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  Chapter One


  THE GENERAL SAT quietly in his car at the airport terminal, waiting for his mother and his mistress.


  To have driven himself after dark was, he knew, an emotional action, perhaps even a foolish one. But then he had never attempted to impose on his private life that ruthless discipline which had
  characterised his professional career. Indeed, he was convinced that those with great power and responsibility must allow themselves a calculated measure of self-indulgence, which was then not a
  weakness but a safety-valve; as a student of history he frequently reminded himself that in matters that did not concern the state it was Caesars wife who had to be above suspicion, not
  Caesar.


  He drew on his cigar, puffing the smoke carefully out of the window. He wasnt supposed to smoke cigars either, in fact he had promised both women that he wouldnt smoke at all while
  they were away. Yet he felt only mildly guilty about his broken promise, for he had also never been able to resist the minor forbidden things of life, like smoking cigars and parking in the
  prohibited area right in front of the terminal. And from the number of cars parked around him the latter was clearly a national characteristic, and in his view a healthy one.


  In any case, it was comforting to know that he had only himself to blame for being at the wheel when most sensible men of his age who worked as hard as he did were in their beds. For even if he
  might fret at his mother for her ridiculous economy in taking a cheap night flight he had to admit that she had neither asked nor expected him to attend her return. She had simply assumed that he
  would send his driverwhich would have been less embarrassing as well as easier, since he suspected that she knew very well that her companion was as necessary to his peace of mind as to her
  own.


  In fact there were plenty of good, sensible reasons for his not being here at Leonardo da Vinci, truly. Only there were two other reasons, neither better nor more rational, which outweighed them
  all.


  Quite simply and literally, he could not wait to get his hands on Angela. Not (somewhat to his surprise) in any lascivious way, but just in a strangely old-fashioned loving manner. All he wanted
  to do was to take hold of those splendid hips, one hand to each flank, and look at her. If it went no farther than that tonight he would not be discontented; it had taken him forty years and two
  marriages to discover that there was more than one kind of intimacy through which a man could enjoy a womans company, and he was almost as excited about that discovery as he had been all
  those years ago about the other.


  Physically, the feel of those hips would be enough. There was no denying that Angelas legs were long and elegant, her bottom shapely for a woman of her years, and her bosom magnificent.
  But the General had always liked hips, for they were the one thing about women that reminded him of horses. And Angelas hips were incomparable.


  Yet if Angela was one indulgent reason for making this sweaty drive (though a reason more spiritual than his mother might suspect), there was also a contrary physical reason which no one
  suspected.


  For the truth was that the General could no longer see very well at night.


  He, whose military reputation was founded on those two famous night actions, one against the British and the other against the Germans, now feared that age was beginning to impair his
  night-vision. And characteristically he was fighting this sign of incipient decay as furiously as he had ever done any of his human enemies.


  So to have let anyone else drive this night, as he would have done without a thought a few years earlier, would have been to pass up a challenge to impose his will on his body. It was typical of
  him to dramatise this as a battle against odds, an immortal rearguard action, just as he saw his relationship with Angela as the bonus of a fully-matured intelligence. He would not let it occur to
  him that the spectres of old age and loneliness, which stalked ordinary men and women, would ever dare approach him.


  So now he sat smoking happily in the No Parking lot, thinking of hips and screwing his eyes up in an attempt to watch the late night-life of the airport.


  Anyway, the car was more comfortable than the lounge at the terminal, with its smart chairs architect-designed for discomfort and its depressing collection of waiting humanity nervous with
  excitement or querulous with tiredness, and with the bored cleaners manoeuvring their huge vacuum machines over the black rubber floors.


  He glanced at his watch. The scream of the reversed jets he had heard a few minutes before would have been those of the Alitalia DC9 from Heathrow, which had probably left Pisa about the same
  time as he had set out from the villa. Any moment now the first passengers would be spilling out.


  Not that they were any different nowadays from coach and railway passengers. The General could remember the old Rome airport in the old days, when the world was young and air travel was high
  adventure. He could even rememberhow could he ever forget!being presented to Marshal Balbo there at the beginning of one of his great aerial expeditions.


  It had been one of the decisive moments of his life when the Marshal had shaken his hand and looked him in the eye and admonished him never to lead from the backand had lived up to his
  own words moments later as the formation of long-range bombers roared overhead


  Here they began to come. But there was no need to stir himself, because his mother would be last. She always came last, and he could remember his father ranting at her for it on railway
  platforms halfway across the world.


  Balbo had been wrong, of course. There were times to lead from the front and times to lead from the back. And the hardest times of all were when it was prudent to let others lead. But Balbo had
  changed his life, neverthelessthough less by the example of his career than by the manner of his death. For it had been on the day that the Duce had murdered the Marshal in the air above
  Tobruk because he knew the truth about the armed forces and wasnt afraid to speak it that the young Captain Montuori had ceased to be a Fascist. . . .


  He nodded to himself philosophically, watching the travellers congregate outside the terminus, idly sorting them into their proper categories with half his mind, natives and foreigners,
  holidaying couples and rucksacked studentsonly the unlucky, the ignorant and the young braved midsummer Rome!


  Except his mother, naturally, who behaved in her own way, regardless of everything and everyone.


  The General watched a pale-coloured car farther up the parked line to his left slide forward smoothly, curving in front of him in the wake of a big grey Fiat into which the blonde woman with the
  baby


  His thought was extinguished by the fierce headlights of another car on his right which for one blinding instant illuminated the driver of the pale car moving across his front. It was like a
  photographic flash, so brief was it, but still long enough to transmit an image through the Generals eye and etch it on his brain, to be instantly registered, identified and remembered.


  Remembered!


  He sat rigid with excitement: there was no possibility of mistake, not one ten-thousandth particle of a possibility, no question of failing night-sight playing him false with the vision of that
  profile, unremarkable but unforgotten.


  Or unremarkable on this side, anyway. And since the years had changed its hungry outline so little they would have done nothing to erase the scar on the other side which ran from cheekbone to
  jawlinethe Generals own parting gift, delivered with the raking stock of his sub-machine gun. And he would not have misused a good weapon so if there hadnt been a company of
  German Alpine troops on the hillside less than three hundred metres below them: he would have used it as the Beretta company had intended, and good riddance!


  But maybe he should have taken the risk at thathe thrust the hot memory down as the car passed out of his range of sight. The Bastard had been out of his territory then, just as he was
  out of his territory now. Only now he was out of his time toositting there alone in his car, sitting alone like the General, waiting for someone, also like the General. Except that he had
  driven off smartly having met nobodythe flashing headlights had shown that too.


  So someone hadnt come?


  The General swore and reached for the ignition. Someone had been here right enoughbut the Bastard had not been here waiting to say Hullo to him!


  He slammed the gear selector over, flicked the light switch and jammed his foot on the accelerator. There was still just about time enough to catch up with him


  Except that his mother was standing directly in his way.


  He jammed down his foot on the brake pedal even more fiercely than he had done on the accelerator. The car tyres squealed and slithered.


  Mother, for the love of God the General began despairingly. Mother


  Raffaele! The Generals mother had a remarkably deep voice for so very feminine a woman, and although her admonitory tone towards him had changed over the course of
  fifty-eight years, it was fundamentally still that of a long-suffering mother to her slow-witted son. Dont sit there with your mouth open, Raffaele!


  Mother


  The Generals mother turned her back on him. It was a well-dressed back too, he noticed bitterly; after four years of widowhood black still dominated her wardrobe conventionallybut
  it was always the black of Antonelli and Mila Schoen and Valentino (and God in His heaven only knew what English house she had probably found by now to spend his money on).


  Angela! The Generals mother did not shout, she simply projected her voice. Tell that fellow to bring the cases here.


  He reached out and switched off the engine: when the odds were hopeless even the bravest man could surrender without discredit, and these odds, as he had good reason to know, were infinitely too
  much for him.


  Raffaele! Are you going to sit there all night?


  The General groped for the door handle. Already it had a quality of unreality, that sudden vision of the past. And he was really too old for these night games, anyway: there was something more
  than a little ridiculous about the idea of tearing through the night after his old enemy. And finally, it was too late nowhis mother had seen to that. It had been too late ever since he had
  used the butt instead of the bullet twenty-eight years ago.


  And then, as his fingers touched the handle, the General was pricked by that ancient instinct, that atavistic feeling of unease which had once been like an extra sense to him, as to be relied on
  as sight and hearing and smell.


  He had thought that it had atrophied during his long spell behind desks of increasing size. But here it was stirring his innermost soul again: too old, it was saying, if you are too old,
  then so is your enemy. Too old to be waiting in the darkness unless there is really something worth waiting for.


  Raffaele!


  So the grey Fiat was worth waiting foror rather the grey Fiats occupants, who would be on the passenger list for all to see.


  It was as simple as that.


  Coming, Mother! said the General happily.


  At the precise moment that General Raffaele Montuori put his foot on the tarmac at Leonardo da Vinci Airport, Mrs Ada Clark put her foot on the worn piece of carpet beside her
  bed in her cottage on the edge of Steeple Horley.


  It had been the gammon steak at her sister-in-laws, which had been salted enough to preserve it until Judgement Day and which had dried her mouth until she could bear it no
  longerit was a wonder to Mrs Clark that Jim looked so well after so many years of bad cooking, of over-salted meat and under-salted vegetables, and altogether too much out of packets and
  tins.


  And that line of well-used sauce bottles told its own tale too, of flavourless food that went begging for a taste of something real, no matter what.


  Mrs Clark searched irritably with her toes for her slippers in the darkness, looking out of the window as she did so. It had been clear earlier, but had clouded over now in preparation for the
  further rain which the BBC weatherman had forecast, so that it was impossible to see where the dark sky began and the roll of the downs ended.


  Suddenly the foot stopped searching, thirst was forgotten and Mrs Clark was wide awake, staring breathlessly out of her window.


  There it was again, only longer this time!


  Decisively she reached across the bed and shook her husband by the shoulder.


  Charlie, wake up!


  Charlie Clark groaned unbelievingly.


  Mrs Clark shook the shoulder again. Charlie, theres someone up at the Old Housesomeone breaking in! Wake up!


  Charlie rolled on to his back, blinking in the darkness, grappling with the unpalatable sequence of information.


  Finally he computed an answer, or at least a delaying question. Ow do you know? You cant see nothing, surely?


  I can see a light, a flashing lightlike a torch going on and off.


  Car lights, that ud be.


  That its not! Mrs Clark insisted hotly. You dont get no reflections all that way, and there are those trees in the way. And besides she overrode
  his murmur of disagreement triumphantly there arent no cars on the road, or Id uv heard em. I tell you theres someone up at the Old House. Someone
  as dont dare switch the lights on.


  Charlie grumbled under his breath and heaved himself out of bed, reaching for his pullover.


  I reckon itll be some of those tearaways from the town, Mrs Clark said to him over her shoulder, the outrage quavering in her voice. A gang of them broke into a big
  house down Midhurst way last weekit was in the paper. They said thered been seven robberies round there in the last month.


  Charlie felt his way round the bed until he was standing beside his wife. As he bent down to peer out of the little window she pointed quickly.


  There! You see where the flash came


  Yes, I seed un. Charlie was not given to believing half he was told or a tenth of what he read, but he always believed his own eyes. And there had been no doubt about
  that pale light. Itll be they young buggers right enoughyoung buggers they are.


  Mrs Clark nodded at the vehemence in her husbands voice. It frightened her to think of them loose in the beautiful house she had scrubbed and polished for a lifetimescrubbed and
  polished so much that she almost felt it was partly hers and she was part of it.


  But also it angered her, and the anger grew steadily, crowding out the fear.


  Charlie moved away from her.


  What you goin to do? She could hear him fumbling in the darkness. Dont you put the light on, Charlie!


  I aint a fool. Im lookin to put me trousers on, an then Ill get on down to the police house. Let em sort it out.


  What! Mrs Clark rounded on him fiercely, her sense of outrage now dominant. The police house was at Upper Horley, two long miles away, and half of that uphill. Youll
  not do that! You do that an theyll be out an gone by the time Tom Yates gets ereout and gone.


  A terrible vision of destruction rose in her imagination, compounded of all she had heard and read. They werent like the old-time burglars she had known in her youth, men who knew the
  value of things and were interested only in what they could sellthey were destroyers now who did unspeakable, senseless, wasteful things. They were the invaders from a world she could not
  comprehend, the city jungle spilling into the quiet, ordered countryside.


  Charlie stared towards her in the blackness, one pyjama-clad leg half stuffed into his trousers.


  You dont mean for me to go up there?


  Thats just exactly what I do mean. An Ill go and get Tom Yates meantime.


  Ahand theyll make mincemeat of me meantime, too, woman. Thems young an Im not.


  Then you just take your old gun with you. They wont ave the guts to tackle you then, not if you stand up to them.


  Charlie had the gravest doubts about the validity of this theory of his wifesit was not the first time he heard her voice it, that young hooligans had no courage. But he could
  recall the way the rats had behaved at threshing time, in the days before the combine harvesters when there was still plenty of work to be had on the land: if you left the rats alone they soon made
  themselves scarce, pests though they were. But if you cornered themthey fought, rats or no, snapping at the stick as it broke their backs.


  And that, it seemed to Charlie, was what she was asking him to do to these young buggersto corner em.


  I dunno about that, he began doubtfully.


  Well I do, Mrs Clark snapped back, through the rustle of clothes pulled hurriedly over her head. And I knows something else too: that I promised Master David that Id
  look after the house while he was awayand so I will. So if you wont go up to it, then I shall have to. And you can go and wake up Tom Yates.


  Charlie swore under his breath and wrenched at his trousers. Somehow he had been manoeuvred into a corner himself, a corner from which there was no escape except by doing his wifes
  bidding. He never could fathom how she managed it, but it was a position with which he was all too bitterly familiar.


  He was swearing still, steadily and bitterly, as he edged his way up the lane towards the Old House five minutes later.


  Of all the nights of this rotten summer, this was the worst for such tom-fool behaviour. It was pitch black and chilly and sopping wet, without a breath of wind. The rain must have stopped an
  hour or more since and the heavy summer foliage had had time to drip off its surplus moisture, so that everything was quiet enough to hear a mouse stir.


  It was this stillness that made him swear now. He had tried two or three steps on the gravel drive, but the scrunch of his iron-shod boots had deafened him. His only chance of a silent approach
  to the house was by the rough strip of grass beside the high hedgerow on his right.


  He thought he knew both the grass and the hedge like the back of his hand; he had walked beside the one and picked blackberries and hazelnuts from the other innumerable times. But now he
  stumbled awkwardly, his trousers already soaked to the knee, his face lashed every now and then by unseen twigs and sodden leaves.


  And yet, perversely, this discomfort aroused in him a determination to do the job his wife had thrust upon him. When he had blundered out of the cottage he had been half decided to save himself
  the unpleasantnessand very possible dangerof catching the little sods in the act by warning them of his advance with a bit of well-judged noise. But now, as he moved silently from the
  grass verge to the springy turf of the lawn, the smouldering irritation inside him ignited into a murderous rage.


  Hed learn they little buggers!


  There was a lot in life that irritated Charlie Clark: big cars and noisy motor-cycles, long hair and short skirts, letters from government ministries asking him questions he didnt want to
  answer or telling him things he didnt care to know about, and the high price and the low strength of beer. And most of all being bullied by anyone in the world but his wifehe
  didnt like that much either, but he reckoned it was more or less covered by the promise hed made to the vicar when theyd gone to the altar together.


  But always the enemy had been either intangible or plainly beyond his reachalways except those two times.


  It was queer that he could never remember either of those two episodes in any detail. He could really only remember what had happened before and what had happened after.


  There had been the quick, clever boy at the village school, who had mocked him once too often. And then there had been blood on Charlies knuckles afterwards, and no more mocking.


  And the second time had been more like tonight, even though he had had a rifle in his hands then, not a cranky old twelve-bore.


  Not unlike this very night, though it had been much warmer, as was only to be expected in foreign parts. Almost as dark, anyway, except that theyd been fools that time too, and showed a
  bit of a light to guide the patrol.


  Charlies eyes picked up the glimmer of the torch inside the Old House the moment he came out from the lane on to the springy turf of the lawn. Theyd drawn the curtains now, but it
  was a powerful bright light, that was sure. Only trouble, it was in a first-floor roomhe knew the downstairs pretty well, but wasnt so sure of the lie of the upstairs.


  And thered been more smell the last time, the rich smell of farmyard middens. But then itd been a farmhouse, longer and lower than this one, huddled into the ground almost. There
  was talk in the platoon that the farmers kept all their money in boxes under their beds, not trusting the foreign bankswhich showed they had some sense, Charlie had thought, seeing as he
  didnt trust the banks at home eitherand also that it was all in gold francs, too. By the time of the raid Charlie had privately searched several farmhouses with those gold francs in
  mind, but either it was an old wives tale or someone had been there before him; personally he doubted the story, for all the farms seemed to him poor and rough, without a decent suite of
  furniture between them, not at all like those he was used to in Sussex, where farmers were usually men of substance and very often gentlemen, too.


  Still, they didnt ought to have treated that old farm the way they had, throwing the grenades through the windows and kicking in the doors, all shouting like savages.


  Charlie knew he had shouted with the rest, and kicked too, but that had only been because hed been angry, red, raging angry at being drilled and marched one way, then marched another way,
  and forced to cower in ditches in terror of bombs and bullets, with never a chance to get his own back


  But itd never do to kick in the door of the Old House, even the old kitchen door and even if it hadnt been solid seasoned oak, which he reckoned wouldnt reward
  anyones boot. And anywayshed given him a key, he had it somewhere, thought Charlie confusedly, fumbling for reality in his mind while he searched his jacket with his free
  hand.


  He had to get it right, just like the sergeant had taught him, making him repeat it until he had the meaning by heart: First you creeps up quiet-like, to take em by surprisethen
  you goes in noisy, to frighten the bollocks off em!


  And first he did get it right, with the key hardly scratching the keyhole it entered. But no amount of care could stop the lock clicking unmistakably, or the latch clattering or the hinges
  creakingit was as though the whole door had turned against him, bit by bit, damn it.


  Charlie clutched the twelve-bore against his chest and stood irresolutely, listening to the absolute silence of the house ahead of him.


  It was a silence which confused him far more than it frightened him, until the memory of the flashing light in the upstairs room came back to himthe evidence of his own eyes.


  The time had come to be noisy!


  With a furious growl and in total darkness Charlie launched himself across the kitchen. The first chair in his way went spinning; he banged into the edge of the table, driving it back so that it
  overturned another chair. But the tables position orientated him to the passage door. Three more skidding paces, hobnails skittering on the stone floor, brought him against it. Behind him
  something breakable crashed to the floor.


  Four more paces took him down the passage to the foot of the stairsthe last footfall was muffled by the carpet with the eastern writing on it that his wife had told him never to put a
  boot on. Well, hed got both boots on it now!


  The tingling silence abruptly descended around him again. And yet not a true silence any more, but the moment when the gamekeeper and the poacher sensed each others presence in the same
  covert, the moment of held breath and stretched senses.


  It had not been like this in the farmhouse, it had been just how the sergeant had wanted it, all noise and terror.


  Charlie reached out for the light switch.


  I knows youre up there, he said in a loud voice. You just come on down quiet, an dont make no trouble. Police is comin. So you just come on
  down.


  He clicked the switch.


  There was bursting paper-bag noisethat had been the farmhouse noise hed never been able to recalland a hornet stung his ear.


  Same noise with same result: as the man at the head of the stairs sighted the pistol again, this time on Charlies heart, Charlie shot him dead.
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