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PART ONE
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December


ONE
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Fedorov ducked into the doorway and paused, glancing up and down the pavement behind him. Snowflakes swirled in the unhealthy yellow light cast by the streetlamps, and the looming facades of the buildings stared blindly down at him, their windows unlit. Not a soul. But then you didn’t venture out after dark in this part of St Petersburg in December. Not unless you had a very pressing reason. Not with the temperature at minus twenty-two degrees centigrade, and a cruel wind blowing in from the sea.

Reassured, he drew his jacket about him and pulled his cap down further over his eyes. With the back of his gloved hand he brushed away the flakes that had settled on his moustache, and pushed through the door into the courtyard. Once inside he stood still again, listening, taut with anticipation. He saw the light burning from the window immediately round the corner and pressed himself right up against the wall so that he could approach and look in without being seen. One glance was enough. A corpulent man in a leather jacket sat slumped in a chair snoring. At a table on his right stood a three-quarters empty bottle and a glass. And in front of him flickered a bank of six television screens.

As he stooped to ease himself beneath the window and into the courtyard proper, Fedorov considered those screens. OK, the drunken slob in front of them was asleep, but what were they doing there? They struck him as simultaneously a threat and a stimulus. This was a building that contained things that needed protection. There was a security system in place. He would have to go carefully. But on the other hand it also made it a building worth penetrating. The rewards were potentially greater.

He remembered what Igor Antonovich had once told him and took courage. There were tracks in life: fast tracks, slow tracks. You just had to make sure you manoeuvred yourself on to the fast track, the lane on the highway where it was you who did the overtaking. There was a real fast track in Russia now, Igor had said, there were fabulous opportunities for those prepared to reach out and grab them. Fedorov could feel his own life accelerating. He was going to grow big in this town. He was going to get rich. Like Igor, who owned his own car. Or one day, perhaps, like the man he’d met last night, the one with the sharp black suit whose eyes had been hidden behind dark glasses. The man who’d made him a business proposition and then driven away in a gleaming, nearly-new Mercedes.

The cold didn’t bother him tonight because he was on the up, wasn’t he? He could sense it all coming together for him. He’d always lived by his wits. Sometimes he sold souvenirs in the markets: old Red Army caps, badges, holsters, hip-flasks. And last winter he’d made a fair bit of extra money out of incredulous tourists by hacking through the packed ice of the Neva to the water beneath, stripping off to his underpants, and jumping in for $5 a time.

You had to be inventive to get on in this town. Keep your wits sharp. He was no fool. He wasn’t going to be pushed around. Not by Igor. Not even by the guy with the sleek, nearly-new Mercedes. The guy who had deigned to talk with him for six highly-charged minutes in the back of that glorious car last night. The man whose eyes Fedorov had never seen.

‘Dimitry Abramovich Fedorov, this is your lucky day, my son.’ It had been Igor accosting him with mock formality last night in the bar. In Svetlana’s bar, where the proprietress, a mountainous Ukrainian woman, simultaneously dispensed obscenities and large measures of home-brewed alcohol. ‘There’s a man outside who wants to meet you. A very important man.’

‘Why doesn’t he come in, then?’ Fedorov had demanded truculently. This was Dimitry Abramovich Fedorov in the fast lane, warmed by four glasses of Svetlana’s cheapest vodka. ‘If he wants to meet me, he can come in here, can’t he?’

‘Don’t be a fucking idiot.’ Igor’s red face was suddenly very close to Fedorov’s. His tie was undone, almost adrift from his collar. He was angry. But he was anxious too. ‘Mr Kuslov is not the sort of man who comes into a place like this to meet people like you. If he asks to see you, then you get out there. Bloody quick.’

‘Who is this Kuslov?’

‘A business associate of mine.’ Igor stood up to his full height and fiddled with his tie; straightening it, as if out of deference to Kuslov. ‘Important guy. A big guy. Look, I’ll tell you something for free: if you know what’s good for you, you keep in with guys like Kuslov. And don’t hang about, because the Kuslovs of this life don’t often come knocking at your door: he’s richer than you could ever dream about.’

Fedorov got up. But slowly. Taking his time. He wasn’t going to be pushed around. He reflected that when he’d first met Igor, he’d been in awe of him. But he was less so now. Less so since he’d done that business with him with the Sony Walkmen, known the power of having Igor momentarily dependent upon him, held out for and got the extra thirty dollars to make the three hundred.

And less so since he’d seen his anxiety tonight.

So he followed Igor out of the door of Svetlana’s hovel-like bar, pushing past the steaming bodies of the dockyard workers and the sad old whores, a rancorous and malodorous agglomeration of humanity all huddled together as much for warmth as camaraderie and saw it there, parked across the street, like a vision of heaven after the certainty of hell: the biggest, sleekest Mercedes car he’d ever been close to. It might have been a year or two old, but it was without doubt the most luxurious car he was ever likely to sit in. Because that was what seemed to be happening now. The windows were darkened, but a door opened and a hand was beckoning him inside.

And now he was in there, alone with the man he took to be Kuslov. And Igor wasn’t even allowed in there with him. Igor was told to wait outside, stamping his feet in the cold. Fedorov caught his breath with excitement, and an extraordinary thought occurred to him: could it be that he was now in a faster lane than Igor?

Kuslov wore dark glasses, so he couldn’t see his eyes. Fedorov noted, however, that his suit was very sleek, like his car, and that his tie was done up and adhered to his collar in a way that Igor could never manage to achieve, no matter how he knotted it. These were problems which did not yet concern Fedorov personally, because he never wore a tie himself, had not yet reached that level of aspiration. But if things went on like this, it might not be long before he did. As he couldn’t see his eyes, Fedorov’s gaze was drawn to Kuslov’s wrists: on his left he wore a watch that was clearly extremely expensive. And on his right he wore a gold bracelet. A very thick gold bracelet.

Fedorov took a seat next to Kuslov, as instructed.

‘So,’ said Kuslov. There was silence for a moment. Fedorov suddenly wished that he hadn’t had the fourth glass of Svetlana’s vodka. His brain felt less sharp than it should. He sensed that his brain had to be sharp in order to cope with this man. Fedorov ran his hand along the light-coloured leather of the upholstery of this car and subconsciously marvelled. He had never sat on anything quite like it.

‘So, Dimitry Abramovich,’ repeated Kuslov, and paused again, weighing him up. Fedorov felt uneasy and yet expectant at the same time, not sure if he was to be offered a beating or a treat. Then Kuslov went on: ‘I believe you to be a man who knows a good deal when it is proposed to him.’

Fedorov agreed eagerly with the assessment.

‘How would you like to do yourself some serious good? Get on in life?’

‘I would like that,’ said Fedorov rather too quickly.

‘Then I have a proposition to put to you.’

Fedorov nodded, trying to rein in his enthusiasm. The vodka told him that anything this splendid gentleman in his wisdom and generosity was prepared to let slip to him from the majesty of his table should be accepted as a gift of extraordinary good fortune. But through the fog of euphoria, another voice told him to be careful.

‘I think that you are good at finding unconventional entrances into places.’

Fedorov stroked his straggly moustache. ‘Could be. What sort of places?’

‘Your friend Igor Antonovich told me about some personal stereos that came your way. I think that you – how can I put it? – liberated them from a place of confinement with a very narrow access?’

Fedorov considered the question, recalling the excitement of the enterprise, torn again between pride in his achievement and an instinct that it was advisable to keep a certain amount hidden from Kuslov. To be economical with information. Because with a man this powerful, you needed something to trade, otherwise he would consume you entirely, and God knew Fedorov had little enough with which to barter. He mustn’t reveal it all at once. He remembered the facade of the big grey building. He remembered the window at the back, open just ajar, and the grille through which he had managed to insinuate his short, thin and extraordinarily supple frame. He remembered picking the lock which led him through into the small warehouse where they’d been stacked up to the ceiling, hundreds of them, Sony Walkmen in their boxes. He remembered how he’d got away with fourteen of them, not being able to carry any more, not being able to prise any more through the grille on his way out. And he remembered the three hundred dollars he’d finally prised out of Igor for them. But all he said to Mr Kuslov now was, ‘Yeah, I had a bit of luck with those stereos.’

‘I am a generous man.’

Fedorov agreed. He had no reason not to.

‘If you find things in future that you think may interest me, I want you to come to me first. I will pay the best prices. Always the best prices, you can rely upon it. I will look after you. Have a drink?’

Before Fedorov knew it, Mr Kuslov had produced a bottle of top-notch Russian vodka, loosened the cap, and passed it to him. Fedorov swigged without thinking, and felt warm again to Mr Kuslov, particularly when he told him he could keep the bottle.

‘Just occasionally,’ said Mr Kuslov slowly, ‘there may be special jobs I ask you to do. Special things I need you to get me, from specific places. Not often. Just occasionally. Will you do those jobs for me, Dimitry Abramovich?’

Fedorov took another long draft from the bottle and nodded vigorously. A sudden desire overwhelmed him, a desire to impress the man in this superb car, to produce something that would really make him sit up and take notice, convince him once and for all that Dimitry Abramovich Fedorov was firmly set on the fast track. He resolved to bring him fifty Sony Walkmen. No, a hundred.

Fedorov was about to take leave of his new friend. Clutching his bottle, he was about to open the door when Mr Kuslov laid a hand on his forearm and gave him something else. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘take my card. My telephone number’s on it.’ And then he added, as an afterthought, ‘Oh, and by the way, from now on if you trade with anyone else except me I’ll break your legs. Both of them. Understand?’

He edged forward to inspect the basement windows in the courtyard, dropping to his knees in front of each one, clearing the snow away to get a closer look. He moved purposefully, carefully; but there was an increasing edge of desperation at each disappointment, at each grille securely in place, at each lock engaged.

The evening had begun with optimism. He had spent the day bouyed up by an awareness of his new association, of the status conferred upon him by his new business arrangement with Mr Kuslov. And the snow coming had been an extra bonus. He liked the snow. It meant there were less people about, that he was less likely to be interrupted in his activities. It was an extra cloak of secrecy. He’d set out determined to achieve something, to return with some trophy to lay at the feet of his new benefactor. Hadn’t the man promised the best prices? Hadn’t he said he would look after him? He ached to test out the claim. So Fedorov had been drawn back to the big grey building near the docks, the scene of his former success. He was driven by the idea that there remained a pile of Sony Walkmen awaiting liberation, and he carried with him in his jacket a folding but capacious bag in which he aimed to transport rather more than just fourteen of them. But when he had got there half an hour ago, things had changed. The window through which he had gained access was now locked and the grille replaced with something stronger and narrower through which even he could not pass. Regretfully he had had to move on. To find something else.

So now here he was, in this unknown courtyard. On the prowl. Looking for the half chance.

He was three quarters of the way down the third side of the quadrangle when he saw what he was looking for. The window was closed but its lock was not engaged. He pushed the snow away to get a clearer view. The flakes were still drifting down incessantly. Drifting down like dollar bills.

He leant forward, put his gloved hands to the window frame, and pushed. Nothing happened. He pushed again, harder, and with a sudden shudder it eased upwards, wide enough for him to squeeze through. When he picked himself up from the floor inside, he found he was trembling. It wasn’t fear. It was elation. He was going to strike lucky again. He was going to find something to offer Mr Kuslov. Something wonderful. Soon he’d be able to afford that car.

The room he was in seemed to be some sort of office: bare, apart from a row of battered files on a shelf. And a desk. He pulled out a drawer. It was empty. He tried the second drawer. Nothing except an empty packet of cigarettes. He opened the door to the corridor. As he walked softly through he noticed that the snow from his boots was melting on the linoleum floor. It vaguely disturbed him, but he pushed on. Determined to get to the Sony Walkmen.

He tried four doors and they were all offices. His anger was rising. What did he want with files? The fifth was a heavier door, a steel door, but it yielded to his shoulder, and inside it was different. It was a dimly-lit store-room, because there were wooden racks, but he could not at first make out what they contained. Thin, oblong objects, like trays or blocks of wood. He wasn’t inclined to risk turning on a light even if he could have found the switch. But he reached forward, curious, and took one out. It was a wooden panel, about forty centimetres by fifty. He couldn’t see it very clearly but he thought it might be painted and it suddenly came to him that it was an icon. Icons could be valuable. Mr Kuslov was the sort of man who might be interested in icons.

He opened up his bag and found that it contained the panel comfortably. There was another in the rack of a similar size and he slipped that one in as well, noting only that the surface of this second icon was of a different texture from the first. To a certain extent he was on unknown territory here: Sony Walkmen were one thing, of a definite and calculable value. Icons were another. But what the hell, these were the best he was going to do tonight.

When he’d been in the habit of easing himself between the ice down into the River Neva, the shock of the water had never been that bad partly because it was warmer than the ice above and partly because he’d always been braced, expecting it. But the sudden noise he heard now in the passage outside almost gave him a heart attack. There was a crackle of short-wave radio, and then the man’s voice, very close by, calling control. Routine Patrol, said the voice. Sector Five. He lay his weight against the door, his blood pounding. How long before the guard noticed the wet footprints? How long before the alert for a suspected intruder was flashed round the building? In the distance he heard a dog barking. Shit. Radios. Dogs. This was serious security. What were they protecting here, for God’s sake? How many of them were there? He wanted to get out: and yet even now he was loath to do so without some trophy. Something to justify all the effort. Something to reassure himself that he was still in the fast track.

He eased the zip up on his bag and listened, tense.

He heard the guard’s footsteps receding along the passage. Why hadn’t the man seen the melted snow on the linoleum from Fedorov’s boots and raised the alarm? He opened the door a fraction, and there was the answer: the guard himself must just have come in from outside, and his own feetmarks were mixed in with Fedorov’s, destroying the evidence. Gratefully Fedorov saw his line of escape clear, and scampered back to the original office where he had come in. He closed the door quietly behind him and wriggled out of the window, landing with his face in the snow, the bag somehow having passed through with him. He stood up, dusted himself down, and edged back out of the courtyard into the street. It was snowing harder now. The imprint of footsteps would last no more than a few minutes before being lost forever.

He clutched the bag of icons to him and ran for it.

Here was Dimitry Abramovich Fedorov at his own front door. Fedorov wet and cold, with his wispy moustache almost frozen to his face, but Fedorov triumphant, a believer in his own myth: the bedraggled rodent elevated momentarily to King Rat. He pushed through the ramshackle doorway of the apartment block overlooking the Neva which has been his home off and on for the past two years. It had once been a very grand apartment block, two apartments per floor, ten rooms per apartment, high ceilings, elegant windows. But that had been many years ago. Now the ten-roomed apartment in which Fedorov had his base was home to seven other households as well, each household a separate human drama compartmentalised into its room or two, an uneasy community of nation states all craving independence yet forced to share the same sanitation.

He heard old Yashin coughing his guts out from the first door on the right and the music from the transistor radio that blared incessantly out of Madame Balushkin’s quarters, drowning whatever liaison the fat old tart was conducting in there with the latest client too drunk or short-sighted to notice the difference. He tiptoed past the stertorous snoring of old Mrs Irinovsky, the poor old bat who eked out an existence on her forty dollars a month state pension, and had converted her room into some sort of shrine to her three-years-dead husband, the walls adorned with his photographs, his medals on display, even his underwear still not thrown away. And then he was at the door of his own room. He got out the key and braced himself for Ludmilla.

She was half undressed, lying on the bed reading a magazine and smoking a cigarette. She looked up, coarse-featured, abrasive. Sensual. She was taller than Fedorov. Certainly she weighed more. But that was part of her attraction. There was so much of her. Sometimes Fedorov thought he was going to drown in her.

‘Are you crazy going out on a night like this? Look at the state of you.’ But she didn’t get up or help him out of his coat. She just took a drag on her cigarette and contemplated him through the smoke.

He didn’t speak at once, but laid his bag carefully against the wall and went over to the stove to warm his hands. Taking his hat and coat off now and hanging them next to the stove, he said, casually: ‘I’ve been doing business.’

‘Business? What sort of business?’

He reached into the cupboard for the bottle of vodka. Kuslov’s vodka. The seal of their deal. He poured himself some into a chipped glass and noticed as he did so that the bottle, over half full when he’d left this afternoon, was now three quarters empty. He wouldn’t make an issue of it, he decided. Instead he said, ‘Very good business, as it happens. I’ve got this new partner.’

‘What, you mean you’ve found some other crooked bastard besides Igor to rip you off?’

The dumb bitch had got it all wrong, of course. She didn’t understand he was in a faster track than Igor now. ‘I don’t let Igor rip me off.’

‘How you can stand there and give me such crap I don’t know. Letting him have those personal stereos for a hundred and twenty dollars. That’s less than ten dollars each. You shouldn’t be allowed out alone, you know that?’

Of course he’d had to say a hundred and twenty to her, hadn’t he? If he’d told her the full three hundred she would have had most of it off him, wouldn’t she? But he was uneasily aware that the price of his financial independence was a lowering of his competence in her eyes.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘those stereos were difficult to place anywhere else. You don’t know the full circumstances. But I tell you something: big changes are coming in my life. The guy I’m in with now, this Kuslov, he’s promised me the best prices in town. He’s renowned for it. And he’s a big operator. You should see the size of his fucking Mercedes.’

‘You don’t get to drive a Mercedes through giving the best prices in town.’

‘What do you know about it?’

‘More than you do, anyway.’ She flicked the pages of her magazine.

He poured himself more vodka and lit a cigarette. The action gave him time to consider the situation. Ludmilla had this knack of aggravating him but simultaneously imposing herself on him. Of course he knew bloody more than she did about how to handle men like Kuslov. But he needed her, so he wasn’t going to make an issue of it. What he couldn’t understand was why he needed her. She lay there like a fat doughball, smoking his cigarettes and drinking his vodka. Fat doughball spending his money. Fat doughball engulfing his body with her voluminous flesh, offering him a cheap-scented glimpse of paradise.

‘I’m going for a piss,’ he said a little later and set off on the well-worn route from their doorway to the evil-smelling lavatory at the end of the corridor. The sodding thing wouldn’t flush. It was probably frozen again. He retraced his steps and realised he was very tired, ready for bed. On balance it hadn’t been a bad day. The first day of his new, accelerating life.

When he got back he found Ludmilla sitting on the edge of the bed with his bag in her hands about to unzip it.

‘What have you got in here, then?’ she demanded.

‘Icons,’ he told her.

‘What do you want with icons?’

‘I’ll get good money for them.’

‘What, from your new friend? This famous Kuslov?’

‘That’s right. Kuslov. He’s particularly asked me to lay hands on icons. He’s got the market for them. Fucking controls it.’

Having executed this embroidery on the truth, he leant across and helped her pull the zip the whole way across and manoeuvre the contents out. She took a glance at them and frowned. Then she turned away. Disdainful. Wordless. No longer interested. For a moment the resentment bubbled to the surface and he felt like hitting her.

But it passed. Instead he slid into bed next to her and smoked a final cigarette, contemplating the discoloured, flaking paint on the ceiling. Later she reached to switch off the light and the last thing she murmured before she rolled over and went to sleep was, ‘Bloody funny icons.’


TWO
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The same December evening it was milder in Geneva, but there was still a nippy wind and rain in the air. Heinrich Stahler sat in the bar at the Hotel Richemond protected from the weather. He was rich enough to be protected from most unpleasantness, if he chose. He took a drink from his glass and contemplated his companion Kracht. He was intrigued by the man, simultaneously impressed and a little repelled.

Kracht, with his heavy spectacles, his untidy hair, and his cumbersome, overweight body, balanced uneasily on the chair, his brow furrowed in the effort of concealing his own oddness. Kracht was out of place here, ungainly amid this elegance, watchful as if at any moment he might make some maladroit movement and break something fine. Kracht belonged in an office, in front of a computer screen. He belonged on a telephone, in shirtsleeves and braces, or at the other end of a fax machine. Kracht should be heard and not seen. He sipped mineral water and blinked at the unfamiliar surroundings, like a badger caught in a car’s headlight. Stahler reflected that he has never seen him drink alcohol. Normally Stahler had no patience with such abstinence, saw in it not strength but weakness. But Kracht was different. Stahler had never come across such an incisive brain. It was entirely plausible that alcohol could indeed impede its icy efficiency.

Stahler was svelte and self-possessed. His suit and tie were expensive. He was used to being looked at, to making a public impression. He was also a bully. He expected to be listened to rather than to do the listening. He had acquired the habit of unthinking self-assertion, and the impatience that goes with this presumption of leadership.

‘So we find someone bribable,’ he said. ‘Buy them, you mean?’

‘No.’ Kracht spoke thoughtfully but with complete confidence. ‘I think not, in this instance. Better that we look for an upright man.’

There was a novelty about being with Kracht. About being told things by this mountainous hobbledehoy that he hadn’t thought of himself before. About tapping into someone else’s intelligence and deriving benefit from it. ‘An upright man?’ queried Stahler.

‘It’s the upright ones who fall the hardest,’ Kracht explained. ‘The others, the ones who are used to slipping up, they have learned how to break their falls. Therefore they bruise less. We need a heavily bruised man, one whose sensitivity makes him malleable.’

‘What do you mean by bruising here?’ asked Stahler, setting down his Scotch on the table in front of him.

‘I mean that we need to create in our man a certain susceptibility.’

‘Susceptibility to what?’

Kracht paused. It was not that he was uncertain about the answer, merely that he seemed surprised that Stahler needed to ask the question. ‘Guilt,’ said Kracht. ‘The need to make amends.’

Kracht knew. Kracht had experience of the darker side of men’s minds, an instinct for the exploitation of their weaknesses. It all stemmed from knowing so much about money. If you understood as much about money as Kracht did, you were expert in one of the mainsprings of human motivation. It gave you a peculiar insight into desire. If Kracht were asked his profession, he would probably have answered ‘accountant’. It would have been an utterly inadequate description of his talents, like classifying Tolstoy as a farmer or Hitler as a painter. Kracht had learned the art of human manipulation. He knew very well that this was why Stahler had turned to him, why Stahler was prepared to deploy his wealth to retain Kracht at an enormous fee to act for him. Kracht, besides being expert in every aspect of discreet commercial transaction, also had one further invaluable ability. He knew how to persuade people to do things against their will. The measure of his refinement was that he had learned when to achieve his aim by applying financial pressure, and when to exert compulsion of another kind.

‘You see,’ added Kracht, ‘a man who has been bought is the servant of the highest bidder. In the end he is neither loyal nor reliable. But a man bound to you by the bond of guilt is yours completely. Yours, until you allow him expiation.’

‘Do you have such a man in mind?’ inquired Stahler. ‘Have you identified someone suitable?’

Kracht nodded his large head slowly. ‘I have had discreet inquiries made. I do not anticipate a difficulty.’ He paused, then added, ‘It is extraordinary how it is men, rather than women, who are the most truly vulnerable to flattery. There is never a shortage of raw material.’ Kracht shrugged almost sadly, as if the knowledge gave him no comfort. It was just one more human weakness whose understanding gave him power, one more weapon in his secret armoury.

Stahler’s patience was not limitless. He was a busy man. He had policies to formulate, orders to give, issues on which to pontificate. He had to catch the last flight back to Düsseldorf this evening. His driver was waiting outside.

‘No shortage of upright men, then, here in Geneva?’ he said with a little laugh. And he got up to go.

‘I only need one,’ Kracht assured him. ‘One, suitably positioned. He is out there. In fact my people think they may have already found him.’

Alphonse Baugniet was that upright man. He was a model citizen in a country of model citizens. He lived in the Servette region of the city, not far from the football ground. It was not a bad little house. It had four bedrooms and a small balcony. As he worked its neat handkerchief of garden on Sunday afternoons, he could hear the planes landing at Cointrin a few kilometres to the north, and he derived pleasure from their proximity. He was employed in the transportation industry, and he liked planes; he liked the romance and adventure that their inward and outward journeys brought to his life. The huge distances that they travelled gave a thrilling perspective to his imagination. He enjoyed handling the goods brought half way round the world. There was a satisfaction simply in the labels on the packing cases.

Baugniet was 45, married to a wife whom he worshipped, with whom he had three delightful children. He had always recognised that his wife was exceptional. Estelle Baugniet ran the household with exemplary efficiency; she brought the children up firmly but kindly. She did good works. She was a rock of dependability. There were those who even suggested that she was a modern-day saint. It is not always easy to be married to a saint, and mixed in with Alphonse’s adoration of her was a certain reverence, sprinkled, perhaps, with a tiny seasoning of fear, the sort of fear felt by one human being as they become increasingly aware of their dependence upon another of demonstrably greater strength of character.

Estelle was religious, a good Catholic. She went to church every Sunday. Although there were times when he might have preferred to stay in bed, Baugniet generally found himself accompanying her. She was his moral conscience. It wasn’t that she said anything. It was just the way she looked at him.

And she was an excellent mother. His children were testament to that. Baugniet exulted in them, in their physical and mental prowess. He relived his life through them, was able to recast his own shortcomings as their successes. Gabrielle’s ability as a mathematician redeemed the memory of his own more pedestrian academic progress. He watched with pride as eleven-year-old Martin performed on the ski slopes for his school; he slalomed every corner with him on his triumphal progress to the prize that Baugniet himself had often aspired to and never won. And at eight, Marie-Christina’s soft-skinned, doe-eyed beauty was a constant delight to him. Sometimes he sat at home watching the three of them as they watched television, marvelling at how lucky he was in them. These children were his monument. In them he had achieved the sort of fulfilment that others seek in their work or in their art, and he knew enough about life to recognise that such achievement is not given to every man.

His work? Yes, he was happy enough at his work. He was meticulous and industrious rather than inspired. He was never going to be the highest of flyers, but he took trouble over things in a business where detail mattered. He was chief foreman at the internationally renowned Geneva-based shipping and storage agents, Bartsch AG, where he organised the warehouses. He had been doing it for twenty years, and he was good at it. He could see his way round logistical problems quicker than most people. And he inspired confidence in clients, gave them a sense of his own appreciation of the value of their property. Equally important, he impressed them with his discretion. When you worked in the Free Port, as he did a lot of the time, clients especially valued discretion. Baugniet handled their secret things, the things that they wished to keep beyond the jurisdiction of the authorities. The Free Port was a place of sanctuary, an area set apart beyond the reach of the customs inspector, beyond the hands of the taxman, too. The people who moved in this shadowy hinterland, the clients who made use of its facilities were often nervous men, and Baugniet knew how to deal with them. Tactfully, gently. How to inspire in them trust in the ultimate security of their property.

Baugniet was a creature of habit. On Friday evenings he invariably went for a drink with a few of his workmates, in a ritualistic celebration of the imminent weekend. They would drive down to a bar called the Antelope, in the lee of the Central railway station. There he generally drank two glasses of wine. On one occasion he had drunk three, and upon his slightly later than usual return home had had to bear that look again from Estelle. That wounded, betrayed expression. Not that she had said anything. But nonetheless he had felt that he had somehow wronged her. And he had hated himself for it.

But this Friday was different. This Friday his wife had taken the children by car to Neuchatel to visit her brother. She was staying the night there. The next day was her brother’s oldest son’s first communion. Baugniet had agreed to join them for the ceremony next morning, got Estelle’s dispensation not to make the journey till tomorrow. ‘Come in the morning by train,’ she had told him. ‘You’ll be tired on Friday after your day’s work. Take it easy, have a good night’s rest.’ It meant that he was alone in the house tonight; alone in the house for the first time for as long as he could remember. So when Ricki, the longest-serving porter and his friend for fifteen years, asked him if he was ready to come down to the Antelope Bar, Baugniet’s first thought was that for once he might with impunity allow himself that third glass.

By 8.30 he was actually on his fifth glass of wine. Ernesto the van driver was in the middle of an account of the extraordinary amounts of money his brother-in-law in Turin was raking in as an insurance salesman. Ernesto’s existence was circumscribed by a range of relations whose financial success was greater than his own. At first Baugniet had read only envy into his colleague’s stories; but latterly he had been inclined to wonder whether Ernesto was not in fact sustained by them, deriving vicarious glory from their telling. It was at this moment that Baugniet felt an unfamiliar hand on his arm.

He could not have said at what point she had come in with her friend and sat down at the table next to them. Certainly they had not been there when Baugniet and his party had arrived. But there she was now, touching him, demanding his attention: dark-haired, olive-skinned and long-legged; or maybe it was just that her leather skirt was very short. With a slow stirring of excitement, he dimly recognised her. It was the same woman that he’d noticed here last week, and even, come to think of it, the week before. He remembered her because on one occasion their eyes had met across the room, and he’d half imagined she was smiling at him. Last time he’d done nothing about it; but now she was actually next to him. He saw that she was in her early thirties; not beautiful, exactly, but sensual, with a wanton mouth.

Sensual. That was how she looked, anyway, to a forty-five-year-old man on his fifth glass of wine. On a Friday evening when his wife and children were safely packed away to Neuchatel.

She had a cigarette between her lips and was asking for a match. He had a lighter, and when he flicked flame to the tip, she thanked him. And winked. Winked, before going back to conversation with her friend.

‘I think you’re in there, mate,’ Ricki announced in a whisper thick with alcohol and envy, and they laughed as men do in bars when they have just consumed their fifth glasses of wine.

Alphonse felt suddenly good. He felt young again. Elated, almost triumphant in his recaptured youth. Maybe his greying hair was thinning on top, but his body was still trim and muscular, kept in condition by the periodic necessity to roll up his own sleeves and shift heavy packing cases. He was aware of her now. He kept looking surreptitiously in her direction. A couple of times he caught her eye. She smiled back at him. And for a brief moment in her smile he glimpsed the thrilling new world opening up for him. A world in which you didn’t get your kicks from merely reading the labels on the packing cases. A world in which you actually got to go to those exotic places yourself.

There was another bottle. There was the reluctant withdrawal of first Ricki then Paul, the senior clerk, summoned home by domestic duty. Only Ernesto was left, mumbling an unlikely story about a nephew in New York who was making a fortune at a merchant bank. Alphonse took the bottle in his hand and turned to her. ‘Won’t you both join us?’ he said, looking only at the dark one. The dark one who fancied him.

It was madness, of course. A little later her blonde friend had gone home. Ernesto had gone home. Or rather he had departed to relieve himself and never come back. She was called Sandra, she said. They pulled their coats on and stumbled out of the bar together, into the back-street full of cheap hotels. She tottered and grabbed his arm to steady herself, giggling that the wine had gone straight to her head. ‘You’re going to have to be a gentleman and walk me home,’ she told him.

When they got there she said he could come up and she’d make him some coffee as a reward. It was the least she could do. There didn’t seem any reason to refuse. Once inside, he glanced about him, registering the open door to the bedroom, the pink shades on the bedside lights. He was surprised by how soon after she came back with the cups that she drew him on to the sofa and started kissing him. He could no more have stopped himself then than he could have stood in the path of an aircraft landing on the runway at Cointrin and turned it back.

She had a mirror set at right angles to the bed. Out of the corner of his eye he suddenly caught sight of himself, his naked white body straining against her body, her legs wrapped round him like a gymnast or an acrobat. It was suddenly unreal. That’s not me, he assured himself. That’s some actor in a film.

At his nephew’s first communion in Neuchatel next day, he felt strangely divorced from himself, as if everything that had happened to him last night had indeed been no more than a film. True enough, he had a substantial hangover as tangible proof of a certain sort of excess. But the woman? Sandra? His involvement with her hovered in a no-man’s land somewhere between fact and fantasy. He concentrated very hard. He sensed salvation in letting the memory of the evening uncouple from reality, in convincing himself that the sequence of events faintly recalled had not actually taken place. They were no more than some protracted erotic fantasy, an extended wet dream over which he was exonerated from any real responsibility. After all, was it likely that he, Alphonse Baugniet, happily married to a universally admired wife, blessed with three delightful children, would be standing here in the midst of his family at one of the holiest rites of the Catholic Church if but a few hours earlier he had been making passionate love to a casual pick-up from a bar? No, it was unthinkable. He clutched the back of the pew in front of him to steady himself. His wife reached out a gloved hand and covered his own in a momentary gesture of tenderness. He smiled quickly at her, and breathed a sigh. A sigh of expiation and relief.

By Monday the exercise in self-persuasion was all but complete. ‘Oh, that girl?’ he replied to Ricki’s knowing inquiry with a dismissiveness that almost convinced himself. ‘No, she left with her friend soon after you did.’

‘Better luck next time,’ leered Ricki.

Baugniet just shrugged and smiled and went on sorting out the shipping dockets he had in his hand. What was Ricki on about? He was a happily married man, for God’s sake.

And then on Tuesday the photographs arrived.

They arrived at Baugniet’s neat four-bedroomed house in Servette. They arrived in a plain brown envelope addressed to him, marked Personal. He opened it in the hallway as he was about to leave the front door for work.

There he was again, the man he had glimpsed in the mirror. His naked white body arched against hers in the squalid melee of the sheets. The cruel light cast by the cheap bedside lamp with the frilly pink shade illuminated his features with unforgiving clarity. There could be no dispute. The man in the photographs, his face sometimes contorted in a rictus of passion, at others slack with drunken stupidity, was unmistakably Alphonse Baugniet. Alphonse Baugniet, model citizen. Alphonse Baugniet, happily married father of three.

He stood there for a moment in the solitude of the hallway, unable to propel himself in any direction. The power of movement had temporarily gone from his legs. He felt sick at the grotesque intrusion into the dark places of his privacy that these photographs so effortlessly achieved. He felt sick at the idea that Estelle might conceivably have set eyes upon the contents of this envelope before him. In the past she had frequently opened his mail. She had always made it seem like one of the more delightful rites of marital intimacy. ‘You don’t mind, chéri, do you?’ she had asked him. ‘There are no secrets between us.’

But what struck him as most nauseating of all was the possibility that his children might somehow have seen these photographs. If they had laid unwitting hands on this slim brown package. If he hadn’t by chance got to the letter box first.

And then finally he drew from the envelope the message, written in simple capitals on a cheap, otherwise unmarked piece of writing paper. In order to prevent wider circulation of these photographs, he was informed, he must ring a certain number in Geneva at four o’clock the following afternoon. At some point in the future, the owner of the negatives required from him a very small service, the details of which would be given to him. Once that service had been performed, the negatives would be destroyed.

He could rely on that destruction. He could trust that there the matter would end. Just so long as he did what was required of him.

Summoning every reserve of strength to his body, he pushed through the front door. He tried to call out his customary farewell as he departed, but no sound came. In silent concentration at the effort of putting one foot in front of the other, he walked slowly towards the car to drive to work.

When Kracht received the news, he grunted. He was not a great communicator, or rather he did not waste words, did not use them just for decoration. But the grunt indicated a reasonable level of satisfaction at the success of the enterprise so far. He was a patient man. He filed the information away for when it would be required, and poured himself another glass of mineral water.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
PHILIP HOOK

THE SOLDIER IN THE

WHEATFIELD





OPS/images/orn01.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





