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            Chapter One

         

         When Giles Butterfield had walked through Magdalen College’s gates for the first time in so many weeks, his great adventure and the drama of Stockholm behind him, his sentiments had been curiously similar to those on his very first day in the College. Despite his standing in the world of genetics, he had always been conscious of the limits of his talents and achievements. After being headhunted by Sir Quentin, a physicist whose name was familiar to every science journalist in the land, most would have waltzed through the Porters’ Lodge off High Street brimming with confidence. But in spite of the romantic streak that fuelled his lifelong passion for poetry, he was also very much a realist. He knew that it took three things to get to the top of the academic tree. Intelligence was certainly an asset, but rarely sufficient on its own. Equally important were hard work and good luck. Those endowed with a hefty helping of the third floated from gossamer to settle on the highest twigs. The brightest flittered between the branches and leaves with effortless agility. But for many, of whom he was undoubtedly one, it was a scramble from the roots upwards, collecting a few scratches on the way, and more often than not a bruised finger or two from the attentions of competitors.

         His recent ascent to unwanted celebrity status had been little different. As far as he was concerned, the supposed investigative genius proclaimed by journalists simply did not exist. It might approach the truth in Fiona’s case perhaps. But for him, it had been mostly unrelenting toil that had got him there. That and good fortune. For how much would he have achieved if his brother Conrad had not been an expert in computer malware and been willing to get involved, or without Fiona’s bold dash to Washington and her late nights on his laptop?

         And so it had been only with trepidation that he had glanced towards the windows of the President’s Lodgings, as he followed the well-trodden route across St. John’s Quad to his office. His greatest worry had been how Sir Quentin, such a stickler for doing things the “proper way,” might have reacted to the news of his methods. As Fiona had quipped during his call from the Sheraton, there was no escaping the fact that in the eyes of the law he was now a criminal on four counts. He was a burglar, who had broken into an office in the US National Cancer Institute; a thief, who had stolen a document while he was there; an accomplice to a computer hacker; and a fraudster, who had falsified evidence to gain approval for a second cyber-attack.

         He was also painfully aware of the manner in which he had lied his way out of one tight spot after another with such facility and effect that he had begun to fear it was his natural bent. Nobody of importance to the success of the mission had been spared his trickery—not his secretary Jane, the Director of the National Institutes of Health Hank Weinberg, Stephen Salomon’s research fellow, the porter at the National Cancer Institute, Conrad, or Gunnar Eriksson, Chairman of the Karolinska Institute’s Nobel Prize committee no less. The list had seemed endless. But the deception foremost on his mind upon reaching St. Swithun’s Tower had been that of duping Sir Quentin into believing he was at Georgetown University working on a grant application, even emailing fictitious progress reports as evidence. How had the old shrew reacted to that one?

         To add to his torment, there had been other preoccupations. How had Fiona been getting on with Aram, after finding copies of her latest lab results in one of his computer files? She had questioned his honesty so often without getting the response it merited from her chief that she was entitled to be in a huff. And had Jane become aware of the true reason for her sudden absence, and been broadcasting it to other secretaries? Star of chat shows, interviews, and documentaries he might have been in Sweden, but back inside Bishop Waynflete’s walls he had never felt so vulnerable.

         But the extraordinary spectacle that had greeted him as he stepped from under the tower into St. Swithun’s Quad had swept away all doubts about his reception. The College could not have witnessed such a scene in its half millennium. The square, normally empty and rather sad that time of the year, had been overflowing with smiling faces beneath a banner proclaiming “Welcome Home, Magdalen’s Great Hero!” Where had they come from? And in front of them all, with Fiona at his shoulder jumping with excitement and discreetly blowing kisses, was Sir Quentin, beaming like a beacon and clapping furiously.

         Sir Quentin’s long speech the same afternoon in the Great Hall after the first “Giles Butterfield Dinner,” an event henceforth to be held on the same date annually, had said it all.

         “Here is a man, ladies and gentlemen, who has shown to the world that Magdalen College Oxford is much more than a place of great ideas. It is also a place of great ideals, and of people who have the guts to be true to them—whatever the cost, whatever the difficulties, whatever the risks…in short, whatever it takes. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you, Professor Giles Butterfield.”

         In his brief reply, Giles had insisted he was neither a superman, nor a hero. Once he had picked up the courage to set off on his journey, it had all been down to dogged perseverance and good luck.

         “What if Dr Salomon had taken the all-important website report with him on his lecture tour,” he had asked, “instead of carelessly pushing it behind his office curtain? What if my brother had gone to Cape Town to be a programmer for mobile phones instead of a computer security expert? What if Professor Eriksson in Stockholm had refused to meet me, assuming I was a crank with a chip on my shoulder? And what if Dr Cameron over there had not had the initiative and the courage to follow me? For it was she…not I…who, burning the midnight oil in a Washington hotel, unlocked the secrets that were hidden in the depths of Stephen Salomon’s hard disk.

         “Thomas Jefferson once said, ‘I’m a great believer in luck, and I find the harder I work the more I have of it.’ That’s the spirit that kept me going—from the moment I closed my office door behind me after a long and tormented night to when Henrik Olsson dropped me off at what is now the most famous bus stop in Sweden, if not the world— that and the knowledge that as soon as I stopped…I’d have to return to this bloody place and you bunch of boring buggers!”

         
             

         

         Now recovering from an emotional and hectic day in the quiet solitude of his office, he marvelled at how his light-hearted gibe had seemed to offend so many. Clearly, nothing much had changed in the old place. But there again, why should it have?

         “Talk about dropping a clanger!” he called back to the Marchese, as he returned from the reading room with a mug of coffee. “People can be so bloody sensitive. I wish you’d been there. You could have heard a pin drop. One thing’s certain, this time next year, I’ll keep to two glasses of D ‘n’ S…well, three anyway.”

         The atmosphere in his office—dimly lit to avoid being disturbed by an unwelcome visitor, a touch damp after his long absence, the only sound the whistle of the winter wind through the window frames—took him back to the night he had endured before his fateful departure for Heathrow. His mind raced through the events that had followed: his shock on reading the note on the back of the Achilles gene report in Steve’s office; the difficult meetings with Hank Weinberg in the National Institutes of Health; the shock, relief, and joy of seeing Fiona in the lobby of The Jefferson; his amazement on learning the results of her computer work; lunch with Hank and his wife in Chevy Chase, when they’d tried every trick in the book to get him to drop the case; the long journey to Cape Town, uncertain of how Conrad was going to react to his proposal; the agonising wait for his decision at the Cape of Good Hope with Fiona; their emotional parting in Frankfurt airport; the cold encounter with Gunnar Eriksson beside the lake in Stockholm; their visit to the “Toppen av isberget” coffee bar to view what Adonis had supposedly sent from Steve’s laptop; the excitement in Gunnar’s study, as Conrad controlled Steve’s laptop from a surgical trolley in Cape Town’s Groote Schuur hospital to reveal the damning evidence; the hair-raising ride through Stockholm’s narrow streets on Henrik’s crossbar; the scenes outside the Concert Hall, as Steve had been led away by the police. It all seemed too fantastic to be true. If he had seen it in a movie, he would have mocked its implausibility.

         He thought also of the major players in the saga, their present circumstances, and their futures. How was Steve coping? Had Hank survived professionally? As Director of the NIH, and therefore Steve’s boss, he’d almost certainly lose his job, if he hadn’t done so already. Was Conrad’s wound infection clearing up after his appendectomy? Was little Jabu still enjoying his computer in Cape Town? Could it be true that Henrik and Eir had decided to name their baby Butterfield, as they had written…whatever the sex? Butterfield Olsson…poor child!

         The stack of unanswered letters that Jane had arranged neatly in the centre of his desk seemed to glower at him. Perhaps he would put them through the shredder? After all, most of them would be junk, wouldn’t they? And anything important would arrive again sooner or later.

         After dropping them into a cardboard box that once held six bottles of Gosling’s Black Seal rum, he raised his eyes to admire the vase of Christmas rose and wintersweet flowers that Jane had brought from her cottage. He had known from his occasional visits for afternoon tea that nobody could cultivate a better winter garden than she. Judging from the blooms on display, he imagined this year’s must be prettier than ever.

         He looked around for a better home for the sprigs of winter honeysuckle she had laid on the hearth. After rejecting a Nescafé tin, he reached for his briefcase to take out the empty bottle of Svaneke Session pilsner he had rescued from the trash bag during the flight from Stockholm. Its association with Ahmad’s last moments in Sorrento had been far too poignant for him to leave it behind. Although his intention had been to add it to his collection of improvised paperweights in the rosewood bookcase, he had since realised it was unsuitable for that purpose. After trimming the wintersweet stems with his penknife, he arranged the flowers in the bottle as best he could, and placed it on the mantelpiece between the two brass candlesticks. The finishing touch, he decided, would be a brief dedication to Ahmad, preceded by a few carefully chosen lines of verse.

         He drew the curtains across, switched on the Anglepoise lamp, and took a few index cards from a desk drawer. Thinking he owed it to Ahmad to do a good job, he stretched to the windowsill for his father’s Augustus Teetgen tea caddy that contained the qalams, likka, and inkwell he’d bought for calligraphy as a young man in Cairo. After pouring just enough black ink onto the silk fibres, he closed his eyes in search of inspiration.

         “I know, a few lines of Rossetti’s ‘The Honeysuckle’ would be perfect,” he enthused. “What could be more appropriate?”

         After practising several letters on a scrap of paper, he wrote with meticulous care.

         
            
               ‘I plucked a honeysuckle where

               The hedge on high is quick with thorn,

               And climbing for the prize was torn,

               And fouled my feet in quag-water…’

            

         

         “No, that won’t do, will it?” he gasped. “Ahmad drowned, remember. I’d better skip a few lines.”

         He took another and recharged the reed with more ink.

         
            
               ‘I plucked a honeysuckle…

               Thence to a richer growth I came,

               Where, nursed in mellow intercourse…’

            

         

         “Intercourse? Jesus! Forgot about that too. Couldn’t bear the sight of Jane’s beetroot cheeks every time she passes by.”

         He dropped the card to the floor, and grasped a third.

         “Okay, forget about Rossetti. Let me think. Ah, yes…Freneau’s ‘Wild Honeysuckle’ should be safe.”

         
            
               ‘Fair flower, that dost so comely grow

               Hid in this silent dull retreat…’

            

         

         “No, that won’t do either! Some of today’s lot will surely drop in tomorrow, and accuse me of getting in a dig. I can hear Nigel Johnson now. ‘If you still think it’s so bloody dull around here, Giles, why don’t you go back to Merseyside?’”

         He ripped the card into small pieces, and picked up a fourth.

         “Sorry, Ahmad, but I live under difficult circumstances. This’ll have to do.”

         
​IN MEMORIAM

AHMAD SHARIF

         Propping the card against the bottle, he paused to enjoy the perfume of the pink and yellow flowers. But inevitably, it was not long before his eyes dropped to the bottle itself. He pictured Ahmad refusing a glass of wine in the bar; resisting the olives that were on offer because of Ramadan; and arriving for his lecture a few minutes late after being delayed by his Dhur prayers. Was it possible that someone who had adhered to the Shari’a so conscientiously in public would have been drinking beer on his own late at night? They may have chatted for only a few minutes, but Giles had lived in the Middle East long enough to recognise a closet boozer when he saw one. And drinking directly from a bottle…Ahmad? Yet there was no escaping the fact that the laboratory in Naples had found alcohol in his blood. They couldn’t have got that one wrong surely…could they?

         Snapping out of his daydream to look at his watch, he saw it was 3:25 a.m. Should he stay where he was, and sleep on the couch again? Or make his way home? Deciding it would be too cold on the sofa, he donned his duffle coat, and moved next door to collect his scarf and gloves from Jane’s desk.

         Peering through the window, he watched the sleet swirling around the holly tree in the centre of the lawn, illuminated by the lights from the students’ rooms.

         “Looks ghastly!” he groaned, turning towards the Marchese. “But here goes. What did Captain Oates say—I’m just going out, and may be some time? But I won’t be as long as him, I hope.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         During the flight from Stockholm, Giles had decided his first job in Oxford would be to take Aram to task for copying Fiona’s data. Only when that was out of the way would he be able to focus on the task of rustling up support for Rashid Yamani’s Nobel Prize nomination in recognition of MECCAR’s discovery of Achilles. As time was short, he would have to get on with it.

         After calling Fiona over breakfast to advise her to keep out of the way until around midday, he arrived in the New Building to find Aram busy on his mobile phone at the far end of the corridor. Summoning him with a gesture, Giles entered the lab to find the small table that served as Aram’s desk covered in papers with his open laptop in the centre. Glancing at the screen, he saw the title page of a document.

         
            [image: ]

         

         “What the…?” he gasped.

         Before he could look at the next page, Aram came running through the door looking flustered.

         “Good morning, Professor,” he stuttered, before coughing loudly.

         “Morning, Aram. Oh!”

         “What, sir?”

         “Your laptop seems to be shutting down.”

         “Yes, probably. It’s programmed to do so whenever it hears a cough.”

         “Never heard of that one before! Why on earth…?”

         “All of the laptops MECCAR gives its fellows are like that. It’s an emergency security feature. But it can be a bit of a problem if the sensitivity is set too high.”

         “They seem to have thought of everything! Damn good idea though. We all need to avoid prying eyes these days. I could do with that system when my housemaid stops for a chat while I’m checking my bank statements. They seem to attract her like a magnet.”

         “Oh, don’t misunderstand, Professor. I didn’t do it deliberately. I must have caught Dr Cameron’s virus. There was nothing confidential on the screen. From you…how could there be? It was just a booklet MECCAR sent to us all, giving advice on laboratory equipment—operating instructions, accessories, troubleshooting. That sort of thing.”

         “I see. Sounds very useful. Can anyone use it, like me or Dr Cameron?”

         “Yes, of course, but unfortunately it’s in Arabic. I’m not aware there’s an English version. Sorry!”

         “What a pity. Never mind. Now, to get down to another security matter, Aram, Fiona told me you’d inadvertently sent her a file containing data you’d copied from her laptop without her knowledge. Is that true?”

         Aram’s eyes dropped as he propped himself against the table.

         “Yes, I’m afraid it is, sir. I wanted to have copies so that when I’d done the same experiments myself, I could see if my results agreed with hers. She was at a lecture at the time, you see. But I should have waited until she’d returned, shouldn’t I?”

         “Absolutely! But she also said that, although you’d copied the results of several experiments, you haven’t got around to doing a single one of them yet. Why’s that?”

         “I haven’t had the time, sir. I’ve had a lot of reading to do. So much is being published.”

         “I see. Well, I appreciate your diligence in keeping on top of the journals, Aram, but doing what you did was not just an invasion of Dr Cameron’s privacy, it was actually a form of theft. What’s inside someone else’s computer is no business of yours. If you’re caught again, I’ll have to report it to Professor Yamani.”

         “Professor Yamani, not Sir Quentin?”

         “Yes, they’re the rules. It’s in the contract. MECCAR pays your stipend. So, he’s the first port of call. Understand?”

         “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

         “There’s nothing to thank me for.”

         “No, I just…”

         “Aram, did I see you smirking?”

         “Smirking? What does…?”

         “A smirk is the smile of a smart aleck, Aram.”

         “A smart what, sir?”

         “Never mind! I’m letting you off this time, but it’s a very serious matter. If it ever happens again, you’ll…”

         “I wasn’t smiling, sir. I promise.”

         Giles stared at him inquisitively.

         “Okay, back to your work!”

         
             

         

         As he made his way down the gravel path that leads from the New Building towards the Cloister, pensively kicking pebbles to one side or the other, so many unforeseen questions were running through Giles’s mind. Why had MECCAR gone to the trouble of installing such an extraordinary security feature in its fellows’ laptops? And why had Conrad not mentioned this to him when they were in Cape Town? If it was so confidential that he dared not mention it even to his brother, what could it mean? And what was the supposed booklet really all about? Not what Aram said it was, that’s for sure.

         Upon arriving at the New Library, he could hear Fiona on the other side of the door saying goodbye to a couple of students. As two boys carrying books passed by to descend the steps, she remained in the doorway with arms crossed and an expectant smile, as if waiting for gratifying confirmation that Aram had been given a good hiding. But when their eyes met, she knew it had not gone as she’d hoped.

         Giles beckoned Fiona to accompany him to one of the benches overlooking the lawn. Glancing towards the bay window of his office on the other side of the square, she could see Jane arranging a pot of flowers on his desk and gave her a little wave.

         “Looks rather damp,” Giles said, stopping at the first bench. “Better sit on this.”

         He pulled a plastic supermarket bag from his pocket and put in place as best he could in the wind.

         “Thanks. You seem very quiet. How did it go?”

         “I gave him a strong message. But to be honest, I wasn’t too hard…because I think we should continue with business as usual while keeping an eye on him.”

         “Why?”

         “Three things are worrying me. As soon as we met, he immediately switched off his laptop using a fancy security programme that responds to someone coughing. He said it was unintentional. He wasn’t trying to hide anything. It was just that he’d caught your virus. Obviously, that wasn’t the case, and he certainly didn’t look ill to me. Second, a document in Arabic had been open, which he said was booklet on lab equipment that MECCAR had sent to all its fellows. But it wasn’t. The title said ‘Instructions for Data Processing,’ and above that, ‘Highly Confidential.’ Of course, he doesn’t know I can read Arabic.”

         Fiona stared at the path beneath her feet, still wet after an early morning shower, and rubbed her shoe into the moss and lichens. Stooping to pick up an empty snail shell, she tossed it onto the lawn, disturbing a crow into flight.

         “That’s pretty suspicious, isn’t it? And what’s the other thing? You said there were three.”

         “I may have misunderstood his body language, but when I threatened to go to Rashid Yamani if we caught him stealing your data again, he didn’t seem worried in the least.”

         Fiona rested her chin on her hands, saying nothing until a gardener had passed carrying a basket of weeds.

         “He’s definitely up to something, Giles. What Conrad said about their laptops’ security systems was pretty extreme, but this is extraordinary. And why did he lie about the document?”

         Fiona covered her face with her notebook, as a gust of wind swept through the branches of a nearby birch tree, scattering leaves in her direction. She picked them off her white lab coat one by one.

         “As you said, Giles, we should definitely keep an eye on him. Here comes the gardener again. Let’s go for a coffee, and continue wherever we end up.”

         
            ***

         

         Settled in a corner at the far end of the Grand Café in High Street, next to a large gold-framed wall mirror, their coffee and pastries being prepared, Fiona was keen to return to her thoughts on the matter.

         “I think there are two possibilities, Giles. The first is he’s cooking, perhaps even completely inventing, some of his lab results. Whenever he gets the opportunity, he takes a look at mine. If his don’t agree with mine, he fudges them or makes them up. Have you noticed whenever you ask the two of us to do the same experiment independently, he usually gives you his results a week or two after mine?”

         “Yes, I have. But there could be other reasons, couldn’t there? As he’s less experienced, perhaps he just takes longer. Or he needs to repeat a few measurements.”

         “Possible. Nevertheless, the next time you get two sets of data from us, why don’t you see if there’s a mathematical relationship between them— if he was adding a constant number to my data, for example, or multiplying them by a common factor, or both.”

         “But he might be smarter than that. What if he added or subtracted random numbers, for example, that were large enough to make them look like two different data sets, but small enough for the outcome of his experiment to be the same as yours? It wouldn’t be so easy to detect.”

         “That’s true, but it’s worth a try, isn’t it?”

         As the waitress had just arrived, they waited while she arranged the table and poured the coffee. When she’d finished, Giles’s face showed only painful disappointment.

         “Don’t let it get you down, Giles. It’s worrying, I agree, but as you know, I always had my suspicions about….”

         “It’s not that,” he sighed, waving a limp hand over the table. “From one end of Oxford to the other, it’s always the same fancy cakes, isn’t it—French, Austrian, Italian, German, anything but traditional British fare. One day, I’ll get my Mavis to bake a batch of her Northern specials— Goosnargh cakes laced with caraway seeds, Manchester tart, parkin squares oozing molasses and ginger, Bury simnel bursting with sultanas, and a few others—and put a plate of free samples on that glass counter over there. She’d have them queueing up overnight.”

         “Mavis’s baking is marvellous, I agree, Giles. But I must say I’m rather partial to this sort of thing too. Sorry to disappoint!”

         Fiona’s eyes lit up, as she dithered between a slice of crostata al limone and one of Black Forest gateau, finally settling on both.

         “Mmm! Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Another possibility is he’s sabotaging our data to slow us down. If every Alhazen Fellow around the world got up to that sort of trick, the aggregate effect would be to give MECCAR a big advantage over the rest of us.”

         Giles frowned at her over his glasses.

         “Bit farfetched, isn’t it? Apart from the fact it would be contrary to everything MECCAR is supposed to stand for.”

         “I don’t think it is farfetched. Sabotage happens in labs. Human nature being what it is, it would be surprising if it didn’t. Only a few weeks ago a case was reported in Nature. Someone in the University of Michigan was convicted, in a court of law no less, of adding alcohol to a postgrad student’s cell culture media. As far as I know, Aram’s not interfering with my experiments, but what if he copied one of my spreadsheets, altered the results, and then replaced the original file in my laptop with that one? In all the jumble of numbers I get from the analysers, I probably wouldn’t notice. It would be easy to send us up the garden path. From now on, whenever I return to a spreadsheet, I’m going to check the date and time stamp to see if it’s been altered.”

         Giles smiled wryly.

         “And hope Aram doesn’t know any of the tricks you learnt in The Jefferson!”

         “Good point. I know, every time I’ve finished with a spreadsheet, I’ll copy it into a memory stick. Then when I go back to it, I’ll compare the numbers in the two versions.”

         “Every one?”

         “Yes. There’s software for that sort of thing.”

         “Okay, do that. Not a bad idea. Now, having got that out of the way, while you’re busy this afternoon, I’ll drum up support for Rashid’s Nobel Prize nomination. Gunnar gave me a call last night, and urged me to get on with it. First stop will be Sir Q.”

         “Good luck!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         As a physicist, Sir Quentin could not nominate anyone for a Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, but as he was such a big name in science, destined it was rumoured for the House of Lords, Giles knew his backing would carry immense weight. And as the President of one of Oxford’s most prestigious colleges, a job that involved a hectic round of social engagements, he also had a plethora of influential connections. If Giles could tell the local nominators, all appointed personally by the Nobel Committee, that Sir Quentin was behind him, he would be halfway there.

         And so it was to his delight that same afternoon, as they shook hands on the doorstep of the Lodgings, after no more suffering than that inflicted by a glass of Sir Quentin’s cheap sherry, that his visit had secured more than mere support. Always a man to get on with things, Sir Quentin had promptly telephoned Professor Lars Walldius, a member of the Nobel Assembly, followed by two of the biggest names in physiology, Henry Waterstone in Boston and Nigel Ford in London, whom he had met at a congress on medical physics a few years back.

         “Well, that’s one vote and two nominators in the bag already,” he declared proudly. “Not a bad start, eh, Giles? Normally, I’m averse to lobbying. Quite dishonourable in my view. But this is different. I wouldn’t call it lobbying at all. More like leadership. I haven’t coerced anyone. No arm-twisting or arse-licking. I just presented the facts, and offered them an opportunity to make history. With the discoverer of that Bedouin gene dead, it’s only right his boss should be next in line. And between you and me, I’m all in favour of the top dog sharing the biggest bone anyhow.”

         After such a triumph, Giles strode confidently to the Grammar Hall, just a few yards away, to knock on the door of Sir Cardew Wilberforce, an Emeritus Fellow who’d been awarded a Nobel himself twenty-seven years ago. The fact that the reliability of his research had since been questioned by an American university was not important. Once you had one, you had it for life, and all that goes with it. A nomination from him would carry as much weight as any other.

         Working on an article with a deadline just two days away, with a student about to arrive for a tutorial, and his secretary unable to understand his latest dictation, Sir Cardew was in no mood to spend much time on a nomination for someone whose work he knew nothing about.

         “Love to help, Giles, but you know me, can’t stand the sight of application forms. So why don’t you complete it, the whole lot. Sally over there will give you one. I’ll probably be on my way to Argentina by the time you’ve done it. So, she’ll forge my signature—she’s an expert, don’t worry. I trust that’ll be okay? Now, if you don’t mind, I must get on with a few other things. Bye for now.”

         Having good reason to believe his next target would be equally pliable, Giles was confident the whole business was going to be a cakewalk. Dieter-Nicolas Alessi was the son of a wealthy Swiss industrialist who, hoping his son would become a famous geneticist, had ensured he had the perfect initials for the job. However, unlike Michael Colin Cowdrey, the English batsman famously guided from birth to membership of Marylebone Cricket Club, Dieter had not been so amenable to parental ambition, preferring sexually transmitted diseases to DNA. “In more ways than one!” his students were inclined to gibe, given his notoriety as a philanderer. But in spite of his dark side, Dieter had achieved international standing as an expert on AIDS. Although he had no experience of cancer research, the fact that he shared MECCAR’s other field of interest was important. For Dieter would certainly hope that Rashid would eventually learn of his role, and that was an investment he would not want to miss. Almost important was the fact that his long-suffering wife was Lebanese. The combination of self-interest and spousal pressure should make him easy meat.

         Sure enough, by the time the waiter was collecting their plates in the Randolph Hotel, Dieter had been hooked. Dessert, coffee, and liqueurs were spent chatting about rugby and Dieter’s other favourite sport, until he realised he was going to be late for his train to Kingham. As they said their goodbyes outside the station, Giles was congratulating himself. Three nominations was perfect. More than that would look excessive.

         
            ***

         

         Come the weekend, Fiona flew to Inverness to spend Christmas with her father. As Bill Eccles had gone down with sinusitis, Giles’s customary visit to his finca in Majorca’s Tramuntana mountains had been cancelled. Fearing that Christmas on his own in Oxford would be dead after the excitement of the past few weeks, he decided to spend it in Little Compton, where at least he would have the company of the villagers.

         As the Austin Healey’s road licence had expired while he’d been in Cape Town, he left the car in the Fellows’ car park and took the train to Moreton-in-Marsh. The long walk from the station to the village down the A44 reminded him of how appealing the English countryside could be even in the middle of winter. The smell of grass and rotting vegetation drifting from the hedgerows, the feel of wet grit and soft clay beneath his heavy shoes, and the cawing of rooks in the treetops kindled memories of his schoolboy hikes with Conrad in West Sussex, before he had joined his parents in the Middle East.

         Approaching the empty cottage, the bay windows on either side of the low door appeared to stare at him solemnly. The drops of water on the panes from the last downpour, glinting in the weak winter sunlight, drew his eyes to the emptiness that lay beyond. Stopping a few yards from the entrance, he dropped his leather suitcase onto the drive, not heeding the muddy puddle that splashed his trouser legs. The clack of its brass studs against the cobbles scattered a group of chirping sparrows from the Virginia creeper over the porch. As they rose into the sky, their fading song intensified the feeling of isolation that had overcome him when the latch of the gate had dropped into place.

         If only Fiona could have been there. As much as he liked the cottage, it was more for its rural setting and quaintness than for its qualities as a home. Since Hillary’s passing, he had never really enjoyed being there alone. Apart from reminiscing about their weekends together, he had a habit of ruminating about the old building’s history and its former occupants. For no apparent reason, especially during the long winter evenings, his mind’s eye would picture an imagined event from the distant past. It might be of a terrified cobbler and his distraught wife bolting the front door in a desperate attempt to keep the Great Plague at bay, as it marched north from London, ravaging village after village. Or of a young farming couple a century later, warming themselves by the fireplace, as they pondered the impact on the local wool trade of Richard Arkright’s new invention in the North. Or another hundred years on, a group of lads from Hitchman’s Brewery in nearby Chipping Norton, gathered in the kitchen, mugs of stout in hand, commenting on the sale of the Manor House to Ann Fowler after so many years of wrangling with the Church.

         It was the same with the antique pieces that Hillary had collected. What letters had been written on his desk by candlelight, its surface strewn with quill pens, parchment, and sand? What emotions, pleading, arguments, and explanations had been expressed in them? Who had sat in the same spot, looking through the same glass panes at the same stone church? What incidents, many years apart, explained the stains, scratches, and chips on the mahogany dining table—a petulant child tossing a plate of porridge aside, the shaking of a horse-drawn cart as it carried a young couple’s furniture from one town to another, a tragic incident of domestic violence? And what faces, young and old, had looked out from the Victorian mirror in the hallway, expressing the whole range of human emotions—unbridled joy, sadness, anxiety, curiosity, devastating grief—each with its own story? It was haunting.

         He put these habits down to being a geneticist. Perpetually thinking about family trees, inheritance, and evolution, he was forever conscious of the past, and of how in every one of us our ancestry is recorded in the tiny strands of DNA that are passed down from one generation to the next. As he gazed at the leaded, crooked kitchen window where Hillary had spent so many hours, he smiled as he thought of the occasion he’d brought all of this to her attention.

         “Hillary,” he had called, while stooping to poke the embers in the living room.

         “Yes, dear.”

         “Do you have any notion of how many people who survived the Great Plague we’ve each inherited bits and pieces of genes from?”

         “Bits and pieces of what?”

         “Genes.”

         “How should I know? You do ask some funny questions, Giles. I’m more concerned with how many potatoes to peel this minute.”

         “Believe it or not, it could be as many as fifteen thousand. And if you go back to the year Marlowe and Shakespeare were born, it might be four times that number. Isn’t that something? To think that when Will was penning Macbeth, all those people, perhaps sixty thousand of them, about two per cent of the population of England at the time, were going about their lives, destined to pass on copies of some of their DNA to you. And they’re there, in every one of your cells. All it took was time, chance meetings of men and women, and a bit of the other—in fact, rather a lot of the other—and eventually there was you. Wouldn’t it be fantastic to go back in time, and meet them all, say hello, shake their hands?”

         “Five potatoes or six, Giles?”

         While all this had been running through his head, it had started to rain again. But he had hardly noticed the fact. His coat had remained unbuttoned, his umbrella unfurled, his Barmah hat rolled up inside his pocket. Had it been a mistake after all? Should he go back to the station, get the next train to Paddington, and take a flight to Majorca? He’d probably catch a cold between now and the end of January anyhow. So if he caught Bill’s virus over Christmas, would it matter? And the weather would surely be more clement.

         He was still hesitating, when the wife of the cabinet maker next door drew back her net curtains with a toddler in her arms. The little girl’s big smile and her mother’s enthusiastic wave reminded him of how much life there was in the village, and how warm and friendly the people could be. He waved back, and pulled a funny face at the child. His mind was made up. He would change his clothes, and then set off for the Red Lion to learn what the landlord had organised for Christmas Day.

         
            ***

         

         Overflowing with excited children, and with passable food brought to a banqueting table by the landlord’s daughters dressed as Elizabethan serving wenches, the pub proved to be a good choice for Christmas lunch. The only downside was the impact of his new celebrity status, something he had not expected deep in the heart of the Cotswolds. He had always disliked the celebrity culture that pervades British life, and to have it thrust upon him towards the end of a long career in the serious business of science was painful.

         “The really annoying part,” he confided to the landlord over a glass of his usual after the others had dispersed, “is you have no bloody say in the matter. The media simply do it to you for their own benefit. I never looked for it, and I don’t want it. But I can’t get rid of it. There’s nowhere to run. Becoming a hermit wouldn’t do any good. The mere fact of my disappearance would be a huge story in itself. And when the bastards eventually found me, I’d be an even bigger celeb. If I went out of my way to tarnish my reputation, get into some sort of scandal, it wouldn’t achieve anything either. They wouldn’t drop me. Quite the opposite. The magazines would be competing for a photo shoot. It’s a dungeon with webcams, from which there’s no escape.”

         His mood had been soured by his experience during the meal. Hoping most of the others would lose interest with so many children within earshot, he had responded to the clamour for an account of his adventure by quietly confessing to a “multitude of dishonesties” during his quest for the truth. But to his dismay, rather than dampen their enthusiasm, it had served to fuel it. His later revelations that he had absented himself from work, trespassed into somebody’s office, stolen a document, hacked into a computer, falsified evidence, and lied to colleagues, friends and relatives on three continents had elicited only expressions of admiration. “That’s the spirit!”, “Jolly good show!”, “Good for you, old boy!”, and “I wish this weak-kneed, jelly-bellied husband of mine had such guts” had been accompanied by roars of approval, stamping of heavy shoes, and bursts of applause.

         By the time they had reached the plum pudding, there had been unanimous agreement that a second session would be essential to do the story justice. After a snap vote had been taken for the best time and place, the landlord had reached for the phone to book afternoon tea the following day in The Manor House up the road. Desperate for an escape route, Giles had promptly raised both arms to quell the excitement, and stood up so all could witness his sombre mood.

         “Dear friends, fellow villagers, ladies, and gentlemen, I would dearly love to tell you more about my experiences tomorrow. Indeed, there is nothing I would enjoy more. But alas, I cannot. Why? For the reason that it’s about to go into my autobiography, Memoires of a Pox-Hunting Man—yes, that is really the title—and I’m afraid my publisher would lynch me if I said any more, even in this little corner of the world. You see, the Internet has changed our lives forever. Even places like Little Compton, only a few years ago known to very few, are now part of the big wide world. News can travel fast—literally as fast as electrons down wires, light through fibre-optic cables, and electromagnetic waves through space—to all corners of the globe. And publishers don’t want people to know too much about what’s in a new book before it’s in the shops and Amazon’s website. If I were to give you the complete unabridged story, my publisher would have my guts for garters. So, I’m very sorry, but I’m afraid you’ll all have to wait until it’s in print. Sad, but that’s the way it is. Tomorrow, instead of enjoying myself with you all, I’ll be at my desk, nose to the grindstone, writing the next few chapters. So, who’s for a game of draughts?”

         
            ***

         

         Boxing Day was much more tranquil. Keeping to his word, Giles returned to his autobiography. Working at the mahogany dining table by candlelight until after midnight, he got as far as the moment in Frankfurt when he and Fiona had said their emotional goodbyes. Next morning, he was up before sunrise, packed his suitcase, and took a taxi to the station.

         Editing the previous day’s writing over a cup of coffee as the train made its way through the Gloucestershire countryside, he felt a great sense of relief that Christmas was over at last. It had never been his favourite time of the year. Even as a child he had not enjoyed it, pretending he was having fun just to please the grownups. What he disliked most was the predictability of everything: the same boring cousins on the doorstep, the same carols with their silly lyrics and simple music, gifts he had little interest in, endless turkey. He had never revealed it to anyone but Conrad, but the prospect of avoiding the annual ritual for a few years had been a significant factor in his decision as a young man to accompany his parents to the Middle East.

         Raising his eyes to admire the reflections of weeping willows in the Evenlode’s slow-moving surface, his thoughts turned to those who had made the latest adventure of his eventful life such a success. He wondered how the Salomon family were getting on, as they struggled to come to terms with the ruin of Steve’s career and his reputation. He might not be the best geneticist in the world, but he wasn’t a bad one either. Who knows what he would have achieved in the years ahead? Nothing had been heard of him since Stockholm—no press releases, no interviews, no statements by attorneys. Was it possible the claim he had made to the Swedish police had been true—that when he discovered Ahmad Sharif’s writing on the back of the website report, he felt a moral obligation to make the results public in the only way possible without getting MECCAR into hot water with the tribal elders?

         
             

         

         As soon as he stepped onto Oxford station’s platform, he called Fiona’s mobile number to see if she was back from Scotland.

         “Giles,” she shrieked with surprise. “How lovely!”

         “How was Christmas, dear?”

         “So, so, thanks. With my father not being very well, a few long lost uncles and aunts turned up out of the blue. And you know what? I discovered something.”

         “What’s that?”

         “Einstein was right. Time goes much more slowly when you’re with relatives.”

         “Ha!”

         “And yours?”

         “Best forgotten—Christmas that is, though the same applies to most of my relatives. Where are you?”

         “Have a guess.”

         “On top of Ben Nevis?”

         “No. I haven’t been on top of a Ben for weeks—a Hamish and a Mungo, but not a single Ben. Actually, I’m soaking in a hot bath in the flat. Cousin Ivor gave me a Vodafone bluetooth goose for Christmas. It floats with my phone between its wings. Then when someone calls, it quacks and paddles around in circles. Isn’t that cute?”

         “Very. Reminds me of Hank Weinberg’s computer. Must remember to get a flock. But I thought Ivor was a successful lawyer. Is that all he gave you?”

         “No. There was also a Harrods gift card worth five hundred pounds, and the key to his new studio apartment in Knightsbridge, which he said I could use for the New Year sales. Hold on, I’ll switch on the speaker…there. Now I’m getting out.”

         “Fiona, listen, I called Conrad from the cottage and…”

         “Sorry, me first. This is too important. Prepare yourself for a shock.”

         “Why?”

         “Rashid Yamani has posted a message on MECCAR’s website saying that the genetic code that Ahmad Sharif wrote on the back of the Achilles website report was not… repeat not…the Bedouins’ DNA switch after all.”

         “WHAT! You’re having me on?”

         “No, I’m not.”

         “Hang on, I need to sit down on this bench…but that would mean…”

         “That what Steve reported in Science and called Deidamia really was an artificial switch for Achilles. It wasn’t his invention. Nothing changes that. But it wasn’t the Bedouins’ switch either. He jumped to the wrong conclusion, just like the rest of us have ever since.”

         “But…but…but where the hell did it come from then?”

         “The website doesn’t say. I guess Ahmad must have been working on alternative DNA switches for Achilles… presumably with success.”

         “But if that was the case, why didn’t MECCAR lay claim to Deidamia when they saw Steve’s paper?”

         “Perhaps Ahmad had developed it on the quiet. If he’d used the Bedouins’ code as a starting point, and played around with the base sequence in the hope of finding one that worked just as well, he might have got lucky. It’s not impossible, is it?”

         “No, it isn’t. This is extraordinary. Okay, I must go now. There are two huge Irish wolfhounds here sniffing me all over. Must be the rural pong on my shoes. Bye.”

         “Hold on! You’d started to say something before.”

         “Oh, yes. I called Conrad over Christmas and told him about Aram’s laptop. I had to prise it out of him, but it’s true about that system that responds to coughs. And he said something else. Apparently, his company set up another system for MECCAR, this time for the transfer of encrypted information between the fellows’ laptops and their server in Wadi Rum.”

         “That sounds a bit suspicious too. Why encrypted?”

         “Good question. Okay, I’m off, before I’m buried in dog hairs. See you soon.”

         
            ***

         

         As soon as he was in his office, without stopping to remove his hat or coat, Giles went to his desk with the intention of sending MECCAR a request for more information. However, when he went to his emails, he saw that his inbox contained a message from Rashid Yamani with the subject line “Urgent rendezvous.”

         
            “Dear Professor Butterfield,

            You will have learnt from MECCAR’s website that what Dr Salomon called his Deidamia insertion was NOT the Bedouins’ enhancer, and you will no doubt be wondering where it came from. Normally, I would not be permitted to comment on such a matter, but in view of the extraordinary effort you have made to protect my institute’s intellectual property and reputation, I have been given permission to discuss the matter with you under conditions of strict confidentiality.

            I am staying in the Hôtel de Crillon in Paris for talks with the chairman of our trust. If I could meet you here during the evening of December 29, we could talk about it. I have already booked a table for 8:00 p.m. in Les Ambassadeurs, and a suite for you in the hotel as my guest.

            I apologise for the very short notice, but I have been waiting for some news from my staff in MECCAR before contacting you. More when we meet.

            Kind regards, Rashid Yamani.

            PS: I shall be in the bar from 7:20 pm. As we have never met, I have attached a photograph of myself. I am sure to recognise you from your famous picture in Stockholm. I hope the bus did not take too long to arrive!”

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Paris was wet and windy when Eurostar glided into the Gare du Nord. Giles took a taxi as far as the Louvre before completing his journey to the Place de la Concorde on foot. By the time he was inside the lobby of the Hôtel de Crillon, he was already five minutes late. Dropping his overcoat, hat, and overnight bag with the concierge, he hurried to the washroom to brush his hair and straighten his tie.

         He approached the bar feeling strangely apprehensive. The sound of piano music, conversation, and laughter, softened by the upholstered chairs, thick carpets, and walnut panelling, had for him an unwelcome, almost alienating, quality. This was not his natural scene at all. Like most academics, he had stayed in many plush hotels for international congresses, but even the smartest had a very different atmosphere when overflowing with excited scientists sharing discounted rooms in place of the regular well-heeled clientele.

         On entering the crowded room, uneasily dusting the sleeves of the same tweed jacket he’d worn during his fateful journey to Washington, his eyes settled on a distinguished middle-aged man, impeccably dressed in a light blue suit and gold silk tie, sitting on his own on the far side. Tall, good looking and well built, without being overweight, with greying hair, a neat black moustache and heavy tortoiseshell spectacles, it was unmistakably Rashid Yamani. Engrossed in a recent issue of the Journal of Human Genetics, he didn’t notice his guest until he was on top of him.

         “Professor Butterfield!” he gasped with a start, rising from his chair to shake his hand. How wonderful it is to meet you at last.”

         “Call me Giles, please.”

         “Thank you…and likewise. I feel that I know you already anyhow. Your great achievement has been given so much publicity in my part of the world that you’re something of a celebrity there. Don’t be surprised if you bump into a statue or two of yourself next time you’re in Amman!”

         After lifting a couple of glasses of fresh fruit juice from a passing trolley and placing them on the table, Rashid withdrew two copies of a confidentiality agreement from his attaché case, and offered them with an uncomfortable smile.

         “Sorry about the formalities, Giles, but MECCAR takes secrecy very seriously, as you know.”
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