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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
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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 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, Jeff Muldoon.

‘Just under three thousand words,’ he told Jeff. ‘You said I should write as much as I wanted. I’ve got masses more on the tapes.’

‘Fantastic,’ Jeff 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 Jeff 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,’ Jeff 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.’ Jeff 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, Mike 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
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