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For Beth, with a silent purr


PART ONE

Advent



 

 

‘. . . twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle . . .’

W. B. Yeats, ‘The Second Coming’



 

Hexham
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Hexham, England, December 1920

Snow had fallen in the night, a stark white emblem of another world, purity lost and stranded in the depths of our humanity. Above Causey Hill, a white, bloated fog hung like a freezing shroud. The long, low lights of Advent huddled in the cold and gloom, extinguishing their flames in preparation for the mystery that was to come. In halls and cottages, the fires of Christmas were emblazoned with frost and rimmed with soot. In village squares, in the ancient gathering darkness, ice formed on newly erected monuments to ten million dead.

Night and the expectation of night to come, the great untrammelled dark barking and whispering beneath the eaves all winter long, the dull onslaught of mystery in the hard, silent heart of an unredeemed and unforgiving world. God and the expectation of God to come. The Lord of light and darkness would return as he had always done, born into the freezing flesh of the dying year. The Prince of Peace would come into a world freshly awakened from a nightmare of slaughter in which whole armies of innocents had died, a world at whose bloodletting even Herod might have blanched. It was harder now than it had ever been.

In the soft, candled interior of St Mary’s, evening mass was reaching its climax. In view of the bad weather, it had been decided to hold a second mass that day, for those who had not been able to attend in the morning. The ancient liturgy unfolded its mysteries among the shadows. At the altar, the violet-coloured vestments of the priest enhanced the darkness as his voice enhanced the silence.

Holding the chalice in his left hand, the priest made the sign of the cross with his right.

Benedixit, deditque discipulis suis, dicens: Accipite, et bibite ex eo omnes.

He raised the chalice, blood mixed with water, wine transubstantiated.

Hic est enim Calix Sanguinis mei . . . for this is the chalice of my blood . . .

Christopher Wylam sat in the last row of worshippers, rising with them and sitting again, intoning the responses, telling his beads, inhaling the wafted incense. His son William sat beside him, tiny fingers echoing his father’s, speaking what he knew of the responses. William was ten, but he carried himself like an older child, as though he already knew a little of what life held in store for him.

His father was something of an enigma to the boy. Until fourteen months ago, Christopher had been little more than a name to the boy. William still remembered the photographs in his mother’s room at Carfax, the house just outside Hexham where they lived with Aunt Harriet and his three cousins, Roger, Charles and Annabel. He had never been able to relate the man in those faded prints to the shadowy figure he had last seen at the age of three, waving sadly to him and his mother as their crowded train pulled slowly out of Delhi Station.

But he remembered almost nothing of Delhi now, only little things, like snatches of dreams: an old ayah bending over him and singing softly into the throbbing night, a toy elephant on wheels that he had pulled along behind him on a length of string, great white mosquito nets suspended in the hot air above his cot.

Christopher had returned to William’s world only to shatter it, a stranger in strange garb, claiming him for his own. The boy remembered his mother’s feverish excitement as the hour of Christopher’s return drew closer – the dangerously flushed cheeks, the sunken eyes bright with thoughts of his homecoming. He himself had hoped for a soldier coming home from the war at last, wearing a uniform and bright medals that would catch the sun. ‘Bye, Baby Bunting, Daddy’s gone a-hunting,’ his mother had sung in the nights to him when he was small, exorcizing the fatherless dark. ‘Gone to fetch a rabbit-skin to wrap a Baby Bunting in.’ But he had been met at the gate by a quiet man in civilian dress, a man who had no tales of heroism to tell and no medals for his son to polish.

William’s disappointment had been keen. His cousins had not helped: their father, William’s Uncle Adam, had been killed at the Somme three years before. His photographs, draped in black crêpe, took pride of place on the high mantelpieces at Carfax; his medals lay on velvet in a glass case in the hall; and a tablet to his memory stood just left of the altar at St Mary’s.

Roger and Charles made William’s life a misery. They mocked his father, who, they said, had never been a soldier at all; or, if he had, must have sat at a desk in India throughout the war – a sort of conchie, really. Once, they had left a white feather on William’s bed, bearing a little hand-made label: ‘For your father’.

All this might have been hard enough for a boy of nine to bear. But his father’s return coincided with the beginning of his mother’s last struggle against the illness that had been consuming her for the past eighteen months. ‘The decline’, people said when they thought William was not listening, and he could tell from the way they averted their eyes that they expected the worst. She had kept going for the past six months in anticipation of Christopher’s return. He had seen it in her eyes each time he visited her in her cold bedroom: a violent craving that exalted and exhausted her.

Two months after Christopher’s arrival, just before Christmas, when everyone seemed to be preparing for festivity, for new birth in an old world, his mother died in her sleep.

Though he knew it to be unjust, William blamed his father for her death. And Christopher himself carried a measure of guilt about with him that only served to reinforce his son’s unspoken accusation. The truth was that he felt awkward with the boy and unable to come to terms with his wife’s death. Explanations were beyond him. In the hard winter that followed, he would walk for hours across cold, infertile fields, seeking to resolve his guilt or at least pacify it for a while. He kept a painful distance between himself and the boy.

Spring had thawed the fields and laid the first flowers on Elizabeth’s grave, but it had done nothing to bring father and son closer. It was decided that William should go to Winchester that autumn. And then, abruptly, all that had changed. One day, while Christopher was in Hexham with his sister Harriet, William went unobserved to his father’s room and opened his desk. What was he looking for? He himself could not have answered that. In a sense, he was looking for his father. And in a sense he found him.

Inside a drawer in the top right-hand corner, he found a small red box among a pile of papers. On the lid was the royal crest, and inside lay a medal in the shape of a cross. William recognized it at once: the Victoria Cross. He had seen a reproduction of it in a magazine during the war. In an envelope next to the box was a letter from Buckingham Palace, in which Major Christopher Wylam was commended in the highest terms for ‘exceptional bravery in service to his King and Country’.

For days William was torn between excitement at his discovery and guilt about the means by which he had come by it. On the Sunday, after church, he confessed to his father: by now he needed an explanation more than he feared any possible punishment. And that afternoon, for the first time, they talked in Christopher’s study until the fire died down and turned to ashes.

Christopher told the boy that there was more to war than pitched battles or tanks or aeroplanes; that the war he had fought in India had been lonely and diseased and treacherous; and that what he now told William must remain an inviolate secret between them.

From that day, they had begun to draw close, each sharing the other’s grief at last, as far as possible. It was agreed that William ought to stay at least another year at Carfax, after which they would decide whether he should go away to school at all. When summer came, there were roses on Elizabeth’s grave.

They had reached the Paternoster. The priest recited the familiar prayer aloud, his lips moving with rich and practised smoothness. He must already have spoken those same words countless thousands of times in his lifetime. He was a young man, in his early thirties: he had served as a chaplain during the war. Christopher wondered what he thought of while he prayed: of Christ stretched out on the wooden frame of his consecrated life, nailed to him, hand to hand, foot to foot? Of the solemnity of these, his daily actions? Of his priestly role, ordained to bind and loose, to curse and bless? Or did he think of his dinner, of turnip and meat pie and roasted potatoes swimming in thick gravy?

To an astute observer, it would have been obvious at a glance that Christopher Wylam was an Englishman who had spent little time in England. He seemed ill-at-ease in his winter clothes, and his skin still retained much of the colouring that can only be obtained in warmer climates. His fair hair had been bleached by the sun and was swept back from a high, mournful forehead. There were wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, finely etched lines radiating towards the temples like filaments spun from a spider’s web. The eyes themselves were dark and heavy-lidded, yet touched by a depth and clarity that caught others unawares. One sensed – perhaps it was only a trick of the candlelight – that his eyes were closed to what was happening in the church and opened on to other, more alien vistas.

He looked round the small church. Not many had ventured out this evening. Men and women and restive children filled the front pews, some genuinely pious, others there from force of habit or a sense of duty. He himself came for William’s sake and perhaps as a penance for his betrayal of Elizabeth.

The priest had broken the Host and taken the Body of Christ. He lifted the chalice and drank the consecrated wine, the blood of God, the blood of Christ, the blood of the world, red with redemption.

Christopher imagined how the wine must taste, imagined it transformed into blood, and he felt a sour bile rising in his throat. Father Middleton had preached of Christ’s coming and prayed that the peace of Christmas might remain throughout the coming year; but Christopher had no welcome for the pale God-child of Christmas. There was no celebration in his heart tonight, only a dull anger that repined against God and His season of specious joy.

There was silence as the priest raised a fragment of the Host and held it high before the congregation.

‘Ecce Agnus Dei, behold the Lamb of God,’ he said, ‘ecce qui tollit peccata mundi, behold him who takes away the sins of the world.’

One by one, the congregation rose and made for the altar, weighed down with sins, all but the children. Christopher stood up and followed William to join the line of waiting sinners. An old man knelt and opened his mouth, tongue partly extended to receive God’s body.

Corpus Domini nostri . . .

So many sins, thought Christopher, as he watched the silver paten flash in the candlelight. The Host touched the old man’s tongue. Mortal sins, venial sins, the seven deadly sins. Sins of commission and omission, the sins of pride and lust and gluttony, sins of the flesh, sins of the mind, sins of the spirit. Sins of the eye, sins of the hearing, sins of the heart.

Jesu Christi . . .

He knelt and opened his mouth. He felt the wafer touch his lips, dry, tasteless, forlorn.

. . . custodiat animam tuam in vitam aeternam. Amen.

When Elizabeth had died, something in him had followed her. He and William had visited her grave earlier that day, a little, snow-covered mound among so many behind the church. She belonged to the earth now. He remembered the funeral – the frost, the ground hard like iron, the spades futile, out of season, the black horses, their breath hanging naked and abandoned in the thin winter air.

He remembered her as she had been in those last two months: pale and feverish by turns, remote, her face turned to the wall, intensely conscious of death’s approach. There was nothing sculpted or romantic about her passage from the world, nothing fine or ethereal: just a young woman racked with pain, just blood and sputum, and in the end decay. After her death, men had come and burned her clothes and the furniture in her bedroom and scraped the walls as though they harboured some deadly miasmatic force. She had been thirty-one.

For two months, he had sat by her bedside holding her hand; and for two months he had been conscious that they had become strangers to one another. She had died in his arms, but a nurse would have done as well. More than a war lay between them: in their world, love was as hard to come by as forgiveness. They had met in Delhi eleven years earlier, at the first dance of the winter season. She had come out with the ‘Fishing Fleet’ – the annual contingent of eligible young ladies in search of husbands – and had stayed behind as Mrs Wylam. He had not loved her – Fishing Fleet girls did not expect love – but he had learnt to care for her.

He sat down in his pew again. At the altar, the priest purified the chalice and began to recite the Antiphon: ‘Ecce Virgo concipiet et pariet filium. Behold a Virgin shall conceive and bear a son.’

In another month, Christopher would be forty, but he felt older. His generation – what there was left of it – was already old: young-old men to rule a decaying Empire and heal the breaches left by war. He shuddered. There would be another war in Europe. A year ago, the thought would have left him cold. But now he had a son to fear for.

Unlike so many who had fought in the trenches in France and Belgium, Christopher’s mind and body were intact. But his own war, that dark, secret and dirty war whose details he was not even permitted to speak of, had changed him. He had returned with his body whole and his spirit in tatters: cold, cold and lonely, and the dusts of India choking him, filling his throat and chest and nostrils with dry and bitter odours.

Elizabeth’s death so soon after his return had made of that change a permanent and frozen thing, hard, calcified in the blood, ineradicable. It consisted in part of the obvious things that came through war and death: bitterness, a loss of joy, a certain coldness of the affections, grief written large, a deep sense of futility. But there were other feelings too, feelings that surprised him: a profound sense of human worth under all the tawdriness, compassion both for the men he had killed and for himself in his former ruthlessness, patience to accept what he had come to believe was inevitable. At times he dreamed of tall white mountains and cool, waveless lakes. And he spent a lot of time with William.

The priest read the last Gospel, final prayers were said, vespers were sung, and the service came to its appointed end. Christopher took William’s hand and led him out of the glittering church into the darkness. It was the Sunday before Christmas, but he found it hard to believe that God would ever return to earth.

They did not notice the car waiting in the shadows further down the street.


2

‘Christopher.’

He turned to see a figure approaching from the side door of the church. Father Middleton, still in his cassock, was making towards them.

‘Good evening, Father. What can I do for you?’

‘I’d like to talk with you, Christopher, if I may. Could I walk with you a little? Would you mind?’

The priest was shivering slightly from the cold. His thin cassock was more a spiritual than a physical garment. But he was a strong man who made a point of defying the elements when he could. Christopher liked him: he made no show of piety and had helped after Elizabeth’s death by steering well clear of all talk of the blessed souls in paradise.

‘Perhaps we could talk in the church,’ suggested Christopher. ‘It’s cold for you out here.’

Father Middleton shook his head firmly.

‘Nonsense, Christopher. I won’t die. You’ve both got some way to go. And I only want a few words anyway: just along Hencotes past the Sele, then I’ll leave you and get back to my little fire.’

Christopher nodded and they set off. He felt his son’s small hand in his, warm and fragile, the frosted snow giving beneath his feet, the fog gathering force beyond the limits of the flickering gas-lamps. The presence of the priest made him self-conscious. Somewhere behind them, a car door opened and closed in the darkness.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ said the priest, ‘that it may be time to put up a permanent memorial to our war dead. I thought perhaps a small chapel in their honour, dedicated to the Virgin. Nothing ostentatious. Just a quiet place near the front. Somewhere a widow can light her candle and be left in peace.’

Out of the darkness, muffled footsteps crossed the street and came in their direction. In another place, at another time, Christopher might have taken alarm. But it was Sunday and this was England. Long months of inactivity had lulled his instinct for danger. The darkness thickened round him, like something solid moving against his flesh.

‘How can I be of help, Father? You’ll want a donation, of course. I’ll be glad to contribute.’

‘Indeed. I’ll be grateful for anything you’re willing to give. But I wondered if I could ask more of you. You’re a military man yourself. I’ve heard . . .’ – he hesitated – ‘. . . that you were decorated.’

They were nearing the end of Hencotes. A single light struggled against the dark, laying a yellow film across the firmly packed snow. Christopher stared ahead into the darkness. Who had told the priest? Not William, he was sure of that. His secret was safe with the boy. Perhaps Harriet . . .

‘Yes,’ he said. His breath mingled with that of the priest, white and listless in the clear air, like milk moving in water.

‘I’d like to set up a fund,’ Father Middleton continued. ‘You’re the man at Carfax now, ever since Major Ridley died. There’s your sister, of course. But I’d like a man, a soldier, to head the appeal.’

‘I was never a soldier.’

‘No. But highly decorated. For valour. I ask no questions. You have military rank.’

‘Father, I’m not sure . . .’

The footsteps were upon them now. Two men emerged from the shadows, their faces pallid in the thin light. They were dressed in heavy coats and wore shallow fur hats pulled down well on their heads. The first man had a narrow, sour face and eyes that looked as though he had not slept for nights. His companion was heavier and coarser-featured, with dark stubble on his chin.

What happened next took only a few seconds, but it was to remain etched on Christopher’s memory for the rest of his life. The thin man nodded at his companion. Both men began to run at once. There was no time to skip or dodge. Christopher felt himself bowled over, then the thin man was on top of him, pressing him into the snow, crushing his chest, making it impossible for him to breathe.

There was a stifled cry. Twisting his head, Christopher saw the heavy man grab William from behind and begin to pull him, struggling, across the snow. The boy kicked out, trying to escape, but the man was too powerful for him.

Christopher pressed up, freeing his right arm in an attempt to grab for his assailant’s throat and dislodge him. But the man twisted away from him, thrust a hand into the wide pocket of his coat, and brought out a large pistol. Christopher froze as the man raised it and held it against his head.

‘I am ordered not to harm you,’ the thin man said. His voice was soft, the accent foreign yet hard to place. ‘But I do not always obey orders, and I have killed a great many men in my time. I intend to leave here without interference. Do you understand? So please lie still and let us do what we have come here to do. The boy will not be harmed: I promise you.’

William cried out, still struggling with his captor.

‘Father! Help me! Help me!’

The thin man cocked the pistol and held it very hard against Christopher’s temple. Beneath him, he felt the snow cold and precise against him, and a stone that stabbed mercilessly into the small of his back.

He had forgotten Father Middleton. The priest, stunned by the suddenness and violence of the attack, had remained standing in the middle of the road, a single arm raised, whether to ward off further attack or to bless his attackers it was not clear. But at the boy’s cry, like a sleeper awakened, he stirred and began to stumble through the dragging snow.

Encumbered by the struggling child, the heavy man was finding it hard to make progress. He almost slipped as William twisted in an effort to throw him off balance. One arm was round the boy’s throat, while the other desperately tried to pin William’s flailing arms to his side.

The priest ran up, arms reaching for the boy’s assailant. He cried out inarticulately, the same voice that had spoken mass only minutes before, troubled now with fear and a grim rage. His fingers tore at the man’s arm, dragging him from the boy. The two men slipped and slithered on the wet ground, their feet struggling for some sort of purchase. Suddenly, the heavy man lost his balance and fell, pulling the priest with him.

‘Run, William!’ Father Middleton shouted. ‘Run like hell!’

William hesitated, then turned and ran back in the direction of the town, in search of help. On the ground, the priest rolled in the snow, fumbling for a grip that would allow him to overpower the kidnapper. He was a rugby player, but the man beneath him was stronger than him and was starting to recover from his fall. The priest got his arm across the big man’s windpipe, hoping to crush the air from his lungs, but as he did so the other man succeeded in bringing up his knee hard into his groin.

Father Middleton grunted and bent with pain. The heavy man squirmed, pushing him away from him, wriggling out from beneath his body. But as he started to get to his feet, the priest recovered his breath and lunged at him in a low tackle, bringing him down heavily into a patch of virgin snow.

Suddenly, something glinted in the lamplight. As the priest threw himself across to pin him down again, the man lifted a knife and brought it up in a smooth arc. The knife-blade shimmered in the light, then disappeared as it entered the priest’s chest. Father Middleton’s body jerked backwards, trying to escape the pain of the blade, but the momentum of his leap kept him moving down on to the hilt. He fell on to the man, tearing the knife from his grasp, throwing blood across his face.

‘Jesus!’ he cried, writhing with pain. He reached for the knife-handle, but his hand had lost all its strength. It slipped on blood and fell against his chest. With his last strength, he traced a clumsy cross over his heart. His hand shook and fell away, his legs jerked, then he became still.

Christopher pressed up against the muzzle of the gun, but a hand pushed hard against his shoulder and forced him down again.

‘You bastards!’ he shouted. ‘You murdering bastards!’ But the man with the gun did not relax his grip or move the barrel. A light went on in a window across the street. There was the sound of a sash being raised.

‘What’s going on out there?’ someone shouted.

‘Get the police!’ shouted Christopher. But the thin man struck him hard across the cheek and pressed a hand down heavily against his mouth.

He saw the heavy man wipe the blade of his knife on the priest’s cassock and stand up. His face showed no sign of emotion, no hint of regret. He had killed the priest as he might have killed a sheep or a pig, and thought as little of it. Christopher wanted to kill him just as wantonly. At least William had got away. Whatever happened to him now, the boy was safe.

There was a sound of footsteps. Someone was coming up the street. People had heard their cries: someone was coming to help.

A man stepped out of the shadows, a tall man dressed in a coat and hat like those of the first two men, but of better cut and quality. In front of him, his hands pinned and a cloth tied tightly round his mouth, was William. The man was supporting the boy, forcing him to walk in front of him.

There was a rapid exchange of words in a language Christopher did not recognize. He guessed it might have been Russian, but the men said so little he could not be sure. He opened his mouth to call to William, to reassure the boy somehow that, come what may, someone would track him down and rescue him. But before the words could reach his lips, the thin man raised the gun and struck him across the temple. The world leapt at him then shrank away again as quickly as it had come.

He did not lose consciousness completely. There was a taste of snow in his mouth and he realized he had rolled over on to his face. As he struggled to move, he heard the sound of car doors slamming and a motor being started. Somewhere in the darkness, voices were calling. He saw lights weaving through the shadows and red blood on the snow and the dark shapes of men and women standing and staring at him. There was a roaring sound, then the headlights of a large car stabbed through the darkness at him. A second later, they were gone and he was in the darkness, sobbing into the bitter snow.
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The clock on the Abbey tower chimed six times. It was Tuesday evening, and the market-place, recently filled with people buying geese and turkeys for the coming Festival, was deserted. Snow had begun to fall, gentle and bright against the uncertain halo of a street lamp.

Christopher was growing cold. Winterpole should have been here by now. On the telephone he had said he was taking the mid-morning train from King’s Cross to Newcastle, then driving the rest of the way to Hexham. Even allowing for a quick lunch, he should have been here two hours ago.

It was two days now since the attack and William’s kidnap, and still the police had nothing to report. A superintendent had grilled Christopher for hours, asking questions both men knew could not be answered. Scotland Yard had been notified, and an alert put out to watch every port; but nothing had been seen of three foreigners and a boy in a large car. The kidnappers themselves had remained silent: no message, no telephone call, no ransom note. It was as if they had vanished into thin air.

Christopher walked up and down in an effort to keep warm. Behind him, the coloured windows of the Abbey hung suspended in the blackness, dimly lit patterns from another age. A faint sound of singing could be heard: Evensong was almost over.

Out of the darkness, borne on the cold night air, all the smells of England came to him, whether real or imagined he neither knew nor cared. He smelled dead leaves beneath the snow on the Sele, and below that the fragrance of countless summer days, the odours of leather and resin and polished willow, grass trodden beneath the feet of running batsmen, the green turf cut away at the crease, the naked soil giving up its worms. And flowers in spring, and bonfires in autumn, and the dead rotting in ancient churchyards all winter long.

There was the sound of an engine coming down Priest-popple on to Battle Hill. He heard it turn right into Beaumont Street, heading for the Abbey, and moments later its lights appeared. The car stopped on the corner opposite him and the driver extinguished the lights and the engine. Winterpole had come at last. Winterpole and all he stood for. Christopher shivered and walked across the street. The car door was already open, waiting for him.

There was just enough light from the nearest gas-lamp to confirm what Christopher had already guessed: Winterpole had not changed visibly since they last met. A little greyer on the temples, perhaps, a little tighter around the lips, but otherwise unchanged and unchangeable. As always, he reminded Christopher of nothing so vividly as an undertaker. He dressed in black whatever the season or the time of day, as though in perpetual mourning, though what or whom he mourned for no-one had ever been able to guess.

Briefly, as he entered the car and closed the door, Christopher caught a glimpse of Winterpole’s eyes. Who was it had said, all those years ago, that they were like a doll’s eyes? Perfect, blue, and shining, yet with no more life in them than pieces of cobalt glass. Splinters in the skin, grown hard over the years. It was rumoured that the only time he had ever been known to smile was when his mother died after a long illness. He had turned up late for a rugger match somewhere: ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he was reputed to have said, ‘I’ve just been burying my mother.’ And he had smiled.

‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting in the cold,’ he said as soon as Christopher had settled in the soft passenger seat. ‘I came as quickly as I could. The trains are running to time, but the road to Hexham is bad. I was lucky to get through.’

Christopher wiped a half-moon in the condensation on the window by his side and looked out. The lights were going out in the Abbey and the last worshippers were making their way home in silence. After Sunday, people were staying together.

‘Yes,’ Christopher murmured. ‘You were lucky.’

Major Simon Winterpole was the head of British Military Intelligence’s Russian and Far Eastern Section. Since the Bolshevik revolution of 1917, his had become one of the most powerful voices in the country, discreetly but firmly guiding British foreign policy with respect to out-of-the-way places most Ministers had never even heard of. Even before the war, he and Christopher had met regularly to discuss Russian intelligence activities on the northern borders of India.

‘How long has it been now, Christopher?’ Winterpole asked.

‘How long?’

‘Since we last met. Since we last spoke.’

Christopher did not have to think. He remembered their last meeting well.

‘Five years,’ he said. ‘At the end of 1915. You came to Delhi after the Benares Conspiracy Trial.’

‘So I did. I remember now. A lot has happened since then.’

Christopher did not reply. He hated meeting in the dark like this, like men who had something to hide. Like clandestine lovers. But Winterpole had insisted. Unlike Christopher, he loved the secretiveness of his trade, the little rituals that set him and his colleagues apart from other men.

‘And how long is it now since you left the service?’ Winterpole went on.

‘A year,’ answered Christopher. ‘A little more. I thought you might come then. You or someone like you. But no-one came. Just a letter, signed by someone called Philpott. All about the Official Secrets Act. And my pension.’

‘We thought you needed time,’ said Winterpole.

‘Time? Time for what?’

‘To mull things over. To get away from things.’

‘What was there to mull over? I had made my mind up.’

‘Dehra Dun. The war in general. Your wife’s death. Whatever mattered to you. Whatever still matters to you now.’

Several of Christopher’s best agents had died in Dehra Dun because of an administrative blunder by the Delhi Intelligence Bureau, to which he had been attached. He still felt a sense of responsibility for the deaths, though he had been in no way to blame for them.

‘I was surprised,’ Christopher said at last.

‘Surprised?’

‘That you let me go so easily. Just that letter. That letter from Philpott; whoever Philpott is.’

Winterpole took a silver cigarette-case from his pocket and snapped it open. He offered a cigarette to Christopher, but he declined. Delicately, Winterpole extracted a single cigarette for himself, closed the case, and put the cigarette between his lips. He paused briefly to light it. Christopher remembered the smell from the old days. The match flared briefly and died.

‘How can I help you, Christopher?’ Winterpole asked. ‘You say your boy was kidnapped. I’m sorry to hear that. And I understand someone was killed; a priest. Have the police discovered anything?’

Christopher shook his head.

‘You know they haven’t.’

‘Have you no idea at all who was responsible?’

‘I was hoping you might tell me that.’

There was a nervous silence. Winterpole drew on his cigarette and exhaled slowly, through the corners of his mouth. The car filled slowly with a perfumed smoke.

‘Me? Why should I know anything about this?’

‘You didn’t travel all the way from London to tell me you know nothing. A telegram would have done. A telephone call. A messenger-boy.’

Winterpole said nothing. He was watching the snow fall against the windscreen.

‘Let me tell you exactly what happened,’ Christopher went on. Carefully, he described the events of Sunday night. When he had finished, he turned to Winterpole.

‘I am not a rich man,’ he said. ‘In any case, there has been no ransom note. The men who took my son and killed Father Middleton were Russians – I’d stake my life on that. If they were, there must be a link with you: whether they are Whites or Reds or some other colour, they could not be in this country without your knowledge. And if you are involved, that establishes a sufficient link with me.’

‘I assure you, Christopher, I am not involved.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Christopher said. ‘Perhaps “involved” is not the correct word. “Connected” – is that what I should have said? Or “informed” – would that express it better?’

Winterpole was silent. So much depended on how he phrased himself. In this business, the right choice of words was often more important than the right choice of weapon. A man’s life could hang in the balance. Several lives. Winterpole thought of himself as a general, though his troops were few and easily wasted. He disposed them like tiny chessmen on a vast and tilted board, little glass pawns clinging precariously to the surface: an army of glass, brittle, betrayed, and dreaming.

‘I think,’ he said slowly, ‘that I may be able to help you. And you, in your turn, may be able to help me.’

‘You mean that’s the price I have to pay if I want to see William alive again?’

Winterpole said nothing. He pulled deeply on his cigarette, wound down the window, and tossed it half-smoked into the darkness. Slowly, he wound the window up again. It was suddenly cold in the car.

‘Tell me,’ he said. ‘Have you ever heard of a man called Zamyatin? Nikolai Zamyatin?’
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