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For Susan





Il y a d’abord l’histoire, puis l’histoire dans l’histoire, et ensuite une autre histoire, enfouie, à laquelle n’ont accès que de rares privilégiés.

Jean-Baptiste Charbonneau, Avis de passage (1957)



[There is the story – and then there is the story within the story. And then there is another story, buried, that only a select few are able to read.]




PROLOGUE

Claverleigh, East Sussex, England

March 1963

Gabriel Dax looked out of his kitchen window over his back garden and saw the fox slink along the foot of the beech hedge. It was moving almost daintily, its dense brush holding a steady horizontal line. He noted the rich amber of its fur offset by the dark brown of the near-leafless hedge. The fox paused for a moment, as if to allow Gabriel to register the perfect juxtaposition, and turned its sharp head to stare directly at him, with animal clarity, or so it seemed. Then it slipped through a gap and disappeared into the small oak wood that lay beyond the garden’s border.

Gabriel felt a sudden whelm of apprehension, and shivered. Was that a good omen – or an evil one? he wondered. He was still troubled by last night’s unwelcome phone call that he had received from his ‘contact’ at the Russian embassy, Natalia Arkadina. She had requested a meeting, today, at the familiar place, the Café Matisse on the King’s Road in Chelsea. He could hardly say no, given that the money Natalia and the KGB supplied him with had, to a large degree, allowed him to purchase his new home, this solid old Victorian cottage on the outskirts of Claverleigh, in East Sussex.

He knew Claverleigh, having visited the place twice during his long investigation into the cause of the fire at his childhood home that had killed his mother – a trauma that had haunted him for most of his life. It was a fair-sized village, also, with an architecturally handsome high street, and well served with shops and amenities. When he decided to leave London, East Sussex had seemed almost a natural choice – and Claverleigh, after some property-sleuthing, duly delivered the ideal house.

Rose Cottage was uninspiringly named after a large rambler that had once covered its facade, so he had been told, now long gone, replaced by a clematis over the front door. It was a two-storey square-built ashlar house with a steeply pitched slate roof. It was unpretentious and unadorned, apart from a stone ledge under the front eave with arched openings for doves (now blocked). He rather liked its simplicity and functionality. He had hoped that moving out of London might have put a symbolic distance between him and his various handlers and the complications they brought to his life. No such luck.

He stepped out through the kitchen door and wandered moodily into his garden. It was early and chilly but there had been no frost. A heavy dew spangled on the lawn and there was a blear, sulphurous morning light in the air, almost as if it were about to snow. He knew why he felt troubled, jangled somewhat. Natalia Arkadina’s telephone call reminded him of his other, unsought-for, parallel existence, his life in the shadowy fringes of the espionage world. Try as he might, he couldn’t pretend it didn’t exist. What had Faith Green said to him when he’d tried to quit, tried to tell her that his connection with MI6 and the Institute of Developmental Studies was terminated? ‘Nobody quits in this business, Gabriel. You know that.’ Yes, he thought bitterly, and now the fucking Russians are on board.

He fished in his pocket for his pack of Gitanes and lit a cigarette, making his way over to the chest-high rubble wall that bounded the side of the garden that was next to the lane. His cottage was at the very edge of the village, on the single-track B-road that led to Offham, near Lewes. He had one neighbour on the west, the village side, a widower and retired colonel from the Sherwood Foresters, Royston Mitchell-Moore. To the east was open Sussex country – distance-hazed gentle hills, woods and copses, fields and pasture. It was very private, his cottage, any comings and goings were noticeable, easily logged.

Looking over the wall, Gabriel immediately registered that the black Ford Popular was still parked on the verge opposite Royston’s rather elegant house, Barley Court. It was much grander than Rose Cottage, so much so that it merited a few lines in The Buildings of England: ‘Late C18, two storeys, five windows. The interior has good doorcases. Central first-floor Venetian window. Quietly charming.’ Royston lived there alone. He had never remarried.

Gabriel stared at the Popular. It wasn’t Royston’s car, he knew. Royston drove an Armstrong Siddeley Star Sapphire. Maybe a friend was staying with him, Gabriel thought – and therefore it was not necessarily something to ponder or worry about. Worry, yes, Gabriel recognized – his new companion, dogging his heels, always by his side, at his elbow. He strolled back into the cottage. He’d bike to Lewes, he thought, catch a London train well before noon.

He had arranged to meet Natalia Arkadina at 2 p.m. He intended to capitalize on the encounter in London by visiting his editor, Inigo Marcher, and delivering the latest chapter of Rivers. The book was almost finished, he reckoned – two more rivers would be enough, three at a pinch. He already had an idea for his next travel book – he’d suggest it to Inigo, see what he thought. Considering his real life, as opposed to his secret life, cheered him up, to a degree.

And as if to emphasize the normality of his existence he put out a saucer of milk for the creature he had dubbed the Cat. Shortly after he’d moved into Rose Cottage a large tomcat adopted him. He had seen it prowling about the garden, black with white paws. One day, when he had momentarily left the kitchen door open, it had come inside. He gave it some milk and it – he always referred to the Cat as ‘it’ in his mind – decided to stay. Gabriel had a cat-flap fitted in the kitchen door and the Cat came and went as it pleased. Gabriel bought catfood in Claverleigh’s small supermarket. The Cat deigned to eat it. Sometimes the Cat disappeared for a day or two but it always came back. Mice were caught, terminated and left as trophies on the kitchen floor, along with a small butcher’s bill of songbirds. Gabriel never stroked or petted the Cat. He had tried once and the Cat hissed at him, baring its thin sharp teeth. It slept on an armchair in the sitting room. Sometimes, rarely, he heard it purring. After a month the arrangement seemed established and natural: Gabriel now had a relationship with an aloof domestic animal; the Cat had shelter, warmth and nourishment. There was no rodent problem in Rose Cottage – and that was the reasonable quid pro quo as far as Gabriel was concerned.

He squared off the carbon copy of his Mississippi chapter and placed it in a wallet file. He was thinking of doing the Nile, next, then perhaps the Mekong or the Yangtse. The Indus? The book’s concept was, he thought, rather brilliant: great and minor rivers analysed through one specific locus – a city, town or village situated somewhere on the river’s journey to the sea with no attempt at a wider view: the part would be greater than the whole, or as great, was the theory. However, he was aware that there were no South American rivers amongst his tally – no Amazon, no Orinoco. He’d talk it over with Inigo, see what he thought.

He pulled on his black leather coat – his grandfather’s – and put on his cream Bakelite crash helmet and goggles. Outside, he wheeled his motorbike, a new Norton Navigator – a lightweight, four-stroke twin, another instance of Russian largesse – from the woodshed next to the cottage. He put his briefcase in the pannier and kick-started the machine. He straddled it, revved the engine – and immediately noticed that the Ford Popular had gone.

He drove slowly out of his driveway, thinking. The car had been there, minutes ago, and had been parked across the lane for two days. Strange. He saw Royston Mitchell-Moore in his front garden, clipping away at the decorative round box balls that flanked his front door. Gabriel throttled back and gave Royston a wave. He put down his secateurs and wandered over.

Royston was a handsome, lean sixty-year-old, Gabriel noted once again. Even in his gardening clothes he seemed faultlessly smart: the many-pocketed olive-green jacket; crimson corduroy trousers, a French brand of wellington boot in an unusual mud-brown colour; his thick, wavy grey hair oiled back like metal from his large forehead; his regimental tie with a knot the size of a hazelnut. In his two months as his neighbour at Rose Cottage Gabriel had never seen Royston tie-less. His face was seamed and his voice was a bass, nicotined rumble. He was a sixty-a-day man.

‘Gabriel, good morrow, old fellow, what can I do for you?’ he said.

‘That car that was parked opposite your house the last couple of days,’ Gabriel said. ‘Did it belong to a friend of yours?’

‘No. I thought it belonged to somebody staying with you, actually. Why?’

‘It just seemed odd. A car parked there, all this while.’

‘I did see a chap with a rucksack come and go. Walking the Downs, I suppose.’

Gabriel thought that was the logical interpretation. But he knew all too well that it could sometimes be foolish to trust logical interpretations.

‘You didn’t happen to note the number plate, did you?’

‘What? Why on earth should I do that?’ Royston said, trying not to look too bemused.

‘Silly question. I’ll be on my way.’ Gabriel waved goodbye and accelerated down Offham Lane on the Navigator, heading for Lewes. Stupid bloody idiot Gabriel Dax, he said to himself, angrily. Why hadn’t he noted the licence plate himself and jotted it down? He realized that he had to start thinking like a spy again.




Part One



LONDON EAST SUSSEX GUATEMALA CITY

March 1963




1.

The Café Matisse

Gabriel strolled up the King’s Road towards the Café Matisse, pleased to be back in London, in Chelsea, his old stamping ground, and simultaneously wondering, somewhat ruefully, if he had made the right decision in moving to the countryside. As time had gone by he had become less and less sure. He was essentially an urban person, he felt, and village life, however comfortable Rose Cottage was, had confirmed that. Claverleigh couldn’t offer the same quotidian pleasures that living in a big vibrant city did. By simply walking up the King’s Road from Sloane Square Tube to the Café Matisse he had already seen at least two dozen interesting-looking people, and some very attractive young women, not to mention the intriguing variety of shops available and the different marques of cars in the passing traffic. Sleepy Claverleigh couldn’t compete – inevitably, of course. Still, he had made his bed and he must lie in it, he supposed, at least for a while. He was thirty-three and now a home-owner – that was a plus. He was free to sell Rose Cottage and move back to town, if he fancied. Everything in life is temporary, he reminded himself – who had said that? Henri Bergson? Samuel Beckett? Ludwig Wittgenstein …?

Outside the Matisse, Gabriel checked his watch: 1.50 p.m. He was early. He thought he should just go in and order a glass of wine – steady the nerves before his meeting with Natalia Arkadina.

He stepped into the Matisse and looked around, almost with a kind of sob of recognition in his throat, greeted by its warm fug of cigarette smoke and fried and spicy food, the enthusiastic susurrus of conversation, the stony-faced waitresses, the eponymous large blue-period Matisse poster on the back wall between the ladies’ and gents’ toilets. Nothing had changed in his brief absence: how reassuring. He found a booth at the rear and ordered a carafe of Chianti. Why had he left Chelsea? he asked himself, again. Was he insane? No. He knew the answer: after his fraught and complicated experiences with MI6 and Faith Green and the suicide of his brother, Sefton, he needed distance, a new set of circumstances, new surroundings that would reflect the change he was determined to introduce into his life – that was why. Chelsea would always be here; he could return whenever the mood took him. No, Claverleigh actually suited him at the moment. He shouldn’t complain about living in—

A shadow fell across the table and he looked up to see Natalia Arkadina standing in front of him. At her shoulder was another woman, older, with short greying hair.

‘Mr Dax, how are you?’ Natalia said as he stood up and shook her hand, very aware of the fist-thud increase in his heartbeat. His parallel life reclaiming him.

‘I’m very well, thank you, Natalia.’

‘May I introduce my colleague, Varvara Sergeevna Suvorina.’

Gabriel shook her hand. She had a square, mannish face, accentuated by the cropped hairstyle, a firm jaw and a gently hooked nose. Older than Natalia, in her forties, he reckoned. She was staring at him intently. She had very dark brown eyes, he noticed, suddenly feeling a bit uncomfortable being faced by these two Russian women. What did this extra person portend, this Varvara Suvorina? He had only met Natalia twice before, always alone, and on each occasion she had given him the present of a book, the pages interleaved with money, £10 notes. The first book, a selection of Chekhov short stories, had contained £1,000. The second, Gogol’s Dead Souls, £500. His stipend from the KGB. Money that had gone towards his purchase of Rose Cottage.

He smiled. He had a sudden urge to see Faith Green again. Faith had told him to spend the Russian money, conspicuously. Show them you’re happily using it. That will let them see you’re properly hooked, properly suborned. Gabriel Dax, a suborned man. It was both typical and annoying of Faith to use that word, he thought.

The two women sat down opposite him, both ordered tea, both refused the offer of his French cigarettes and lit their own – American ones, he noted. They spoke about the weather, his state of health, the problems of London transport.

‘How is your cottage in Claverleigh?’ Natalia asked.

How does she know where I live? he asked himself.

‘Very comfortable, thank you. A quiet life. Hard at work.’

‘And your new book? The Rivers?’

‘Nearly finished.’ He was aware of Varvara Suvorina’s continued scrutiny. He smiled at Natalia. Blonde, cheerful Natalia. She was wearing very bright lipstick today, he noticed. Cherry red.

‘I am going back to Moscow,’ Natalia said, lowering her voice. ‘Varvara here will take over my liaison with you. The same telephone numbers will apply.’

Gabriel glanced at Varvara Suvorina and smiled. Always smiling, compliant Gabriel Dax, he thought, with some discomfort, playing his double-agent game as best he could. She smiled back and the sternness in her suddenly vanished. She was wearing a black coat, with an aquamarine polo-neck sweater beneath it. She had a small gold cross at her throat, dangling from a fine chain. What you’d call a ‘handsome’ woman, he supposed. Now this enigmatic Varvara would be his go-between. He’d miss Natalia. A bit.

Varvara took a brown paper parcel from her handbag and pushed it across the table to him.

‘It’s my favourite book,’ she said. ‘A good translation, I’m told.’ She stubbed out her Peter Stuyvesant.

Gabriel tore off the wrapping. Lermontov, he saw: A Hero of Our Time. How very apt. He put the book in his briefcase, vaguely wondering how much money it contained and what he should conspicuously purchase with it.

‘Mr Caldwell sends his greetings,’ Varvara said. ‘I saw him last week.’

Gabriel swallowed. Kit Caldwell, notorious defector, Soviet double agent – except he wasn’t. He was an MI6 triple agent. Our man in Moscow and the very reason I’m sitting here with these two Russian women, Gabriel said to himself, the bitterness rising in him, as if he had a sump of bile somewhere in his body and from time to time, when agitated, it surged inexorably to the surface.

‘How is he?’

‘He’s a happy man. A hero.’

‘A hero of our time, perhaps,’ Gabriel said, thinking back to their last meeting in Warsaw – aeons ago, it seemed, another life. What was it Caldwell had said to him? ‘You don’t know how important you are.’ A nice compliment but he didn’t want to be ‘important’, thank you very much.

‘Are you all right, Mr Dax?’ Varvara asked.

‘Yes. Absolutely. Just remembered something – about Lermontov. Didn’t he die in a duel?’

‘Precisely. Twenty-six years old.’

Natalia leant forward and lowered her voice again.

‘We would like you to try to get some information for us.’

‘Oh, yes?’ This was the first time he had been asked to perform a task – the unspoken leverage of the money-gifts finally being applied.

Natalia took a small piece of folded paper out of her handbag and presented it to him.

‘We would like to know more about this person,’ she said. ‘The area of responsibility. Anything you can provide will be most helpful.’ Natalia inclined her head Varvara’s way. ‘Anything, even triviality, will be useful for Varvara.’

Gabriel nodded and unfolded the piece of paper.

There was a name written in capital letters: ‘FAITH GREEN’.




2.

The Plagiarist

Striding up Long Acre, heading for Covent Garden on his way to meet Inigo Marcher, his editor, Gabriel deliberately walked past the unassuming door of the Institute of Developmental Studies – with its permanently tarnished brass plate – Faith Green’s MI6 fiefdom, the source of almost all the complications and frustrations in his life. He thought about ringing the doorbell but held back. She had to know that the KGB were suddenly curious about her and he wondered if there was any connection with Kit Caldwell. Caldwell’s ‘defection’ had been meticulously, brilliantly planned by Faith Green and the Institute. He didn’t think it was a coincidence that the Russians were suddenly interested in her – there were no coincidences in the espionage world, Faith had once said to him. He would drop her a line, Gabriel thought – all in due course. Now his own, old, proper life had priority.

‘Ah-ha, the Mississippi,’ Inigo Marcher said, accepting the manuscript with enthusiasm. ‘I can’t wait to read about Hattiesburg.’ Hattiesburg was the town Gabriel had chosen as his point de repère on Old Man River. ‘How many is it now?’ Inigo asked, crossing his large, shambolic office in Mulholland & Melhuish Ltd to his well-stocked drinks table and his fridge.

‘Thames, Tweed, Liffey, Danube, the Blyth at Southwold, Vistula, Mississippi. I think another two should do it. I’m close to seventy thousand words already.’

Inigo poured them both a large Scotch.

‘Water? Soda?’

‘Water, please.’

Inigo sat down and lit up one of his noisome Indian cheroots.

‘I think we need something exotic – African, Brazilian, Asian. Or some small river, unknown, that you effortlessly put on the map for ever, like the Blyth.’

‘I agree,’ Gabriel said, enjoying the warm hit of Inigo’s quadruple Scotch. ‘I’m working on it.’

‘By the way, I was going to write to you but I knew you were coming in today. We’ve just sold Rivers in the States. Wheelwright, Russell and Duprée.’

‘WRD! Bloody hell.’ Gabriel was genuinely thrilled. ‘How much?’

‘Three thousand dollars.’

Gabriel did a swift calculation. There was Mulholland & Melhuish’s commission, then tax on that income to be set aside, and, no doubt, tax to be paid in the USA. He suddenly didn’t feel quite so thrilled. Still, Wheelwright, Russell & Duprée was an elite publisher. All manner of advantages lay ahead.

‘Bound to be a Book Club deal soon,’ Inigo added, as if reading his mind.

Gabriel allowed his pleasure at the news to register.

‘And I’ve got an idea for the next book.’

‘Spit it out, mon frère, mon semblable,’ Inigo said, topping up their whiskies.

‘It’s to be called On the Beaten Path,’ Gabriel said, enunciating the title clearly, emphasizing the ‘On’. ‘I’m going to go to very, very familiar places and make them unfamiliar.’ He paused. ‘You know – the Pyramids of Giza, the Eiffel Tower, Rock of Gibraltar, Machu Picchu, Angkor Wat, the Houses of Parliament, the Empire State Building, the Great Wall of China. Et cetera.’

‘Astonishingly good idea,’ Inigo said, genuinely, admiringly. Gabriel could see he was thinking fast. ‘Yah, listen. We could announce it when we publish Rivers, don’t you think?’ He paused. ‘Love that title. Clever bastard.’

Gabriel felt his enthusiasm rise. This was his true, real life he realized: a life of writing that was fairly well remunerated and appreciated; a kind of rich literary conversation with like-minded folk. And yet he had just come from a meeting with two Russian spooks who assumed he was a British double agent within the ranks of MI6 who had very usefully facilitated the defection of the Soviet ‘Super Spy’, Kit Caldwell. It couldn’t go on, this schizophrenic life that he was leading, he said to himself for the hundredth time. One life full of pleasure and intellectual satisfaction; the other full of tension and darkness. It had to end, as soon as possible, if only to preserve his sanity.

Inigo was paying no attention.

‘Write up the proposal,’ he said. ‘Get, whatshisname, your agent, to submit it—’

‘Jeff Lockhart.’

‘Good old Jeff, yes – and we’ll make you an offer.’

He should remember these moments in life, Gabriel thought, when you’re on a roll, when everything you do seems to meet with instant approval, and people pay you serious money for your ideas.

However, Inigo was now frowning.

‘Why are you frowning?’

‘There’s another, more delicate matter. An, ah, awkwardness. We should discuss it.’

‘My God, what?’

Inigo looked at his watch.

‘Pubs are just opening. Let’s repair to an adjacent hostelry.’

There was a pub Inigo frequented just off Kingsway called the Prince Regent that had a gloomy basement room with an unused dartboard and red leather banquettes. There was a certain tackiness, a mulch in the nap of the patterned carpet beneath their feet, Gabriel noticed, as they sat down with their beers, and in the still airlessness of the room there was a faint redolence of astringent disinfectant from the nearby gents’ lavatory. Nothing remotely ‘Regency’ about its ambience, he thought. Not surprisingly they were alone. A good environment to hear of this ‘awkwardness’, as Inigo put it.

‘You’re being sued for plagiarism,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘We’ve had a lawyer’s letter.’

‘What the fuck are you—’

‘So are we, by the way. Being sued, I mean – as your publishers.’

‘Who’s suing me and what am I meant to have plagiarized?’

‘We’re being sued by a writer called Lucian Applegate and he claims your first book, The Wine-Dark Sea, is a blatant steal from his book, Ioniana.’

‘That is the biggest load of grade-A horseshit I have ever heard,’ Gabriel said, registering a degree of pure fury in him that he hadn’t experienced since he was a schoolboy. He felt himself blush. A blush of shock.

‘What’s his evidence?’

‘That you visited the same Greek islands – or, rather, four of the same islands – that he wrote about in his book.’

‘What islands?’

Inigo fished a notebook from his pocket and opened it.

‘Rhodes, Crete, Skios, Hydra.’

‘Well, he should advise his lawyers to sue every writer who has ever written about the Greek archipelago.’ Gabriel began to relax – it was a scam, clearly. ‘It’s malicious. Malicious nonsense. Stirring things up. What damages is he claiming?’

‘Five thousand pounds. If we pay him the case goes away.’

Gabriel laughed out loud.

‘Tell him to fuck off. Tell him we’ll see him in court.’

‘It’s not as simple as that,’ Inigo said. ‘Have you ever read Applegate?’

‘I love Applegate. I’ve read everything he’s written. Including Ioniana.’

‘That could be evidence.’

‘But I didn’t copy out what he’d written about these islands,’ Gabriel said, trying not to let his voice become shrill. ‘I just visited them, myself, like countless other writers, and recorded my impressions. He doesn’t own those islands. He can’t stop people writing about their reaction to them, just because he’s done so himself at some stage in his writing life. There were writers before him who went to those islands. Lawrence Durrell, to name but one. Homer, to name another. Henry Miller. Maybe Durrell should sue Applegate for daring to set foot on Corfu.’

‘Fair point.’

‘Applegate’s clearly broke, I’ll bet you. It’s a desperate attempt to screw money out of you – and me.’

‘Mmmmm,’ Inigo mumbled, thinking. ‘You’re right. Let me talk to the big boss. We don’t want it to get in the papers, whatever happens. These journalists love a spat between writers.’

Gabriel felt cast down, after his moment of elation. Maybe he’d just experienced the fundamental pattern of life – good luck, then inevitable bad luck. He felt a shiver of – of what? – of panic run through him. The Lords of Misrule seemed to be visiting him in the shape of Varvara Suvorina and, now, Lucian Applegate, both banishing happiness, stability and calm.

He looked at his watch. It was time to catch the train back to Lewes, return to the placid safety of Rose Cottage.

‘I’d better go.’

‘Sorry to cast a cloud,’ Inigo said.

‘It’s all a nonsense,’ Gabriel said, standing, draining his glass. ‘An act of vindictive desperation by a penniless old writer.’

‘We’ll make it go away, don’t worry,’ Inigo said, rising to his feet, also, with an uncertain smile on his face. ‘But maybe – just to be on the safe side, amigo – you should brief a lawyer. These things can get nasty.’

Gabriel brooded darkly on the train back to Lewes. He was in a sour, angry mood, he realized, despite the good news he’d received about his American publication. What was he meant to tell the Russians about Faith Green? And how to find a lawyer to challenge Applegate’s ludicrous claim? He didn’t know any lawyers. He’d ask his uncle, Aldous, he suddenly thought – inspiration coming to him. Paradoxically, that cheered him up: he’d enlist Aldous in the fight. Little did Lucian Applegate – the vengeful old bastard – know what he’d let himself in for.

He motored back to Claverleigh on the Navigator in a calmer frame of mind. He’d cook himself a meal, drink a lot of red wine, listen to wonderful music on his Hi-Fi and let his cares take care of themselves. Fretting, worrying, solved nothing; practical, swift action was required, he told himself, turning into Offham Lane. He braked sharply. Parked on the verge opposite his house was a sports car – a silver Mercedes-Benz 190 SL. Faith Green had found him.




3.

The Return of Raymond Queneau

‘Of course I know where you live,’ Faith Green said, wandering around his living room, idly picking up books and bowls, candlesticks and framed photographs, and putting them down after swift scrutiny. ‘Why would I not?’

It had been a day of piled-on emotions, Gabriel recognized. Pelion heaped on Ossa, all right – or was it the other way around? Who had said that? Samuel Butler? Virgil? Elizabeth Barrett Browning …? Anyway, he had run the gamut of apprehension, alarm, confusion, pleasure, self-satisfaction, outrage, panic, fury, calm and now … Lust.

He hadn’t seen Faith for many weeks – well over two months. They had last met in early January on a platform of Covent Garden Tube station when she had seized his hand as he hurried out heading for the lifts. They had shared a cup of coffee in a coffee bar and reluctantly recognized that their affair, such as it was, brief though it was, had no future. They had experienced an intense moment, true, they had been lovers, but now she was engaged to be married. So – finito, fini, fertig. They could still be friends, she hoped. But her life as his handler – his puppet-mistress, as he termed her – had to continue, she said, regardless of our feelings, or of what had happened between us. There was no stepping away from that – this is too big, too much at stake. The facade of the Caldwell/Dax collusion had to be perfectly maintained. Keep seeing the Russians whenever they ask for a meeting, she told him; take their money, spend it extravagantly. All this will ensure and enhance Kit Caldwell’s security in Moscow, make his story wholly valid, rock solid.

And here she was in his sitting room in Rose Cottage prowling around, curious, oddly excited beneath the calm surface, he thought, knowing her subtly shifting moods now, as he did. She was wearing a fur coat – the colour of wet sand shot with umber – to the mid-calf. She had her usual Alice band, holding back her tousled, girlish hair. Her long, still, enigmatic face was pale, with just a touch of make-up – a glossy pink lipstick, her eyebrows dark and strong. He felt a pang of longing for her – his Faith-pang that he recognized. That ache she provoked in him …

‘Is that coat mink?’ he asked, wanting to say something chattily bland, trying to seem unperturbed by her presence, though his mind was already noisy with unanswered questions.

‘I wish,’ she said. ‘Shaved rabbit. Very warm, though. Warm as mink, they say.’

He had lit the fire in his wide brick fireplace and it had caught quickly as there was a great mound of warm ash beneath the kindling and the dry logs. It crackled and spat a bit, throwing random orange light-beams around the room, the new pale flames writhing high in that strange kind of autonomous fire-ecstasy that happens, he had noticed, when a well-laid fire is first lit.

‘What a lovely cottage,’ she said. ‘A writer’s cottage. Like a rural variant of your old Chelsea flat.’

‘All this furniture is from the flat,’ he said, dully.

‘Yes. It’s the same, I can see that, but different, being here. That great wall of books there. You didn’t have that in Chelsea.’

‘I did, actually. I wanted a replica. I had those shelves built when I moved in.’

‘And I haven’t seen that picture before. Lovely.’

She pointed at a big still life above the mantel. A bowl of green figs in a blue-patterned dish set on a cream tablecloth.

‘It’s by Vanessa Bell. Sister of Virginia Woolf, as it happens,’ he added.

‘How interesting. I have heard of Virginia Woolf, you’ll be pleased to know – but not her sister, I admit.’

‘One of my presents to myself from the Russian fund. A hundred and fifty pounds.’

‘Excellent. The more the merrier.’

Gabriel stood there looking at her, remembering their lovemaking. It seemed as if it had happened in another historical era, on another planet, even.

‘Why are you staring at me like that?’ she asked.

‘I was wondering if you’d like something to drink.’

She put down the framed photograph in her hand, crossed the room and stood with her back to the fire, now it had taken.

‘I’d love a dram of that malt whisky you have, Glenfeshan. Just a tiny one. One ice cube. Thank you, barman.’

Gabriel went into the kitchen to fetch the ice, sensing a slow erection buckling behind his fly, wondering how it was she got to him, how she insinuated herself into his mind, erotically, how the most innocuous remark seemed to have reverberations that were not so much unexpected as improbable. He was smitten, he had to admit. Perhaps that was too mild. In thrall, might be more accurate. He told himself to be more distant, more amused and insouciant if he possibly could. He had to stand his ground when faced with Faith Green. He had to put up a fight.

He served her drink. She stirred the ice cube in the glass with a finger and took a sip. She looked at him.

‘You must wonder why I’m here,’ she said.

‘Perfect timing. I have information to relay to you also.’

‘You go first.’

‘I had a meeting with the Russians today.’

‘I know. There’s a new contact. What’s her name?’

He closed his eyes for a second. How did she know? Who else had been in the Café Matisse?

‘Varvara Suvorina.’

‘Recent arrival. We logged her. Age?’

‘Early forties, I suppose.’

‘Did they give you money?’

‘Five hundred. Again.’

The Lermontov had duly yielded up its bounty of fifty crisp £10 notes.

‘What did they want?’

‘This is where it gets interesting,’ Gabriel said. ‘They want me to investigate you.’

To his astonishment she didn’t seem to react. Not a hint of surprise.

‘They must know who I am,’ she said, with a shrug. ‘I suspect it’s more likely a test of you.’

‘Me? Really?’ He felt a little spasm of alarm.

‘Yes. What has all their money bought? You can tell them about the Institute, my role there. Nothing about Caldwell, of course. Let them think I’m a termite-hunter, pure and simple.’

‘Right … I will. I’ll try to be as vague as possible.’ Again, he felt the fog of confusion descend. And its corollary of resentment. Why was he being tested by the Russians? He was a travel writer. But as he labelled himself he knew the pretence was futile. Of course, he was a travel writer, but since he had become embroiled with Faith Green and her Institute he was now in another category, with another label, and one much harder to slough off.

He sat down opposite her and sipped his whisky. He glanced at Faith’s left hand and noticed she wasn’t wearing her engagement ring.

‘How’s Vivian?’ he asked. Vivian was her fiancé, a chartered surveyor.

‘We’ve broken off the engagement. It was never going to work.’ She showed him her ringless finger.

He felt a sudden heart-swell and tried quickly to subdue the instant, stupid smile that spread on his face.

‘Commiserations. Poor old Vivian. He must be bereft. I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said, hypocritically.

‘No, you’re not.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘Don’t get any fancy ideas, Gabriel.’

‘Why would I do that? I know you too well by now.’

‘You do, I suppose. We both know each other well, very well, come to think of it. After everything we’ve been through.’ She smiled, then frowned, thoughtfully. ‘That can only be a good thing.’

What is that meant to mean? he asked himself. What game is being played here?

‘So, what brought you to Claverleigh?’ he asked, changing the subject and the mood. ‘I assume you weren’t just passing by.’

‘Could I have just another little splash of whisky?’

He topped up their drinks and threw another couple of logs on the fire. He watched the flames rise for a second, lambent, richly orange, and then turned to face her.

‘A body has been discovered,’ she said, flatly. ‘Washed up on a beach in Scotland.’ Now she smiled at him knowingly, disconcertingly. ‘Very badly decomposed. Many weeks in the North Sea. Half-consumed by sea creatures.’

‘And what does that have to do with me – us – this encounter?’ he asked.

‘We think it’s the body of John Hillcrest.’ She spread her hands. ‘Known to you as Raymond Queneau, of course.’

Gabriel registered his stomach-churn and then a form of lucid panic in his mind – that he subdued with a gulp of whisky, trying to look as if he was having difficulty in recalling just who this Raymond Queneau was. He felt a biliousness course through him. He would never forget Raymond Queneau. He had shot the man and thrown him off a ferry in the North Sea. Gone for ever, he thought. Apparently not.

‘My God,’ Gabriel said. ‘I last saw Queneau in the Café Matisse on the King’s Road. He threatened to have me killed. I think I told you.’

‘A bit of a loose cannon, John Hillcrest.’

‘Maybe it’s not him,’ Gabriel said.

‘The dental records suggest it is. Though these bodies do get a bit churned up by ships’ propellers.’

‘Ugh.’

‘The interesting thing about this mangled corpse is that there was a bullet lodged low in his pelvis. A .25 bullet.’ She gave another of her expressive shrugs. ‘Looks like this fellow was shot before he ended up in the water.’

‘So?’ Gabriel tried to maintain maximum impassivity.

‘When you went off to Poland you had a .25 pistol with you. That we supplied.’

‘That I dumped in a ditch before crossing into East Germany on my journey home. Good procedure.’

‘Right. Absolutely.’

They looked at each other, both smiling faintly, duplicitously, Gabriel thought. This was the sour undercurrent in their lives, he saw, a fundamental absence of trust that corroded all the purer, nicer, warmer feelings they might have had for each other. Now he was wondering if she had deliberately removed her engagement ring to give him faint hope. How could one live like this? he asked himself. Always questioning, always doubting …

‘Anyway, I never saw Queneau again,’ he said, as breezily as possible. ‘I didn’t like him particularly – a braggart, a bully. Apologies. I know he was a
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