life from the bungalow.
Around noon – it seemed like three weeks to Gabriel – the front door opened and Faith came out with a man. Tall, slim, dark-haired – that was all he could see at this distance. But he was thinking, a man … He had a sizeable golf bag slung over his shoulder and he loaded it into the boot of the Mercedes. Gabriel analysed the body language and it suggested to him that they were very relaxed in each other’s company. This was no cousin, no old university friend. He felt an acid-bite of jealous nausea in his throat as the two drove off together in the Mercedes to their game of golf. Gabriel decided he had done enough surveillance for the day.
He was late arriving at the bungalow the next morning. He had drunk too much the night before in the Albion’s capacious saloon bar and had lost fifteen shillings in several games of incompetent bar billiards. By the time he’d shoved his bike into the undergrowth and dozily taken his surveillance bearings he realized there were no cars – no Mercedes, no Austin Cambridge – parked in front of the bungalow. Where had they gone?
He climbed out of his thicket and crossed the road. He rang the doorbell, confident there would be no answer. And, no answer coming, he followed a gravel path round the side of the house, stooping to pick up a large stone on the way. He could smash a window and clamber in, he thought. But no need, the back door to the kitchen was unlocked. This was the countryside, the English provinces – unlocked doors were not an invitation to thieves, just a sign of the mutual respect neighbours had for each other. Thank you very much, he thought, and pushed the door open.
He went straight up the stairs to what he assumed was the main bedroom. He knew instantly, instinctively, that this was not Faith’s house – it was the man’s. It was too bland, too traditional for Faith, he thought: no soul, no individual verve. Patterned fitted carpets, unremarkable sofas and armchairs, chintzy lampshades, a wheeled brass drinks trolley, bad local watercolours on the walls. Artificial flowers! But the bedroom upstairs revealed more bitter evidence. The man and Faith were clearly sleeping together. The unmade bed, the twin dents in the paired pillows, told their own story.
He sat on the end of the bed for a moment, taking things in. She had a lover; she had a sex life. He told himself that, actually, this was good news – she wasn’t just the super-efficient, ice-cold, calculating spy-catcher that she presented to the rest of the world – no, she was a living, breathing, sensuous woman. That was some consolation, even if her sensuousness was not directed his way.
He stood up and looked around the room. He jolted, physically, suddenly seeing one of his books on the right-hand bedside table. It was his second book, Travels without Maps. She was reading it, halfway through, nearly – there was a comb as a bookmark. He picked it up to see what chapter she was at: Southern Italy, Bari. He put it down carefully. He felt a kind of absurd gratitude. She must have thought of him from time to time as she read – all was not lost.
He felt suddenly overwhelmed, and the obsession returned, the sexual obsession that he’d experienced in Dublin. Maybe it was the sight of the bed and its redolence of lovemaking. He closed his eyes and conjured up an image of Faith’s pale face, smiling, eyes narrowing knowingly, that way she had of scrutinizing him … He reached down to his crotch and touched and felt his thickening penis. He had no idea what made him do this – he wasn’t going to masturbate, that was for sure – but he wanted to acknowledge this feeling as a sign of his presence, his male sexual presence in this room, in this house she was staying in, even if she would never be aware of it; a kind of token, carnal counter-offensive launched against the clear evidence of the coupling that had taken place.
He wandered around for a few moments, lifting up an aquamarine jumper that was obviously hers from the back of a chair, smelling her lavender perfume on it. He went into the bathroom and spotted her various lotions and unguents, neatly laid out in rows, saw one of her velvet Alice bands and picked it up and put it down. Then he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror with her jumper in his hand and felt suddenly creepy and ashamed, a pervert discovered. What kind of weird effect did this woman have on him? he asked himself. My God, he’d never done anything like this before … He told himself to calm down. What was he doing wandering around her house – or her lover’s house? What if they suddenly came back? He carefully replaced the jumper on the chair, hurried downstairs and let himself out through the kitchen door.
He booked himself in for another three days at the Albion. They were very pleased to have him staying there, so the staff said. He had quietly, modestly, let slip the information that he was a fairly well-known writer who was thinking about including Southwold in his next book, cashing in on the very low-grade minor-celebrity value that such a writer might claim with non-readers. He went to Southwold’s only bookshop and, to his astonishment, found a dusty paperback of The Wine-Dark Sea. He bought it and dedicated it to the Albion and its wonderful staff, with undying gratitude, Gabriel Dax. It was propped behind the bar by the till for all to see and marvel at.
The next morning, he was secure in his culvert hiding place just after eight a.m. He had borrowed a pair of binoculars from Alex, the bar manager, and was now able to see the shadowy figures of Faith and her nameless lover moving around in the bungalow’s rooms. An hour later he watched them emerge, both in stout boots with rucksacks on their backs. Off for a protracted ramble, he assumed, how sweet. He watched them head off up the road to Blackwater and saw the man reach for Faith’s hand. He felt the sharp pang – almost a pain in his stomach. He stood up. They would be gone most of the day, he assumed. For a moment he was tempted to go back into the house and see how many more pages she might have read of his book, but decided against.
He cycled back to Southwold, thinking. They were lovers; and he was some sad, prowling, lone man, lovelorn, rejected – no, not even rejected – trying to engineer a futile meeting. As far as Faith Green was concerned he was simply the author of the book she was reading in between bouts of lovemaking with the real man in her life. He felt ridiculous. He’d give it one more day, he thought, then he’d go back home and continue with his new book – his métier, his reality.
‘Fool!’ he said out loud. Then louder, shouting it out to the heedless sky as he cycled onwards: ‘Idiotic, ridiculous, fucking FOOL!’
Just to fill the time in the rest of the day, he bussed to Aldeburgh to buy his own set of binoculars. Why he didn’t have a pair already he had no idea. It should be one of the essential tools of the travel writer’s trade. He would treat himself – maybe they would come in useful when he went to Krems. He found a camera shop that also had a line in monoculars and binoculars. Birdwatching country, Suffolk, of course, he reasoned. He bought a small but powerful pair by Leica – expensive, dense black, heavy in the hand, wonderfully sharp focus. He’d try them out on Faith tomorrow. Maybe he might see her naked through the bedroom window; the thought came to him before he realized, with attendant shame, that not only was he a stalker, but now also a potential voyeur. His descent into turpitude and degeneracy was increasing.
He slept badly, as usual, and he felt rough and fretful in the morning. He didn’t arrive at his culvert hiding place until well after nine. To his surprise the Austin Cambridge had gone but Faith’s Mercedes was still parked by the front door. An hour later she emerged and drove off. Forty minutes later she returned with one shopping bag. Had the man gone? That might prove an agreeable bonus, yes. He cycled back to Southwold. He would return at night – that would provide the telling evidence.
After dark, he sat in the empty bus stop for an hour, swigging from a quarter-bottle of whisky. Buses passed, infrequently, slowed at the stop, and then, when they weren’t hailed, drove on. He wondered why there was a bus stop placed here as in his hours of surveillance he’d never seen a single person occupying it, waiting for a bus – or, indeed, anyone stepping off from a bus, and heading for home.
The lights were on in the bungalow but there was still no Austin Cambridge. He felt a kind of enjoyable, panicky elation fill him. Perhaps this wasn’t a wild goose chase, after all. Maybe she was alone – maybe this man had gone back to his job, or had been summoned by a family crisis, or whatever, leaving Faith behind. Maybe, Gabriel thought, he could actually plot and curate a ‘surprise’ meeting. ‘My God, Faith! What’re you doing here? How amazing!’ It almost brought tears to his eyes.
Later, having finished his quarter-bottle, he crossed the road and walked past the house a few times as if he were a casually passing pedestrian. The curtains in the downstairs living room had been badly drawn and on one of his passages past the bungalow he caught sight of Faith in the gap, lit by a yellow light, standing, with a drink, lost in mid-thought, her other hand on the top of her head. The pose was so innocent, so guileless, that he felt the heart-thump of … Of what? he asked himself. Love, lust, loss?
The next time he walked past the house the curtains were pulled tight. He collected his bike from behind the bus stop and cycled back to the Albion. It was only nine o’clock – he had plenty of time to get even more drunk.
The next morning, when he told the landlord of the Albion that he was going to leave a day earlier than planned – that he had to return suddenly to London – the landlord, a genial man called Neil Truelove, had said he would still have to pay for the night he had booked, whether he stayed in the room or not.
‘I’ve turned away potential customers because I assumed your room was booked and that you would be in it, Mr Dax.’ He smiled. ‘Your premature departure would leave me out of pocket.’
Gabriel agreed to stay on the extra day.
He went for a walk to Walberswick, crossing the turbid Blyth at the harbour over a footbridge. He found a pub called the Anchor and ate a couple of pickled eggs along with his pint of Adnams Ale. Then he had another pint and, still hungry, a cheese-and-ham sandwich, and wandered back to Southwold where he sat on the beach by the bright bathing huts, close to the lifeguard station, notebook in hand, and tried to plot a new itinerary for Rivers. Now that the Berlin Wall had gone up the year before he’d abandoned his plans for the Volga and the Danube. He was risk averse, these days, after his torrid adventures in Spain; whatever reassuring claims that Bennet Strum had made about how Interzonal’s sway and influence could guarantee him safe passage through the Communist world.
He wandered down the beach and looked out at the North Sea – grey and choppy with a thick, pewter canopy of clouds – rain imminent – and felt that the scene in front of him ideally reflected the state of his life and his current joie de vivre. Close to nul, he thought: grey, grey, grey. And then he rebuked himself for his self-pity. Self-pity: the most indulgent of human emotions, someone had written. Who? Michel de Montaigne? Thomas Browne? Emily Dickinson? He sighed. What was wrong with him? Faith Green was wrong with him. It was as simple as that.
He wandered back up the beach, thinking, trying to drive her out of his mind. A beach, he thought, was like the hyphen between Terra and Aqua – Terra-Aqua, neither land nor water, neither solid nor fluid. Nothing grew on this beach, either, it was like a strip of desert, a no man’s land between the green unmoving earth and the grey shifting sea, though it had the usual litter left by its neglectful human visitors – cigarette butts, crumpled tissues, empty bottles, ice-lolly sticks, a broken purple plastic toy spade, a single apple-green baby’s shoe.
He turned and looked out over the choppy water, gulls yelping mockingly overhead. ‘The unresting sea’ – the phrase came to mind. Who had said that? Herman Melville, John Keats, Algernon Swinburne? Why was he thinking of writers? Maybe there was a book there – a book about the great seas of the world: the Mediterranean, the Black, the Caspian, the Red, the Sea of Azov, the White Sea, the Dead Sea, the Barents … He felt stimulated by the idea – he must write the notion down, perhaps the perfect follow-up to Rivers. He felt a small elation fill him. His mind was working. He hadn’t thought about Faith Green for twenty minutes.
That evening, in the Albion’s small dining room, he ordered a prawn cocktail, a gammon steak with chips and a bottle of Chianti. It was his last meal – go out with a bang, not a whimper, he thought to himself. He decided to forgo the treacle tart and the apple crumble and went instead for the cheese board: mousetrap cheddar and Danish Blue with some crackers. Somewhat annoyingly, drinking an entire bottle of wine seemed to have had no effect on him, so he returned to the bar for a digestif or two.
He sat there with his brandy, smoking a Gitanes, staring at his notebook with its list of seas as if it contained some encrypted solution to his problems and, weirdly inspired, he wondered suddenly if he could retrieve his abandoned career as a doctor. Perhaps that would make him a different person, he thought, give his life more meaning, working in a caring profession. Everything in his current situation would be—
Faith Green came into the Albion bar and looked around.
She saw him and came over. She sat down.
‘What an amazing coincidence,’ she said in her flat, dry voice.
‘My God,’ Gabriel said. ‘How astonishing! What’re you doing here—?’
‘I saw you last night, walking past the house about a dozen times.’
‘It wasn’t me.’
She leant forward. Her voice was low.
‘What the fuck’s going on, Gabriel? I assume it was also you in the house, prowling around. Moving things about.’
He noted the expletive. It was the first time he had heard her swear. But how could she have known? Procedure, he told himself. Of course. Things left in a precise just-so position. Don’t pick up a book and put it down. He still had a lot to learn.
‘I apologize. I felt I had to see you.’
‘Has something gone wrong? Are you in trouble?’
‘No.’ He paused. ‘I just – you know – I just felt I had to see you.’
There, he thought: the declaration.
She sat back and looked at him through narrowed eyes.
‘Aren’t you going to buy me a drink?’
She asked for a Dubonnet, of course, and he replenished his brandy. They talked idly for a few minutes about the pleasures of Southwold until the Last Orders bell was rung.
‘Do you want to come back with me to the house?’ she said. ‘I’ve got a bottle of whisky at home.’
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Excellent idea.’



8.
It Happened One Night
The next day, on the train back to London, and subsequently, Gabriel spent many hours running through what had taken place that night, realizing that the Chianti, brandy and whisky had blurred his recall somewhat. He had a series of images in his mind, snatches of conversation as well as moments of intense emotion. As he concentrated they began to fill out – with textures, nuances, ambivalences, subtexts. Anamnesis. Facts established.
They started in the sitting room of the bungalow, drinking whisky – Johnnie Walker Red Label, he remembered – as she grilled him about his time in Southwold and what he had seen and how long he had been watching her. He confessed everything. How he had searched for her in Southwold, spotted the car, and then told her about the culvert stake-out, the bus stop, the binoculars.
‘Peeping Tom?’ she said.
‘No. As soon as I saw you were with someone I knew I had to keep my distance.’ He shrugged.
‘Where has he gone, by the way?’ he asked, idly. Gone back to his job in Djakarta or Melbourne or Buenos Aires, he hoped.
‘Family wedding. His mother is getting remarried.’
‘Right. I didn’t want your, you know, your professional world to intrude into your holiday.’
‘We are human beings, Gabriel, you may be surprised to learn. We have a life outside the Institute.’
‘Of course. And I was respecting that.’
‘While you spied on me. Us.’
‘May I ask who that man was?’
‘You may not, but I will tell you. He’s a friend, a close friend.’
Gabriel paused, sipped whisky, enjoying the mellow throat-burn. Yes, he was definitely fairly drunk by now. So much the better – he felt emboldened.
‘Is he in our world?’
‘No. He’s a chartered surveyor, as it happens. I was having some building work done on my house. That’s how we met.’
Gabriel felt immoderately cheered by this news. A chartered surveyor? Faith Green’s lover? Don’t make me laugh.
‘What’s his name?’
‘None of your business. Another drop of Scotch?’
When she’d entered the pub she’d been wearing one of those dark green waxed shooting jackets. When she came into the bungalow she hung it up and he saw she was in a coral dress, close-fitting, in some sort of stretchy jersey fabric, hugging her figure.
She picked up his glass and went into the kitchen where the whisky bottle and the ice were. He stood and followed her in.
‘I want to apologize,’ he said. ‘I was well out of order, as they say.’
‘No need. Just don’t do it again.’
Her back was turned to him as she wrestled with the lever on the ice tray, muscles flexing beneath the jersey material. He reached out and placed his palms on her shoulder blades, smoothed his hands wide to grip her shoulders.
She froze. And then turned.
‘Gabriel, don’t …’ she said.
And then he kissed her.
Try as he might, there was a period of memory-blur afterwards that he couldn’t clarify. Perhaps the whisky. Maybe he couldn’t believe this was actually happening, that it was some kind of dream-fantasy. It seemed to him they had kissed a lot in the kitchen. A lot of fumbling, a lot of caressing. Then they broke apart and went back to their seats and drank their whisky, slowly, not speaking, a bit discombobulated, looking at each other.
‘What do we do now?’ he remembered saying.
Then there was a jump in time and they were in bed, naked. He saw his book on the bedside table before she switched the lights out – she wanted darkness. He was incredibly aroused. Just their nakedness, just holding her in his arms, feeling her breasts flatten against his chest, kissing her neck, feeling her hand grab his hair at the nape.
He eased himself on top of her. Then the pragmatic recoil.
‘Have you a condom?’
‘What?’ he said. ‘No.’
‘Hold on a second.’
She slipped out of bed and went into the bathroom, returning seconds later with the little foil envelope. She handed it to him.
‘Or would you like me to put it on for you, monsieur?’
The next morning, when they woke, warm and fuddled, they had sex again. He was suffering from a mild headache but it soon cleared. Then he went downstairs and made them coffee and brought the steaming mugs back to the bedroom. She refused to allow him to smoke a cigarette.
‘Why not? A post-coital cigarette is one of life’s great pleasures.’
‘Because neither Vivian nor I smoke and it would be a bit of a giveaway if he smelt French cigarettes in our bedroom. Mmm? Go and smoke in the garden if you must. Disgusting habit.’
‘Vivian? What kind of name is that for a man?’
‘Don’t be absurd. Vivian, Evelyn, Hilary and Jocelyn are all acceptable names for men.’
‘Still, you know, it’s sort of odd. Do you call him Viv?’
She punched him quite hard in the shoulder.
He went back down to the kitchen and made them more coffee and toast and marmalade. When he came up with the plates and the two mugs on a tray he found her reading his book, with a smile on her face.
‘I’m enjoying this book of yours,’ she said. ‘But it is a bit over the top.’
‘I resent that. In what way?’
‘Listen to this.’
She read an extract.
‘As I walked down the hill to the village in the honeyed, half-darkness of dusk the trees leant in to me and whispered, “Stay, stay, stay.” I looked at the wave-worn stones of the harbour and the tumbled white houses of the port where the windows now smiled orange eyes at me. I smelt the liquorice, briny smell of the Mediterranean and dreamily felt the heart-yearn of exile from all that was familiar, tired and used.’
‘What’s wrong with that?’ Gabriel said, a bit offended.
‘I mean, come on. It’s a bit lush, isn’t it?’ she said.
‘This is how most travel writers write,’ he said, somewhat feebly. ‘You have to give the full vicarious pleasure to the non- or would-be traveller. Otherwise what’s the point?’
He told her of his time working in the bookshop in South Kensington and how he had been drawn to certain travel writers. T. E. Lawrence, Charles Doughty, H. V. Morton, William Sansom, Lawrence Durrell, James Morris, Laurie Lee.
‘Well, look, take Lawrence Durrell,’ he said, still bridling at her quiet mockery. ‘I’m a huge admirer, by the way. He said that when you were writing about travel and foreign lands, you had to give it the “full plum-pudding”. So I do.’
‘Brandy-soaked, sultana-stuffed, blazing with pale blue fire,’ she said, turning back a few pages. ‘This is even better. Listen to this.’
She read another extract.
‘The broad valley lay before me, swart and dry, baking silently in the gold radiance of the dying day. A vermilion stripe lay on the horizon, brooding, minatory. A multitude of voices fought within me, striving for expression. By the river’s lazy sprawl, lamps were glowing in the nomads’ camp, white and shifting, calling to me. A night-bird shrieked and I smelt the tarry, brackish smoke of the turf fires.’
She looked at him, holding her laughter back as best she could.
‘My God. Over the top doesn’t come close!’
He had to smile.
‘All right,’ he said. ‘I confess. I seem able to churn this stuff out by the yard, it comes easily to me – like turning on a tap – but I’m not going to apologize.’ He wagged a finger at her. ‘Mock all you like. It’s the name of the game. Admit it – you now have a sense, a feeling, of that place, these places you’ve never been to, and will never go to. Have you heard of a writer called Lucian Applegate?’
‘Rings a bell.’
‘He’s my model. He’s the one I read first. I saw the way ahead. You should read Applegate. I’m positively monosyllabic beside him.’
She laughed out loud and put the book back down on the table and turned to him.
‘It’s not fair to tease you,’ she said, reaching to touch his cheek. He kissed her fingertips. ‘I am enjoying it,’ she added. ‘Really.’
The morning sun was shining through the curtains now and he could see her, clear and focused. He kissed her lips, kissed her breasts, with their pert, perfectly round, small brown nipples.
‘What are those marks?’ he said, putting his finger on tiny white patches on her breasts and shoulders, randomly placed, paler than her pale skin. He hadn’t noticed them in the night. ‘Chickenpox?’ he asked.
She pulled the sheet up to cover herself.
‘No,’ she said, the look on her face changing, tightening. ‘They’re …’ She paused and looked him in the eye. ‘Old cigarette burns. Something that happened to me. In the war.’
‘What? My God—’
‘Yes. It was terrible. Awful. The worst thing that’s ever happened to me. I was tortured. Captured and tortured.’
‘What are you saying? You were tortured?’
Then she told him the story, unemotionally, in her flat voice.
As a young woman, in her early twenties, she had been recruited by the Special Operations Executive in 1943. Her mother was French; she, Faith, spoke fluent French. After a period of training, in early 1944 she had been landed clandestinely in France, by a Lysander aircraft, and had joined the resistance group CHOUCAS in Paris. She worked as a courier and a radio operator, but the group had been betrayed by an informer and in August ’44 the members had all been rounded up and incarcerated in the Fresnes Prison south of Paris. Except for Faith who was taken to the infamous house – number 84, Avenue Foch.
‘I think they had begun to suspect I was English, but I was saved by the bell,’ she said. ‘I was interrogated – by cigarette burns – for two nights. And on the third night, every German SD, SS and Gestapo man and French Milice collabo had gone – run for the hills. It was the twenty-fifth of August. Paris was liberated.’
‘Jesus Christ,’ Gabriel said, shaken, thinking about the awful reality of the situation, of men stubbing out burning cigarettes on her flesh, like a human ashtray. He was unnerved and troubled by the way she’d spoken so matter-of-factly, as if she were talking about a dental appointment. He didn’t know what to say – how disgusting, how bestial, how despicable, how ‘anything’ – any commiseration, however genuine, would seem feeble and banal against the reality of what the young Faith Green had gone through. She was suddenly quiet, also, as if recalling what had happened, though her face remained stonily impassive.
‘Shall we go for a walk?’ she said, looking round at him. ‘Clear our heads, set the world to rights.’
They dressed and wandered off up the road, Faith seeming to know where she was going. It was a cool, overcast, breezy day and Gabriel was both uncomfortable in, and glad of, Vivian’s tweed overcoat. It fitted him very well.
He reached out for her hand but she batted it away.
‘Why won’t you let me hold your hand? Your Vivian did, I saw him.’
‘Vivian is my beau. He’s entitled.’
‘What am I, then?’
‘You?’ She paused. ‘You’re my spy.’
They turned off the road and followed a sandy path through a wide grassy heath with great tracts of gorse and heather. From time to time Faith would point out a plant. ‘Oh, look, that’s thrift.’ Or, ‘Sea lavender, how amazing,’ and pluck off a flower and hold it to her nose and then his.
‘What does a chartered surveyor actually do?’ Gabriel asked.
‘Ah, I think, you know, he analyses structures, looking for defects, makes sure that the budgeted costs are met, manages contractual relationships between the various parties on a project. That sort of thing.’
‘Fascinating.’
‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Gabriel, my dear.’
My dear, he thought. He reached for her hand again, now they were in the middle of the heath, and she let him hold it. They walked on, hand in hand, recent lovers.
She pointed up with her free hand.
‘Look, a kestrel!’
Gabriel looked. The bird glided the meagre thermals, looking for prey.
‘Quite the nature-lover,’ he said.
‘That’s why I enjoy your travel books.’
Travel books, he thought. Was that a gentle slight?
They were approaching a copse of pines and larches, beyond them stretched the salt marsh, and beyond that was the River Blyth, with its gleaming mudbanks and tidal creeks. He could see the top of the white lighthouse in the middle of Southwold. Maybe she planned to circumnavigate the town.
In the copse, she suggested they sit down for a breather and they found a patch of turfy grass that was dry. Gabriel was keen for a cigarette, but he was also keen for a kiss and didn’t want his smoky breath to put Faith off.
He touched her face with his knuckles.
‘I’m still in a kind of shock,’ he said. ‘About what you told me, about what happened in that house in Paris. I’m sort of traumatized—’
‘You’re traumatized? How do you think I cope with those memories?’
‘I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.’
He wondered if he should tell her about the fire and his mother – his own trauma that had ruined his sleep for decades. He would save it for another time.
‘May I kiss you?’ he asked.
‘You may.’
They kissed, gently, the tips of their tongues touching, and Gabriel felt a sense of exhilarated happiness well up in him, his lungs inflating, his shoulders easing with the emotional surge. Heartbeat. Forehead-glow. Erection.
They broke apart.
‘Gabriel, I need to ask you something.’
‘Anything you like.’
‘Where are the tapes?’
‘What tapes?’ he replied, not thinking, he was so caught up in the moment of his intense happiness.
‘The Lumumba tapes.’
Now everything good was suddenly gone, he felt. Their laughter, her confiding in him about her wartime ordeal, the tender building of their carnal, intimate familiarity with each other. Her calculating mind had still been at work, he thought, with some bitterness.
‘So that’s what this has all been about?’ he said, harshly.
‘Wrong. You followed me to Southwold. I didn’t lure you here.’
He drew his knees up and enfolded them with his arms, thinking.
‘Why do you need those tapes so badly? It was just an interview for a newspaper.’
‘Let me explain,’ she said.
She told him that President Eisenhower himself had, in 1960, authorized the assassination of Patrice Lumumba. A CIA operative had been sent to Léopoldville with poisoned toothpaste that was meant to be placed in Lumumba’s bathroom. It was official, called ‘Operation Viking’, she said. It became a joint operation: CIA, MI6 and the Belgian SGRS. The Belgian operation was named ‘Barracuda’. The aims were identical.
‘All the interested parties,’ Faith said. ‘All of them agreed that Lumumba had to go, one way or another.’
‘Had to “go”? Nice euphemism.’
‘He couldn’t remain as Prime Minister. The Russians were pouring in troops and “advisors”. Lumumba had had some sort of mental breakdown—’
‘Not visible to me,’ he said.
‘That’s how it was being perceived. In the West. The Congo was being seen as a new Cuba in Central Africa. An island of communism. Lumumba as the new Castro. You can imagine the scenarios being drawn up. Panic stations.’
‘And how come you were involved?’
‘I had set up an informer, an agent, in his household, someone who was close to him.’ She paused, as if having second thoughts about what she was revealing. Then she continued. ‘In September, after you’d met him, after the Mobutu coup, such as it was, he was a virtual prisoner in his own residence, guarded by UN troops. I discovered, through my source, that he was about to escape and flee to Stanleyville, where his support was strongest. So I let the CIA agent know.’
She plucked at some grasses, shredded the seeds between her fingers, thinking.
‘I shouldn’t be telling you all this,’ she said. ‘But I know it’ll go no further.’
‘Who would I tell? I write travel books.’
‘He had to be captured before he reached Stanleyville, otherwise the whole Congo situation could have escalated – crazily – out of anyone’s control.’
‘Did you have him killed?’
‘No! Of course not. If you must know, the Belgians did it for the CIA.’ She shrugged. ‘But I now realize that if I hadn’t told them he’d escaped they would never have caught him.’ She folded her fingers together. ‘So it turned out I had played something of a key role.’ She looked to him, unabashed. ‘But it had to be done. I don’t have remorse. I won’t apologize.’
He saw the hardness in her. Maybe that was what happened when you were tortured for two days by men with cigarettes.
‘But why are my tapes so crucial? It’s all over now. What’s his name? – Mobutu – your guy is effectively in charge. Everybody’s happy with the new pro-Western regime. Lumumba is history.’
‘Not quite. You never knew this but, as you were taping your interview, Lumumba was doing the same. We found his tapes after he fled the residence, once he was imprisoned.’ She smiled, apologetically. ‘So now your tapes – your Lumumba tapes – are the only record of that conversation, that day. And some of the content is – what shall I say? – very, very delicate.’
‘The names.’
‘Exactly.’
‘Hillcrest, Sykes and Dupetit.’
‘Well remembered.’
‘What’s the significance?’
‘Hillcrest is a direct link to Eisenhower. His, you know, “enforcer”, his link with Allen Dulles and the CIA. His man in the field. Reported directly to him.’
‘Eisenhower is an ex-President—’
‘Who is very concerned about his legacy. Not to say obsessed.’
‘Dupetit is the Belgian, I suppose.’
‘Correct.’
‘So, who’s Sykes?’
She looked at him candidly, deliberating.
‘I’m Sykes.’
‘Oh, shit. Now I get it.’
‘That was my cover. I was “Imogen Sykes” in Léopoldville.’
Gabriel took this in. He was pretty sure this was a very filtered, very edited version of what had actually happened but there was an unmistakably plausible, honest element to it as well. Why would she tell him this otherwise? Tell him about Hillcrest and Eisenhower?
‘Why would you tell me these secrets?’ he asked.
‘Because I trust you.’
Because I’m your spy, he thought.
‘Is this why you slept with me?’ he asked again.
‘No,’ she said, reaching out and squeezing his hand for a second. ‘I slept with you because I wanted to.’
She stood up.
‘Shall we wander back? Vivian’s arriving around teatime.’
Gabriel rose. What the hell, he thought.
‘The tapes are buried under a holly bush in my garden.’
She looked at him – warmly, he thought, her eyes shining.
‘Thank you, Gabriel.’
‘I’ll dig them up and deliver them to you at the Institute.’
They walked on, heading back into Southwold.
‘It’s the right thing to do,’ she said. ‘Everyone will calm down, now. All the Sturm und Drang over. It’ll make you safe.’
‘Oh. Good. Nice to know.’
She changed the subject, deliberately, and asked him about his next book. He prattled on about it, outlining his small dilemmas, his changing itineraries. She seemed to be listening and made the odd comment as they walked down the bank of the Blyth and back into Southwold. When they reached the North Parade, she stopped.
‘Isn’t your pub up that street?’
‘What? Yes. Yes, it is.’
‘That’s handy. I’ll say goodbye, Gabriel. Thank you. For everything. I won’t forget.’
She kissed his cheek and walked away.
She won’t forget what? he asked himself a little sourly. Their lovemaking? Or the fact that she now knew where his Lumumba tapes were?
She turned round and came back.
‘Ah, Vivian’s coat,’ she said, wryly. ‘That would require a bit of explaining.’
He took off Vivian’s overcoat and gave it back to her and then watched her walking back to her ‘beau’, her lover, her chartered surveyor, for a few moments before striding up the street again to the Albion to pack his bag and check out.
As soon as he returned to Redburn Street, he picked up his trowel and headed out into the garden with a torch. He saw, instantly, as he stood in front of the holly bush, that the earth in the border had been disturbed. He didn’t need to dig, he knew – they had beaten him to it. Fast work. Very impressive. He spat on the ground.
He went back into the flat in need of alcohol. In the kitchen, fetching a glass, he noticed that Tyrone’s patent glue traps were both entirely mouse-less, mouse-free. So much for the great expert. In the sitting room, gas fire roaring, he poured himself three fingers of whisky, lit a cigarette and sat down to think back over his time in Southwold with Faith Green. Two things immediately struck him.
First, she had never asked him how he knew she was in Southwold, how he had traced her there. That may just have been an oversight, he supposed. He would guarantee it would cross her mind later, however.
Second, she had never mentioned Caldwell and his defection. Neither had he, he reminded himself, but that was entirely deliberate on his part – a way of trying to keep himself distanced from the event. But this omission by Faith was a different case – altogether more baffling. It should almost have been the first thing they talked about. He sipped at his whisky. And it was troubling that she hadn’t, he thought. She should have brought it up; it didn’t make sense not to …
What could he do about it? Nothing. He closed his eyes and tried to remember everything about the night he had slept with Faith Green. It all came back, in copious, enticing detail.
The phone rang and he decided to pick it up. Maybe it was Faith.
‘Hello?’
‘Gabriel – it’s me, Lorraine. Can I see you, darlin’? We need to speak.’



9.
The Transformation
He went to his usual travel agent and booked his trip to Krems for mid-October. He had decided he was going to fly to Vienna and hire a car and meander down the Danube to the town famous for a nearby castle, Dürnstein, that had housed Richard the Lionheart when he had been captured and held to ransom between 1192 and 1194.
As ever, the simple fact of planning a trip made his mood improve. Once the Krems chapter was written he’d send Inigo the ‘work in progress’ to stir his anticipation: the Thames, the Tweed, the Liffey, the Danube – the new book was taking a pleasing shape, he thought.
He’d arranged to meet Lorraine in the Goat and Crow at 12.30, still not wanting to invite her to the flat and encourage further thoughts of residency. In fact, he was rather dreading the encounter, post Southwold, and made his way to the pub early for a morale-bolstering gin and tonic.
Lorraine arrived promptly. They kissed and he went to the bar to order her a Bacardi and Coke. She looked different, and, glancing around to look back at her, he noticed that her hair was considerably shorter and blonder – following her brother’s lead, he supposed.
He brought their drinks over. Lorraine accepted one of his Gitanes and they both lit up.
‘I don’t know how to say this, Gabe,’ she said.
‘Say what?’
‘I’m just going to blurt it out.’
‘All right.’
‘I’ve met someone else. While you was away.’
Gabriel felt his spine stiffen, instinctively.
‘What? Oh, please, no, Lorraine!’ He made an effort to sound as upset as possible.
‘Sorry, darlin’. I never, ever expected it to happen, neither. Never.’
She explained. There had been a short-order chef at the Fulham Road Wimpy’s – one Ken Lubbock – whom she knew fancied her. Since the shop had been closed and they’d been made redundant they’d had the odd drink together to mope and commiserate. Then Ken bought the lease on a small shop and decided to open a sandwich bar in Clipstone Street behind the BBC. He’d asked Lorraine to be ‘front of house’ and a partner in the business. He suggested they call it ‘Lorraine’s’. They’d had several meetings, thrashed out the terms and, you know, one thing led to another.
‘I’m in shock,’ Gabriel said, improvising. ‘I never saw this coming, Lorraine.’
‘Neither did I. But first of all, I needed a job, and you know, Ken’s a lovely bloke. Can I have another, please, Gabriel?’
Gabriel went back to the bar. In one sense this was an awkward situation resolved, guilt free. Then he immediately felt guilty for his complacency. But in another sense he knew he was going to miss Lorraine and not just for their wild nights of sex. She brought out something natural and unrefined in him, he realized. It was very easy being with her, he had to admit – in a curious way he became entirely himself in her company. Ken Lubbock, lucky bastard.
‘I wish you luck, Lorraine,’ he said, back at their table. ‘We’ll still be friends, I hope.’
‘Oh, yeah, course. Tyrone was telling me how he was sort of working for you a bit now. We’ll stay in touch, Gabe, that’s for sure.’
He looked across the table at her, wondering suddenly if in fact he’d ever known anybody as fully as he’d known Lorraine Rogan. They had shared more intimacies than most couples, he’d wager. But now he had Faith Green. And that made everything different; everything had changed. And then he told himself he was a fool: he didn’t ‘have’ Faith Green at all. Still, there was always the Southwold moment. Nobody could deny that night—
‘What’re you smiling at, Gabriel Dax?’
‘Just thinking how much fun we’ve had, that’s all.’
‘But you was always away. What were you doing in bloody Suffolk?’
‘Ah, research. For my book.’
‘See? You’ll be off again and I won’t catch sight of you for two or three months. You can’t build a, you know, sort of proper relationship like that. Can’t be a proper couple.’
‘I accept that. I’m hopeless. You’re better off without me.’
They chatted on. There was a flat above the shop, she said. She was going to move in with Ken. Gabriel could hear distant wedding bells.
When they parted, outside the pub, Lorraine said she wanted to give him one last kiss. They went down a side alley and she kissed him, fiercely, her tongue deep in his mouth.
‘You won’t forget me, will you, Gabriel?’ she said, with a knowing smile, then sauntered off.
Gabriel shopped for groceries in the King’s Road in a vaguely, pleasantly melancholic mood, running through his fervent memories of Lorraine. It couldn’t have ended in a better way, he sensed; sometimes, life just handed you a solution on a plate. End of a chapter, he supposed, feeling a little remorse. It was always hard to be the one who was dumped, however relieved you might be.
He wandered back down Smith Street and St Leonard’s Terrace, heading for Redburn Street, and saw the silver Mercedes parked in Tedworth Square.
He knocked on the window and was glad to see he made Faith jump.
‘Looking for me?’ he said.
In his flat she did her usual complimentary prowl around. She was wearing a two-tone tweed suit – biscuit and dark chocolate with a Persian-lamb collar. He watched her, admiringly, thinking, should I try to kiss her? The last time we were together we made love.
‘Who painted that?’ she said, pointing to a small drawing of a burning house in a night landscape with a full moon shining above.
‘A friend of mine. A poet. I commissioned it.’
‘Very nice. I like it. Very Paul Klee-ish,’ she said. ‘Talking of art … Do you still have the Blanco drawing?’
He pointed to it on the mantel above the gas fire. She picked it up.
‘Good.’
‘You told me to keep it as a souvenir.’
‘I know, but now we have use of it.’
‘Oh, all right. You own it, I suppose.’
‘Yes, we do, and we want you to take it to Warsaw.’
‘Sorry. I’m off to Austria.’
She looked at him in that cool-eyed, direct way she had, that way she projected her instructions, wordlessly, letting him know that when it came to a choice between Warsaw and Austria, Austria was going to come second.
‘You’ll get your usual wages. I’ll bring this back tomorrow,’ she said, holding up the small drawing, ‘And tell you what’s going to happen.’
‘All right,’ Gabriel said, a little sulkily. ‘I am your subject-slave.’
‘No, you’re not,’ she said. ‘You’re my spy. Remember?’
He walked her to the door and in the proximity of his narrow hallway he lunged in and tried to kiss her. She pushed him away, two palms pressed against his chest.
‘No, Gabriel.’
‘Why not?’
‘That was Southwold. This is business.’
‘So fucking what? We are – technically speaking – lovers.’
She extended her left arm. Gabriel saw a ring on the fourth finger of her hand: a diamond ring on her usually ringless fingers.
‘Don’t tell me—’ he began, wearily.
‘Yes. Vivian has proposed. We’re fiancés, going to be married.’
She was back the next day, at ten in the morning, having telephoned to confirm he would be in. She returned the drawing that, now, like the last one, had a scrawled ink message on it above Blanco’s signature. ‘Para el corazón inmortal de mi vida.’
‘What’s going on?’ he said, translating. ‘For the immortal heart of my life.’ He looked at the gushing dedication, not really expecting an answer.
‘Caldwell will explain,’ she said.
‘Caldwell?’
‘You’ll be meeting him in Warsaw.’
‘But Caldwell is a traitor. A double agent. A defector.’
‘And that’s exactly what we want everyone to think.’
Gabriel thought.
‘So he’s not …’
His brain was in a kind of turmoil, trying to figure out this revelation she’d so blithely supplied.
‘Therefore, Caldwell is one of us. Still one of us,’ he said, slowly. ‘Somehow …’
‘Yes. Possibly the most valuable resource in the entire Western intelligence world.’
‘Jesus Christ.’
‘Hero of the Soviet Union. Russia’s “Super Spy”. Thirty years of betrayal at the heart of the British Secret Intelligence Service.’ She smiled sardonically. ‘And nobody suspected a thing. Good old Kit. No. Now we have our very own termite – in Moscow.’
Gabriel sat down, thinking hard.
‘So what was all that business in Cádiz?’ he said.
‘It made it all look very real. Very.’ She smiled. ‘That was the point. Think about it. Caldwell was tipped off. MI6’s attempt to arrest him and bring him to trial was foiled. And then all the outrage in the press. The blame, the excuses, the accusations. Perfect.’
‘And I was played, brilliantly. The old leave-the-scarf-behind trick.’ He couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. It was all very, very clever.
‘We thought you would find us all in the dining room having dinner – that was the plan – so we were a bit worried when you didn’t appear. Then Caldwell told us what had happened.’
‘Jesus Christ.’ He felt a hot blush warm his face. Retrospective shame at being so easily manipulated.
‘Listen,’ she said, consolingly. ‘You contributed, significantly, to the way Caldwell’s escape was perceived. Everything you did has made him very secure. It was vitally important.’
‘Do you want a drink?’ he said. ‘I need one.’
‘Bit early, but never mind. Do you have Dubonnet?’
‘Only whisky. But you can drink whisky at any hour of the day, even breakfast, so they say in Scotland.’
‘All right. A tiny one. To keep you company.’
Gabriel poured their drinks. His was large – he added water.
They clinked glasses. He thought it was as if they had never made love, lain naked in each other’s arms. How could that be? Fucking Vivian, the fiancé.
‘You seem disgruntled, somehow,’ Faith said.
‘Not in the least.’
‘Let me tell you something about Caldwell. It may alter your mood.’
‘Fine with me.’
‘Caldwell was turned, in 1940.’
‘What do you mean, “turned”?’
He had been a low-level Russian agent since the mid-1920s, she told him. Recruited while he was at Cambridge, but then, in the Spanish Civil War, he fully committed to the anti-fascist ‘cause’. She sipped at her whisky.
‘And because he was in the service then, he became an important asset for the Russians – for the NKVD, as it was at the time. Then he was discovered, arrested and he confessed.’
She explained. Rather than being put through a trial and possible execution as a traitor he was offered the opportunity to continue with the pretence of being a Russian agent – a conduit through which the SIS could feed any information as it so wished. Caldwell had agreed and was granted immunity.
‘So he became one of us,’ Gabriel said. ‘Again.’
‘Enthusiastically so. He could have been executed as a Russian spy and a traitor. It was a miraculous reprieve for him and he became very useful, so I was told,’ Faith said. ‘Sometimes there are things that you actually want your enemy to know, or want them to believe they know. Caldwell became a great supplier of this kind of information. A very important source for the KGB.’
‘How do you know all this?’
‘I was briefed – when I started up the Institute, about five years ago. That’s when I met him for the first time – Caldwell. A delightful, interesting man, I thought.’
Gabriel considered the layers of duplicity involved in the case of Kit Caldwell. He felt his brain fug over.
‘I see,’ he said, lamely. ‘My God.’
Faith smiled at him in his confusion, sympathetically, he supposed. The new recruit learning the complicated ropes.
‘Anyway, you’ll go to Warsaw,’ she said. ‘Caldwell will make contact and tell you where to meet. Then you give him the drawing. Nothing more difficult than that.’
‘Warsaw isn’t Spain.’
‘True …’
‘It’s behind the Iron Curtain. Communist. Soviet Bloc, et cetera.’
‘Yes, I do know that, Gabriel.’
‘So if I’m to go there, I want to be armed.’
‘Meaning?’
‘I want a gun. A weapon.’
‘Why?’
‘I’ll feel safer.’
‘I don’t advise it.’
‘I won’t go, otherwise.’
‘All right, all right, we’ll arrange it.’ She smiled, insincerely. ‘Have you ever fired a gun?’
‘I was in the Cadet Force at my school. We fired rifles on firing ranges. I went shooting pigeons with my uncle from time to time.’
She closed her eyes.
‘Leave it to me. You’ll be given an address and a telephone number. Make an appointment, tell them what you want.’
‘How do I get to Poland?’ he asked. ‘Don’t I need a visa?’
‘That’ll all be organized. You’ll have perfect cover.’
Bennet Strum handed him his press pack, the document that gave him permission to travel in the Eastern bloc and his letter of accreditation as an official journalist for the trip to Warsaw.
‘Take all this to the Polish consulate. They’ll have your visa ready. We do these trips all the time.’
Bennet had phoned within two hours of Faith leaving the flat and suggested a trip to Poland for Interzonal, to report on the official opening of some new model-housing development in a Warsaw suburb. Gabriel saw at once the tentacular reach of the Institute of Developmental Studies and MI6.
Bennet couldn’t quite meet his eye.
‘They fund you, don’t they,’ Gabriel said.
‘How do you think we can afford these offices?’
‘But isn’t it more a matter of principle?’
He could practically hear Bennet squirming.
‘The magazine wouldn’t exist, otherwise. And nobody knows except me – and now you. Isn’t it better to be publishing, paying our writers well, than not?’ Now Bennet tried to muster some defiance. ‘The editorial content isn’t affected. Does it really matter where the money comes from?’
‘Though you do have to jump when they say jump,’ Gabriel added, holding up his letter of accreditation.
‘I never know what’s going on,’ Bennet said. ‘And I don’t want to know. I just follow instructions.’
Gabriel said nothing, content to leave Bennet to his accommodating conscience.
It took him half an hour at the Polish consulate to have his visa stuck into his passport and stamped and then he caught a Tube to Leyton in the far east of London, practically in the Essex countryside, thinking it was an odd place to have an armoury. A taxi then drove him to an isolated poultry farm near Chadwell Heath, where a burly and taciturn young ‘farmer’ in a navy blue boiler suit, by the name of Eric, met him and led him to a long low shed, fifty yards in length, made from creosoted planks with a tar-paper roof. The air was pungent with the ammoniacal smell of chicken shit but there were no chickens to be seen or heard.
Inside the shed was a firing range – a cement floor and a wall of sandbags at the far end. There was a pulley device to run the suspended targets out and back again, a simple bull’s eye in this instance.
‘Are there any actual chickens in this place?’ Gabriel asked, just to make conversation.
‘No,’ Eric said and handed him an old-fashioned-looking revolver. It was heavy in the hand.
‘A Webley mark six revolver,’ Eric said. ‘Standard issue. Powerful handgun.’
‘I need something much, much smaller, something that will fit in a pocket,’ Gabriel said.
‘We know what you want, sir. We received your request. This is just for some elementary instruction.’
He ran the target out some twenty feet or so. They both fitted ear-protectors after Eric had told Gabriel how to stand, to extend his arm to its full length, to squeeze the trigger, not snatch at it, and not to resist the recoil.
Gabriel aimed and fired on Eric’s instructions, emptying the cylinder. Eric ran the target back. There were three bullet holes, rather scattered.
‘Well, you’d certainly have wounded him, sir.’ Eric managed a smile. ‘Not bad for the first time. How was it for you?’
‘Fine,’ Gabriel said, casually, though he had actually felt genuine tremors of excitement as he had pulled the trigger.
‘Let’s find the ideal weapon for you, sir,’ Eric said and led him to a small office at the entrance to the range.
There was a cheap-looking red tartan cardboard suitcase on a pine table. Eric opened it and took out three automatic pistols and laid them in a row on a white towel. He pointed to them, one by one.
‘You asked for a very small automatic pistol. Here are the smallest we can supply. Number one, we have a Beretta 70, “Puma”. This one, number two, is a CZ-45, a pistol from Czechoslovakia – and, last but not least, the FN-VP “Baby Browning”. “VP” stands for “vest pocket”.’
The FN-VP was the smallest of the small guns, about four inches long. Gabriel pointed at it.
‘That’ll be ideal.’
‘We call them “last resort” guns, sir. Or “lady guns”. Good choice.’
Eric picked up the Baby Browning, went to the cupboard and loaded a clip into the base.
‘Six rounds, .25 cartridge. Will you need any more ammo, sir?’
‘I’m not even intending to use it. It’s just in case. Just for security. Just to make me feel I have some … some protection. One clip will be fine.’
Eric showed him how the safety catch worked. Very simple, close to the trigger.
‘Want to have a go?’
‘No, thanks,’ Gabriel said, holding the small gun in his hand. It looked like a toy though its weight somehow underlined its lethal potential.
Eric then opened the suitcase again and showed Gabriel a false panel in the bottom where the gun could be stored.
‘When you travel, put the weapon in there. It’ll not be spotted by any camera, X-ray, you name it.’
‘You mean I have to travel with this actual suitcase?’
‘We recommend it.’
‘Not quite my style, alas.’
Eric didn’t respond to the jocularity.
Gabriel applied the safety catch, opened the base panel in the suitcase and fitted the gun into an elementary clip-device to hold it steady. He closed the panel, then the lid and secured the two catches.
‘Right, thank you, Eric. I feel much more secure already.’
‘Good luck, sir.’
‘Can we call for a taxi to take me back to Leyton?’
Journeying home to Chelsea on the Tube, Gabriel felt a little strange sitting there with the tartan suitcase containing the gun at his feet. He looked around at his fellow passengers, reading newspapers, eating, chatting, staring aimlessly into space. If only they knew, he thought. What was Faith’s designation? ‘You’re my spy,’ she had said. For the first time he actually felt like one.
Gabriel sat in the departure lounge at London airport waiting for his flight to Stockholm where he would connect with an LOT airlines flight to Warsaw. He had checked in his red tartan suitcase and he assumed that – with his gun – it was now on the way to the aeroplane. He stood up and slipped off his heavy grey herringbone tweed overcoat. It was hot in the terminal. He was wearing his old double-breasted navy blue serge suit, a white shirt and a red tie, wondering if that was a bit too obvious. Sod it, he thought. He was travelling light, as usual. A coat, a suit, three white shirts, two pairs of underpants, two pairs of socks and a hundred US dollars – his cash safety net, that he always carried with him for emergencies. He didn’t plan on staying long, once his ‘mission’ was over.
And, once again, he wondered how on earth circumstances had contrived to place him in this position. If there had ever been a more reluctant spy, courier, bagman, useful idiot, he’d be surprised. And yet here he was, doing Faith Green’s bidding yet again. There must be some way he was especially useful to her, he reasoned, but he simply couldn’t figure it out. He just had to hand over the drawing. Couldn’t some delivery man from the embassy in Warsaw do the job just as efficiently? Post it to Caldwell, even, from Warsaw? Try as he might, he couldn’t think of a convincing motive.
Caldwell. Now there was a shock, he said to himself. A massive turnaround and reassessment: not remotely the man Gabriel thought he was. Curiously, thankfully, any residual guilt he might have felt about helping a Soviet double agent to defect was now erased. In fact, he had been a small but integral part of placing a British agent in the heart of the KGB apparatus. He screwed up his eyes, baffled, thinking back, exploring the alternative ramifications. Did Faith Green know that he—
‘Excuse me, are you Gabriel Dax?’
He looked round to see a young bespectacled woman in a short-jacketed, somewhat ill-fitting grey flannel suit. She was tall and very thin, somewhat ungainly. He was immediately suspicious – Nancy-Jo Berndlinger revisited, he thought. But then he calmed down when he saw that the woman was wearing a name badge: ‘C. Bird. Daily Worker’.
‘Yes, that’s me,’ he said.
‘I thought I recognized your name. I called your magazine.’
‘Ah. Right. I’m not on the staff, however. I’m freelance.’
‘May I join you? We’re both going to the Warsaw housing-project opening. The person at the magazine was very helpful. Told me all about you.’
‘Good. I’m very happy to be writing for it.’ What else could he say? ‘Very glad to have this amazing opportunity. Do sit down, please.’
She joined him on the long couch.
‘Well … You’re not the sort of person I’d expect to find on this kind of trip, to be honest. I do them all the time for the Worker.’
‘This is my first,’ Gabriel said. ‘May I ask what the “C” stands for?’
‘Celia.’
‘Very pleased to meet you, Celia.’
They shook hands.
‘Why aren’t you wearing your name badge?’ she asked. She had quite a pronounced Liverpool accent, he noticed.
‘I thought I’d wait until we arrived in Warsaw,’ he said. ‘What’s the point wearing it here at London airport?’
‘Because the badge says that we’re part of a delegation. Official. We’re not tourists.’
‘Are there any tourists in Warsaw?’ he said. ‘Just curious.’
She just looked at him, with a slight curl of the lip, as if his question was not worthy of a reply. He instantly sensed the mood turn a bit sour, so he asked her if she’d like a coffee or tea while they waited for their flight to be called. Coffee, thanks, white, two sugars, she said. He went to the counter and duly came back with two cups on a plastic tray. He offered her one of his French cigarettes but she made a face and said she preferred her own. She took out her tobacco pouch and cigarette papers and constructed – expertly, he saw – a thin, tight, perfectly packed roll-up. So they smoked, drank their coffees and chatted warily. Very quickly, it was established that she indeed came from Liverpool, though she lived in London – as Eastern Europe correspondent for the Daily Worker.
‘I have to say I don’t particularly like London,’ she said. ‘But what can I do? The work’s here.’
‘It has its compensations, surely,’ Gabriel said.
Something about his lazy tone must have irritated her, he quickly realized, as the mood swung again.
‘Have you ever been to Liverpool, Gabriel?’
‘Ah. No, I haven’t, actually.’
‘Interesting. And yet you call yourself a travel writer.’
‘Maybe I do, but I don’t claim to have travelled everywhere on earth.’
‘Liverpool is a great British city.’
‘Have you ever been to Léopoldville?’ he countered.
‘No.’
‘I have.’
This was getting ridiculous, he thought: why am I competing with this person? Why’s she so hostile?
Thankfully, their flight was called moments later and they made their way to the departure gate. Gabriel was glad that he and the ‘Seabird’, as he now mentally denoted her, were not sitting beside each other.
He pinned his name badge on to his lapel as the plane began its descent into Warsaw’s airport. Gabriel Dax, New Interzonal Review. He was aware of the tension mounting in him. Now he had to pretend to be an interested, committed, left-wing journalist while in fact he was about to make contact with Britain’s most infamous, recent traitor. Faith had said it was simple, straightforward: just hand over the Blanco drawing. But there was a significant difference between handing over a drawing in a café in Madrid and handing over a drawing in Warsaw, Poland, he was aware. He was glad he had insisted on being armed – if only to let the Institute know that he was aware of the potential risk of being behind the Iron Curtain. He suddenly began to feel a little nervous and insecure.
They stood in the baggage hall waiting for their luggage to arrive. Hand delivered, so it was not swift. He and the ‘Seabird’ were together again. The only two British journalists invited, she had told him. Something of an honour.
Celia Bird was looking at him intently.
‘What is it, Celia?’
‘Did you go to a private school?’
‘What’s that got to do with anything?
‘I bet you went to Eton,’ she said.
‘Lost your bet. But, I confess, I did go to a private school. Called Abbeyhurst College, if you’re interested.’
‘Sorry, a “public” school, as you would say. Have you ever heard anything more ridiculous?’
‘It’s just a name. Nothing to do with me.’
Happily, they were interrupted by the arrival of a young Polish man, who introduced himself as Ryszard, pointing to his lapel badge, the local representative of the PZPR, the Polish United Workers’ Party, hosts of this particular junket.
He looked about twenty-five, Gabriel thought, slim, thinning fair hair, smiley, wearing a very old brown duffel coat. They shook hands. He spoke almost flawless English and told them how delighted he was to welcome them to Poland, how honoured he and his colleagues in the party were to have two such elevated representatives of the British press at their gathering.
Gabriel saw his tartan case deposited and picked it up as casually as possible. Minutes later, the Seabird’s surprisingly capacious suitcase was hefted in. Ryszard offered to carry it. With Ryszard in command, they were whisked through immigration, their passports were stamped, their bags waved through by customs, and then they were led outside the arrivals hall to where a small white minibus waited to transport them to their hotel.
‘A very new hotel,’ Ryszard said. ‘The Metropol. Very luxury.’
The Metropol certainly looked very new – all glass and steel, some ten storeys high – though set closer to the airport than was ideal, Gabriel thought, a mere twenty minutes away. He had been hoping for something in Warsaw’s old town, but that was not to be. Celia Bird was very satisfied with the accommodation, so she told him, as they met later in the lobby for the welcoming cocktail party.
‘What exactly is the New Interzonal Review?’ Celia asked, her voice heavy with scepticism. ‘I’d never heard of it before.’
‘Well, it’s a monthly, for starters, a bit glossy but extremely left-wing, anti-fascist, anti-American. An upmarket intellectual forum for the like-minded,’ he said, quite pleased with his impromptu summary. ‘I should introduce you to the editor,’ he said. ‘Pays very generously, by the way.’
‘Oh, right,’ Celia said, thinking, suddenly looking intrigued. ‘I’d appreciate that, Gabriel. Thanks.’
‘Consider it done.’
Now he was in her good books he couldn’t shake her off. She stuck to him throughout the cocktail party, asking her leading, quietly aggressive questions, making her snide remarks as he refused the horrible canapés on offer. There were around twenty foreign journalists assembled, mostly from France and Italy where there were thriving communist parties. There was one exiled Spaniard eking out a living in Argentina, a couple of Dutch anarchists and a Swiss woman who seemed to have her own radical radio station. The group was heavily male – only Celia, the Swiss broadcaster and a couple of Italian women journalists made up the distaff side of the journalist quorum.
Gabriel was swiftly a regular at the free bar, drinking Polish vodka somewhat recklessly to combat his insomnia, looking forward to a sound and inebriated sleep before the visit to the housing project the next morning and afternoon. There was a whole three-day itinerary planned for the visiting journalists – handed out to them on Roneo-ed sheets by Ryszard as they entered the conference room for the welcoming cocktails. Apart from the main object of the exercise – the tour around the housing project – there was a football match, a visit to a car factory and an open-air amateur production in an inner-city park of Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle. How was he going to connect with Caldwell? Gabriel asked himself, heading back to the bar.
The Seabird was behind him, tugging at his jacket. He turned and smiled.
‘Steady on, Gabriel. You don’t want to get drunk,’
‘Actually, maybe I do,’ he said. ‘It’s the only way I can possibly survive this.’
‘Don’t let the side down,’ she said quietly to him.
‘What side?’
‘The British side. We mustn’t abuse their hospitality.’
She took out a pre-rolled cigarette from her handbag. Gabriel offered her his lighter – which she accepted. She lit her cigarette and turned her head to exhale.
‘We’re lucky to be here,’ she said. ‘It’s an extraordinary opportunity. Very rare. Don’t spoil it.’
‘I do appreciate that. I’ve no intention of spoiling it.’
They looked at each other.
‘I could show you around Liverpool, Gabriel,’ she said. ‘Open your eyes. Wide.’
‘You know, I’d like that. It’s a deal, Celia.’
Gabriel thought that in any other circumstances – in the Goat and Crow, for example – he and Celia Bird might have enjoyed each other’s company. She was smart, she was shrewd, combative. She was a fellow writer. But being here as official guests, part of a government-sponsored public-relations exercise, seemed to make everything about her more tense and strained. Celia clearly took her responsibilities very seriously.
They continued their journey back to the bar to replenish their vodka glasses. Gabriel knocked his shot back in one and presented the empty glass for a refill.
‘Just don’t get pissed, Gabriel. That’s all I’m saying.’
‘I’m not going to get pissed. I’m participating in the hospitality that our hosts are offering. Celebrating it. You’ve got a glass of vodka in your hand. And it’s clearly not your first. Pot kettle, Celia.’
‘You’re all the same, you types, you people,’ she said, flatly. ‘Spoilt rich bastards. Shame on you.’ And marched away.
There were speeches later, and Gabriel sidled off to the toilet and didn’t return. As he crossed the lobby to the lifts a bellhop slipped him a small piece of folded paper.
Back in his boxy room on the ninth floor he unfolded it and read its message. There was one word in English, ‘Dentist’, and an address and a time: 10 a.m. the day after tomorrow. Caldwell had made contact.
The Seabird was surprisingly contrite, Gabriel thought, as they boarded the minibus the next morning.
‘Really sorry about last night,’ she said, in a dull monotone. ‘I owe you an apology. I should never have called you what I called you. I think I drank too much of that vodka.’
‘Don’t give it a thought,’ Gabriel said. ‘Couldn’t matter less.’
She sat down beside him, staring ahead as if in some sort of dark depression. She must be around his own age, he reckoned, early thirties. He glanced at her as the other journalists – all looking somewhat the worse for wear – filed aboard. She had a snub nose and her mousy-brown hair was cut in a fairly severe bob. Her spectacles were standard National Health issue, circa 1930. No visible make-up, of course, though he had seen her dabbing at her nose and cheeks with a powder puff. If only she were less angry, he thought, she might change her demeanour for the better, suddenly imagining a freer, more smiling Celia Bird, with tousled, longer hair like Faith, held in an Alice band. The thought of Faith – and the sudden image of her that his mind spontaneously conjured up – provoked a pang in him that perfectly coincided with the lurch the bus gave as it moved off. Faith, the sorceress, the puppet-mistress of his life.
The new housing project was in another distant suburb. Six five-storey concrete blocks in parallel lines of three, each one painted a different pastel shade – lemon yellow, pale terracotta, sky blue, a pink blush, lime green and an unfortunate grey-puce colour. Gardens and a park with a kiddies’ playground were laid out between the blocks. They were shown a model apartment with functional and sturdy furniture and a small kitchen with a cooker and a sink. No fridge, Gabriel noticed.
‘Who’s living here at the moment?’ Gabriel asked Ryszard. ‘The whole development seems very empty.’ He had taken out his notebook and pretended to jot observations down.
‘Not many people,’ Ryszard said, with his guileless smile. ‘It is very new. Very recent completed. I am living here with my wife. My parents also have an apartment. And my brother and his family.’
‘So, mainly officials of the Party, you would say, and their relatives.’
‘At the moment, yes.’
Celia butted in with questions about the rent and other facilities and Gabriel wandered off to look out of the window at this socialist mini-paradise. He smoked a cigarette, thinking.
The note from Caldwell had sobered him up. He had drunk about three pints of water when he’d returned to his room and taken a couple of aspirin. Consequently, he’d slept badly, but he was used to the semi-constant feeling of fatigue that his restless nights provoked. The cigarette was helping and he wouldn’t have minded a shot of vodka, either.
After the model apartment they were taken to see the gymnasium, the Olympic-sized swimming pool, the football pitches and the tennis courts.
‘Pretty amazing, isn’t it? You have to admit,’ the Seabird said, attaching herself to him once again. ‘There’s nothing like this in England for workers, nothing.’
Then they went to the Hall of Culture, a theatre-cum-cinema, where the seats had been cleared out and a buffet lunch was on offer with, Gabriel was glad to see, more free vodka. He ate a roll containing what he thought was mashed tinned salmon, and had a couple of restorative drinks. Celia Bird looked at him disapprovingly over the rim of her glass of water. He suspected that if she’d had some means of punishing him she wouldn’t have hesitated.
He wandered outside, just to remove himself from her glowering censure, thinking of the next day and how he could abscond from the visit to the Fabryka Samochodów Osobowych factory and the football match between Gwardia Warszawa and Górnik Zabrze. The means was in the note from Caldwell, he realized. He’d simply have to develop a toothache. To maintain the veracity of his ailment he decided not to go to the group dinner in the ‘authentic’ Polish restaurant that night, telling Ryszard’s assistant, a young woman called Jadwiga, that he felt unwell.
The next morning, early, he had reception send a note to Ryszard’s room: Apologies, Ryszard. I have a terrible toothache. I am going to the dentist. Gabriel Dax.
Then, after breakfast, he left the Metropol and hailed one of the taxis parked outside. He showed them the address on Caldwell’s note and was driven to what, as far as he could determine, was a northern suburb of Warsaw. He was becoming very familiar with Warsaw’s shabby, uninspiring rim, he noted. Would he ever see its historic centre with its Royal Castle, St John’s Cathedral, the Barbican, the Old Town Market Square?
The taxi deposited him in a street of grimy post-war buildings. A few shops, a cinema, more gimcrack, weather-battered, stained-concrete apartment blocks. The address Caldwell had given him looked like an assembly hall or an electricity substation, he thought. A tall, square, unadorned building with few windows. There was a steady flow of people entering, he noticed. Could this be a dentist’s clinic?
Ten o’clock was approaching so he decided to head on in. Down a murky hall a man stood by open double doors. He said nothing, simply handed Gabriel a square of cardboard with a number on it: 649. Gabriel stepped into a large room with dozens of people sitting on wooden forms. There was a susurrus of subdued conversation going on but the mood was melancholic, an almost religious ambience of quiet suffering. Gabriel quickly recognized that all these people were in pain and had various degrees of toothache.
He found a seat on an empty form right at the back of the room. There was a door leading out of the hall with a small blackboard beside it. On the blackboard was a chalked number and from time to time a nurse in a white uniform would appear, erase the existing number and write down a new one. The patient thus designated rose from his or her seat and went through the door to the dental surgery – or surgeries, Gabriel supposed. He looked at the last number scrawled down: 175. It had replaced number 362. Clearly, there was no logic to the queueing system. What was Caldwell up to? What if number 649 was written on the blackboard next? He began to panic slightly, wondering if he was in some kind of a trap. He told himself to calm down, taking out his notebook and pretending to read.
About twenty minutes later, as was his modus operandi, Kit Caldwell slid in beside him, unannounced. He looked dapper, in a dark charcoal suit, white shirt and an MCC tie. His hair was oiled and carefully parted. They shook hands, warmly.
‘My dear Gabriel. I can’t tell you the intense joy I’m experiencing on seeing you here. Everything going to plan?’
‘I would say yes or no if I had any idea of the plan.’
Caldwell chuckled.
‘Very good. Point taken.’
He looked around the room.
‘What’s your number?’
Gabriel showed him his card.
‘God, you’d be here for hours. You might have to come back tomorrow. These are the perfect meeting places. Everyone wrapped up in their personal misery, paying no attention to anyone else.’
‘How’s life?’ Gabriel asked. ‘Last seen on the dockside in Cádiz. Seems like a decade ago.’
‘Well, you know, life’s sort of rather all right, under its odd circumstances,’ Caldwell said. ‘It’s comfortable. I’m a rich man by Russian standards. I’ve a big apartment, a housekeeper, a large car and a very attractive young chauffeur whom I have a bit of a crush on. I have hopes he’ll succumb to my charm. I’m celebrated, feted. Russia’s “Super Spy”. I can’t complain. But I do complain – internally, of course – I’d rather be back in Madrid getting drunk each night.’
‘You’ve given up a hell of a lot. One has to ask—’
‘It’s my job, Gabriel. I think of myself as a soldier, behind enemy lines, fighting a war. Keeps me going.’
‘But how long will your war last?’
‘Good question,’ Caldwell said, and paused to light a cigarette. Gabriel did the same, noticing, simultaneously, that a large number of those waiting for the dentist were also smoking.
‘One day,’ Caldwell said, lowering his voice, ‘when or if things start getting uneasy, or look a bit dicey, MI6 will try to exfiltrate me, I’m sure. At the moment I can travel pretty freely. If need be, to the border with Finland. You might be useful in that regard, come to think of it, when the time comes.’
Gabriel said nothing, feeling a tremor of shock run through him. What? How? Useful?
‘Oh, yes, right. Anyway, here’s the Blanco drawing.’
He removed the envelope with the drawing in it from his greatcoat pocket. Caldwell tucked it swiftly away in his jacket.
‘Business concluded,’ he said. ‘Well done. Very, very important.’
‘Can you tell me – now we’re sitting in a dentist’s waiting room in a Warsaw suburb – what exactly is going on with these drawings?’ Gabriel dropped his cigarette on the tiled floor and placed his shoe on it. There were no ashtrays provided and the floor was littered with butts.
‘Probably shouldn’t. However – seeing as you’ve come all this way …’ He looked around. ‘You’ll have noticed that dedications are added to the usual signature.’
‘Yes.’
‘The new dedications contain a microdot. Usually the dot above an “i”. Containing a near-invisible, microscopic text. Amazing how they do it. That’s how I get my information to them, the comrades, the Tovarishchi. The “Tovs”, as I call them.’
Caldwell went on to explain more fully. This was how he communicated with the Russians. As a result of the five-year relationship between him and Blanco, Caldwell was in possession of a considerable number of drawings, sketches, etchings, lithographs and so forth, that Blanco, his lover, had given him – often with fulsome declarations scribbled on them. It was very easy to add a microdot. Then the drawings were sent to a small Moscow art gallery. They were authentic Blanco artworks, after all – and there happened to be an ardent collector in the city. The KGB.
‘It was brilliantly secure. Worked like a charm. Trouble was,’ Caldwell said, ‘I ran out. I had used all my small collection up over the years. Hence the need for a new drawing.’
‘Enter Gabriel Dax, art dealer,’ Gabriel said, drily.
‘Faith Green’s idea. Then she saw its potential.’
Caldwell looked around again. Gabriel wondered if he was searching for a specific individual.
‘By the way,’ Caldwell said. ‘There are ten dentists behind that door. Working like demons.’
‘What’re you giving them in these microdots?’ Gabriel asked, sensing that Caldwell was in a confessional, indiscreet mood.
‘Well, in this one,’ Caldwell tapped his jacket pocket, ‘are all the photographs of the missing H-bomb. Remember our trip to the base?’
‘Yes, I do.’
‘The Tovs’ll be agog. Dumbfounded.’
Gabriel shook his head in wonderment.
‘So,’ he said, ‘you’re telling me that the “Las Monteras Incident” was an elaborate set-up.’
‘Exactly. A joint operation between us and the CIA. All very convincing, though, you have to admit.’
‘What does that gain us …?’ Gabriel paused. ‘You giving this information, I mean. How does that help the West? The “Free” World?’
Caldwell plumed cigarette smoke up into the air. Gabriel sensed he was quite enjoying this act of enlightenment.
‘Basically all the information I give them makes the same undeniable point – our bombs and missiles work. And theirs probably don’t. Or won’t. Or at least not very well.’ He sniffed, made a sceptical face. ‘Russian technology may look impressive – when they trundle the gleaming rockets and freshly painted tanks through Red Square once a year with all those goose-stepping soldiers – but it’s very unreliable. Botched, more often than not. And I’m speaking as the proud owner of a new ZIL-111. “Russia’s Mercedes-Benz”, so-called. Hopeless vehicle – breaks down once a week. And that incapacity applies especially to their nuclear arsenal, such as it is. You see, there’s no guarantee that an inter-continental ballistic missile, launched from Russia, would ever reach its target in the USA. Or, if by some miracle it did, that it would detonate. Simple as that.’
‘It’s vast, their arsenal, isn’t it?’
‘Well, put it this way – Russia has about three thousand-plus warheads. The USA has over twenty-five thousand. Not to mention France and Britain.’ Caldwell shrugged. ‘It’s a very uneven playing field, the nuclear arms race.’ He smiled. ‘David and Goliath, you know. Goliath versus David. But Russia is a David with a malfunctioning sling, as it were. Won’t end happily for the old USSR.’
He took out a flat silver flask from his inside jacket pocket, unscrewed the top, and had a quick swig. He handed it to Gabriel. Gabriel drank.
‘Scotch whisky, wonderful! I’m awash with vodka.’
‘The senior Tovs have a special shop. Like Harrods – you can get anything.’
‘How interesting about Russia’s bombs,’ Gabriel said, handing the flask back. ‘And to think we live in quaking fear of nuclear Armageddon.’
‘It explains all the Cuba business,’ Caldwell said matter-of-factly, tucking away his flask.
‘What Cuba business?’
‘Ah, yes. Of course. Nobody knows. Yet. However, the shit is about to hit the fan, as they say. Russia is building nuclear missile bases in Cuba. A hundred miles offshore from the USA. Even they can’t miss at that range.’
Gabriel took this in, shocked.
‘Jesus! What? Missile bases in Cuba?’
‘Do keep your voice down, Gabriel, old chap.’
‘Sorry. I’m just a bit stunned.’
‘Yes, there’s going to be an almighty bloody stand-off, any day now. As you can imagine, the Yanks are hopping mad.’
‘What will happen?’
‘Third World War? Maybe. Maybe not. Or America will bomb the bases to high heaven. And perhaps invade – though that didn’t go well for them the last time they tried. Or, this is what I think, the Tovs will pack up and sheepishly go home now they’ve been caught out. They’re denying everything, of course, saying they’re air-defence bases to prevent US aggression against Castro and his regime. But the evidence is there – you know, spy planes, photographs. Russian nuclear missiles in America’s back yard. It’ll end in tears of some sort.’
Gabriel was both disturbed and nonplussed at Caldwell’s blithe display of secret information. He looked around the room. Number 17 was now chalked on the blackboard. They were sitting at the back, isolated somewhat from the body of potential dental patients. No one was paying any attention to the two Englishmen chatting quietly, smoking and drinking.
Then he saw a man in a brown suit come into the hall, who looked around and spotted Caldwell. Caldwell gave him a quick wave. He went and sat down across the room and took out a newspaper.
‘Who’s that?’ Gabriel said, alarmed.
‘KGB Tov,’ Caldwell said, calmly. ‘Just checking.’
‘Fuck!’
‘Relax, Gabriel. He knows I was meeting you. He was curious – just confirming.’
‘Confirming what?’
‘That, you know, you’re one of us. My London “contact” in MI6.’
Gabriel felt his sphincter loosen and clenched it hard. Sweat formed in his armpits.
‘What in God’s name are you talking about, Kit?’
‘Steady on, dear. They know that you were the one who warned me, the one who allowed me to “defect” days earlier. They saw you with me at the quayside in Cádiz, helping me board. I told them everything that you’d done for me.’
Gabriel took this in. Despite his shock and confusion his mind was still working.
‘So they think I’m some kind of a double agent. Like you.’
‘They think that, but of course you’re not. I have to say that it’s very useful for me that they do think that, however.’
Gabriel looked up at the ceiling. He exhaled, with a little shudder running through his body.
‘This is all Faith Green’s doing, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘All part of her plan.’
‘Well, yes. I must say she’s brilliant. Incredibly impressive.’
Explanations started clicking into place like fruits in a slot-machine, lining up.
The whole art-dealer Blanco connection.
The meetings with Caldwell.
The way she’d deliberately left her scarf in the hotel, knowing he’d promptly return it.
And see Sefton there.
Yes, Sefton was part of it also, clearly.
It was Sefton who’d set him up in the first place.
‘My brother the useful-idiot courier.’
And Blanco with his so-called ‘secret’ information. His deal. Obviously fake. Blanco was part of it all from the beginning.
So then Gabriel Dax ‘discovers’ the conspiracy – and sees how he’s been used.
And in his fury, to spite them, he warns Caldwell that they’re circling close. Cut and run, Kit. Get out now.
Incredibly elaborate, he thought, so easy to go wrong, surely? But the puppet-mistress had him all figured out. She had jerked the strings and he’d moved as commanded. And here he was in Warsaw, still strung to her control bar. The perfect, model marionette.
The revelations made him feel nauseous.
‘You’ve gone a bit quiet, old fellow.’ Caldwell said. ‘Everything all right?’
‘Could I have another swig of your whisky?’
Caldwell offered him the flask. Gabriel took a large gulp and savoured the throat-burn. It helped. Some equilibrium returned.
‘What if I hadn’t warned you?’ Gabriel said, thinking the logic through. ‘What if I’d just left Cádiz? Bit of a risk, wasn’t it?’
‘Then Plan B would’ve kicked in. Faith had thought of all eventualities, of things going awry.’
‘What was Plan B, may I ask?’
‘If you hadn’t warned me, then I was going to ask for your help, directly, as a friend. Make a plea. Help me to defect.’
‘What if I’d refused?’
‘I was strangely confident you wouldn’t, funnily enough. I’d come to like you. Very much. I thought we were friends, fellow spirits.’
‘But for the sake of argument, what if Plan B hadn’t worked?’
‘Then, Plan C. I would have confessed the whole thing. The triple bluff. Cards on the table.’
‘I see. She’d thought of everything.’
‘Exactly. In the event, it wasn’t necessary.’
‘Yes. She’d read me very well.’
Gabriel went silent again, thinking about the process. One way or another he’d still have been implicated in Caldwell’s ‘defection’. He would still have come to Warsaw. In the eyes of the KGB he was Caldwell’s vital London connection now, come what may.
He handed back the flask, still somewhat shocked by this conclusion, this revelation. Caldwell pocketed the flask and gave him a book of matches in return. Inside the flap there was a row of what looked like telephone numbers.
‘Would you give that to Faith Green when you get back?’ Caldwell said. ‘Very important.’
‘May I ask what’s its significance? Don’t tell me if it’s top secret.’
‘Let’s just say that one of my other tasks while I’m here is to find out what termites might be lurking in our own security services: MI6, MI5. The Tovs are very open with me because of everything I’ve done for them on the nuclear bomb front. They tell me things. I don’t even need to ask.’ Caldwell gave an amused chuckle.
‘Have you found a termite?’ Gabriel slipped the match-book into an inside pocket of his jacket.
‘Think so. Faith will know what to do.’
‘The termite-hunter par excellence.’
‘Indeed.’
Gabriel was still thinking hard – thinking about Faith’s elaborate machinations. He had the bigger picture now, he realized. Everything that had happened that he’d experienced – everything – had been about finding a way to place Caldwell in Moscow. Caldwell trusted, Caldwell secure, feted, honoured – but on our side. Everything from the very outset, from the day Faith Green asked him to go to Cádiz to buy the drawing off Blanco, had been conceived and constructed to bring about this state of affairs. No, he thought – his brain now fully engaged in the swarming complexities of the way the Institute worked – perhaps even earlier. Perhaps from the very day they had both been on the same flight from Léopoldville and she was reading his book …
‘I’d better go,’ he said, feeling a little sick at how revelation was piling on revelation.
‘We’ll meet again, no doubt,’ Caldwell smiled.
‘Will we?’
‘I’m pretty sure we will. One way or another.’
‘Of course. I’m your London “contact”.’
‘It’s all very, very cleverly set up,’ Caldwell said. He seemed pleased. ‘I’m very glad we’re working together, Gabriel. Helps me sleep at night.’
‘Yet I feel I’ve been manipulated from the very beginning. Day one.’
‘Look. We’re all being manipulated in this business,’ Caldwell said, with an indifferent shrug. ‘We just don’t know it half the time.’
Gabriel stood up and pulled on his heavy coat. Caldwell eased himself off the wooden form with an exaggerated groan and they shook hands.
‘Good luck,’ Gabriel said.
‘You’re my good luck, Gabriel, old bean. You don’t know how important you are.’
‘Some consolation for being led up the garden path, I suppose.’
‘In a good cause. Remember that.’
Gabriel headed for the door and lingered there a moment to scan the room – to lock it away in his memory. He saw Caldwell approach the man in the brown suit. They both turned to look back at Gabriel. He raised his hand in a brief salute – yes, it’s me, I’m the one – and then left.
The next day Gabriel sat through The Caucasian Chalk Circle in something of a daze, still wondering about everything he’d learnt from Caldwell, trying to piece events together, to realize their true weight and significance. He compiled a chronology of the situations and encounters he’d experienced and saw – now – how they fitted into Faith Green’s elaborate plan. Or almost fitted, he said to himself. What was the connection with Patrice Lumumba and his brutal assassination? What did that have to do with Kit Caldwell’s magnificent act of deception? He couldn’t work it out so gave up trying.
It had rained hard in the morning and, as a precaution, the Brecht play had been transferred to the Hall of Culture in the model housing development. The play was a minimalist production and in Polish so Gabriel’s bafflement was almost total, and anyway he couldn’t concentrate. Bafflement was currently his normal state of mind, he told himself, so this was symbolically apt. There were musicians and a singer who seemed to be providing some kind of over-arching narrative that he couldn’t discern. And there was a figure who appeared to be a judge. And a young washerwoman and someone who was nearly hanged by the neck but then reprieved. Perhaps. A bit of dancing at the end. It seemed interminable.
After the play was over, he was surprisingly pleased that the journalists were gathered together for a final, farewell buffet supper back at the Metropol, everyone returning to their various countries the next day. He was hungry and ate some kind of chicken vol-au-vent with rice to soak up his many shots of vodka. He was drinking so eagerly because he couldn’t analyse his constantly shifting moods after his meeting with Caldwell: anger – yes, definitely – some shame, also, at how easily duped and malleable he had been. Helplessness too. Worry – that as well. What had he inadvertently become now? In what unknown jeopardy had Faith Green placed him as she tugged on his puppet strings?
He saw the Seabird approaching and braced himself, offering up a wide smile.
‘Hi, Celia, how’s it going?’
‘Always the same man propping up the bar. Are you sure you’re not some kind of alcoholic, Gabriel?’
That aggression, unbelievable, it just bubbled up – she couldn’t help it. He must have some toxic effect on her, he realized; he must be a constant provocation, an itch, a stone in her shoe.
‘No,’ he said, calmly. ‘I’m not an alcoholic – just sad this is our last night together. Drowning my sorrows.’
‘Oh, yeah, sure. Where were you yesterday? We had a great day at the factory. Fascinating. A belter. And a really smashing football match. Bet you don’t like football, do you, Gabriel?’
She picked a full shot-glass off the bar and sipped at it.
‘You lose the bet,’ he said. ‘Chelsea supporter.’
‘So where were you?’
‘I had terrible toothache, had to find a dentist urgently.’
‘How’d you manage that?’
‘I asked at reception.’
She looked at him, full of suspicion, and finished her vodka.
‘What did you really do? Go on, you can tell me.’
‘I went to a dentist. Big filling. Just decay.’
‘I don’t believe you.’
That was bold, he thought, almost a declaration of war.
‘You know, I really don’t care whether you believe me or not, Celia. I would have thought that was obvious by now.’
That threw her a bit: his usual politesse having disappeared for a moment.
‘I saw your notebook, looked over your shoulder. You were just doodling, not writing.’
‘I have my own personal shorthand.’
‘What’re you really doing here in Warsaw, Gabriel?’
‘Same as you.’
‘Liar.’
She was definitely drunk, he thought. That was brazen.
She stared at him, blinking, full of a kind of hate, he thought. Then she walked away, a little unsteadily.
Gabriel turned and picked up another vodka. Better eat something more, he thought, and wandered over to the buffet. There was cod’s roe on blinis with sour cream, some very pale, dubious-looking small sausages, and the usual dry bun with tasteless cheese. He opted for the cheese bun. He found he was dreading the flight back to London: the stopover at Stockholm – possible delays – hours in the Seabird’s company … But then the idea came to him with beautiful clarity. There was another way out.
He went in search of Ryszard and spotted him at the far side of the conference room in earnest conversation with Celia Bird. He had a powerful conviction that she was talking about him. To hell with it, he thought, and strode across the room towards them. As soon as Celia saw him coming, she whispered something to Ryszard and hurried off. Yes, he acknowledged, she had indeed been talking about him.
But Ryszard was his usual benign self, as if Celia’s poisonous words had gone in one ear and out the other. He asked how Gabriel’s toothache was. Problem solved, Gabriel said. Then he asked Ryszard if he could stay on a few extra days at the Metropol, if his flight could be changed.
‘This should not be difficult,’ Ryszard said.
Gabriel told him about his book, Rivers, and how he wanted to write a chapter about the Vistula river and Warsaw.
‘This would be amazing, Mr Dax.’
‘I’ll gladly pay for the extra days.’
‘Unfortunately, that would be necessary. Let me make the arrangements with the hotel. I will change your flight to …’
‘Let’s say Friday.’
‘My pleasure, Mr Dax.’
‘Please call me Gabriel, Ryszard.’
‘Of course, my honour, Gabriel.’
Gabriel went back to the bar, had another shot, noticed there was no sign of Celia Bird and took the elevator back to his room. All sorts of benefits accrued from this spontaneous change of plan, he calculated, not least avoiding having to run the gauntlet of Warsaw airport, now that the Seabird had undoubtably voiced her suspicions about him. He was rather impressed with his sudden thinking. He was learning fast. Yes, he would defy expectations.
The next morning, from his elevated position in his room, he watched Celia Bird and the other journalists climb aboard the minibus heading for Warsaw Okęcie airport. He would not be far behind them.
He waited an hour, then he strewed his clothes all over the room. Sign of a man who was staying on. He shaved and cleaned his teeth, then left his razor and toothbrush carefully visible by the sink. Then he opened the secret compartment in his suitcase and retrieved his Baby Browning. He placed the suitcase – open – on the folding luggage stand. He stuffed the pistol deep in the pocket of his greatcoat. Everything he needed would be on his person. Documentation, money, cigarettes, house keys, travellers’ cheques, dollars, driving licence, passport – gun.
He placed his hotel key on the bedside table and hung the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door handle as he left the room. Then he took the stairs down, walked through the lobby, out into the scrubby patch of garden that led to the swimming pool and circled round to the taxi rank and asked to be taken to the airport.
He felt a quiet tremor of nervous excitement shiver through his body as he ran through the various aspects of his new plan. He had been worried about going to the airport, with its checks and controls, its barriers and sealed zones, the ease with which a person could be whisked away for interrogation or arrest – it had happened to him before, after all, in Madrid. He had no idea what insinuations Celia Bird might have made against him but he felt strongly that the airport was an area of risk that he would be well advised to avoid.
This particular ruse he had set up meant, in theory, that nobody was expecting him to leave for several days. Maybe this evening the housekeeping department of the Metropol might insist on opening the door to his room, or they might wait until the next morning but, in any event, he reckoned he had a good twelve- to twenty-four-hour start before anyone became suspicious and discovered he was long gone.
At the airport, at the bureau de change, he signed several travellers’ cheques and converted them into zlotys. One of his habits as a travel writer, along with having his passport on him at all times, was to have more money than he would reasonably need for whatever trip he was undertaking. It was a precaution that had often served him well. He had a wad of cash now, more than enough, and he still had his emergency supply of US dollars. At the airport bookstall Gabriel bought maps of Poland and East Germany. He went to the cafeteria and drank a coffee and ate a ham sandwich while he plotted his route. Fed and watered, he set off to find a car-hire company in the airport concourse.
He opted for the smallest he could find, called ‘SZYBKI Cars to Hire’. The car he was offered was a Warszawa 200, a large and cumbersome-looking vehicle painted in fire-engine red. He didn’t care. The staff at Szybki were delighted to be paid in cash for a two-day hire.
He familiarized himself with the car’s components and controls – nothing out of the ordinary – and set off. He had plotted a route that would take him through northern Poland and northern East Germany, avoiding at all costs the pulsing hot-spot that was Berlin. Warsaw to Szczecin, and from there into East Germany to Rostock and then aim to cross the border into West Germany at Selmsdorf near Lübeck and then on to Hamburg. He calculated that the journey would take him around fourteen hours and that he’d do it in two stages, parking somewhere remote for a night and sleeping in the car.
There was little traffic on the road and he made good progress – but the miles-per-litre ratio of the Warszawa was poor. Every couple of hours he had to refill the tank but he used the opportunity at the petrol stations to buy sweets and chocolate and luridly coloured fizzy drinks to keep his energy up.
He crossed the border into East Germany beyond Szczecin with no trouble, joining a small queue of cars and lorries. His licence-to-travel pass and his journalist’s accreditation document seemed more valid than his Polish visa and the guards and customs officers waved him through on to the road for Rostock.
Driving through a landscape of flat farmland and pine forest, the trunk roads taking him through provincial towns and small, mean-looking villages, he suddenly thought that this trans-European journey could be written up as an interesting piece for Interzonal. Yes, waste not, want not. He peered out of the window with more interest, beginning to compose a paragraph or two in his head …
‘The pine forests were dank and rain-drenched, the black-green conifers tightly bunched together like refugees or prisoners seeking bodily warmth. The dirty, impoverished villages seemed to rebuke me for my powerful car as I hurried through, indifferent to their wordless suffering. As dusk approached, a fine smear of rain veneered the tarmac, the car’s fat tyres shushing through the puddles. Underpowered street lights barely lit the roadway. I felt as though I was running away from something dark and terrible, keen to be in the clear light of free Europe …’
Yes, he thought – the full plum-pudding. He could imagine Faith’s wide smile, and he smiled to himself too, happy to be thinking of her: his tormentor and his solace.
As darkness fell he sensed his own tiredness beginning to build. He turned off the main road by a small town called Gnoien and found an overgrown farm track by a water tower, overhung with autumnal maples. He parked under the largest tree and walked back up the muddy lane to check that the car couldn’t be seen from the road. He ate a stodgy jam-filled doughnut, drank some cola, then crawled on to the Warszawa’s rear seat and locked the doors. It was cold, so he slept wrapped up in his tweed overcoat, removing the uncomfortable bump of the Baby Browning from under his hip and placing it in the rubber-lined footwell by his head. He was glad he had insisted on being armed – it made him feel safer, sleeping in his car like this, lessened his vulnerability, even if it was only symbolic.
He woke at dawn, recognizing, paradoxically, that he’d enjoyed one of his best sleeps of the year, curled up on the hard back seat. He stepped out of the car, urinated, jumped up and down, windmilled his arms and set off for Rostock.
He had decided to use the border crossing into the West at Selmsdorf because he knew that it was open to all travellers – there were other border crossings that were Germans-only – and as he joined the long, almost static queue he was pleased to see other foreign number plates on some of the cars and lorries – Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, even one from Italy.
When his turn came he had to drive the Warszawa over a vehicle inspection pit. Then the interior of the car was thoroughly searched. His documents were scrutinized, taken away to be stamped, then returned. The hefty barrier was swung to one side and he drove into West Germany to be greeted by British Military Police.
Here, however, despite his British passport, he was treated with much more suspicion. The Warszawa was directed into a small parking area to be searched again and he was led to a windowless room in the customs building where his passport and documents were taken away once more. He had smoked three cigarettes before a young lieutenant from the Green Jackets, who didn’t introduce himself, briefly interrogated him.
Gabriel told the truth, to a degree. All lies, he knew, were only convincing if they had an element of truth about them. He told the officer he had been covering an event in Warsaw for a British magazine, the New Interzonal Review – he could establish that from his accreditation document – and part of his assignment was to drive back through Poland and East Germany and write it up as an article about life in the communist bloc. He felt surprisingly calm – he was in the West, after all – and, if need be, he could always suggest they made contact with the Institute to verify who he was.
The lieutenant went away – to make some phone calls, no doubt, Gabriel thought. Fairly soon, he was sure, Faith Green would learn of his arrival in West Germany. He was no longer incognito – he was back on the map once more. One cigarette later, his passport was returned and he was allowed to drive on to Hamburg.
He left the Warszawa at Hamburg airport in a long-term car park and walked to the terminal building where he offered a taxi driver twenty US dollars to drive him the three hours to Cuxhaven at the mouth of the Elbe. The sight of the two ten-dollar notes produced an audible gasp of joy. As Gabriel climbed into the rear of the old Mercedes-Benz he felt himself properly relax for the first time since he’d left the Metropol. He leant back in the seat and closed his eyes. At Cuxhaven he could catch the night ferry to Harwich – with a bit of luck he’d be back home in Chelsea by lunchtime tomorrow.
Gabriel stood on an upper deck of the DFDS ferry as it pulled away from the dockside at Cuxhaven and headed out into the North Sea. He was looking across the vast estuary of the Elbe as the sun set, feeling the same sensations as he had at Léopoldville, staring across the huge expanse of the Congo at distant Brazzaville: awe, insignificance, an odd humbling at the scale of the natural world. Here at Cuxhaven he couldn’t see much of the northern bank, miles away – just a low dark shape with the lights of towns and villages beginning to wink and shine in the gloaming. He was hungry, he realized, tired of two days of sweets and sandwiches – he needed something hearty and calorific. He turned and wandered off to find the cafeteria.
He ate steak and chips and then an apple crumble washed down with half a bottle of red wine. Then he went to the bar and ordered a post-prandial brandy. The place was crowded and noisy with British soldiers returning on leave from Germany. When they started singing he decided to go up on deck for some fresh air.
Out in the open there was a steady drizzle falling so he found a sheltered spot on a rear deck and smoked a cigarette looking over the pale foaming stripe of the ferry’s wake being swallowed up by the darkness. He turned up the collar of his overcoat and tightened his scarf. A cold night, winter coming, he thought: maybe he should plan a trip to a river in a warmer climate rather than go to Krems. The Nile, he thought, or the Orinoco perhaps, or even the Murray river in Australia. Winter in Europe was summer in the southern hemisphere. He could do with some sunshine—
‘Ah. There you are, Mr Dax. The elusive Mr Dax. At last.’
Gabriel stiffened; the accent was American and he thought he recognized the voice. He turned slowly. Raymond Queneau stood there, smiling. He reached into his coat and removed a large automatic pistol.
‘Let’s go for a stroll, shall we? Have a little chinwag. Isn’t that what you English say?’
‘Maybe. Not heard it uttered in my lifetime.’
Queneau gently guided him down a flight of stairs to the furthest rear deck, overlooking the creaming wake, starker white now as the darkness of the night was absolute and moon-less, Gabriel noticed. Thickly overcast. Where was Gabriel’s moon? he wondered. Shining brightly somewhere behind the clouds?
The night was squally and the patchy rain, now they were out at sea, felt colder, icy, stinging his face. Queneau was wearing a trench coat and a brown trilby. They stood by the rear guard rail, Gabriel turning against the wind, hands thrust deep in the pockets of his coat. He knew, with sudden cold assurance, that Queneau was going to kill him, eventually, so he had to play for time.
‘How the hell did you find me?’ he asked.
Queneau shrugged. He was holding the gun down, his arm loose. Drops of rain gleamed in his Hemingway beard.
‘We usually find someone when we’re seriously looking for them,’ he said flatly. ‘You crossed into West Germany at around ten-thirty this morning. Your Polish car was discovered at Hamburg airport around noon. Nice touch, that. But as you hadn’t boarded any plane it was likeliest you’d take a train or a boat back to England.’ He sniffed, wiped his nose. ‘You bought your ticket from Cuxhaven to Harwich at around four p.m. this afternoon. I had just enough time to get here. It was tight. But, goddam it, here I am.’ He smiled emptily. ‘Made it.’
‘Why were you looking for me?’ Gabriel asked. His hair was now slick with cold rain. He could feel drops running down his face.
Queneau smiled again, seemingly ignoring Gabriel’s question.
‘Oh, thanks for giving up the Lumumba tapes, by the way. Much appreciated,’ he said.
Gabriel’s mind was working at super-fast speed: analysing, making connections, deducing. How did Queneau know about the tapes? Because Faith must have told him she now had them, he realized, dug up from beneath the holly bush in his garden.
‘If it’s appreciated,’ Gabriel said, desperately wanting to keep the conversation going, ‘then why do you have that gun in your hand?’
‘Because the whole thing is, you know, still kind of untidy. I’ve a tidy mind and I don’t like untidiness. Je déplore désordre,’ he added in his execrable accent.
Yes, Queneau wasn’t satisfied. Queneau liked his world neat and secure, all squared away, and Gabriel was the dog turd on his clean sidewalk, the squashed cigarette butt in his cut-glass ashtray, the bird shit on his car’s roof.
‘Untidy?’ Gabriel said. ‘Is this all about the tapes?’
‘Three people knew about those tapes,’ Queneau said. ‘Only three people had listened to that conversation. Patrice Lumumba, Thibault N’Danza and you, Mr Gabriel Dax.’
‘So what?’
‘Lumumba’s dead. N’Danza’s dead. But you are very much alive. Unfortunately, you know the names that were mentioned on the tapes.’
‘What happened to Thibault?’ Gabriel said, feeling a sudden jolt of sadness. Clever, sweet, lanky Thibault.
‘Died in a car crash in Nairobi. Great shame.’
‘Listen, Queneau. I gave up those tapes voluntarily. One of the reasons I did so was because Faith Green said it would make me “safe”, OK?’
‘This has nothing to do with Faith Green. She shouldn’t have told you that. She made a mistake.’
Gabriel stared at him – as understanding arrived like a great charge of light.
‘You’re Hillcrest, aren’t you?’ he said spontaneously, suddenly realizing. ‘You’re the clear link to Eisenhower. You’re fucking Hillcrest! Of course, of course. That’s what this is all about. The Hillcrest connection. You.’
Queneau/Hillcrest was clearly not amused to be so identified.
‘Has anyone ever told you that you’re too clever for your own good?’ he said, coldly. ‘Mmm? It can be a flaw in a person.’
Queneau raised his automatic and pointed it at Gabriel’s face. He smiled.
‘Nice knowing you, Mr Dax. But you should never—’
Gabriel shot Queneau though the pocket of his greatcoat, the Baby Browning making a short, snappy retort like a firecracker going off. The bullet hit Queneau somewhere in his groin area and he went down, thud, in a split-second, making a muffled moan, his gun falling on the deck with a clatter. He wasn’t dead but the wound seemed to have immobilized him, almost totally. He was jerking and squirming, making little squeaking sounds in the back of his throat. Gabriel wasn’t thinking – he was acting on instinct and adrenaline-fuelled strength. He hauled Queneau up as if he were a child and bent him over the guard rail. He quickly searched his pockets and threw his wallet and his ID badge on the deck. Then he grabbed both his ankles and tipped him over.
He was expecting a splash but he heard the impact of the body falling on something solid with a crack. Fuck! He peered over.
Queneau had fallen on to the upper plastic canopy of a lifeboat hanging from its davits. There was no way Gabriel could reach him. He watched as Queneau stirred and then heard him scream – the noise of his agony snatched away by a gust of wind. Queneau effortfully tried to rise to his knees, but he fell heavily and his sideways momentum immediately tipped him overboard. Gabriel didn’t hear the splash – but Queneau had gone.
Gabriel reeled away from the guard rail, his mind blank, inert. He goaded it back into life. Think, think, he told himself. He looked around – no witnesses, nobody else out in the icy rain. There was Queneau’s big automatic. He picked it up and hurled it into the sea. Queneau’s trilby, fallen as he went down, was tossed over the guard rail, followed by the wallet and the ID. He took the Baby Browning from his pocket and threw it overboard also. Then he unbuttoned his greatcoat, noticing the tiny exit hole the bullet had made and – briefly thinking that it might not be noticed – he bundled it up and it too went into the North Sea.
He walked back into shelter, standing beneath the stairway, looking around, regaining his breath. Nobody could have seen them – who would be out on deck on a night like this? He ran his fingers through his wet hair, wondering if his heart was going to burst. He took deep breaths – inhale, exhale. Him or me, he said to himself, him or me, him or me. The mantra slowly calmed him; his breathing eased. He looked around for the last time. There was no evidence that anything at all had taken place on the rain-washed rear deck. He climbed the two flights of stairs, opened the bulkhead door, walked along the corridor, turned a corner and went into the bar.
The place was emptier, though there was still a hard core of a dozen British squaddies getting drunker and playing cards. The fug seemed more intense – a smell of beer, cigarette smoke and a thin stratum of human perspiration and damp clothing. Gabriel ordered a triple Scotch and water and went to the furthest corner of the bright room.
He returned to the bar for a box of matches – his lighter had been in his coat pocket. Then he lit a Gitanes and sipped his whisky. He thought about himself and what he’d done. His response to the situation he had found himself in had been a simple reaction to unexpected, dangerous and ultimately lethal provocations. He’d planned nothing, he was simply countering – instinctively – perilous circumstances that were out of his control and for which he had no responsibility. Flee or fight? – the old prehistoric imperatives. He’d had no option but to fight, this time. He felt no guilt about killing Queneau. He knew that, if he hadn’t, it would have been Gabriel Dax who was shot in the head and heaved over the guard rail into the sea. Him or me, he repeated a few times. It made all the difference.
But as he thought on, he realized he had crossed some sort of a defining line as a person, as an individual. Acknowledging this made him feel shivery, almost tearful. He had reached a point in his life from which there was no turning back, even if he should wish to. What had just happened had changed him in a profound way, he saw, a crucial way, and everything about him was different now.



10.
Chelsea
He walked up the King’s Road from Sloane Square Tube – coatless, luggage-less, unshaven, grubby, exhausted – but with a rare exhilaration. He was home. He had survived – and in a way he had also proved something fundamental to himself. However, when he had thrown his greatcoat overboard, as he remembered afterwards, he had also thrown away his house keys, tucked in the left-hand pocket. Luckily, he kept a spare set behind a loose brick in the basement well.
He let himself into his flat. Switched on the lights, lit the gas fire, poured himself a Scotch, took a cigarette from the silver box on the coffee table and flopped into his favourite armchair. Where was his lighter? In the North Sea, of course, with his house keys. He searched his jacket’s pockets and found Caldwell’s book of matches. He tore one off and lit his cigarette, looking at the rows of handwritten telephone numbers – some sort of cypher, obviously. He placed the matches on his mantel, where the Blanco drawing had been. He was in no hurry to convey them to Faith Green. He smoked his cigarette, drank his drink, went into his bedroom and stripped off. He had a bath and a shave, changed into freshly laundered clothes and decided to treat himself to the most expensive meal the Café Matisse could muster – three courses and a bottle of wine. Then he’d shop for food on his way home. His life was back on track.
He went into the kitchen to check what provisions were required and immediately saw the mouse. The mouse, caught in Tyrone’s patent glue trap. He crouched down and looked closely at it. It was very small, three inches, no more, not counting the tail. Its two front paws were stuck fast in the carpenter’s glue. Gabriel picked up the board. The mouse’s black beady eyes seemed to stare pathetically at him and it started to make tiny cheeping noises as its back feet pedalled uselessly. What to do? Batter it to death with a half-brick? Drown it in the sink? Fold it up into the cardboard and stamp it lifeless?
He went out through the kitchen door and placed the glue trap and the mouse in the middle of the small lawn. He unwound the garden hose and turned on the tap, directing the spray – thumb over the end to increase the pressure – and sluiced the mouse off the board in a few seconds. It sat there for a moment, drenched, shivering, uncomprehending – and then scurried off into the border.
‘And don’t fucking come back!’ Gabriel shouted after it.
He chucked Tyrone’s glue boards into the dustbin.
Faith Green wasted no time. At seven o’clock that evening Gabriel’s doorbell rang. He had been half-dozing on the sofa, replete after his Café Matisse blowout feast, television on, some kind of quiz show, trying not to think about the last few days, staying firmly in the present moment with its agreeable gustatory and alcoholic aftertastes and undertow.
He went to the door and opened it. Faith stood there, resplendent in a sheer, silver, full-length satin dress and a wide fur stole that was also silver. Silver fox? he wondered blearily. Her usually tousled hair was set firmly in some kind of rigid perm. Her lips were a full, perfect, glossy carmine. She looked older, more formidable – less beautiful, somehow.
‘Bloody hell,’ he said.
‘I can only spare ten minutes. I’m going to a formal banquet at the Guildhall, in case you were wondering.’
She strode in past him, Gabriel following, noticing the high heels on her silver shoes.
She stood in his living room with her back to the gas fire. He switched off the TV.
‘Fancy a drink?’ he said.
‘I need whatever Caldwell gave you.’
Gabriel picked the book of matches off the mantel and handed it over.
She opened it and scrutinized it briefly before putting it in her clutch-bag.
‘You look fabulous, if I may say so,’ he said. ‘Different, but fabulous.’
‘Thank you, Gabriel. Actually, I will have a little drink. That malt you have.’
‘Glenfeshan.’
‘Perfect. One ice cube. Please.’
He served up her drink and replenished his own. They both sat down and looked at each other in silence for a moment.
‘How are you, Gabriel?’
‘I’m fine. Glad to be home.’
‘I was waiting for you at London airport. We were a little concerned when you weren’t on the flight.’
‘I was worried I’d be compromised,’ he said. ‘I think the other British journalist in Warsaw, on the same junket, suspected me and may have given some sort of information to the authorities. I didn’t want to risk being questioned or held at the airport. Now that I’m aware of Caldwell’s importance to us, you know—’
‘Vast importance,’ she said. ‘Incredible importance.’
‘Exactly. So I decided to drive back. Altogether safer. Went very smoothly.’ He smiled through his lie. ‘And here I am.’
‘Well. Good procedure. Bravo.’
A rare compliment, he thought. He was looking at Faith, thinking that, actually, this groomed, imperious version of her had its own allure. She was clearly still affecting him – emotionally, sexually. He told himself to concentrate. She was also still playing games with him, still pulling strings, he reminded himself.
‘By the way,’ she said, sipping at her whisky, ‘did you meet up with the Queneau person when you were in Warsaw?’
Gabriel lit a cigarette to give him time to think. My God – what’s going on here? he thought.
‘Ah. The so-called “Raymond Queneau”. No, I didn’t. Why do you ask?’
‘He was in Warsaw. Contacted us – wanted to meet you.’
‘Nope. Never saw him. He was in Warsaw? Why would he want to meet me?’
‘I’ve no idea. Some CIA thing. Anyway, he seems to have vanished off the map, all of a sudden.’ She smiled her carmine-lipped smile. ‘I was just curious to know if he’d ever made contact with you again.’
‘Sorry. Can’t help you there.’
An unwelcome thought crept into Gabriel’s head. Had Faith Green, ‘Imogen Sykes’, sent Queneau/Hillcrest to kill him? No – he urged the thought away, hurriedly – that wasn’t possible. Not Faith, not him.
But now that she had mentioned Queneau he remembered Queneau’s remark on the ferry. Of course, Faith Green/Imogen Sykes would have told her old Congo CIA colleague, Hillcrest, that the Lumumba tapes were secure. Just as it was Imogen Sykes who had told Hillcrest that Patrice Lumumba had escaped house arrest and was on his way to Stanleyville and safety. Hillcrest, in turn, would have alerted Mobutu who had his soldiers find, surround and detain Lumumba on the road to Stanleyville. Problem neatly solved, now it was just a question of tidying everything up. Hillcrest then orders Dupetit to arrange the firing squad and dispose of Lumumba’s body. The Belgians do their job diligently. ‘Operation Viking’ successfully brought to the desired conclusion. Hillcrest, Sykes and Dupetit. The three names. Lumumba had foreseen it all.
‘Are you all right?’ Faith asked. ‘You look a bit troubled.’
‘Apologies, something’s just become very clear to me.’ He smiled. ‘Suddenly. A problem in my book that was bothering me.’
She put her glass down, smiled also, stood up.
‘Clarity is always to be welcomed. I should run. Thank you for the drink. Lovely to see you, Gabriel.’
He blocked her exit in the hall.
‘Can I kiss you?’
‘No.’
‘Is Vivian waiting outside in the car?’
‘No.’
‘Need a date? I have a dinner jacket.’
‘Ha ha. We’ll be in touch.’
He saw her out and closed the door behind her. The inscrutable Faith Green. And the pretty damn inscrutable Gabriel Dax, he thought. For the first time he felt he was somehow a step ahead of Faith Green, not subject to her covert manoeuvrings. He knew things that she didn’t; he had done things she would never have expected of him. More importantly, he now knew that there was no connection between the Lumumba tapes and the many complexities of the Caldwell defection. No connection apart from the person of Faith Green who was involved in both dark and duplicitous operations. Faith Green – the link.
He felt strangely relieved to have been able to work this out – it had been tormenting him for months. He wandered back into the sitting room and poured himself another large Glenfeshan. He was right – some sea change had occurred in him, and he was intrigued by the idea, not troubled. What did this new confidence portend? he wondered. How long would it last?



11.
Cuba
‘RUSSIA’S NUKES 90 MILES FROM USA’ was the headline. President Kennedy’s television address to the nation – and the world – on 22 October had alerted everyone to the extreme gravity of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Something similar was the headline of every paper in the newsagent’s, Gabriel had noted. Caldwell had been right – the shit was hitting the fan. The Yanks were hopping mad.
Gabriel was walking home with a copy of the Evening Standard, reading as he walked, to see what the latest state of play was. Lorraine had telephoned him, terrified.
‘What’s happening, Gabriel? Is it going to be a war? Third World War? It looks like it might happen—’
‘Let’s wait and see,’ he had said. ‘I think it’ll be resolved. Don’t panic.’
‘No. We’re thinking of moving out of London.’
It was extraordinary – and understandable – to see how one topic of conversation, one fear-driven obsession, could dominate all public discourse. In the supermarket, the office, the post office, the pub – everyone was talking about Cuba. Gabriel took notes:
‘You die instantly, apparently. Turn to dust.’

‘No. Radiation sickness lasts weeks. Like cancer.’

‘London is a target. Birmingham, Manchester, Edinburgh.’

‘But they’re blockading Cuba. Nothing in or out.’

‘It’s another provocation. They should negotiate.’

‘They will be negotiating, secretly, don’t worry.’

‘The US has missiles in Italy and Turkey.’

‘But Cuba’s different. It’s so close.’

‘JFK versus Khrushchev? Only one winner.’

‘One air strike and those missiles are gone. Finito.’

‘So what’s the problem? Why are they waiting?’

‘It’s called Mutually Assured Destruction.’

‘Millions will die. Billions.’

‘Cities will be flattened – empty wastelands.’

‘I’d kill myself first. Yes, I would.’

‘It’s like Scotland had missiles aimed at England.’

‘Kennedy isn’t messing about, you know.’

‘American bombers with nukes are flying twenty-four hours a day.’

‘What does Russia gain? Nothing. The end of Russia.’

‘You don’t understand their minds. They’re different.’

‘They’re people. Most people don’t want to die.’

‘Die in a nuclear holocaust. End of the world.’

‘Do you know? I’ve started praying every night.’

‘Praying to God? What God?’

‘Yes. Let it be over peacefully, dear God.’

And then, almost two weeks after it began, it was over. Crisis averted. It was announced that Russia would dismantle the missile bases, crate and transport the missiles back to Russia. The world calmed down. The sigh of relief was global. It looked to everyone that Kennedy’s tough brinkmanship had won the day and that Khrushchev and Russia had been humiliated. No doubt more had gone on behind the scenes than would ever be revealed, Gabriel thought, remembering Caldwell’s prediction that the Tovs would sheepishly back down, pack up and head back to Russia. David versus Goliath, but a David with a malfunctioning sling – no real contest. So David stepped away.
He wondered what role Caldwell’s secret information had played in the Russian decision: the fact that American bombs and missiles worked and that Russian ones maybe didn’t. When your finger was hovering above the nuclear button that consideration had to have some force. Live to fight another day became the only sensible option. And what about you, Gabriel Dax? he said to himself – the reluctant microdot courier? Would you be a secret footnote in history, also? He didn’t give it much thought. His courier days were over, he told himself, it was back to his usual job – writing. He drafted a carefully edited account of his trans-Poland, trans-East Germany journey for Interzonal but decided it would be wiser to wait a while before it was published.
Then, in early November, he received a letter from Manley Dryden.
Dear Mr Dax,

I was going through my files again the other day – regarding my investigation of the fire at Yeomanswood Farm – and discovered something that may be of interest to you. Do please telephone me if you would like to learn more. I completely understand if you prefer to consider the matter closed.

Sincerely yours,

Manley Dryden

Gabriel telephoned and said he would like to come and see him in Claverleigh; he would rather not discuss matters over the phone. They made a date to meet.
Gabriel sat in Manley Dryden’s shed as Dryden rummaged through a drawer in one of his filing cabinets. Gabriel felt dry-mouthed, unduly tense. What was this new information? he wondered for the hundredth time. Would it help or would it hinder? Was he culpable or blameless? Try as he might his memories of that evening of the fire refused to cohere and, thanks to Katerina Haas, he now knew that this failure was at the root of his personal mental troubles, the cause of his restless, sleep-scattered nights.
Dryden returned with a scrap of paper in his hand, flourishing it triumphantly.
‘It had slipped down between two dossiers,’ he explained. ‘Obviously – notice how one edge is torn – I had torn this page from a notebook and jotted down some observations.’ He sat at his desk and moved his cold, unfilled pipe to the side of his blotter.
‘It’s dated – my first visit – two days after the fire. I was obviously noting down first impressions before my more forensic examination took place. Shall I read it out, Mr Dax?’
‘Please.’
Dryden cleared his throat.
‘Exterior, kitchen door. Kitchen door locked from inside. No key in lock. Leaded window beside door open wide. Hanging from exterior window ledge a telephone, and handset, still attached, resting in garden border.’ He looked up. ‘Does that mean anything to you, Mr Dax?’
‘Let me think.’
‘The kitchen area of the house was the least damaged by fire. It was a strange, almost surreal sight, I must say, seeing that telephone dangling. I made a little sketch.’
He held up the sheet of paper. Gabriel looked at it. Memories were stirring, like fish circling in a deep pool.
‘Shall I tell you my conclusions?’ Dryden said.
‘Yes, please. Most helpful.’
‘This is how you must have escaped from the burning house. You exited through this side window in the kitchen area. I don’t know what the telephone had to do with it, however.’
Clarity suddenly arrived – like draught of icy cold air. He was actively remembering, memories congregating.
‘I tried the kitchen door – yes – but it was locked and I couldn’t recall where the key was kept. So I then tried to open the window. But …’ Gabriel paused. He could almost see himself in his pyjamas, trying vainly to move the handle. ‘The window latch was jammed, yes …’ he said slowly. ‘The latch was very stiff, too stiff for me to move it. So I pulled the table that the telephone was on over to the window, knelt on the table and used the telephone receiver, like a hammer, to bludgeon the handle down, and the window opened. I just threw the phone out and followed it.’ He swallowed. It was all coming back in a destabilizing rush. ‘Then I ran as fast as I could behind the fish pond.’
He felt a small bolus of vomit rise in his throat and covered his mouth with his palm. Coughed, calmed down. He blinked, aware of his face flushing.
‘Are you all right, Mr Dax? Glass of water?’
‘Yes, please.’
Gabriel knew what had just happened. Lost memories were returning. His hidden past was revealing itself.
He drank some gulps of water from the glass Dryden provided. His head was suddenly full of swarming recollections, images, sensations, feelings. Something had been unblocked – a dam breached. He was back in his bed in Yeomanswood Farm, smelling the smoke … His moon-globe night light was still burning. Then he opened the door and saw the smoke and flames down below. He must have run downstairs because now he remembered seeing his mother lying face down in front of the drinks cabinet. He remembered touching her, yes, touching her arm but she didn’t move so he turned her over and he knew she was dead. Her eyes were half-open. She had gone and the fire was almost on top of him …
‘May I continue, Mr Dax?’
‘Yes, of course. This is fascinating and disturbing. It’s all coming back to me, Mr Dryden. Like a film playing in my head.’
‘It’s extraordinary how we can make ourselves forget …’ Dryden searched for a neutral word. ‘Unpleasantness. How we banish the bad memories. Cancel them.’
‘To our detriment, sometimes.’
‘Of course. We’re not as strong as we think. As a species.’
‘As I know too well. I feel suddenly liberated, however. Thank God you found that piece of paper.’
‘Well, now that you’ve confirmed this, the thing that most annoys me is that it proves I was correct in my analysis. The fire was not caused by your night light. It did not begin on the first floor, it began on the ground floor, and was probably deliberate. You came down from the first floor and escaped through the kitchen window. QED.’
Gabriel could sense Dryden’s mounting, retrospective anger. He was almost shaking with suppressed rage, his voice shrill.
‘That’s how I’m now recalling it, Mr Dryden, in almost total clarity. Mists have cleared. You’ve unleashed a flood of memories. It’s almost unbelievable.’
‘So much for the better, Mr Dax. But my point is this – my loss adjustment on the Yeomanswood fire was absolutely on the nail.’ Dryden calmed himself, visibly, picking up his pipe and putting it down, moderating his voice to its usual monotone. ‘However, the insurance company paid me no heed – they listened to the firemen with their nonsense about your moon, your night light. It’s a grotesque injustice. No monies should have been paid out on this fire. Not a penny. Absolutely not.’
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	  DR HAAS:  	  So you can now recall most of the details of that night?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Yes, I can, now – it’s pretty extraordinary. I just needed that catalyst. Some evidence from someone else. The telephone and the kitchen window. That’s what did it. And then I remembered. All the fragments have joined up, all the gaps mostly filled in. I feel I now know what happened, that night of the fire. I’ve reclaimed the experience as part of my history. That may sound a bit grandiose, I realize, but my memories seem right, true, for the first time.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Memory, my God. Memory is the most fickle of human attributes and capacities. The most mendacious and cunning. The most disastrous, sometimes. Our false memories are like fictions – they can destroy us.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I know that. Anamnesis. Facts before memories. Facts stimulating memories – memories we’ve forgotten we have. I thank you for that insight, Dr Haas. Sincerely, I mean it.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Well, we do our best. This is the value of psychoanalysis – though we’re much mocked – we do actually help people, sometimes. Are you sleeping better?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I am, in fact – these last few days, now that I seem able to remember what happened. I still dream of small fires burning but they don’t disturb me in the same way, don’t terrorize me. I don’t wake up all the time as I   used to. If I do wake, I find I can go back to sleep. Quite amazing progress.
	  DR HAAS:  	  Well, I feel, then, that we’ve arrived at a kind of cure, of sorts. It’s been an interesting journey.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  And I don’t want it to end, if you don’t mind. I’d like to continue our conversations, from time to time. I have to say I find it very easy to speak to you, Dr Haas.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Thank you. I may seem to have an unorthodox approach – we’ve had our difficulties, our ups and downs, I know – but the connection between analysand and analyst is at the heart of everything we do. It’s fundamental. And, you must admit, we’ve established that – a good connection, I feel.  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I certainly do. Oh, yes, indeed.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  And if that relationship isn’t there, then you might as well speak to … speak to the wall, or a table lamp, or your cat. Or shout your troubles out in the street.  
	  GABRIEL DAX [laughs]:  	  Yes, it’s very good to have a neutral but sympathetic ear. I feel – I don’t know – I feel some chapter in my life has come to an end. It’s as though I’ve changed – that I’m a different person than the one you met all those months ago.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  In a good way?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I hope so. Who can say?  
	  DR HAAS:  	  What do you really want, Gabriel, in your life? What do you seek?  
	  [LONG PAUSE]  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I know exactly what I want. I want to love someone – a woman – unreservedly, totally, with my whole being. And, of course, I’d like her to love me back in the same way. And if that happened I’d feel my life was complete. That my life had meaning. I think that because I lost my mother when I was so young, this … what? Absence, this huge empty hole in my life, is something I need to resolve – to fill, if you like. I feel I’ve a lot of love inside me and I want to give it to a person – freely, with no strings   attached. But it has to be the right person. I think it would help me, enormously – I don’t know why – but it’s come to be something of an obsession.
	  DR HAAS:  	  Why?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Because I think I’ve found that person. A woman. But … [Pause] It’s complicated.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Is this the woman you’ve spoken about before?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  Yes. Faith Green. She’s the one I feel would be right for me.  
	  DR HAAS:  	  Does she feel anything similar towards you?  
	  GABRIEL DAX:  	  I haven’t the faintest idea.  




12.
The Dilemma
Gabriel was walking up Tite Street toward Tedworth Square on a darkening November evening when he heard a car toot. It was a ‘hello’ toot. A soft ‘toot-toot’. He had always found it extraordinary how a car’s simple, monotone horn-call could convey so many meanings: death wishes, extreme rage, sneering abuse, thanks, warnings, encouragements, wake-ups, greetings. This one was definitely a ‘Hello! It’s me!’
Of course. There it was – the silver Mercedes 190.
Faith wound down the window.
‘Gabriel. Lovely to see you.’
‘I thought I was retired.’
‘One last job. Pretty please. We’ll pay your usual fee. And you don’t have to travel.’
He knew he should say ‘No, thanks’ and at the same time he was wholly aware that his free-agency as an individual was over, as far as Faith Green was concerned. For ever. Somehow, he didn’t care. He had proved himself to himself in Warsaw and thereafter. He felt in a strange way that he was Faith’s equal, now – and, immediately undermining that confidence, recognized that this assertion might have been an indulgent, self-deluding fantasy.
They went back to his flat. She complimented him again on its style and ambience.
‘It’s true,’ she said. ‘You can’t have too many books in a home. The more the merrier. I’m going to have some bookshelves built.’
He handed her a Glenfeshan, one ice cube.
‘In Great Missenden?’ he said, not thinking.
‘How do you know I live in Great Missenden?’
‘You told me.’
‘Did I? I don’t remember if I ever did.’
‘Then I think Harrison must have told me.’
‘He had no bloody right, if he did so.’
‘It’s not the end of the world, is it? You know where I live, for Christ’s sake. Here you are, in my flat.’
‘It’s not the same, Gabriel. Not at all. I shall have to have a word with Harrison.’
They sat down and sipped at their whiskies.
She was wearing a navy blue, multi-buttoned high-collared jacket, Indian-style, and a pencil skirt to just below her knees. Sheer stockings; her pointed shoes looked like they were made from crocodile skin. She’d returned to her old look – tousled girlish hair, held with a tortoiseshell band. He liked to note and store these details about her appearance, on their rare meetings, so he could brood and fantasize about her, later. Was he becoming just a little bit unhinged? he wondered.
‘So,’ he said, wanting to re-configure his thoughts. ‘What’s the new job for the messenger boy?’
‘Don’t denigrate yourself, Gabriel – you know how important you’ve been to us.’
‘Yeah, well. That’s your side of the story.’
‘Don’t be bitter. Doesn’t suit you.’
‘I’m not bitter – just realistic.’
She sighed, as if he were a hopeless case, and drank some of her whisky, then set the glass down and looked fixedly at him. He felt the shiver, the frisson, of sexual desire. Yes – she was the one for him. Yet she had chosen Vivian, the chartered surveyor. She had his ring on her finger – he could see the amber diamond-spangle, the tiny dazzle of the gas fire in the faceted stone.
‘It’s very simple,’ she said. ‘We want you to meet a certain person. You’ll have a conversation and, during this conversation, this person will use the word “refulgent”.’
‘Refulgent?’
‘Exactly. Do you know the word?’
‘I’m a writer – please. I’ve actually used the word from time to time, you may be astonished to learn.’
‘Ah, yes. The full plum-pudding.’
‘What will this person’s use of “refulgent” signify?’
‘It signifies something very important to us.’
‘All right. Don’t tell me. What happens next?’
‘When or if this person uses this word – it may not be used, of course, and its non-use is just as significant – then you should remove and re-tie your scarf. Make sure you’re wearing a scarf. That will alert us. We’ll be watching you both. Covertly.’
‘Is that all?’
‘Yes. Then you go your separate ways.’
‘When will this happen?’
‘In the next week. You’ll be telephoned with the details.’
She took an envelope out of her handbag and gave it to him.
‘Your usual remuneration.’
‘Very generous. Thank you.’
He thought how his entire new book was being funded by his MI6 emoluments. The Orinoco, here I come. The knowledge helped, somehow.
She stood, said she had to leave and he showed her to the door.
Their proximity in his narrow, dark hallway stimulated him, as it always did. The sense of their bodies so close together and the scent of her lavender perfume.
‘May I kiss you, Faith?’
He always asked. A shy bairn gets nowt, was one of Uncle Aldous’s favourite sayings.
She looked at him in her particular way, head cocked, thinking.
‘Yes. All right. Un baiser nostalgique.’
He rested his hands on her shoulders and their lips touched, gently, softly. He pressed harder and his tongue flickered against her teeth. She opened her mouth a little and their tongues met. He felt her hands on his back, holding him closer. She broke off, suddenly, pushing him away. He thought she was a little flustered. Good. Maybe there was some hope. If you couldn’t make love then a meaningful kiss was no bad substitute, he thought.
‘I’ll wait for the instructions,’ he said, opening the door.
‘Right. Thank you.’ She was flustered, definitely.
‘You can stay. If you want. The bed is freshly made.’
‘I have to go.’
‘I’m your spy, Faith. You know that.’
She left without a word. Gabriel closed the door and stood there, quietly taking in what had happened. His declaration had been loaded, deliberate. He wondered if, for the first time in their two years of close and mystifying association, he had briefly gained the upper hand …
Three days later he received the call from the Institute. A man’s voice that he didn’t recognize.
‘Battersea Park. The esplanade by the main car park. Four p.m. Tuesday next week. The subject will be driving a Humber Hawk.’
‘Right.’
‘You know what to do?’
‘Yes, yes. “Refulgent”, untie scarf, re-tie.’
Click. Gabriel replaced the receiver on its cradle. Once again, he felt himself being drawn in to this secret, strange world, deeper than he had ever wanted to go. What could he do? How could he extricate himself? There seemed to be always ‘one last job’ – and the money offered, of course, was alluring. The money was the glue in the trap, he thought: and he was in danger of being permanently stuck.
On the following Tuesday, he crossed the Thames over Albert Bridge. The tide was in and high, and the Thames looked like a real, virile river, brimming close to the walls of its embankments, threatening floods.
He wandered into Battersea Park. The big London plane trees had shed almost all their leaves, revealing their complex geometries of heavy boughs, lighter branches and feathery laciness of twigs. Sometimes, he thought, he preferred trees in winter, rather than their full-leaf summer version – in winter you saw their mighty skeletons, registered their astounding engineering, their random, propulsive growth patterns better; you understood what amazing vegetable beings they were, how ancient, strong and enduring – and how complacently taken for granted they were. An eighty-foot London plane tree was a wonder, a marvel. People should take more note of these everyday giants in their lives, he thought, acknowledge them. Was there a book there? he wondered. Great trees of the world? A baobab in Africa, an oak in England, a redwood in California, a eucalyptus in Australia, an olive in Spain …
He sauntered up and down the empty esplanade, encouraging his mind to explore the possibilities, in an attempt to control his inevitable, mounting nervousness. Maybe Trees could follow Rivers? He glanced back at the car park, almost empty, night coming in – any new arrival would be very visible.
He shook a cigarette out of his soft-pack of Gitanes and lit it, inhaling deeply, welcoming the heady buzz of the nicotine, trying not to think of Faith Green’s team watching him through binoculars or powerful telescopes from the Chelsea shore, or wherever they were hiding. He was wearing his navy blue overcoat and a dull, brick red scarf – still, he should be very visible, even as the light was fading.
He heard the sound of a motor car entering the park from the Chelsea Bridge gate and moments later saw a racing green Humber Hawk pull in to the parking area. He threw away his cigarette and headed towards it – not too briskly, everything was meant to look casual. The door opened and a man stepped out.
It was Sefton.
For a second, Gabriel thought of turning around and walking away, but Sefton had seen him and raised a hand in greeting.
‘Hello, hello. What’re you doing here?’ he asked.
‘Out for a stroll. I live just over there, as you bloody well know.’ He pointed towards Chelsea. ‘I’m always in this park. My back garden. My country estate.’
Sefton chuckled. They were now crossing the esplanade towards the river, side by side. Sefton rested his hands on the wall and looked out over the water. Gabriel asked him about Victoria and the boys, how they were. All well, Sefton said, looking forward to Christmas and the holidays.
‘Splendid view,’ he said. ‘Chelsea’s grandest and most expensive houses and the refulgent Thames as a bonus.’
He turned and looked squarely at Gabriel.
‘That’s the word, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Refulgent. Le mot juste.’
Gabriel kept his hands in his pockets.
‘Yes,’ he said, nodding. ‘Exactly.’ Then, quietly, ‘I think they’re on to you, Sefton.’
Sefton smiled. He said nothing. They looked at each other, the brothers.
‘Always lovely to see you, Gabriel. I’d better get home.’ He clapped Gabriel on the shoulder. ‘Come and have lunch on Sunday. No excuses, mind.’
He wandered back to his car. Unperturbed, it seemed. Calmness personified.
Gabriel watched him drive away, feeling his throat dry as pumice, trying to coax saliva into his mouth. What had Sefton done? Why hadn’t Faith Green warned him that the meeting would be with Sefton? What new game was this that she was playing? He felt a flutter of panic in his chest, sensing instantly that it was too risky to go back to his flat. She’d be waiting for him, he felt sure, parked outside in her silver car. Fight or flee? Flee.



13.
The Eternal City
Gabriel sat outside on the terrace of a little trattoria on the Piazza Navona. It was cold and drizzling but he didn’t care; he was perfectly dry under the canopy, warm in his coat and scarf. He was smoking a Gitanes and had a Campari-soda in front of him. Rome was quiet, with very few tourists, he’d noticed, the city caught in that tranquil lull between Ognissanti and Natale. He stubbed out his cigarette and lit another. Smoking too much, of course – nerves, worried about what was happening in London, what effect his sudden disappearance would have had, what was being discussed in the Institute, what Faith Green was thinking about him.
After Sefton had left, Gabriel had walked briskly to Chelsea Bridge Road, hailed a passing taxi and gone straight to his bank where he told the taxi to wait. There, he’d withdrawn £200 from his account and was then driven to London airport. Once again, he congratulated himself for always having his passport in his pocket. He looked at the various destinations available and plumped for Rome. He bought a ticket, went into the departure lounge and two hours later was en route.
He found a small pensione near the Piazza di Spagna – astonishingly cheap – and decided to wait things out. Let some days pass, let the dust settle, let Sefton sort his life out, whatever he had done. It was Sefton’s problem and penitence, not his. He was glad to be spared the wrath of Faith Green.
He was not idle in Rome over the next few days. He walked miles about the city, ate well, drank well, visited innumerable churches, wandered through art galleries, stood in ancient ruins. He found he was sleeping fairly soundly too, by his standards, only waking up once or twice a night – though he conceded that might be partly accounted for by the amount of alcohol he was consuming during the day and evening. Maybe Katerina Haas had cured his insomnia after all, he thought – and maybe his life would change.
On the Saturday after he’d arrived he had a strange urge to go to the seaside. He wanted to see the sea – and the Mediterranean was all that was on offer. So he caught a train to Civitavecchia, Rome’s ancient port, a town he’d never visited but had always wanted to because one of his favourite writers, Stendhal – who was also one of his favourite travel writers – had been the French consul in Civitavecchia for several years in the 1830s. Stendhal had hated the place, finding it a foul and pestilential posting. Gabriel remembered reading an old guidebook that had said, ‘The town contains little that is interesting. The traveller may best spend a leisure hour walking on the quay.’
He did exactly that and looked out at the Mediterranean for many minutes, satisfying his sea-craving. The surf was modest, the water, further out, was choppy and foam-topped. It was an overcast day but the light was pearly, hinting that the clouds might part later in the day. He remembered that, after the wild success of The Wine-Dark Sea, Inigo Marcher had asked him if he had any notion of a potential next book, the crucial follow-up. Gabriel had pitched the idea of a book called ‘In the Footsteps of Stendhal’. Stendhal had been a restless traveller in his life – France, Italy, Russia, Germany, England. Stop right there, Inigo had said. Non-starter. We’d sell three copies. Nobody is interested in Stendhal any more. Nobody knows who he is.
Gabriel ate lunch, drank wine, wandered aimlessly round the huge Forte Michelangelo and the surviving Roman tower, the Torre di Lazzaretto, and wondered what he should do next. Tomorrow was Sunday, maybe he should head south – Sicily, or further, Morocco, Tunisia …
Then he suddenly remembered Sefton’s blithe invitation to Sunday lunch and felt a prick of conscience. Perhaps he should telephone and explain. He found Civitavecchia’s post office and booked an international call to London. He went into the small cabinet and waited for the operator to connect him. He fed the gettone into the slot.
‘Hello? Victoria? It’s Gabriel. I’m so sorry about tomorrow’s lunch, I’m in Italy, in—’
All he heard was gulping, throat-cleaving sobs.
‘He’s gone, Gabriel! He’s gone! I’ve been trying to call you for days! Where are you?’
‘I’m in Rome. What do you mean, “He’s gone”? Left you? Gone away somewhere?’
‘He’s killed himself!’ It came out as an anguished shriek.
Gabriel felt a chill descend on him, as if his blood was pooling around his vital organs, leaving his limbs cold and dead.
‘Oh, no. Jesus … No, not Sefton …’
It took a while but, between her sobs and her misery, Victoria managed to tell him what had happened. On Tuesday – the day they had met in Battersea Park – Sefton had come home at his usual hour and everything had seemed fine. In the evening after supper he had gone to his study to make some phone calls and then she went to bed, Sefton saying he was busy, mini-crisis at the office, would be working late. The next morning, up early for school, Cyril had found his father dangling under the pergola. He had hanged himself in the night, unheard and unwitnessed, constructing a makeshift noose from some washing line. There was no note.
‘I’ll be home tomorrow, Victoria. Stay calm. I’ll be there.’
Gabriel felt sick as he hung up. He was thinking, suicide? Or fake suicide? He almost felt dizzy as his brain raced through plot and counter-plot, theory and counter-theory. Only Faith Green, he felt, could enlighten him.
On the train back to Rome he felt a creeping sadness come over him. He and Sefton were not close, as brothers – both of them recognized their essential incompatibility – but now that he’d gone Gabriel realized that Sefton was the sole connection to the life they’d led at Yeomanswood Farm, before the fire. Sefton had memories of their mother and father that were better and more detailed than his. Now all memories were his alone – patchy and incomplete; non-existent as far as his father was concerned – and there was no one who could help verify or enlarge them. He felt the loss and then sensed an anger building. Anger against himself for his complacency – he should have told Sefton what Manley Dryden had told him, had proved for him, that the fire had not been caused by Gabriel’s moon – his night light. But what would that have gained? Another voice in his head spoke out. Sefton had been away at his boarding school when Yeomanswood Farm burnt down. The facts of the night of the fire belonged solely to him and their mother.
Yet another nagging thought kept intruding. Had he done the right thing in the park by issuing that quiet, ambiguous warning? What if he’d said nothing – would Sefton still be alive today? He had no idea. It had been an instinct – and maybe he shouldn’t rebuke himself for that. Still, the doubts persisted – his personal misery was complete. The least he could do was to help Victoria and the boys through the next difficult and traumatic days. It would have to function as his penance.



14.
The Crematorium and the Pub
Gabriel sat with Victoria and the boys, Cyril and Nigel, in the front row of the large chapel in the Golders Green crematorium. Aldous was there with them, as well. The remnants of the Dax family congregated, even if three of them were called Roscommon. Behind them were members of Victoria’s family – her parents and her two sisters, husbands and nieces and nephews. The chapel was full with many friends and neighbours from Highgate. There was a big Foreign Office turnout, as well – many colleagues had made the journey north. ‘Sefton was a much-admired and respected man,’ the PPS to the Foreign Secretary had announced in his eulogy.
There were hymns, readings, the Adagietto from Mahler’s 5th Symphony was played over a slightly crackly public address system. Eventually the pale oak coffin with its brass handles was trundled smoothly into the retort and the curtains closed behind it. Gabriel put his arm around Victoria’s heaving shoulders. Cyril and Nigel stared blankly ahead, uncomprehending, still stunned by their father’s suicide.
As they filed out, Gabriel saw at the back of the chapel almost the entire workforce of the Institute of Developmental Studies – Faith, Lee, Sirin, even Fuller. Faith wanted to catch his eye, he saw, so he looked at her expressionlessly. She mouthed, ‘Outside,’ and pointed with a finger. Gabriel tried to feel outraged but failed. The Institute team were colleagues of Sefton’s, he supposed; it would have seemed odd and unfeeling if they hadn’t been at his funeral.
There was the usual milling around in the walled garden of remembrance as people contemplated and read the messages on the heaped bouquets. Gabriel lit a cigarette and looked for Faith. She was standing at the entrance to the garden, in her expensive alpaca coat. He wandered over.
‘My deepest sympathies,’ she said.
‘Thank you.’
‘Where the fuck have you been?’
It was only the second time he had heard her use the expletive.
‘I was in Rome.’
‘Just like that?’
‘I had a sudden urge.’
‘We need to talk. Now.’
He looked at his watch.
‘I have to be back at the house in an hour or so. There’s a wake, of sorts. I can’t miss it.’
‘There must be a pub somewhere around. I’ve got my car.’
‘Give me two minutes.’
He found Aldous and told him that he might be a little late arriving at the Highgate house wake. Something to do with Sefton’s job and his colleagues. Hold the fort, he said, I’ll be there in an hour. The place will be heaving, Aldous said, leave it to me. Take whatever time you need.
Faith drove up Golders Green Road looking for a pub and they quickly found one called the Duke of Atholl. She parked the Mercedes-Benz and they walked into the pub. It was huge – a hundred people could be drinking here, Gabriel thought, but today it was almost empty. Two old men were nursing pints of Guinness in a corner. A darts match was under way. The dull, random thud of arrows hitting the sisal board formed a muted, tympanic soundtrack to their conversation.
‘What do you fancy?’ Gabriel asked.
‘A gin and tonic.’
They found a seat by the window. They had an hour and a half before the afternoon closing time. Gabriel ordered and paid for their drinks. He was on Scotch, a triple. He carried the glasses back to their table.
‘Where do we start?’ she said.
‘He never used the word “refulgent”,’ Gabriel lied.
‘Didn’t matter. The fact that he showed up was all the proof we needed.’
Gabriel took that in: another bit of Faith Green manipulation. All that nonsense about taking his scarf off and putting it back on. He tried to stay calm.
‘What was Sefton guilty of?’
‘He was a termite.’
‘My God … For the Russians, I assume.’
‘Yes. And he was bloody good. I never suspected him for an instant. And I suspect most people.’ She sipped at her gin.
‘It was Caldwell who alerted us,’ she continued. ‘That book of matches that you brought back from Warsaw had the essential information.’ She paused. ‘Caldwell had no idea Sefton was your brother, by the way – because of the different names you have.’
‘Of course.’
She went on to tell him the nature of the unfolding investigation. She said that they had immediately started tailing Sefton, listening to his phone calls, verifying his contacts. Sometimes, she said, it was useful to leave a termite doing its termite business – they could be used, could be fed information that might be valuably disseminated. Sefton, it seemed, did what she called ‘littering’. He would go for a walk on Hampstead Heath, with a newspaper that contained the information he wanted passed on. He would leave it in a litter bin. Minutes later his contact would retrieve it. Except that now they knew he was a termite one of the Institute’s men retrieved it instead.
‘And we discovered that he had suspicions about Caldwell, that was the worrying thing,’ Faith said. ‘He was urging the KGB to investigate Caldwell.’ She frowned, thinking. ‘Maybe we weren’t careful enough in Cádiz.’ She paused. ‘Did Sefton know you were going to Warsaw?’
‘I may have mentioned it. I can’t remember.’
‘Something triggered it, anyway. We had no option.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Caldwell is our most important resource. More precious than rubies, as they say in the Bible.’ She shrugged. ‘We had to bring Sefton in – he was about to be arrested after your meeting in the park – but he beat us to it.’ She stared intently at him. ‘Somebody must have warned him.’
‘Don’t look at me. I was in Rome.’
‘You didn’t chat for very long.’
‘We talked about Christmas. He invited me to Sunday lunch.’ Gabriel braced himself. ‘He never used the word “refulgent”.’
‘So why did you scarper off to Rome? Without a word to anyone.’
‘I had an idea for a book.’
She closed her eyes for a second and opened them, as if the simple movement cleared her mind somehow, Gabriel thought, wiped a slate clean.
‘I suppose I have to believe you,’ she said.
‘I’m your spy, remember.’
‘Can I have another?’
Gabriel went up to the bar and ordered their drinks, thinking hard. The Caldwell information was a clincher, he thought. Sefton hadn’t committed suicide. They – the Institute – had made it look like suicide. Lured him from his bed in the dark of night, somehow, wrapped the washing line round his throat and hung him from his garden pergola.
He put her drink down in front of her.
‘We didn’t kill Sefton,’ she said, as if she’d been reading his thoughts.
‘I’m not accusing you,’ he said. Here they were, he thought, both lying to each other. She was looking good, he noticed – coolly beautiful, as usual – he had to try very hard to resist her, he realized. Not only beautiful but fiendishly, artfully clever.
‘How is Caldwell?’ he asked.
‘All well – now the Sefton risk is no more …’ She took a sip at her gin. ‘There may come a day when we have to get him out, you know. You’ll be most useful then.’
‘I think you need to find a replacement for me in that department.’
‘Dear Gabriel,’ she said. ‘There’s no one who can replace you. You’re good. Damn good. The way you got out of Warsaw was …’ She searched for a word. ‘Impressive. Showed initiative, acumen.’
‘Don’t try to flatter me. I refuse to accept the compliments.’ Then he changed the subject. ‘Who did Sefton betray? What did he do, exactly?’
‘Good question. We’re still investigating. Things that seemed to go wrong in the past – things that looked like normal foul-ups, mistakes, accidents, carelessness – maybe they weren’t what they seemed. Maybe Sefton had a hand in them.’ She thought further. ‘There was that time when he was based in Geneva – we think it may have happened then.’
‘What happened?’
‘It looks as though he was suborned. Tempted – and didn’t resist temptation.’
‘Why would he do something like that?’ Gabriel said.
‘Why does anyone become a traitor?’ She held up three fingers and counted them down. ‘There are three reasons, usually. Hate, blackmail, money.’
‘Hate?’
‘Hatred of your country, its system, its ruling class, its easy, repulsive complacencies. It can happen. No one was blackmailing Sefton, I’m pretty sure. I think, in his case, it was money.’
‘Really?’
‘He had over thirty thousand pounds in his bank account.’
‘Jesus.’
‘He was being well paid. You get used to it. And once you’re in, once you take the first payment, there’s no getting out, of course. No exit.’
‘He did live well, I admit.’
He thought of Sefton with his big Highgate house, the boys at private schools, the expensive cars. Maybe …
‘Why didn’t you tell me it was Sefton that I had to meet in Battersea Park?’
‘You wouldn’t have gone if I had, would you?’
‘Did he know he was going to meet me?’
‘Of course not.’ She paused. ‘Because we were on to him, we could “re-litter” him, as it were. That’s how he communicated with his handler: with those newspapers in litter bins at appointed times. So we dropped him a false message. A new contact, Battersea Park. Use the word “refulgent”.’
‘He didn’t seem remotely surprised or discomfited that it was me,’ Gabriel said. ‘He gave absolutely nothing away.’
‘I told you he was bloody good. But, you know, he was no fool – seeing you there would have told him that he had lost, that the game was up.’
Funnily enough, Gabriel found this information consoling. Maybe he wasn’t the agent of Sefton’s destruction, after all. He was just the signal, not the cause.
‘Can I ask you some questions about Sefton?’ he said.
‘You can certainly ask, but you might not get an answer.’
‘He suggested me to you, didn’t he? I was his idea.’
‘Yes. He was very complimentary about your abilities.’
‘When was that?’
She paused for a moment.
‘Round about the time you were in Léopoldville. We were both in the city, simultaneously.’
‘You were checking me out.’
‘Amongst other things.’
Gabriel eased himself in his chair, thinking back.
‘Nothing was a coincidence,’ he said. ‘You on the plane, reading my book—’
‘Your upgrade to first class.’ She smiled. ‘We don’t like coincidences in our business.’
‘When I asked Sefton if he knew you, he said he didn’t.’
‘Of course. What did you expect?’ She looked at him in her wry, piercing way, head cocked. Gabriel turned to the window, almost to deflect her gaze; hearing what sounded like a ticking of fingernails on the panes, he realized it was raining, big drops gusted on to the glass and ponderously zigzagging downwards. The light was blear and sombre – it might have been dusk, not lunchtime, he thought: the outside world conforming to his mood.
‘So what exactly was his role in the Institute?’ he asked, concentrating again.
She paused before replying.
‘Let’s say he was our liaison with the Foreign Office – with government. Sometimes we need permission, a tacit authorization, for what we do. Sometime we have to give them notice about what we’re up to.’
‘Such as Caldwell’s non-defection.’
‘Oh, they think he’s defected, all right. Very few people know the truth about that particular episode.’
And I’m one of them, Gabriel admitted, vaguely alarmed by the fact.
‘Poor Sefton. All very sad,’ he said, formulaically, though he meant it. Very sad. Stupid fucking sad Sefton.
‘I should get back to the wake,’ he said.
‘I’ll drop you off.’
They walked out into the car park. A few spots of rain were still falling. The sky had darkened and there was a sickly urinous light on the street. Good, he thought, rain: everyone indoors, curtains drawn to obscure the pergola at the Highgate house.
‘By the way,’ Faith said, opening the door on her side. ‘Have you ever been to Guatemala on your travels?’
‘No. Why do you ask?’
‘Would you like to go on a trip there? Write an article for Interzonal? We’ll fund everything.’
‘Not particularly. I’m halfway through my next book, as it happens. Very busy. Why?’
‘We believe – we have good reason to believe – that the President of Guatemala is about to be assassinated. We’d like to have somebody in place. An observer with, you know, perfect cover.’ She smiled. ‘You somehow fit the bill.’
Gabriel gave a half-laugh, half-gasp at her nerve, her effrontery.
‘You don’t get it, Faith, do you? It’s over, well and truly. I quit.’
‘Nobody quits in this business, Gabriel. I thought you knew that.’
Three days after Sefton’s funeral, Gabriel was sitting in the Café Matisse at lunchtime finishing a lasagne, his usual half-litre carafe of Chianti having washed it down perfectly. His plate was cleared away, he ordered a double espresso and lit a cigarette. The next day he was finally off to Austria, to Krems, to research and make notes on his Danube chapter for Rivers. It seemed as though his old life had returned but he was still brooding and troubled by Sefton’s death and its dark ambiguities. And, he had to say, his inadvertent responsibility for it. What if, he still asked himself, at the mention of the word ‘refulgent’, he had removed and re-tied his scarf as instructed? Would Sefton have been arrested? Would he still be alive – albeit in prison? Better than hanging dead from your garden pergola—
His eye was caught by a young woman in a fur coat the colour of ripe wheat who had stepped into the restaurant area and was looking around, clearly searching for someone. She took off her sunglasses. She had a strong Slavic face, he saw – the high cheekbones, the narrow eyes. Blonde hair, slim. Thirties, he thought. Then she saw him, smiled and came over.
Another fan. He smiled back.
‘Mr Dax. Forgive interruption, excuse me.’
The accent was Russian.
‘Do have a seat,’ he said.
She sat down opposite him and they shook hands across the table. For some reason Gabriel felt apprehension build in him.
‘I am Natalia Arkadina – cultural attaché at the embassy for the USSR.’
‘Nice to meet you.’
‘I wish only to give you a gift, with our thanks and admiration for your writing.’
She reached into her handbag and pulled out a book-shaped brown paper package tied with a scarlet ribbon. She handed it over.
‘Just a book, but a book by one of our great Russian authors – Anton Chekhov.’
‘I revere Chekhov,’ Gabriel said. ‘Thank you. Very kind.’
She handed him her business card.
‘If you ever need my help you can call me here. Any time. Night and day.’
‘I’m sure there’ll be no need. But thank you.’
He knew exactly what this was: the Caldwell connection. He was Caldwell’s London contact and the Tovs were doing just that: contacting him, letting him know that they knew.
She stood up and smiled.
‘I hope to see you again, Mr Dax. I wish you good day.’
Then she put on her sunglasses and sauntered out.
Gabriel looked at the package on the table as if it were a bomb about to explode.
When he returned to his flat he placed the parcel on his desk. He drank a glass of water, feeling slightly nauseous. It’s just a book, he told himself, relax. He untied the ribbon and ripped off the wrapping paper. Anton Chekhov, Selected Short Stories, translated by Constance Garnett. The English edition rebound in rather tasteless maroon leatherette with gold copperplate lettering. He opened the book at random and found a ten-pound note.
There were a hundred ten-pound notes interleaved between the pages. He fetched a padded envelope, put the money inside and, checking her business card, wrote Natalia Arkadina’s name and address on the front. He went immediately out to the post office and was waiting in the queue about to post it back to her when he paused and thought, no, it would be rash to return the money – Caldwell had obviously given them assurances about his ‘man’ in London. In order to keep Caldwell as safe as possible he had to accept that there was now a new paymaster in his life. He turned away and walked back to his flat in a state of some bitterness. He had never sought to be placed in this awkward and disturbing position but, ever since he’d seen Faith Green reading his book on the plane from Léopoldville, his life had been increasingly hijacked in ways he didn’t fully understand. He wondered if there was any way out …
He poured himself a glass of Glenfeshan, one ice cube, and wandered out into his small back garden. He lit a cigarette, drank the whisky, smoked. There was the holly tree where he’d buried the Lumumba tapes. Was that the random act – the coincidence of his being in Léopoldville and knowing Thibault N’Danza – that had set rolling the exponential complications of his life? An unforeseeable disaster, he thought. But then he would never have met Faith Green, either, he was aware, suddenly flashing back to Southwold and the night they’d spent together. He remembered their lovemaking – tender, genuine – and the obscene white leopard spots of the burn scars on her skin, on her breasts, stomach and shoulders. What did that sort of experience do to a person? he asked himself. How was one transformed? How did one survive and cope? He had insight, now, he knew, having killed a man, himself – Hillcrest, aka ‘Raymond Queneau’. Funnily enough, he wasn’t as troubled by that occurrence as he’d thought he might have been. Something had happened to him in the last two years and he still hadn’t fully tallied up the consequences. Maybe Katerina Haas could help. He sighed – what can you do? What cannot be avoided must be accepted. Who had said that?
He walked back into his flat, thinking, another whisky, then work – write. The great analgesic.
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Inigo Marcher had been delighted with the new Krems chapter. The book’s concept was working brilliantly: the familiar river and the unfamiliar locale complimenting each other in a uniquely interesting way, he said. And he seemed sincere.
‘Very clever, Gabriel. You are a clever bugger, aren’t you?’
Gabriel said nothing. A little inclination of his head indicating that he was accepting the compliment with all due humility.
Inigo’s office in Mulholland & Melhuish was capacious and consciously styled to say everything necessary about its occupant and his taste, personality and intellect. Stacks of books teetered everywhere. There were many black-and-white photographs of famous authors on the only wall not occupied by crammed bookshelves, unemptied ashtrays balanced on the book-piles, manuscripts were scattered on the carpet, a silver tray on top of a small fridge (painted olive green to match what was visible of the carpet) was crowded with bottles. Inigo was getting fatter, Gabriel thought, looking at him standing before his drinks tray searching for the desired bottle, fingers twitching, his gut straining at the buttons of his loud tweed waistcoat.
Inigo poured them both a Scotch and added a splash of soda.
‘Ice?’ he asked.
‘Just one cube.’
They clinked glasses.
‘Here’s to Rivers,’ he said. ‘Going to be a huge success, laddie. I can feel it in my cojones.’
Inigo lit one of the small knobbled cheroots he smoked and sat down in a leather armchair.
‘Fingers crossed,’ Gabriel said, feeling pleased. Inigo always managed to cheer him up, somehow.
‘Where to next? What’s the next river?’
‘Mississippi,’ Gabriel said. ‘A small town called Hattiesburg.’
‘Perfect!’ Inigo gave a shout of laughter. ‘I mean to say, “Hattiesburg” – you couldn’t make it up.’
Gabriel found himself suddenly thinking of poor, sad, dead Nancy-Jo Berndlinger – the person who had told him about Hattiesburg. It was an unwelcome reminder of the darker undercurrents in his own life. Talk about rivers, he thought – he had a river flowing through his life, underground, more like a sewer than a river, dangerous, noxious—
‘You all right, Gabriel? Your face just went all sort of rigid and serious.’
‘Just remembering someone. An American girl, who died. She was the one who told me about this place.’
‘Well, I can’t wait to read about Hattiesburg. When’re you off?’
‘Next week.’
‘Lucky bastard. The life you writers lead.’
Inigo walked him down the stairs to the front door. Mulholland & Melhuish occupied a new red-brick building at the top of Floral Street in Covent Garden, a handy fifty yards from the Tube station – and not far from the Institute of Developmental Studies, his home from home, Gabriel realized. His ex-home from home, he corrected himself. The Institute and he were to be for ever parted, as far as he was concerned. It was a cold January day, with patches of blue sky visible between the ragged, hurrying clouds. He shook hands with Inigo and headed off to catch the Tube back to Chelsea.
He was standing on the platform waiting for his train. It was a deep station, Covent Garden, and somehow its depth defined its smell down here at platform level – soot, ash, damp earth – a sense of something decaying, primordial.
For some reason an image of Faith Green came into his head – her pale face with its knowing expression, her freely tousled hair – an image no doubt prompted by the recent thoughts of Nancy-Jo and the nearby Institute. Poor doomed Nancy-Jo. Another victim to add to the others: Lumumba, Thibault, Sefton … He shivered, feeling sad and confused. How had this happened to him? How had his happy, unremarkable existence taken this swerve? What was it about Faith? he wondered. What daemonic force had she brought into his life? Then, thinking about her, picturing her, he suddenly found himself longing for her unbearably, craving for her, like a stabbing ache inside his chest. Was it that she understood him better than he understood himself? Maybe … Perhaps that was how she managed to make him do her bidding, keeping him wandering in the special labyrinth she’d constructed, baffling and tormenting – and where there were no exits.
He heard his train approaching and instantly felt that he didn’t want to remain deep underground, travelling beneath London’s streets in another labyrinth. He needed the cold, fresh January air, winter sunshine, light splintering sharply off windows and windscreens, long stark shadows, the frost-chill of inhalation, a low sun burning the eye. He’d catch a bus home, he decided immediately, entranced by his vision of the upper winter-world, and headed back towards the lifts, anxious to be gone from the dank tunnels, with their noisome smells and associations, striding quickly through the annoyingly meandering commuters – until he was stopped as someone gently grasped his hand.
‘Don’t you say hello to your old friends any more?’
He turned and saw her, saw her pale beautiful face, smiling at him.
It was Faith.
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