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About the Book

He had always been scared of flying. Now, the fear is real. A plane crash. The water is rising over his mouth. In his nostrils. Lungs. As Daniel gasps, he swallows; and punches at his seat-belt. Nancy, the woman he loves, is trapped in her seat. He clambers over her, pushing her face into the headrest.

It is a reflex, visceral action made without rational thought …

But Daniel Kennedy did it.

And already we have judged him from the comfort of our own lives.

Almost a hundred years earlier, Daniel’s great-grandfather goes over the top at Passchendaele. A shell explodes, and he wakes up alone and lost in the hell of no-man’s-land. Where are the others? Has he been left behind?

And if he doesn’t find his unit, is he a deserter?

Love; cowardice; trust; forgiveness. How will any of us behave when we are pushed to extremes?
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The Blasphemer

Nigel Farndale


For my grandfather, Private Alfred Farndale, who died in the mud of Passchendaele, and again seventy years later in his bed


‘Monkeys make men. Men make angels.’

Charles Darwin



PROLOGUE

Ypres Salient. Last Monday of July, 1917

WITH A FIVE-DAY beard and a crust of yellow mud woven into the fabric of his breeches, Peter Morris does not look like an officer. Instead of a peaked cap he wears a loose-knit trench hat. On his back is a sleeveless leather jerkin. His skin is grey with fatigue and his hooded eyes, as he raises his head and stares at the entrance of the dugout, are shot with blood.

He has heard a scrape of metal. Now he sees the corrugated iron door open wide and a hairless hand push back the blanket on a string that serves as a gas curtain. A waxy-faced young private in a relatively clean tunic appears in the doorway, stamps in a tray filled with chloride of lime, and adjusts his eyes to the gloom. With his downy moustache and his narrow shoulders that slope down like a Russian doll’s, he looks his age, twenty. ‘Private Kennedy,’ he says in a flat-vowelled voice. ‘Shropshire Fusiliers. I’ve been told to find a Major Morris. You seen him? He’s with the Rifle Brigade.’

The major lowers his gaze without answering. There are words vibrating in his head but they are random and meaningless. Someone has asked a question. A movement distracts him; it is his own hands coming together on the desk in front of him, the fingers steepling. Next to them, he notices, is a field telephone and a studded cosh with fibres of hair and cartilage attached to it, and alongside this an empty bottle of HP sauce with the label half picked off. They are acting as paperweights for a trench map. He places them carefully on a shelf, takes a sheet of folded paper from his wallet and smoothes it out over the map. It is a musical score, annotated in German. He nods to himself as he studies it. There is meaning in these patterns. There is order and beauty.

‘What’s that?’

Kennedy’s question does not reach Morris.

‘Is it a sheet of music?’

All morning the sky has been buckling with noise. Now the barrage that has been creeping closer finds them. A Pissing Jenny – identifiable by its whistle – lands within forty yards of the trench. As the air compresses and a shower of soil falls from the gaps between the beams in the ceiling, the private cowers, but the major does not react. The score and the map are littered with dirt, making the cartographic trench system appear three-dimensional. A lantern hooked to a nail above the desk sways, pitching the map in and out of shadow. Morris brushes the soil away with the side of his hand, his movements mechanical and slow, as though underwater. A smell of cordite and damp, freshly turned earth crowds the space between the two men.

‘I’m with the Shropshire Fusiliers,’ Kennedy repeats, ‘Eleventh Battalion.’

Morris remains silent.

‘We’ve just got here.’

The older man levels his eyes at the younger. They are cold and bestial; the eyes of a man who has killed before and could, without hesitation or conscience, kill again. Kennedy steps backwards involuntarily. Makes as if to speak. Leaves.

As Morris stares down once more at the sheet of music in front of him, his right hand rises lightly and, with gradual undulations of the wrist, begins to conduct.


CHAPTER ONE

London. Present day

DANIEL KENNEDY STOOD naked in front of his bathroom mirror and rehearsed in his head the lie he had told, the one he was about to tell again. His reflection was indistinct, more a shadow in the violet-edged dawn. As he stared at it, he felt behind his back for the light cord. Tug. Click. Release. Clack. When the darkness continued, he reached forward and gave the fluorescent tube above the mirror a double tap with his fingertip. It crackled for an instant before casting a sallow light over one half of the bathroom. Mounted to the left of the sink was a round, extendable mirror. He examined his magnified skin in it, captivated by the layers of epithelial tissue, by the orange peel, by the inherited, unchanging size of the pores. After half a minute he blinked, washed with a tea-tree-oil facial scrub and dabbed with a towel before applying moisturizer. This rubbed in, he rinsed his hands and teased his tufty hair with matt clay, spiking it in a way that looked dry and natural. He plugged in his shaver next, on a setting that left a suggestion of stubble. Its electric buzz was soon joined by the aggressive purr of Nancy Palmer’s toothbrush. Nancy was his dentist, the mother of his child, the woman he loved.

As an associate professor of nematology – a branch of zoology involving Petri dishes, microscopes and steady hands – Daniel felt he had an excuse for occasionally studying Nancy as though through a powerful convex lens, observing her movements, analysing her behaviour. He watched her now as she lowered the lavatory seat, sat down and stared at the floor. She was running the oscillating head of the toothbrush over her tongue. The tendons on her neck were rigid. Her eyes were avoiding contact with his. After two minutes – her brush had a timer – she wiped, stood up and pushed the flush-lever. He admired the way she could multi-task like that.

‘Don’t wake the baby,’ he said as he clicked off his razor and drew attention to the rushing water.

‘Wasn’t going to,’ she countered too evenly, her voice tight.

‘We should let her sleep for as long as possible.’

‘I know. I wasn’t going to wake the baby.’

(Although their daughter Martha was nine, they still sometimes referred to her as ‘the baby’.)

Nancy was wearing the T-shirt she had slept in. It was too big for her – one of Daniel’s – and her frame looked adolescent in it. When she tugged it off in order to stand as lightly as possible on the bathroom scales, her hair tumbled gently and the faded barbed-wire tattoo around her bicep became visible. This, along with her stretch marks and neatly trimmed pubic triangle was, to Daniel, incongruously adult-looking. As he sprayed under his arms with deodorant, he allowed himself a furtive smile, more a twitch of the lips. He couldn’t afford to let Nancy gauge his mood yet. She hadn’t: she was looking the other way, reaching for the main light switch.

‘Don’t turn that on,’ Daniel said in a muted voice, crossing the bathroom and lifting the seat. ‘You’ll wake the baby.’ His plan was to goad Nancy in such a concealed way she wouldn’t understand why she was feeling annoyed. It would, he reasoned, make her appreciate the moment of unknotting all the more.

‘But I can’t see the scales.’

As Daniel relieved himself, he balanced on one foot and, behind Nancy’s back, pressed his toes down on the scales.

‘Unbe-fucking-lievable,’ Nancy said flatly. ‘I’ve put on four pounds.’ She looked over her shoulder and noticed Daniel’s toes. ‘Hey!’ She was laughing now. ‘Bastard!’ The tension that had been building between them was dissipated temporarily. Still smiling, Nancy flipped the seat back down, flushed again and reached the bathroom door at the same time as Daniel. When she opened it, Martha was standing on the other side, rubbing her eyes.

Three quarters of an hour later, Daniel was sitting in the driver’s seat of what the advertisements had called a ‘green but mean’ hybrid utility vehicle. The engine was running, the heater was on, and he was worrying whether Martha was now too old to see him naked in the bathroom. It had, after all, been more than a year since he had stopped her getting into the bath with him. Making a mental note to consult Nancy – she always had a good steer on these matters – he unfolded his Guardian and turned to the sports section. England on tour in India. Batting collapse. What a surprise. When a council lorry hissed by in the slush, spraying salt on tarmac and parked cars alike, he noticed that his windscreen was icing up again where he had emptied the kettle over it. He turned the heater on as high as it would go and watched the glass steam up. The hot air was making him feel claustrophobic. He loosened his scarf, opened the window and looked out. Beyond the amber halo of the streetlights, blackness was shading into grey. It had been snowing steadily throughout the night and, in the absence of a breeze, flakes had settled on the tree next to the car. The phone lines that criss-crossed the square had also turned white, the extra weight causing them to belly. Daniel turned off his engine so he could appreciate the nakedness of the silence.

‘Can I get out and make a snow angel?’ Martha asked from her booster seat in the back.

‘No. Mummy will be here any second.’

‘Think she knows?’

‘Hasn’t got a clue.’

The sodium lights dimmed and went off, leaving the square eerily luminous. Daniel checked his watch again. ‘Did Mummy give you your injection?’

‘Not yet,’ Martha replied with a yawn. ‘Said she’d do it in the car.’ The child gathered her hair into a ponytail. Pulled up her hood. Shivered. Although it had been nine months since her tiredness, blurred vision and nightly thirsts had resulted in a diagnosis of type one diabetes, her father still couldn’t bring himself to administer the required dose of insulin. He could inject rabbits and mice in a laboratory, but not his own daughter. Nancy had no such compunction. Being a dentist, she was used to the sight of other people’s discomfort.

That was how they met, Daniel and Nancy. She had entered wearing a facemask that exaggerated her eyebrows: two fiercely plucked arcs. As he lay on her hydraulic chair thinking of the impacted wisdom tooth she was trying to wrest from his numbed gums, her eyes entranced him. They were bearish brown, flecked with gold. He fell in love with them right there as he lay on his back, with his mouth open, flinching intermittently. He also fell in love with the weight of Nancy’s left breast, which, under several layers of material, was pressing against his arm. Pleasure and pain. Pain and pleasure. Their relationship had started as it was destined to continue.

What was she doing in there? They were going to miss their flight at this rate.

Daniel probed with the tip of his tongue the soft cavity that had been left by the wisdom tooth – something he often did without realizing, the equivalent of touching a comfort blanket. He tapped his watch again and shivered with excitement as the porch light came on and Nancy emerged from the house shrugging a grey duffel coat on over a fawn polo neck. The falling snow had softened a little, arriving in flurries, and downy flakes were settling on Nancy’s hair as she turned the front door key in the lock, stood framed on the lip of the porch and closed her eyes – something she always did when making sure she had remembered everything. Watching her, Daniel felt a surge of tenderness. How beautiful you look, he thought. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you looking more beautiful. ‘We’ll be late!’ he barked through the lowered window. ‘The traffic is bound to be bad with this weather.’

Snow that had settled on the path creaked as it was compressed under Nancy’s sheepskin boots. ‘Don’t push it,’ she muttered, opening the back door and getting in beside Martha. ‘And why did you turn the heating off?’

Think. Think. ‘Global warming.’

Nancy narrowed her eyes. ‘Now we’ll use twice as much energy reheating the house when we get back. You should have just turned it down.’

Daniel drew breath as if about to reply, but stopped himself. He was becoming mesmerized by the speed at which Nancy was unzipping a medical pouch, removing a needle from a sterilized pack and slipping it on to a syringe. She did everything quickly: talk, eat, walk, reach orgasm, pick up new languages. Even sleeping was something she appeared to do in a hurry. Something to do with her REMs. Daniel could study her sleeping face for hours.

Nancy was now holding a small bottle of insulin to the car light and giving it an impatient shake. In the same movement, she pierced its rubber stopper, preferring this old-fashioned method to the ‘pen’ because it was easier to keep track of doses. A familiar clinical smell, sharp and metallic, pricked the air. Martha assumed a kneeling position, pulled down one side of her tracksuit trousers and pinched a fold of skin. Nancy positioned the syringe at an efficient right angle, inserted the needle up to its full depth, pressed down on the plunger and allowed a few seconds for the dose to be delivered before withdrawing the needle. ‘There,’ she said, massaging the skin. ‘All done. You had enough to eat?’

Martha nodded, holding up a mottled banana skin.

Nancy stayed in the back and clipped up her belt: as she normally travelled in the front, this was intended as a statement of her annoyance. Daniel shrugged, turned the radio on and, recognizing the thumb positioning of Charlie Mingus, nodded approvingly. He then tuned it away from his preferred jazz station and found a raw, metallic Lenny Kravitz song instead. Better. Less relaxing. He started the engine. They had gone a hundred yards up the road before Daniel said: ‘Dog!’ The brakelights came on and the hybrid began reversing.

While Nancy ran back into the house, Daniel blew on his hands and patted the pocket of his cord jacket, checking he had the passports. He could feel two, but nevertheless pulled them out to make sure he had picked up Nancy’s not Martha’s. He flicked to the back page and stared at Nancy’s photograph. It was recent and a good likeness: shoulder-length hair that had gone chestnut in the sun, swollen cheekbones, a puffy curve for a top lip. With a shake of his head he flipped open his own photograph page. It had been taken eight years earlier, when he was thirty, and he had not only looked younger – sandy hair thicker, not yet frosting at the temples – but also, somehow, more luminous: his long eyelashes paler, his blond eyebrows more feathery, the rims of his eyes pinker. He was, he felt, cursed with the fussy, delicate appearance of a Victorian clergyman. In recent years he had tried to compensate by growing sideburns and hair down to his collar, but this, he had come to suspect, made him look like a Pilgrim Father instead. He opened the glove compartment, pulled out a manila envelope and slipped the passports inside it next to the tickets, just as Nancy appeared with Kevin, a brindle-coloured mongrel of indeterminate age. She had rescued him from Battersea Dogs’ Home and given him his name because it amused her to think of her socially ambitious parents having to shout ‘Kevin!’ in the park whenever they were looking after him. When she opened the hatch and Kevin jumped into the caged-off boot space, Daniel grimaced as he waited for her to notice the picnic blanket covering the two pieces of hand luggage next to the cage. She didn’t and, having slammed the hatch-door shut, deigned to sit in the front passenger seat. As the car set off again, Martha caught her father’s eye in the rear-view mirror, made a letter ‘L’ sign with her thumb and index finger – ‘Loser’ – and placed it on her forehead. They both grinned conspiratorially.

Nancy turned the volume on the radio down, flipped open the passenger-side shade-mirror and, in the partial glow of an interior light, began to apply mascara to her lashes. With her mouth open to stretch her skin, she dusted her cheeks with a brush and removed an eyelash. ‘Explain to me again why we have to dump Martha at your parents’,’ she said, snapping the shade back up.

‘Knew something was bothering you.’

‘Of course it’s bothering me. You didn’t even ask me whether I minded.’

‘We are not dumping her at my parents’. Martha likes staying with my parents . . . You like staying with Grampy and Grumpy, don’t you?’

There was a pause before a fluty voice rose from the back: ‘Grampy and Grumpy. Mum’s parents. Whomsoever.’

(That was her new word, whomsoever.)

‘If your mother wasn’t so squeamish about doing the jabs . . .’ Daniel said to Nancy, surreptitiously turning the radio volume back up.

‘Don’t start, Daniel,’ Nancy said, turning the volume down again. ‘Do not start. I mean it.’

‘I never feel it when Grampy gives me my injection,’ Martha said. ‘He told me he was awarded the Order of the Hypodermic when he was in the Medical Corps.’

‘I still don’t understand why the baby can’t come with us to the airport,’ Nancy pressed.

‘Because there won’t be room.’

‘Because there won’t be room,’ Martha echoed unhelpfully.

‘She can go in the back with your uncle Fritz and aunt Helga . . .’ Nancy continued.

‘Helmut and Frieda,’ Daniel corrected, turning the volume on the radio back up as a Foo Fighters track came on. ‘And they are not my aunt and uncle, they are my cousins. And, no, Martha can’t go in the back because they’re bringing Hans.’

‘Hans?’

‘Their son.’

‘You didn’t tell me they had a son.’

‘Did.’

‘He did,’ said Martha.

‘You did not . . . How old is he?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘For fuck’s sake.’

‘Mum, you promised you’d stop swearing in front of me.’

‘Call me Mummy.’ Nancy folded her arms. ‘Where will he sleep? You thought of that?’

‘We could put the camp bed up in my study. He’s bringing a sleeping bag.’

The windscreen wipers thrashed against the thickening snow. The Foo Fighters began a growling chord progression. ‘I still don’t see why I couldn’t have stayed at the house with the baby while you went to collect them.’

‘Because you speak German.’

‘They’re bound to speak English.’

‘Apparently not.’

‘Christ alive.’

‘Look, it’s all organized now,’ Daniel said in a neutral voice. ‘Besides, they’ll be expecting me to bring my wife. Germans are big on family.’

‘No they’re not. That’s Italians. Germans are big on sausages and genocide. And anyway I’m not your wife, if you remember.’

Daniel sucked in air theatrically, as though Nancy had landed a low punch. As he regularly pointed out, he thought of her as his wife. They had been together for ten years, had a joint chequebook, a joint email address and a green but mean hybrid utility vehicle that they shared, and which they both usually needed at the same time. And they were named on the deeds of their house in Clapham Old Town, South West London, as Mr and Mrs Daniel Kennedy, a mistake that amused them and made them cringe in like measure. It had become a vinegary joke between them that he called her ‘Mrs Kennedy’ and she called him ‘Mr Kennedy’.

Nancy spoke in an undertone. ‘How could you forget to tell me that your aunt and uncle were bringing their teenage son? Are you a complete fuckwit?’

From the back: ‘Mum!’

From the driver’s seat: ‘They are not my aunt and uncle. They are my cousins.’

Daniel did wonder whether he had gone too far with the German cousins theme. While he had been planning this trip to the Galápagos Islands for several months, as a tenth anniversary surprise for Nancy, he hadn’t thought of a good excuse to get her to the airport until the day before. But this had proved a sound tactic, as it turned out. In her anger at having German cousins foisted upon her without warning, Nancy was too distracted to notice his suspicious behaviour, as well as the tracks he failed to cover: the almost illegible prescription for diazepam which he left on the kitchen counter, the one his doctor friend, Bruce, had written out to help him cope with the flight; the bag that Martha and he had packed full of Nancy’s summer clothes and unthinkingly left in the hallway; the phone call he ended abruptly when she walked into the room – the one in which he had checked with the receptionist at the dental surgery that Nancy’s appointments had been cancelled.

All other preparations for the trip had been worked out meticulously. After a day in Quito they would fly by seaplane to Santa Cruz Island where the four-berth yacht he had chartered would be waiting to meet them. Assuming they could get a signal, they would ring Martha, have a swim, unpack, and then, maybe, have sex – loud, sweaty, on-holiday-without-children sex. This would be followed by a siesta. They would wake in time to get a little drunk on whisky sours as they watched the sunset from their hammocks on deck. And after dinner they would take a motorized dinghy to the shore and Daniel would propose on a moonlit, barefoot walk along a beach patterned with worm casts, crab trails and dead jellyfish – his idea of a romantic setting. If Nancy could be persuaded, they would get married in a secular ceremony the next day; in the equivalent of a register office he thought he had located, or, failing that, in the Charles Darwin Research Station, which to Daniel was holy ground.

It was Daniel’s turn to sigh. ‘Said I was sorry.’

As the early morning traffic on the South Circular began to build, he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, then felt in his jacket pocket for the box containing the emerald and diamond engagement ring he had bought. He was going to tell her about the trip when they reached the airport – he would ask her to check in the glove compartment for the arrival times, and she would find the passports and tickets there – but the engagement ring would have to be kept secret for a while longer. He gave her a sideways glance. She was tugging at a strand of her hair, crossly examining it for split ends.

‘And why have you never mentioned you had German cousins before?’

Daniel dipped his head to avoid an interrogative stare. ‘To be honest, I didn’t know I had German cousins. They’re on Amanda’s side.’ Daniel smiled to himself. Amanda was his stepmother. Nancy didn’t like her.

‘Typical.’

It was typical, that was the beauty of it. Typical of him to forget to mention it. Typical of his stepmother to have German cousins. Typical of his German cousins to have a teenage son called Hans. What made the deception perfect, though, was the fact that Nancy often commented on how she could always tell when Daniel was lying; that he was a useless liar; that he couldn’t lie convincingly if his life depended upon it. Ha.

Nancy clicked the radio off and stared at the road ahead. ‘I’m not sure I feel up to seeing Grampy and Grumpy. They can be so . . . I mean, why does your stepmother always have to raise the subject of marriage?’ She was holding up one hand, as though wishing to silence any objection.

Daniel ignored it. ‘She doesn’t.’ He checked his watch again and lowered his window to flick snow off his side mirror. His father and stepmother lived in Kew, in a double-fronted, ivy-covered Georgian townhouse that was, to their regret, directly under the flight path to Heathrow. The first of the transatlantic red-eyes, Daniel noticed, was slanting down, beginning its descent.

‘And why does your father always have to belittle your work.’

‘He doesn’t . . .’ Daniel checked himself. ‘He doesn’t mean to.’

Nancy patted his knee with mock sympathy. ‘You go on believing that.’

Daniel slowed down as his headlights illuminated an ethereal figure in white trousers and shirt standing on the verge twenty yards ahead. His arm was extended and his thumb raised. As the car drew closer, Daniel saw the hitchhiker was wearing the shalwar kameez, the traditional Muslim dress of long white shirt and baggy trousers. It was inadequate protection against the snow.

‘Look at this guy,’ Daniel said. ‘He must be freezing his nuts off.’

Nancy was rummaging in her handbag.

As the car drew level, Daniel stared.

The man stared back and pointed, following the vehicle with his finger. A slow smile of recognition appeared on his face, the ghost of a smile, like a negative undergoing slow exposure.

Daniel was unnerved. ‘See him?’

‘See who?’

‘That hitchhiker.’

Nancy swivelled the rear-view mirror. ‘I can’t see anyone.’

Daniel checked his side mirror and frowned. The hitchhiker was no longer in view. He had looked familiar.


CHAPTER TWO

AS THE TYRES of his car crunched up the gravel path of his parents’ house, Daniel felt the usual low-grade nausea – a reminder that he loved his father without liking him, and that the feeling was mutual. His father, Philip, was a retired – and decorated – army surgeon. He was also a remote and unreadable man, one capable of terrible, genial coldness. It wasn’t anything he said; it was what he didn’t say.

Once Daniel had parked and opened the boot, Kevin the Dog sprang out and bounded across to a stonebalustraded terrace massed with pots. ‘Kevin!’ Daniel shouted too late as one of the pots shattered. The front door opened and Amanda stepped out into a semicircular porch which had two Ionic pillars and a curved fascia that looked more grey than white against the snow. She was in her stocking feet and the cold of the stone made her retreat back inside. Kevin skittered past her, trailing powdery snow indoors behind him.

‘Sorry, Mum,’ Daniel said, kissing the figure silhouetted in the doorway. ‘I’ll get a dustpan and brush. Thanks for doing this. House feels nice and warm.’

‘You’ve time for a coffee?’ Amanda said with an upward tilt of her head as she returned to the kitchen. ‘Keep talking. I’ve got some milk on the stove.’

Philip was carrying logs into his study. ‘Hello, everyone,’ he said in his unhurried, oaky voice. ‘Have you brought Crush?’

Martha held up a squashy green turtle with a goofy grin and sleepy eyes, its velveteen skin worn smooth and greasy. Crush was the name it had been given by the merchandising division of Disney Pixar. Daniel had brought it back from America as a first birthday present and it still went everywhere with her.

‘Phew. Wouldn’t want to leave Crush behind. I think there might be some Coco Pops in the kitchen if you’re hungry. Daniel, can I have a word?’

Because his father used words sparingly, storing them like a cactus stores water, Daniel felt hollow-stomached as he followed him into a panelled room cluttered with antique glassware, Penguin Classics stacked crookedly on shelves, and display cases containing row upon row of medals attached to colourful silk ribbons. Philip tipped the logs on to the fire he was laying, brushed off splinters of bark caught on his tweed jacket and straightened his back. Though he had shrunk slightly since reaching his seventies, he was still 6ft 1in, an inch taller than his round-shouldered son – and he still had a straight spine. He also still had a stern expression, which owed much to the feathery eyebrows that formed a ‘V’ above his beaky nose. Noticing the poppy in his father’s buttonhole, Daniel folded his arms and half covered his own lapel with his hand.

‘You like this?’ Philip said, indicating a brown, smoky mirror above the inglenook fireplace. ‘We bought it on eBay last week.’

‘How much?’ Daniel asked, wishing his father would come to the point.

‘What?’ Philip was partially deaf, having lost a section of his ear during a friendly fire incident in the First Gulf War. He rarely wore his hearing aid because, he said, it wouldn’t stay in, there being little left of his ear to attach it to.

Daniel repeated his question, louder this time.

‘Eight hundred,’ Philip said.

‘They saw you coming.’ Daniel said this under his breath.

Philip knelt down, flipped his tie over his shoulder and, with his hand shaking slightly, put a match to the ball of newspaper he had rolled up in the grate. ‘No, I saw them coming,’ he said. ‘It’s Regency. Worth twice that.’ His deafness could be selective.

Daniel was contemplating a sooty painting on the wall: a nineteenth-century naval battle in oil. Below this, in the light of an anglepoise lamp, was a side table and an open book. Philip’s reading glasses, their arms joined by cord that could be tightened by a toggle to compensate for his missing ear, were resting on top of it. Daniel flipped the book over to see its cover: The Conscience of a Soldier by General Sir Richard Kelsey. ‘Any good?’ he asked.

‘Bit pompous. Met him once.’

‘Served with him?’

‘No, Kelsey was long before my time.’

Conversations about great generals and historic battles were always, Daniel knew, an efficient way of cutting through the ice with his father, even if the water below was still cold. As a child he had sat at Philip’s knee and listened in awe to tales about the world wars in which his grandfather and great-grandfather had fought. One of his favourite bedtime stories, indeed, had been from a war memoir, an account of how his grandfather had posthumously won his VC, shortly after D-Day.

Yet in recent years, whenever his father mentioned the army, Daniel had also felt a ripple of guilt. They had never discussed it properly, but it was obvious that Philip had hoped his only son would follow him into the Medical Corps. It was to do with his look of paternal pride when he was offered a place on a degree course in medicine, and his unspoken disappointment when he had dropped out of it and taken up biology instead. In the end, Daniel read zoology for his doctorate, specializing in nematodes, before getting stuck as a junior research fellow for eight years at Trinity College, London, and an associate professor awaiting tenure for a further four. At the age of thirty-seven came a glittering prize of sorts: he was asked to write and present a natural history programme on a cable television channel. And with a second series of The Selfish Planet in pre-production, he was, as he never tired of saying, close to being a certified media don. His father rarely asked him about his television work. His father didn’t own a television.

‘By the way, Dad,’ Daniel said, as if remembering, ‘looks like I got that promotion.’

‘They’ve given you the zoology chair?’

‘Yep.’ It wasn’t quite true. It had yet to be officially announced. But he had heard from his friend Wetherby, the professor of music who had also recently taken on the role of vice provost, that it was a formality. As good as his. Wetherby had been the only member of staff at Trinity he had told about the surprise holiday he had arranged for Nancy. And that was when Wetherby had said it could be a joint celebration, because his professorship was to be rubber-stamped at the next Senate meeting.

‘About time,’ Philip said. ‘You must be relieved.’

‘I’ve been practically running the department for the past six months anyway.’

‘I know. Other men would have complained.’

Daniel could feel his blood pressure rise. He needed to score a point back. ‘I suppose they thought I didn’t need a pay rise after the success of The Selfish Planet.’

‘The Selfish Planet?’

‘My TV series.’

‘Of course, yes.’

Father and son fell into a customary silence. Daniel, his mood dampened as it always was after an encounter with his father, half sat on the corner of a leather-topped desk, dangling one leg, helping himself to a Mint Imperial from an open packet. Around him in gilt frames were familiar family photographs that had lost some of their colour in the sunlight: Amanda on a beach looking annoyed at being photographed; Philip as a boy standing with his mother and sister next to his father’s grave at the Bayeux War Cemetery; Daniel as a schoolboy in a Scout uniform; Philip again, standing outside Buckingham Palace on the day he collected his medal.

Set apart from them was a photograph he hadn’t seen before. It was a sepia print of a group of grinning soldiers in a trench, the whiteness of their eyes contrasting dramatically with the muddiness of their faces. At the centre of the group, standing forward from the others, were two men with their helmets pushed back on their heads. One of them had his arm around the other’s shoulder and was smiling widely, showing his teeth. The other wore a moustache and a more forced smile that was tight-lipped and inscrutable. Handwritten in block capitals across the bottom were the words: ‘Private Andrew Kennedy, 11th Battalion, Shropshire Fusiliers. Ypres. 30 July 1917.’

‘Which one is he?’ Daniel asked, holding the frame up.

‘Moustache.’

‘Really?’ Daniel examined it more closely. Though the young man in the picture had a wider face than either he or his father had, he could nevertheless see a family resemblance now: the heaviness of the eyelids; the dimpled chin. Daniel had seen a photograph of his great-grandfather before – a formal portrait of him in uniform, but he hadn’t had a moustache in that one.

‘Taken the day before he was killed,’ Philip said.

Daniel looked at the date again. He knew his great-grandfather had died on the first day of a big battle, but he couldn’t remember which one. He wanted to say the Somme but that didn’t sound right. He read the caption again. ‘So the Battle of Ypres . . .’

‘The Third Battle of Ypres . . . They called it Passchendaele. That’s a line from a poem by Siegfried Sassoon. “I died in hell – (They called it Passchendaele).”’ Philip picked up his glasses, slipped the cord over his head and tightened it. Next he reached for a slim volume of poetry, looked in the index, flicked to the relevant page and handed the opened book to his son.

Daniel gave the poem a cursory glance and clapped the book shut. Something about his father’s relentless seriousness always made him want to be flippant. ‘Passchendaele was the one with all the mud, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘And it began . . .’ He checked the date on the photograph again. ‘On the thirty-first of July?’

‘And lasted a hundred days.’

‘And we won it, right?’

If Philip was irritated by this comment, he chose not to show it. Instead he blinked slowly – an eagle’s blink – before taking the photograph from Daniel and turning his back on him, so that he could study it against the light from the window. ‘The British gained five miles of ground. Four months later they withdrew, leaving the ruins of Passchendaele to its ghosts. If it was a victory, it was a pyrrhic one.’

Daniel tried not to convey his annoyance at his father’s pomposity, but he couldn’t help himself, he was feeling annoyed. ‘So Andrew was one of the lions led by donkeys? Have I got that the right way round? Yeah, lions led by donkeys.’

Philip stiffened but affected not to hear. He put the photograph in a drawer, face down, and got to his knees again in front of the fire. There was a wheezy sound as he lined a set of bellows up against the grate and began pumping.

Daniel walked over, opened the drawer and took the photograph out again. ‘Where did it come from?’

‘Your aunt Hillary. We found it in her garage after the funeral, in a biscuit tin . . .’ Philip paused, momentarily lost in his thoughts, then shook his head. ‘It was with some other personal effects. They must have been sent back from Passchendaele after Andrew was reported missing in action. We haven’t had a chance to go through them properly yet. I’ll show you.’ There was a creaking of brogues as he stood up, walked to a cupboard and lifted a tin from another drawer. Though tarnished with rust, the word ‘shortbread’ was still discernible on its lid. ‘Look, here’s his hip flask, wallet, a lock of hair, some letters he wrote. And this . . .’ He handed Daniel a copy of Punch magazine that was covered in doodles. Handwritten in faded ink above its masthead was ‘Major P. Morris, 2/Rifle Brigade’.

‘Is this musical notation?’

‘There’s more of it inside. There’s also a music score tucked into the back.’

Daniel opened the back cover and a folded sheet of paper dropped out. When he smoothed it out on the desk he saw it had brown stains on it and was annotated in German. He read out loud: ‘Das Lied . . . Der Abschied . . . mit höchster Gewalt . . . This a passage from a symphony or something?’

‘I don’t know. There are two names at the bottom. Peter and Gustav.’

‘I could get Wetherby to look at it. He loves shit like this.’ Daniel cringed as the word came out. His father never swore.

‘That’s kind, but I’d rather hang on to these things for the moment. What’s interesting is the magazine. Look at the date on it.’

‘April the twentieth, nineteen eighteen.’

‘Nine months after Andrew was killed.’ Philip rested a hand on the fender as he got to his feet. ‘Some of this Major Morris’s personal effects must have been muddled up with Andrew’s.’

Detecting a faint smell of uric acid, Daniel looked at the crotch of his father’s moleskins. There was a small, dark patch. Feeling shocked that Philip hadn’t noticed – how long had this been going on? – he looked away, slipped the music score into the magazine and handed it back. ‘You wanted to talk to me about something, Dad.’

‘I do.’ He frowned for a moment. Nodded. ‘It’s about the tin. I wanted to ask your advice.’

‘This is a first.’ It sounded more sarcastic than Daniel intended.

‘I’ve glanced at Andrew’s letters but my French is not what it was.’

‘They’re in French?’

‘I thought Nancy might be able to translate them properly, if she’s not too busy . . .’ He reached into the tin again and picked up a bundle of thin, yellowing letters bound with hairy string.

‘Well, you could have asked her yourself, Dad. There was no need to call me in here like . . .’

His father looked at him.

‘Sure,’ Daniel said, backing down. ‘I’ll ask her to have a look at them.’

‘But only if you think we should.’

It was Daniel’s turn to frown. ‘Meaning?’

‘Sometimes it’s best not to disturb the past.’

‘Disturb? What are you getting at?’

Philip swallowed. His mouth groped for an answer. ‘I . . . I don’t know. My French is not . . . I think there was a reason your aunt Hillary never had them translated.’

‘How do you know she didn’t?’

‘She told me . . . When she was dying. She said there was a tin in the garage she wanted me to have. Said she had never read the letters. I feel . . .’ He searched for the right word. ‘I don’t know . . . Superstitious about them. Once opened. Once read . . .’ He repacked the wallet, hip flask, lock of hair and copy of Punch in the tin.

‘Dad, you worry too much.’ Daniel’s voice had softened. ‘You should definitely get the letters translated.’

‘So you don’t mind?’

‘Why should I mind?’

‘I have your agreement?’

Daniel’s brow puckered again. ‘Don’t get weird on me, Dad. Of course you . . . Do whatever you think best.’ He took the letters, slipped them into his jacket and, for a moment, panicked as he felt for the passports. Remembering he had put them in the glove compartment of the car, he said: ‘Anyway, we’d better shift. Thanks for looking after Martha and Kevin. I’ll ring from the airport. Tell you . . .’ He looked around and lowered his voice: ‘Tell you how it went.’

Kevin trotted in, followed by Martha licking her fingers as she finished a doughnut. When Philip saw her, he clapped his papery hands together and opened them slowly to inspect. ‘Missed,’ he said with mock gloominess. ‘Damn and blast.’

‘Missed what?’ Martha asked.

‘A fairy. Been having trouble with them. They make holes in my clothes.’

Martha laughed indulgently. ‘Fairies don’t exist, Grampy. You’re thinking of moths.’

‘Of course fairies exist. What’s this then?’ He reached in his pocket. Martha’s eyes widened and, despite herself, she walked over for a better look. Philip pulled out his pocket lining and showed Martha a hole in it. ‘See?’ he said.

Martha laughed again and punched her grandfather’s leg.

Daniel shook his head. How could the old bugger be so at ease with his granddaughter, yet so awkward with his own son? He headed back out into the hall and called through to Nancy, who was talking to Amanda in the kitchen. With her rheumy eyes, soft cheeks and reserved manner, Daniel’s stepmother gave the impression to strangers of being a passive and tolerant person. Nancy knew better. ‘Amanda was telling me that your cousin Thomas is getting married,’ she said pointedly as she emerged from the kitchen. A thin smile was playing on Amanda’s granite lips.

‘Mum,’ Martha said. ‘Grampy was pretending that he had a fairy in his pocket, but I know there aren’t any fairies – Daniel told me.’

‘Call me Daddy.’

Martha took her father’s hand. ‘He told me at the same time he told me there is no God and no Father Christmas.’ Philip, Amanda and Nancy looked at Daniel accusingly.

‘What?’ Daniel said, pointing at himself. ‘What? . . . Well, there isn’t.’ He kissed Martha on the forehead. ‘Bye, darling. Keep Grampy out of trouble.’

‘Auf Wiedersehen,’ the nine-year-old said with a grin. This was a game of theirs.

‘Au revoir,’ Daniel said.

‘Arrivederci.’

‘Sayonara.’

‘Do svidaniya.’

‘We’ll be back in a couple of hours,’ Nancy interrupted.

The snow had turned to sleet. ‘¡Ciao!,’ Daniel said in a stage whisper, pulling a guilty face as he turned his collar up, jogged to the car and opened the door. As he was reaching for his seat belt, arthritic knuckles rapped on the window. Daniel wound it down. Philip reached in and tucked a poppy into his son’s buttonhole. It was the one from his own jacket.

‘I have got one somewhere,’ Daniel said, feeling a mixture of annoyance and humiliation.

‘In case they don’t have any at the airport,’ Philip said.

‘Thanks, Dad.’

‘And guess what DVD I’ve rented,’ Philip added in that slightly loud voice people use when talking to one person for the benefit of another.

‘Finding Nemo?’ Martha said from behind him.

‘Finding Nemo.’

‘Cool! Thanks, Grampy.’ Martha warmed her hands on the bonnet of the car. ‘Bye, Mum,’ she shouted. ‘Have a nice time.’ She clapped a hand over her mouth as she realized what she had said.

Nancy hadn’t noticed. She spent the short journey to Heathrow examining her nails. The windscreen wipers were on full speed. As the traffic slowed and thickened, Daniel wondered if he and Martha had left anything out of the packing they had done on Nancy’s behalf. He was sure he had packed everything they would need, yet still he felt edgy. Was it something he’d forgotten? Phone numbers? No, he’d left them. He hadn’t taken the pill he always took to counter his anxiety about flying. That must be it. He would take it once he had parked, once he had told Nancy what was really happening.

At Terminal 5, when he mounted the ramp marked DEPARTURES, Nancy waved her hands out in front of her, limp at the wrists, used her tongue to push out the flesh below her mouth and made a Nnnugh! sound.

‘Bugger,’ Daniel said, ‘we need to go to arrivals, don’t we?’

Nancy slapped her forehead in reply.

‘Do you think I can park in this disabled bay while you check what time their plane lands?’

‘Why not? I’m sure mental disability counts.’

Daniel pulled over to one side of the slipway and cut the engine. ‘The airline details are in the glove compartment.’

When the two passports fell out of the envelope, Nancy stared at them blankly. She pulled out two plane tickets to Quito and looked at Daniel with confusion in her eyes. Next came a small guidebook to the Galápagos Islands. She blinked and looked up at Daniel again. He was holding his iPhone up, pointing its camera lens at her. He was about to say ‘Happy anniversary,’ when he became distracted by a blue van parking ahead of them. The hitchhiker he had seen earlier was getting out of it, his shape blurred by the slush on the windscreen. The man waved his thanks and strode off towards the revolving entrance door of the terminal. The only sound was the soft percussion of icy rain on the roof of the car.


CHAPTER THREE

Ypres Salient. Last Monday of July, 1917

PRIVATE ANDREW KENNEDY cannot understand why the men marching ahead of him have stopped singing mid-song. There is something in the ditch – a carcass. Its lips are pulled back as if baring its teeth and its bloated belly is moving, making one of its hind legs shudder. It looks as if it is rising from the dead. As the soldier draws alongside he can see it is not the horse moving but the rats feeding inside it. One emerges from a leathery slit and stares impassively back at the column.

Half a mile farther on, the 11th Battalion, Shropshire Fusiliers, get their first sight of Dickebusch – ‘Dickie Bush’ – camp: smoke rising from dozens of fires, hundreds of tethered horses and mules, a long scaffold from which straw-filled sandbags dangle on ropes like executed prisoners, crates of chickens, a confusion of chugging, honking, backfiring trucks, motorbikes and staff cars, and soldiers – thousands and thousands of soldiers assembling for roll calls, eating from mess tins, arm-wrestling, digging latrines, dealing cards, shining boots, lying on their backs, playing leapfrog, writing letters, smoking pipes. As the column approaches, the noises and smells intensify. A small steam train clatters into a makeshift junction, followed by dozens of open cattle trucks packed with yet more troops. They look precarious as they jostle each other and hang over the sides. For the benefit of a newsreel cameraman whose hand is turning a crank at an unvarying pace, they cheer and raise their helmets. In the fields beyond them are row upon row of white, well-guyed bell-tents, arranged as symmetrically as gravestones in a military cemetery.

There are some tents waiting for the battalion, but not enough. Around a hundred men have to lie in the open, finding space wherever they can. Andrew and a few others from his platoon opt for a ruined barn. Despite their exhaustion from the march, sleep does not come easily. The pockmarked walls dance with faint colours: red and green flares being fired on the horizon. Also, they are sharing the barn with rats. Andrew feels, or imagines he feels, the straw moving beneath him.

Some members of the platoon regard the ubiquitous rats as companions in adversity, others as mere targets for bayonet practice. One private amused himself by baiting the end of his bayonet with a piece of bacon and shooting the first rat that came to eat it. But only one. He found himself on a charge for wasting ammunition. And bacon.

Andrew’s attitude is different. He is not so complacent. In the three weeks he has been away from England, he has developed a morbid loathing of rats. It is to do with the bluntness of their muzzles and the glassy lifelessness of their eyes. It is also to do with the way they move, either trotting with purpose in a straight line, their hindquarters and long tails raised, or scurrying for cover – fat shadows in his peripheral vision.

But in moments of self-awareness, the soldier recognizes his hatred is varnished with cold, premonitory fear. He has heard how the rats at the Front are quite unlike the beach rats at the Étaples ‘Bull Ring’. Here they grow to the size of footballs, bloated on the flesh of dead men. They usually go for the eyes first and then burrow their way right inside the corpse. When Andrew closes his eyes to sleep he can imagine the rank of rats heading with a steady, determined trot towards him, their coarse fur matted in the rain, their dark eyes fixing him, sizing him up.

He has encountered rats before. As a plumber in Market Drayton before the war he was sometimes obliged to inspect sewage pipes. But the rats he had seen then never bothered him. They were more frightened than he was, apart from anything else. And now, as he lies awake gazing at the stars through the rafters of the barn, the Market Drayton rats are a world away. When was he last in his home town? Five months? Five years? A lifetime ago. He recalls the day he and another young man from his firm, William Macintyre, answered Kitchener’s call for volunteers. As they cycled together to the recruiting office, a room in the town hall, they teased each other: about how one wouldn’t be able to shoot straight; about how the other wouldn’t know the difference between a stopcock and a Mills bomb. They were staggered to find a long queue of straw boaters and cloth caps snaking out of the hall and into the street. They parked their cycles and joined the end of it, playfully pushing each other out of the way.

Andrew allows himself a smile at this memory and turns his head to see Macintyre has managed to fall asleep. They have known each other since school. Took up their apprenticeships together, having both turned fourteen in the same week. The money wasn’t bad but they knew that plumbing was a temporary calling, a means to an end. Their joint aspiration was to form a music-hall double act. In their tea breaks at work, they had experimented with vaudeville songs and comedy turns.

In the semi-darkness, Andrew tries to remember some of their routines but they remain out of reach, his mind too numb to summon them. Instead he reaches across to find his friend’s hand. Macintyre grips it as a reflex without waking up. They had both found it funny when the medical officer had tapped their knees at the recruiting office. The memory prompts another smile. Although they had both recently turned twenty, the MO was suspicious they were under age. Andrew’s tendency to blink excessively when talking didn’t help, nor did his slight build and rounded shoulders. He nevertheless passed his examination and was issued with a uniform a size too big for him. Three months of basic training at Aldershot, followed by another two of hanging around the depot before his name appeared on a typed list outside the orderly room, had not given him an air of maturity, as it had certain other men. Even the ‘Ole Bill’ moustache he has since grown is too fine and pale to count as manly. As he lies in the dark, his head pillowed on his balled-up cape, he strokes his whiskers and tenses the sinews in his back whenever he feels, or imagines he feels, a movement beneath him.

It is still dark when reveille is sounded. Andrew has again not slept. He washes, shaves and eats his porridge in a trance before Company Sergeant Major Davies, a thick-necked man with a dozen years of regular service to his name, orders the platoon to fall in. Though his nickname is the Creeping Barrage, on account of the way his voice starts quietly and builds to a roar, his voice this morning remains subdued and is all the more terrifying for this. He tells them what they have guessed, what they have feared and longed for at the same time, that they are going up the line in preparation for the Big Push – the breakout from the Ypres Salient that has been many months in the planning.

As he marches in step with his comrades across the reclaimed marshland of West Flanders, he feels as if he is daydreaming. Something about the percussion of studded boots and the hollow clink of bayonets against mess tins hypnotizes him. His legs and arms alone are doing the marching, without any conscious effort on his part. He also feels as if he is being carried along on a human river, his own marrow subsumed into that of the body of men moving inexorably forward together with momentum, strength and purpose.

The raucous singing starts again – ‘Three German officers crossed the line. Parlez-vous’ – and Andrew sings as lustily as any of the men he is with. He welcomes the distraction and enjoys the novelty of using vulgar, barrack-room vocabulary. ‘Three German officers crossed the line. Parlezvous.’ Though sweat is running down his face and stinging his eyes, it is the sweat of exertion and heat, not fear. Andrew feels no fear as he marches. ‘Three German officers crossed the line, fucked the women and drank the wine. With an inky-pinky parlez-vous.’ Though the skies are overcast, the weather is humid and this means that the column needs regular breaks. When they stop alongside a destroyed railway track, Andrew’s thoughts return immediately to the CSM’s icy words: ‘Right, lads, we’re going up the line.’ For Andrew the fear is nebulous, no more than a vague tightening of the gut, but it is fear all the same. He is, and knows he is, a frightened man.

He takes off his helmet and dabs his brow with his sleeve. The men around him remove their haversacks and sit down with their backs to a dry stone wall, enjoying its warmth as they pass around canteens of water, light up Woodbines and swish with their hands at the ever-present horse flies. Inappropriately, they are looking out over a wildflower meadow of dandelion, white clover and cow parsley. Only the distant bark of guns and the sight of two observation balloons swinging on their mooring ropes ruin the illusion that this is an ordinary agricultural landscape in high summer.

As they resume the approach march, they pass between two growling minotaurs, a battery of rail-mounted howitzers manned by gunners stripped to the waist. Each thud is preceded by a hiss and followed by a tongue-flick of fire. Andrew has never heard a noise as loud in his life. It fills the world to its very edges, and he can feel each vibration resonate through his chest, so much so that he fears his heart might stop. Fear again. His ears are still ringing half a mile farther on when they encounter a team of pack mules. They are up to their hocks in mud. Soon afterwards they come to a dump of empty eighteen-pounder shell cases. Chalked on the side of one of them, as each row of men points out to the row behind them, are the words: ‘To Willie with compliments!’ This sight lifts their spirits and, when two Sopwiths skim overhead towards the enemy line, they break out into spontaneous cheering and raise their helmets. By the time they reach the mouth of a shallow trench a yard deep, Andrew is almost breathless with excitement.


CHAPTER FOUR

Quito. Present day

FLIGHTS TO QUITO arrive at night, between a darkly forested volcano to the west and a precipitous canyon to the east. As their 747 began its descent, Nancy and Daniel strained their eyes for a first glimpse of the city. They could make out the Guayllabamba River briefly, reflected in the moonlight, then the blackness became absolute as they entered a steep-sided valley. A minute later the city lights appeared below them as abruptly as a meteor shower.

Their hotel, a colonial building with a flaking stucco façade, was in the Centro Histórico, near the church of El Sagrario, and because Nancy’s Spanish was fluent and Daniel had been to the city before, their ride there, in a taxi that reeked of stale cigarettes and warm leather, was direct.

They were intrigued to see the front desk lit by candles. The receptionist, a woman with hollow eyes and a despondent manner, explained that the power lines to the building had been damaged during El Niño the previous day, but that they were now being repaired. Another storm was forecast, she added, blowing her nose into a tissue.

‘Will that delay our flight tomorrow morning?’ Daniel asked. ‘We’re booked to take the seaplane from the Guayllabamba River to the Galápagos.’

‘I shall find out for you, señor,’ the receptionist said, staring at the poppy in the lapel of Daniel’s jacket. ‘Now, if you will follow me.’ She picked up a candlestick and led the way to the stairs. ‘The lifts are not working,’ she explained.

Nancy and Daniel looked at each other, shrugged and picked up their bags. ‘We have cable TV,’ the receptionist continued as she opened the door to a double room. ‘You can get the CNN, when the power it come back.’ The receptionist used her candle to light the wick of an oil lamp on their side table. It guttered momentarily, filling the lamp’s glass balloon with soot and the room with the smell of paraffin. With a whooshing sound, it caught brightly. ‘There is a fridge in the cupboard,’ the receptionist continued. ‘It will work again when the power it come back. I put in there the champagne your friend he order.’

‘What champagne?’ Daniel asked. ‘What friend?’

Nancy opened the fridge. It was empty apart from a dusty bottle of Moët et Chandon with a card hanging from a string about its neck. She reached in for it. ‘“Happy anniversary. Yours ever, Wetherby.” Wetherby? The music prof? That Wetherby?’

‘I don’t believe it!’ Daniel said, reading the card for himself. ‘That is so sweet of him. I told him I was bringing you here as an anniversary surprise.’

‘How lovely! You must ring and thank him.’ Nancy turned to the receptionist. ‘How do you make an international call?’

‘You dial nine, then your country number. But the phone line, that is also down.’

As she checked her mobile for a signal, Nancy tried to catch Daniel’s eye. He was trying to avoid hers, his shoulders heaving. When the receptionist left they both started laughing. Nancy checked her watch. ‘We’re five hours behind, right?’

Daniel tapped his watch face. ‘Yeah, so it’s the middle of the night in London. Text Dad to let them know we arrived safely and he can read it in the morning.’

A minute later the mobile beeped again. Nancy read the text out. ‘Night Mum.’ Nancy replied by texting: ‘Get back to sleep! Love you. And call me Mummy.’ The message that came back said: ‘Luv u 2. Will ring in AM.’

While Nancy unpacked, Daniel showered. When he emerged, towelling his hair, he poured two miniatures of Scotch. ‘We’ll save the champagne for when the fridge it come back on. That reminds me . . .’ He dialled a number and listened. ‘His answering machine at work . . . Wetherby! It’s Daniel. Just ringing to thank you for the bottle of champagne. That was so thoughtful of you. Such a lovely surprise. And thank you once again for all your help with the zoology chair. I owe you big time. You’re a prince among professors. Anyway, big love, will tell you all about it when we get back.’ He touched the ‘end call’ button. ‘Some of the dons don’t get him, you know, but I’ve always found him to be . . .’

‘Eccentric?’

‘Old-fashioned. An acquired taste . . .Water’s not very hot.’

Nancy was stepping out of her clothes and tiptoeing across the cold tiles into the shower cubicle. A hiss of water was heard, followed by a yelp. ‘Think I’ll wait for it to heat up,’ she said, appearing in the bathroom doorway, half in shadow, wrapped in a towel. ‘Look at this.’ She held up a strand of dark hair. ‘It’s gone frizzy and we’ve only been here a couple of hours.’ She lay down on the bed beside Daniel and wrapped his arm around her, placing the palm of his hand on the swell of her hip. The side of her face was resting on his chest and she could hear the thud of his heart. ‘What you thinking?’ she said, looking up.

He traced with his thumb the line of her jaw and the arc of her mouth before kissing her eyelids, chin, neck. She touched her lips to his and shifted position so that she was sitting astride his waist. She wanted to see his face as she lowered herself on to him.

Afterwards, as they were walking arm in arm across a cobbled square, Daniel asked: ‘Do you fancy tapas? Or . . .’ He couldn’t think of another Spanish dish.

‘Tapas is fine.’

A church bell chimed eleven o’clock. Having slept – or rather having been sedated – for most of the flight, Daniel wasn’t feeling tired. On the contrary, the high altitude of the city was making him feel light-headed and energized. He took Nancy’s hand and broke into a jog. ‘Come over here,’ he said, half dragging her. ‘I want to show you something.’ A flashing neon sign announced the Equatorial Monument. ‘Here,’ he said, planting his feet wide apart. ‘Stand like I’m standing.’ Nancy hitched up her skirt so that she could straddle the line. ‘You are now standing with one foot on each hemisphere.’

In the glow of the streetlamps, Daniel took Nancy’s hand again and led her down an alley and across another square. Here they found a café lit by strip lights swinging from bare electric wires and sat outside where they could listen to the cicadas. The evening air was heavy with the smell of lime and, as they studied the menu, this made them feel hungry. Nancy ordered for both of them: tortilla, sardines and lamb meatballs in chorizo sauce for her, a vegetarian omelette and salad for him, and a carafe of red wine for them to share. They ate and drank in a friendly silence.

‘Look at the moon,’ Nancy said, dabbing her plate clean with a chunk of bread.

Daniel turned in his chair. The moon was full and had an aura the colour of marmalade. ‘Must be something to do with El Niño,’ he said.

‘Will we fly out over the rainforest tomorrow?’

‘Can’t miss it. The place is one big rainforest.’

‘Did Bruce give you enough sedatives for that flight too?'

‘I’m going to try it without. It’s just over an
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