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To the memory of Wendy Blair, 1947–2017




‘The wriggling writhing worms will now eat you at the ships, far from your parents, when the dogs have glutted themselves upon you. You will lie naked, although in your house you have fine and goodly raiment made by the hands of women. This will I now burn; it is of no use to you, for you can never again wear it, and thus you will have respect shown you by the Trojans both men and women.’


In such wise did she cry aloud amid her tears, and the women joined in her lament.


Andromache mourning for Hector from The Iliad


(translated by Samuel Butler)




Holy Trinity Church, Blythburgh, Suffolk: 18 August 1982


It was a funeral without a body. Instead of a coffin containing even a token bone or two, there was a regimental sergeant major bearing a gold-tasselled scarlet cushion with the colonel's medals and honours. There were over four hundred mourners in the church. William Catesby recognised only a few of them, even though Blythburgh was very near where he had been born and brought up. The person that Catesby knew best was the one who wasn’t there. In fact, he hadn’t known the colonel that well at all, but he felt obliged to pay his respects for what they had shared. From time to time Catesby and the colonel had been seconded to JIC, the Joint Intelligence Committee, and they soon discovered a shared sense of humour – something that often bonds people more than ideology or upbringing. It was inevitable that their mutual appreciation of things bizarre would lead them to a lake in central London. It was a dark secret pleasure that gave them both delight: the pigeon-eating pelican of St James's Park. Their fascination with the psychopath pelican was, however, only one of the secrets they shared.


The summer had begun with a blazing early June, but August had turned stormy and unsettled. Catesby suppressed an un-funereal smile. It was Black Shuck weather. As children, he and his Suffolk pals were spellbound by tales of the hellhound with blazing eyes. It was, in fact, during an August thunderstorm in 1577 that Black Shuck had run amok through the congregation of Blythburgh Church tearing open throats with his teeth and disembowelling guts with his razor-sharp claws. Catesby glanced at the door on the north side of the chancel. You could still see the claw marks of the devil dog scored into the ancient oak – looking like what someone could have done with a red-hot poker. Catesby suspected that the colonel would have loved a funeral service in the shadow of Black Shuck – a canine cousin of the pelican of St James's Park.


Catesby wondered why the family hadn’t chosen Iken rather than Blythburgh for the funeral. The colonel had once confided that Iken churchyard, loud with curlew cries and overlooking the tidal flats of the Aide, was his favourite place, but maybe that was another secret he hadn’t shared. The views, however, from Blythburgh Church, were even more stunning: the marshes, the winding river, the Blyth estuary, the distant sea. As a boy Catesby had often cycled to Blythburgh to swim in the river – and still did as an adult. There was a shady footpath that led from the church to a patch of rabbit-cropped grass where you waded into the river at high tide. The water was muddy, but so much warmer than the North Sea.


The service had begun with the organist playing Bach's ‘Fantasia and Fugue in G minor’. The music was so moving and beautiful that Catesby imagined that the Black Dog had stopped in his tracks and now lay mourning among the tombstones with his muzzle between his paws. The colonel hadn’t been a great man, just a good man – which is, perhaps, better.


Catesby furtively studied the faces of the congregation. It was something that spies were trained to do: Dont turn your head; swivel your eyes. There were four major-generals and thirty or so other officers in uniform. The government was represented by two junior ministers. The MP for Waveney, also a junior minister, but very out of favour, was present as well. Catesby recognised a number of local landowners, who were probably friends and family of the widow. She was a somewhat imperious woman who came from a prominent Suffolk family. The colonel often joked that he had ‘married above himself’. Something else they shared in common. ‘Let's face it,’ Catesby had once joked, ‘we’re just a pair of gigolos.’ The colonel had replied with a broad smile.


Catesby looked down as the vicar quoted the lines from Job: We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we shall carry nothing out. The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord. There was the sound of someone nervously clearing his throat in the pew behind him. Catesby was sympathetic. Job wasn’t exactly a bundle of laughs.


Catesby turned his eyes to the ceiling. The angels always cheered him up – as they must have cheered other church visitors for centuries. There were twelve wooden angels on the nave roof arranged in pairs. The androgynous angels had flowing hair and faint smiles. Presumably, they had survived destruction at the hands of the Puritan iconoclasts because they were too high up to remove – nearly ninety feet above the floor. Unable to reach them, the Puritan soldiers had used the angels for target practice instead. You could see the holes from the musket balls – but the angels were still smiling.


The inaccessible Blythburgh angels survived, but a wealth of artwork had been destroyed: more than two hundred paintings, two crosses, twenty cherubim and the stained-glass windows. Wanton destruction by humans depressed Catesby, but it didn’t surprise him. The need to destroy beauty and peace out of self-righteous conceit was a human trait that had never disappeared.


The funeral ended with the National Anthem:


Send her victorious,


Happy and glorious...


followed by ‘Nimrod’ as the regimental sergeant major carried the cushion bearing the colonel's decorations down the aisle and out of the church. Catesby fought back tears. Elgar's ‘Nimrod’, always played at British military funerals, was beautiful and heartbreaking – but the moving music would not bring back the dead or erase human stupidity.


The service was now finished and the organist played Bach's ‘Prelude and Fugue in E flat’ as the mourners left the church. There were seven people in the family reception line: parents, a brother, a sister, two sons and the widow. Catesby had never met any of them, so he didn’t make conversation beyond polite condolences. But when he got to the widow, she grasped his hand firmly and fixed him with eyes that glistened more with anger than tears.


‘You are, I believe, William Catesby.’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘John was very fond of you – and told me a few things about you.’ The widow lowered her voice. ‘I’m not sure that there is anyone else at this funeral that I could say this to.’


Catesby leaned forward. ‘Yes.’


The widow's eyes flashed like lightning. ‘I hope that fucking bitch rots in hell.’




King's College Cambridge: May 1979


Catesby met Basil, his old tutor, in Basil's rooms overlooking Front Court.


‘Do you remember coming here for your tutorials on medieval French literature?’


‘Yes. My biggest concern was hiding my lack of preparation. I wasn’t enamoured of La Chanson de Roland.’


‘Why?’


Catesby smiled. The tutorial seemed to have recommenced after nearly four decades. ‘The Chanson was far too long-winded – and, at the time, the Fall of France in 1940 seemed more relevant than the Battle of Roncevaux in the ninth century.’


‘The battle actually took place in 778.’


‘Lack of preparation again.’


‘And, I suppose, you were eager to get in uniform and do your part.’


Catesby looked out the window at the late Gothic splendour of King's College Chapel. ‘I had delusions of glory – and I also felt guilty basking in warm safe privilege while others were dying. In that way, I was probably an embarrassingly boring young man.’


Basil folded his long fine fingers. ‘It would be unkind of me to reply.’


‘Thank you.’ Boring or not, Catesby was certain that Basil had recommended him for the Secret Intelligence Service – but that was after the war when he returned to complete his degree. And perhaps the Catesby who had been parachuted into occupied France in 1943 was no longer as callow and boring as the earlier version.


‘Would you like a snifter of port?’ said Basil. ‘It helps my arthritis.’


‘Did you get it on the NHS?’


‘You’re still a socialist, aren’t you, Catesby?’


‘I would rather describe myself as a loyal servant of Her Majesty's Secret Intelligence Service.’


‘Quite. By the way, I voted Labour last week – that woman is simply ghastly.’


Catesby smiled.


‘So you will have some port?’


Catesby nodded.


Basil filled a thimble-sized crystal glass and nodded to a small pile of folders on his desk. ‘Those are the most promising candidates. It hasn’t been a vintage year. Why don’t you have a look while I mark a batch of Tripos papers?’


Half an hour later Basil was snoring and Catesby was finishing his notes on the recommended final-year students. The tutor was right: it wasn’t a vintage year for likely SIS recruits. But there was one who stood out. Catesby stared at the old prof and coughed lightly.


‘Oh dear,’ said Basil, ‘I must have nodded off. What do you think?’


‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Evita?’


‘Evita who?’


‘Evita is a West End musical.’


‘Good lord. No, I haven’t.’ Basil gave Catesby a condescending look. ‘Is it any good?’


‘I’m not a music critic, but it alerted me to some important issues.’


‘If you don’t mind my asking, why did you go to see a ... a musical?’


‘My wife, Frances, ended up with two tickets. A rich admirer wanted to take her to see it. When she turned him down, he insisted she keep the tickets.’


‘And how is the charming Frances?’


Catesby remembered that Basil had met his then wife-to-be when he had returned to Cambridge in 1946. Basil, not normally someone with an eye for women, had been impressed with Frances's upper-class manners tinged with a strong hint of Bloomsbury unconventionally. A wartime fling had left her with twins whom she paraded unashamedly as ‘little bastards out of wedlock’.


‘She's fine,’ said Catesby not wanting to go into details about an estranged wife who worked for MI5.


‘Are you reconciled?’


‘A bit – or, I assume, Frances wouldn’t have turned the rich bloke down.’


‘Was he broken-hearted?’


‘I hope so – but she thought it would be fun to see the musical after all. It actually wasn’t that bad.’ Catesby lifted up one of the folders. ‘And your student reminded me of it.’


Basil looked at Catesby over his half-frame reading glasses. ‘I suppose you’re referring to Fiona Stewart. She spent her year abroad in Argentina researching Borges. In fact, she's gone back. She has, I’ve heard, formed an attachment. In any case, she's not someone I thought would have interested you.’


‘On the contrary, I would like to interview her.’


‘And what about the others?’


Catesby shook his head. ‘I believe that the Secret Intelligence Service has already surpassed its quota of white public schoolboys.’


Basil smiled. ‘I think you will find Fiona Stewart posher than any of them. She is, in fact, quite a madam: the Conservation Association tried desperately to recruit her.’


‘And she turned them down?’


‘Actually, I think she found them a bit common.’


‘Perhaps she was playing a game, a role.’


‘All undergraduates do – even you did, Catesby.’


Catesby smiled bleakly and returned to Fiona Stewart's folder.


Buenos Aires: May 1979


Fiona Stewart thought the Argentine naval aviator was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. His hair glistened like wet coal. He was so intent, but she wasn’t relaxed enough. She gently cupped his head in her hands knowing that he couldn’t see her indulgent smile or read her thoughts. She knew that he needed her so much – and trying so hard to please her was part of that need. ‘Let me do you,’ she said.


He rested his cheek against the inside of her thigh. ‘But I want to give you pleasure.’


She stroked his head. ‘You give me pleasure by being so beautiful.’


‘But I want to make you come. I want you to quiver all over – like you do to me.’


Fiona pulled his head up so she could look at him closely. ‘Why are you so intense? You seem so nervous.’


‘I want to give you back the pleasure that you have given me before it is too late.’


‘What do you mean too late?’


‘Ever since Inés died I have had premonitions of my own death.’


The Argentine aviator was referring to his wife who had died the previous year after a long illness. The Englishwoman came level with him and held him closely.


‘Do you miss her?’


‘I don’t miss her because she has never gone away.’ He looked at the ceiling. ‘But I wish that I had loved her more.’


‘And not been unfaithful?’


‘That is a cruel thing to say.’ The Argentine smiled. ‘But I wish that she hadn’t found out about my affairs. Why are you laughing?’


‘Because you are so honest – even when it shows you in such a bad light.’


The Argentine was no longer smiling. ‘But you must remember that I did love Inés, sometimes more than life itself.’


‘Who else do you love more than life itself?’


‘My son, of course – and, I know you think this silly, but I love my country more than life itself.’


Fiona propped herself on her elbow and stared at the Argentine. When he was wearing his naval officer's uniform, he was even more handsome than in his polo kit – and he wore that uniform with such pride. Part of her regarded his military preening as a child's game, but she understood how much it meant to him. Although the aviator was seventeen years older than her, Fiona felt that he was a younger brother who needed to be protected and taught about the real world.


Her lover smiled. ‘I can see what you are thinking behind your hooded ironic English eyes. You are laughing at me.’


‘Laughter can be a sign of love – women often love men who make them laugh.’ She felt his penis, no longer hard and thrusting, lying limp against her thigh. She reached down and stroked it. ‘I want to put you in my mouth.’ He immediately stiffened.


‘You’re playing games with me.’


‘But you love games – I saw that the first time I met you.’ She wanted to add and fell in love with you. But at the time, it wasn’t so much falling in love as falling in lust.


London: September 1979


Recruiting more women wasn’t just a matter of equal opportunities; it was also a professional necessity. A long-running problem was that SIS officers looked pretty much alike – and the same applied to MI5 officers, although, as Catesby and his colleagues pointed out, their knuckles dragged a bit lower. For years MI5 surveillance teams had been a joke. Two bored white men in trilbies and overcoats sitting for hours in a government motor pool Humber fooled no one. Sometimes they tried to improve their cover by changing the number plates – even though they were using the same car. On one occasion, the ‘diplomat’ under surveillance gave a friendly rap on the car's window to inform the driver that his rear number plate was not the same as the front one. The Sovs always recognised the ‘watchers’ and loved to play games with them. The favourites were high-speed chases through the centre of London – no fear of speeding tickets with diplomatic immunity – as the Russian driver tried to ‘lose his tail’. When the rezidentura, the spy office at the Sov Embassy, wanted to replace an ageing car at the British government's expense, they instructed a driver who was being closely pursued to slam on the brakes.


According to SIS recruitment criteria, the important thing about Fiona Stewart wasn’t her gender but that she was a brilliant linguist in Spanish and Portuguese – both languages in which SIS was understaffed. Ironically, the intelligence service had many fluent speakers in the world's most difficult tongues – including Hungarian and Mandarin – but few Spanish speakers. It was as if the Spanish Armada and the War of Jenkins’ Ear had never happened. The saga was one of Catesby's favourite lessons from British history. The smuggler Jenkins had his left ear sabred off by the leader of a Spanish boarding party. The severed ear was later displayed in Parliament to stoke up war fever. In the end, Jenkins's ear was the first of 20,000 British casualties in a war that also cost Britain 407 ships lost. Catesby feared that it could happen again – but no one listened to him.


Catesby's interest in Latin America began when he had been on temporary duty in Havana during the Cuban Missile Crisis. He realised there were issues of culture and history that few in London understood – issues that could prove lethal, as they nearly had in October 1962. His interest was rekindled sixteen years later when he was temporarily promoted to be Dir/Americas while the normal holder of the post was recovering from a ski injury. Catesby grasped that being Dir/Americas was a job that meant dealing with Washington and little else – Canada and Latin America could go hang. When the real Dir/Americas shed his plaster and finally hobbled back to his desk at SIS HQ, Catesby pointed out his section practically ignored Latin America.


‘If you want that lot,’ said Dir/Americas, hanging up his walking stick, ‘you can have it.’


The DG approved the transfer of responsibility and Catesby's job title expanded to Head/SovBlocTSection/Dir/LatinAmerica – but he was still on the same pay scale.


Catesby stared at the Fiona Stewart folder that lay open on his desk and wondered what to do next. She was almost too English and too posh – a younger version of his own wife. Pity she wasn’t black, Asian or working class. On the other hand, she lived in Argentina and Fiona's style and looks were what Anglophile Argentines expected in an Englishwoman. Catesby knew that many of the Argentine elite liked to swan about in tweeds and Jermyn Street shirts. They also played rugby and cricket and sent their children to expensive private schools to learn British English rather than the American variety. Catesby leaned back and frowned. Was he falling into the English habit of labelling South Americans? That's why he needed an agent in place who could see beyond the stereotypes – who could recognise nuances, strengths, frailties and the contradictions of the human factor. It was called HUMINT – Human Intelligence – and was no longer very popular. HUMINT required more personnel and was a lot more expensive than SIGINT – Signals Intelligence – which was the current rage. Would he get the funding even if she accepted a post?


Normally, interviewing a family member of a potential SIS recruit was frowned upon at best and totally forbidden at worst. But as Fiona's father was a former army officer who had won the Victoria Cross and was a sometime member of the Royal Household at Sandringham, Catesby was certain that Major Stewart could be treated differently. In fact, Major Stewart enjoyed the rare distinction of being one of those who had been awarded the VC posthumously – but who then turned up alive, but not well, to pick up the medal in person. The major had been reported dead when, in fact, his badly wounded body had been taken prisoner by the Italians. Following the surrender of the Italians in Africa, Stewart had been repatriated and received the Victoria Cross at Buckingham Palace.


Stewart met Catesby in an office that had been constructed in the rambling garden of his North Norfolk farmhouse. The outbuilding was traditional East Anglian design, black shiplap planking and pantile roof. There was also a Black Shuck weathervane – the infamous hellhound got everywhere. The garden office was furnished with shabby and broken antiques that the major's wife had expelled from the house. There was also a pair of binoculars and a collection of bird books – and a drinks cabinet. There were piles of leather-bound legal books that needed navigating around and which Stewart used as side tables. The major had studied law after leaving the army and rose to the level of Recorder, a part-time circuit judge, before he chucked in legal work.


‘Whisky,’ said the major, ‘G&T – we can even do a cup of tea, but the milk's gone off.’


It was ten o’clock in the morning. ‘I’ll have tea, please – and don’t worry about the milk.’


The major, whose right eye had been shot away in Africa, wore a black eye patch. He gave Catesby a one-eye wink of reluctant agreement. ‘Well, I’ll join you.’ He switched on the kettle, which seemed to do nothing. ‘Fucking thing.’ He gave the kettle a firm shake and it began to gurgle. ‘Good. Did you come far?’


‘Only from Suffolk – I’ve got a place there.’


‘Thought I detected a hint of an accent – and, if you don’t mind my saying so, your name is fascinating.’


Catesby gave a tired smile. Being reminded yet again that he shared a surname with the leader of the Gunpowder Plot was tedious beyond belief.


‘My own ancestors,’ said the major in a low conspiratorial tone, ‘were Recusant Catholics hiding Jesuits in every nook and cranny. So I am honoured to meet a Catesby.’


Catesby smiled. In this case at least, his name was useful.


‘But despite the Jay connection I didn’t go to Stonyhurst, I went to Ampleforth.’ Major Stewart paused. ‘But you haven’t come here to talk about me; you’ve come to talk about my daughter.’


‘But I know, Major Stewart, that your own life is very interesting.’


‘I’m not sure what my own life is. I can’t focus.’ The major stared out the window. ‘Look at that bugger.’


‘Where?’


‘That old apple tree. There's a great spotted woodpecker.’


‘Lovely birds,’ said Catesby, ‘but they pecked the lime mortar out of my chimney and I had to have it rebuilt.’


‘It's the price we pay for living in period homes. Where was I?’


Catesby smiled. ‘You said you couldn’t focus.’


‘How apt.’ The major paused. ‘But it's nothing recent. I haven’t been able to focus since I got back from the war. That's why I went to university and read law. I needed something hard and definite to concentrate the mind – and for a while I was quite successful.’ He nodded at a hat rack adorned with a long white judge's wig. ‘As soon as I got promoted to the bench I lost interest. That's when I bought this farm and started breeding rare sheep – and orchids too. Am I boring you?’


‘Not much.’


‘Ah, but one more thing. I still have a part-time interest in the legal business. I serve on the board of the Mental Health Review Tribunal – and as such I meet a lot of psychiatrists.’ The major smiled. ‘Useful for free consultations. In any case, I confided in one of the shrinks about my lack of focus and he asked me about the war. Apparently, there's this new thing called PTSD – Post-traumatic Stress Disorder. At first, I thought it was a lot of nonsense – and part of me still does – but maybe there's something in it. What did you do in the war?’


‘SOE.’


‘Ah, maybe you’d better have a word with this shrink too – and then let me know what you think.’


Catesby blinked nervously. He didn’t need a psychiatrist to tell him he was fucked up.


‘Good lord,’ said the major, ‘there I am going on about myself again when you’re here to talk about Fiona. God, isn’t this tea awful?’


‘It's drinkable.’


‘Should have had it black; milk's gone sour. Fiona is the youngest – the brightest and the wildest.’ The major smiled. ‘I think she gets it from her mother.’


‘How many children are there?’


‘Five – all girls. Don’t say it, I know. Tried with the wife on top and every other position, but still ended up with a girl every time.’


If, Catesby thought, SIS ever gave him permission to publish his memoirs, Major Stewart was going to get a mention.


‘Now, Fiona was difficult from day one – and didn’t get any better until we sent her to boarding school as a teenager. At first I thought it was a cruel decision, but I gave in to She-Who-Must-Be-Obeyed and her whim of iron – and the sisters, who had had enough of her too, also thought it the right decision.’


‘And it worked?’


Indeed. She settled down and eventually became Head Girl.’ The major paused and looked out the window. ‘I don’t know why. Maybe the hormones settled down. Can’t say it was being in an all-girl environment – she was in that here, even the cat is a girl. The school certainly encouraged her sporting prowess: tennis, running – her PE teacher thought she had a chance of qualifying for the Olympics in the Women's Pentathlon. I think, for the first time, Fiona began to feel good about who she was.’


‘What an amazing person.’


‘We certainly think so. But Fiona's biggest change was discovering her extraordinary brain – and God knows where she got that from, not either of us. The first stage, I believe, was Fiona developing a crush on her Modern Languages teacher – a most extraordinary and charismatic woman. In any case, Fiona blossomed intellectually and got into Cambridge – where she took up sculling.’ The major smiled. ‘But she dropped it because she thought it was making her arms and shoulders too bulky. For the first time, she became aware that she was a stunning beauty – and didn’t want to waste it. Her new hobby became breaking hearts...’ A dark look crossed the major's face. ‘And I hope she continues to do so.’


‘By the way,’ said Catesby, ‘how would you feel, as a father, if Fiona decided to join the Secret Intelligence Service?’


Major Stewart stared out the window. ‘There's that woodpecker again. I don’t know. At the risk of sounding like a drunk at the local Tory club, I love my country – even though we have done some bloody awful things. I also love my daughter – and loving her is not always easy either. When I was in the army we were fighting a bloody fucking monster. It was easy to be a patriot. On reflection, I think Fiona would only thrive in the intelligence service if you provided her with challenges and excitement. She is easily bored. Fiona is a spirited girl who loves taking risks – maybe too many...’


‘I must be honest, Major Stewart; personal relationships do play a part in determining a person's suitability for SIS.’


‘So you would weed out someone whose lover was a KGB agent?’


Catesby laughed. ‘On the contrary, we would recruit them with alacrity – and make sure their briefcase was always stuffed with false information for the lover to copy and pass on to Moscow Central.’


‘I see. It's complicated.’


‘I fully appreciate, Major Stewart...’


‘Stop calling me that, my name is Ken.’


‘I fully appreciate, Ken, that you might want to keep your daughter's private life private.’


‘Well she never has. She broadcasts the details of her love life without an ounce of shame. But maybe not so much now; it could have been an adolescent need to shock.’


Catesby nodded agreement.


‘I think things started to go wrong – well, wrong in my opinion as a parent – when she went to Argentina for her year abroad. It's part of the Modern Languages degree course at Cambridge.’


Catesby put on an old fogey face. He wanted to bond with the major. ‘I was on the same course in the forties – they parachuted me into France instead.’


‘Quite. Not long after arriving in Buenos Aires, Fiona became friends with a fabulously rich American girl named McCullough. Apparently McCullough isn’t her surname but her Christian name.’ The major frowned and shook his head. ‘I’ve never heard of a St McCullough, have you?’


Catesby shook his head.


‘In any case, I began to think that McCullough might be a good thing. Rich Americans are much more generous and friendly than rich Brits. Now, I always thought that Fiona had – how should I put this – a Sapphic side?’


Catesby nodded.


‘Which is fine by me. In fact, I would much rather have girlfriends around the house than boyfriends. But, as usual, I was wrong about Fiona – and the relationship with a fabulously rich American woman never blossomed.’ The major looked at Catesby. ‘I don’t suppose you’re a polo fan?’


Catesby shook his head.


‘Neither am I – my regiment was far too unfashionable for that sort of carry on. But in Argentina, polo is a very popular sport – almost like rugger or footer here. And polo, it seems, was the reason that McCullough ended up in Argentina. Not that she plays it herself – I’m not sure that women do – but her filthy-rich father does and owns several strings of polo ponies. Not a sport for paupers. In any case, the billionaire daddy keeps a few luxury flats in Buenos Aires – which, I suppose, attracted McCullough there for a university course or two. I have the impression that McCullough is one of those young people who quickly gets bored with a degree course and then drops out and starts another. I shouldn’t be critical – maybe it turns them into Renaissance men and women. Where was I?’


‘I assume then,’ said Catesby, ‘that Fiona met McCullough at the university?’


‘Exactly – and introduced Fiona to the world of Argentine polo, which she now adores. Going to a polo match is a lot different from going to see Norwich at Carrow Road – champagne and designer everything. But I think Fiona is attracted more to the speed and athleticism of both the men and the horses – and, of course, the danger.’ The major paused and frowned. ‘And it was at her first polo match that Fiona met him.’


‘Met whom?’


‘Ariel Solar.’


‘Wonderful name.’


‘And a wonderful polo player too – one of the highest-ranked amateurs in Argentina.’


‘And, if I may be frank,’ said Catesby, ‘what don’t you like about him?’


‘And, by the way, don’t think for one moment that I don’t like him because he's a foreigner or a hot-blooded Latin. I’m much more broadminded than that. I am, however, worried about the fact that he is a lot older than Fiona – and started the affair with her when his wife was still living.’


‘The wife died?’


‘Yes, after quite a long illness. I suppose we shouldn’t judge Ariel going astray. But what most bothers me about him...’


‘Yes, go on.’


‘I don’t think Ariel is anywhere near as intelligent as Fiona. His English, for example, is very poor whereas Fiona's Spanish is native speaker fluent.’


‘Does he have a job when he's not playing polo?’


‘Yes, I can’t fault him on that. He's a naval aviator with the equivalent rank of an RAF Squadron Leader.’


A voice in the back of Catesby's head was going yes, yes, yes.


Fiona's father let out a loud laugh. ‘Or the equivalent rank of a British Army major – just like daddy.’


‘Is this Ariel Solar well connected with the Argentine elite?’


‘I am sure he is now – but I suspect he is of humble birth. You have to admire him. He has clawed his way up on the basis of prowess on the sports field and in the cockpit. And I am sure he is also brave and courageous. Otherwise, Fiona wouldn’t have given him a second look.’


Catesby bit his tongue. He wasn’t going to say just like daddy, even though it was blatantly obvious.


The William Brown Polo Club, Greater Buenos Aires: October 1979


The year that Fiona had spent apart from Ariel was the unhappiest of her life. She began to write to him every day when she returned to complete her final year at Cambridge. When, however, she realised that his wife was dying she thought it best to let him have time to concentrate on his wife and family. Ariel wrote to her the day that Inés died – a quick note full of sorrow and shock. Their correspondence began again in earnest a month later – and became more and more passionate. Fiona wondered if it was right to be exchanging such letters with a husband still in mourning. But, as Ariel said: Life goes on. She realised that it wasn’t the most profound thought in the circumstances, but Ariel wasn’t always a profound or complex person – and Fiona admired him for it. He was a breath of raw life and fresh air after the self-analysing intellectuals of Cambridge. But it was now two o’clock in the morning and Ariel wasn’t there.


Fiona's reason for returning to Argentina was to research a PhD on Jorge Louis Borges – at least that was the story she told her father. But her real intention was to be with Ariel Solar. It was, however, impossible to be with him every night – or even most nights. His duties as a navy pilot often took him away. He was now at the Río Grande air base in the south of the country – closer to Antarctica than he was to her. And when he wasn’t occupied with military duties, he often spent time at the family home with his teenage son, Gonzalo, who was being looked after by Ines's mother, who also lived there. Fiona appreciated it was a delicate situation – still a little too soon to introduce her to ‘Gonzalito’, who was missing his mother, and far too soon to present her to Inés's mother as his future wife. They had discussed marriage – even though Fiona wasn’t sure that lust had changed into lifelong love. But she did miss him and so wished that he was beside her in bed. She put her hand between her legs – but she decided not to pleasure herself. Or to use the vibrator that McCullough had given her – that she still hadn’t tried. McCullough was a treasure, and although she didn’t always get things right, Fiona loved her American directness even when it was a bit gauche.


McCullough's generosity to Fiona also included use of her father's luxury flat in Recoleta, Buenos Aires's most exclusive neighbourhood, when her father wasn’t there. It occupied the top storey of a French-style building in Uruguay Street. Fiona found the ‘French’ style of Buenos Aires more French than anything she had ever seen in France. The flat was where Fiona and Ariel often made love. But, as it was now the height of the polo season, the flat wasn’t available. Even though the Recoleta flat was a bit over the top, Fiona preferred being in the centre of town to her room at the William Brown Polo Club. The club accommodation came with the job. In addition to her job, Fiona was also enrolled as a student at the university's Facultad de Filosofia y Letras. She continued to do some perfunctory research to justify her paltry grant, but she soon realised that her heart wasn’t in writing a thesis on Borges.


It was Ariel who told her about the polo club job. You’d be perfect, he said – and he was right. Many of the club's members and visitors were English-speaking – and Fiona, being an athlete who was fluent in both languages, impressed the directors as the ideal candidate for Assistant Manager. She also did her homework on the man the club was named after. William Brown, unlike many of the club's patrons, was certainly not an Anglophile – he had been press-ganged from an American ship to fight against Napoleon. Brown was a County Mayo-born Irish adventurer who rose to command the Argentine Navy in the wars against Spain, Brazil and Uruguay. The polo club had several oil paintings of Almirante Brown and Fiona felt that his eyes were following her with distrust.


Fiona got the job and grew to like it. The work wasn’t hard and it was a fabulous place for someone who loved sport. It wasn’t just about polo – even though there were four polo fields and stables for two hundred and fifty horses. The club had a golf course and twenty-one tennis courts – in addition to the eleven hard courts, there were four clay and six grass. There were also pitches for cricket – including several practice nets – and rugby, swimming pools and squash courts. And when you had showered and slipped into your tweeds or flannels, there were bars, restaurants and hotel rooms. The place was, thought Fiona, not only sporty, but a little bit decadent.


Fiona rolled on her side and touched herself gently – god how she missed Ariel. She liked to remember how it began – and none of it would have happened if it hadn’t been for McCullough. Fiona stroked herself and smiled. What would Ariel say if she ever suggested a threesome?


Fiona loved McCullough from the moment the American described herself as a ‘spoilt rich bitch’. Fiona adored her for both her honesty and perceptiveness. McCullough certainly was a spoilt rich bitch and she wore that piece of self-knowledge like a suit of armour. Nor did she tolerate those who disagreed with that self-assessment. Fiona's own background in England had been privileged, but the codes were different. It took Fiona a while to realise that McCullough wasn’t a surname, but a first name – and that ‘only assholes wear black polo boots’. Likewise, Fiona soon found out that McCullough's universe was a crumbling dystopia wrecked by hordes of assholes who multiplied faster than she could eradicate them with her supercilious smile of loathing. The most ‘unspeakable’ of McCullough's assholes were rich American males – and her own father headed the list.


Monster approaching alarm bells began to sound the first time that Fiona met McCullough's father. Talbot – not a surname either – was handsome in the way that only rich men are: perfectly groomed, combed and gym-fit. What Fiona found most chilling about Talbot were his eyes. She had never seen eyes that were as cold and uncaring. His eyes, of course, undressed her – those of many men did that. But Talbot's obscene stare wasn’t so much lechery, as evaluating the worth of a piece of merchandise. His brief introductory smile seemed to say: I could, of course, fuck you if I had the time and could be bothered. But I probably won’t.


Talbot turned away and resumed talking to another American, obviously filthy rich too, but not an Alpha Plus Apex Predator like Talbot. My handicap is still four. Of course, that's pretty damned good for an amateur – but I want to improve. And that's why I stay here three months a year. For all their faults, the Argentines still play the world's best polo – largely because of the horses. Where do I stay? I’ve got an apartment in Recoleta – the neighbourhood looks a bit Parisian if you like that sort of thing. The only problem is that it's too close to the Presidential Palace. Every time there's a goddamn military coup the tank fire cracks the ceiling cornices. No, no, the blond one's my daughter – the brunette is an English friend. My daughter's name? McCullough. Nice piece of ass, isn’t she?


McCullough rolled her eyes and took Fiona by the elbow to guide her away. ‘Didn’t I tell you that Talbot was an asshole?’


At the time, Fiona had given a thin smile and stayed silent. Back then, she still thought it best not to comment on McCullough's family. But frankness eventually replaced reserve. Fiona hugged her pillow and pretended it was McCullough. She needed a friend with whom she could share things – everything. She closed her eyes and remembered the first time she had met the American.


UBA, the University of Buenos Aires, had no central edifice but had sites scattered all over the city. The Facultad de Filosofia y Letras was located in a stately nineteenth-century building on the Calle 25 de Mayo. The road was BA's equivalent of London's Whitehall. Fiona had quickly discovered that many of the students had Leftist leanings. One had sidled up to her, nodded towards a young male with short hair and whispered, ‘Watch him, I don’t know who he is – maybe pretending to be a student. The problem with this place is that we’re so near the Ministerio del Interior and the Secretaría de Inteligencia too – only a five-minute walk. The goons from SIDE, the Secretariat of State Intelligence, don’t have far to go to keep an eye on us. They’ve never forgotten that Che Guevara studied medicine here.’


‘Thank you for the warning,’ said Fiona. They both were distracted by a tall blond woman looming near them.


‘Shhh,’ said the Leftist.


At the time McCullough had been doing an intensive Spanish course in the same faculty. She had tried to eavesdrop on the whispered conversation to see how much she understood. McCullough thought Fiona had a friendly face and began to speak Spanish to her. She was pretending to ask for directions to the library, but really wanted to practise her Spanish. After they struggled through a few sentences McCullough admitted that she was a ‘gringa’ and Fiona shifted to English.


‘God,’ said McCullough, ‘you sound awfully British. Did you study there?’


‘No, I am British.’


‘Oh god, I’m so sorry!’


‘Nothing to be sorry about. I don’t suppose I look like a typical English rose.’


‘You’re much prettier.’


‘Thank you.’ Fiona wasn’t used to having her looks complimented by another woman who wasn’t family.


‘And I love your voice – you sound so upper-crust.’


‘I’m sometimes embarrassed by it.’


‘Why?’


‘It's difficult to explain.’


‘Bad gringa manners again. I shouldn’t be so intrusive.’


‘You’re not intrusive – I apologise if I sounded brusque.’


‘Have you time for a coffee?’


‘That would be lovely.’


They hit it off – even though it was mostly McCullough doing the talking. I didn’t flunk the History of Art major at Vassar – even though that's what Daddy tells everyone – I just didn’t finish it. Things sort of went wrong when I took a year off to study the Renaissance in Florence. If you don’t mind, it's not something I like to talk about. But since then I’ve become passionate about Latin American art, particularly Pre-Colombian. You could say I’ve gone straight from Michelangelo to the Mayans.


A few weeks later McCullough invited Fiona to the annual Gringo-Gaucho Match at the William Brown Polo Club. McCullough's father was captain of the Gringo team. Fiona's first impression of the club was that it was a parody of an England that only existed in the minds of Hollywood film directors. Or a parody of a parody. Like one of those film versions of an Indian hill station where the British Raj went to escape the summer heat – and to play polo. The voices were mostly the Italian-accented Spanish of Argentina, but sometimes those voices lapsed into a dated English that sounded like that of actors playing posh roles in a 1930s film. She heard several ‘spiffings’ as well as a haughty ‘balderdash’. There were modern British voices too coming from a cricket net, but most of the non-Spanish voices around the polo field were American – except for that of one Irishman playing for the Gringos.


Although la cancha, the playing field, was over three hundred yards long, Fiona's first impression was of a densely crowded space full of horses and riders. In addition to the eight jugadores, there were two mounted umpires in black-and-white striped jerseys. It was a hot November day and the place smelled of horse, human sweat and cooking meat from the hospitality tents on either side of the field. The Gauchos were wearing sky-blue jerseys with white trim; the Gringos white jerseys with red and blue trim. Fiona was sure that two of the Gaucho jugadores were speaking Welsh to each other – making everything more surreal. Nothing seemed to connect: there was the twentieth-century ostentation of Rolex watches, popping champagne corks and designer sunglasses, while a few yards away there was a world of mounted danger that looked and smelled like a medieval tournament. The helmeted player-knights held their mallets upright like lances and the horses twitched for action.


Fiona began to feel intoxicated even before the cool touch of a champagne flute caressed her bare arm.


‘Get some of this down you,’ said McCullough. ‘My father's paying for it.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You should be thanking the American taxpayer. Ultimately, they’re the ones who paid for it – as well as Daddy's string of polo ponies.’


‘Cheers,’ said Fiona clinking glasses.


‘Finish that so I can give you a refill.’


Fiona smiled and brushed her hair back. ‘Sure.’ She finished off the remaining champagne and held out her glass. She noticed the bottle in McCullough's unsteady hand was nearly empty.


‘You don’t ask many questions, do you?’ said the American.


‘Well actually, I was just about to.’


‘What three questions would you like to ask me most?’


‘Have you had a lot to drink?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is it because of your father?’


McCullough nodded. ‘Both no-brainers. You’ve just wasted two questions.’


‘So I’ve only got one left?’


‘I’m not interesting enough for more – I’m just a boring, spoilt rich bitch who is typically fucked up.’


‘I would never say that.’


McCullough stood back and looked at Fiona. ‘God, you are absolutely stunning.’


‘If I look less frumpy than usual, it's because of your dress.’


‘I wish that we had taken it up more. You have beautiful legs and should show more of them.’


Fiona stirred a little uneasily. But it was a beautiful dress. It was tailored from marble-grey hand-painted chinoiserie silk.


‘It looks so much better on you,’ said McCullough. ‘I’m too tall and gawky. By the way, it doesn’t have any cum stains on it now and I don’t want to find any when you give it back. It cost my trust fund nearly two thousand bucks.’


Fiona didn’t react to the American's staged crudeness. She knew it wasn’t genuine. It was part of a persona that McCullough cultivated. ‘So,’ said Fiona touching the fabric, ‘the American taxpayer didn’t pay for this lovely dress.’


‘I suppose they paid indirectly’


Fiona swallowed more champagne. The combination of the heat and the cold bubbly made her feel lightheaded. ‘I’ve got one more question – and one we would never ask in England. Where does your family's money come from?’


McCullough smiled. ‘You English certainly wouldn’t ask it, but you would sure as hell find out in other ways.’


‘That may be true.’


‘My family made their money from chemicals. They first got rich in the nineteenth century from producing textile dyes and soap – but then they went into petrochemicals and explosives and got super-rich.’ McCullough gave a dark smile, leaned forward and sniffed the fabric of the chinoiserie silk. ‘Can’t you tell? My dress smells of napalm.’


‘I hadn’t noticed – but I can see how you feel. Poor you.’


‘Well, I’m hardly poor because of it. My family made a lot of money out of Vietnam.’


Fiona looked into McCullough's grey eyes – and saw they were wet. She reached out with her fingers and touched the American's freckled forearm.


‘Don’t you dare feel sorry for me. Let's talk about something else – the polo. It's a wonderful game. Women play it too – I’m taking lessons. Would you like to?’


‘I have ridden. My father insisted; he was a cavalry officer...’ Fiona stopped and looked again at the American. Another layer of mystery disappeared. McCullough was an athlete. Her body was lean and supple – the classic gamine. Fiona could see that the American felt more at home in jeans and a T-shirt than wearing a silk dress.


McCullough turned and looked at the polo field. ‘The ponies are lining up. I think they’re about to begin.’


Fiona watched one of the mounted umpires lift a solid white ball. There was a temporary hush. The only sound was the ponies nervously pawing the ground. The umpire rolled the ball between the two lines of players and the ponies rushed forward. It was difficult to see what was happening. Suddenly a jugadore wearing the livery of the Gauchos broke free of the pack. His grey pony was at full gallop, but he drove the ball goalwards with easy graceful swings of his mallet. A Gringo on a bay pony was in pursuit and gaining, but unable to deflect either ball or rider before both passed through the goal. The banderillero, the goal mouth official, verified the goal by waving a large red flag in both hands.


‘That was Ariel Solar,’ said McCullough. ‘He is magnificent – he has a handicap of four, good enough to be a professional, and he is their best player. And a lot of women think he's gorgeous.’


‘Do you?’


McCullough shrugged and sipped her champagne.


‘Which one is your father?’ said Fiona. ‘It's difficult to see their faces in those helmets.’


‘He's number two. For some reason he's being less of an asshole than normal – he usually hogs the number one position which should go to your best goal scorer.’


On cue, the Gringo number one shouted, ‘Take the man!’ and McCullough's father guided his pony into Ariel Solar, preventing him from getting near the ball. The Gringo number one came up fast on a gallop, hitting the ball towards the goal with a smooth forehand. Ariel managed to disengage himself and galloped towards Gringo One who was rising into the half-seat position to take a shot at the goal. Just as he extended his arm backwards to take his stroke, Ariel hooked the Gringo's mallet. There were calls for a penalty from the Gringos, but the umpire ignored them. The rest of the chukka passed without further goals and the jugadores dismounted to change ponies.


‘What do you think?’ said McCullough.


‘I can’t believe they are amateurs.’


‘Two of them aren’t. Gringo One is a professional with a handicap of six – hot stuff.’


‘He didn’t sound American.’


‘He isn’t. He's an Irishman called Hugh something.’


‘And I suppose Ariel Solar is the other pro?’


‘Oddly not. He is their best player, but spends most of his time flying fighter planes for the Junta. The other professional is Ramón Evans, the son of a cattle rancher from Patagonia.’


‘I think I heard him speaking Welsh.’


‘Probably to his brother, who is the Gaucho number three when he isn’t looking after the estancia.’


The southern sun and the champagne made Fiona's head spin, but everything felt gorgeous and sensual. The riders had remounted; an umpire with a straggling black moustache tossed the ball underhand between them with a gesture of almost careless contempt. Fiona squinted into the chaos and wanted to embrace all of it with outstretched arms. She wanted to run her hands up and down the tight-fitting white jodhpurs of at least one of the players. Reality had been turned upside down. November was late spring – and a Welsh-speaking gaucho was cracking lances with an Irish knight.


The game went back and forth for the next two chukkas. The Irish Gringo scored two goals in quick succession – before Ariel, who had been roughly fouled by McCullough's father, hammered home a penalty from forty yards to equalise. Talbot quickly replied by slamming home a deflected ball in front of the uprights – and then a thirty-yard penalty. Finally, with seconds left in the final chukka of the first half, Ramón Evans stole the ball from his Irish counterpart and passed it forward to Ariel who gracefully slid a nearside backhand, an almost impossible shot, through the legs of a Gringo pony and into the goal. As the hooter sounded, the Gringos were winning 4-3.


At halftime, the spectators went on to the playing field to stomp in the divots. It was, explained McCullough, a custom started by the British – and meant that the women wore ‘sensible shoes, instead of sling backs and stilettos’. The divot-stomping also gave the spectators a chance to mingle with each other as well as the dismounted players. Fiona found a spectator, a conservatively dressed man of around fifty with a sharply trimmed moustache, staring at her – and her blood chilled. She couldn’t see his eyes because he was wearing dark glasses, but she could feel his stare.


‘That's Mussolini,’ said McCullough.


‘Is that his real name?’


‘No, but they also call him El Loco.’


‘The Crazy One.’


‘Loco is a generalissimo who used to be military governor of a province. He did such a good job that he's been promoted to command a whole military region.’


‘Why's he looking at me?’ said Fiona. ‘Does he think I’m a guerrilla?’


‘He looks at everyone if he doesn’t know them – he’ll later write you up in his notebook. Loco is very thorough.’


Fiona stared blankly at the sun-drenched field. She had grown up with respect for the military, but not adulation. Even her father admitted that senior officers were not always ‘the shiniest pebbles on the beach’. But she knew that her father had pushed himself and his men to the limits of what is humanly possible – even though he himself was dismissive about his ‘gong’. He kept the medal hidden away in a sock drawer and never referred to it or put ‘VC’ after his name.


McCullough was busy stomping a torn-up turf the size of a big coffee mug back into its hole. ‘There are,’ she said, ‘some real lizards who belong to this club. It's pretty scary when they turn up in uniform – but they look as though they are in uniform even in civilian clothes.’


Fiona was aware of La Guerra Sucia, The Dirty War, and the disappearance of thousands of people. But she had somehow separated it in her mind from the great talent and cultivation of Jorge Louis Borges. If he could exist with it, so could she. Life was full of discordant notes – and modern music reflected it. While Argentine detainees were drugged and thrown naked into the sea from aircraft, their country's greatest author gave lectures on ‘The Role of Myth in World Literature’. And often Borges's audiences were full of high-ranking military officers in uniform. It was as if intellectual refinement was a way of having a soapy bath that removed the stains of blood and shit. But if one became obsessed with injustice and pain, one forgot to enjoy the moment – Fiona sipped her champagne.


The general called El Loco was talking to Ariel Solar. He had taken off his sunglasses and gestured with them towards Fiona and McCullough. One of the Gringos joined Ariel and Loco.


‘There's my dad,’ said McCullough. ‘He wants us to join them.’


‘Okay.’


‘I bet what you really want is to meet Ariel. Personally, I think his beauty is too obvious.’


Fiona didn’t reply.


The Argentines were speaking English for the benefit of Talbot, McCullough's father. The general's English was very good, but Ariel's was almost non-existent and it was obvious that he was embarrassed and finding it difficult to follow the conversation. Instead, he made eye contact with Fiona – a look that was almost desperate.


‘I am worried,’ said General Loco giving Talbot a concerned stare. The general then slowed his words in the hope that Ariel would understand, ‘Worried that Capitán de Corbeta Solar plays so much polo. He is one of our most valuable and talented naval aviators – and we would hate to have him injured.’


‘Surely,’ said Talbot, ‘the game improves his eye-hand coordination.’ The American looked at Ariel and translated, ‘su coordinación ojo-mano – an essential skill for a fighter pilot.’


Ariel looked vaguely uncomfortable at being patronised, but his eyes were fixed on Fiona – and hers on his. He mouthed, ‘Encantado.’ She nodded back. It was the moment their affair had begun and there was no turning back.


The second half of the match was more frantic than the first and the pounding hooves even louder. There was something, Fiona realised, about the sound of a galloping horse that made the blood quicken. It was a sound that was primal, dangerous – and thrilling. A sound that was beyond morality and cool reason. In the end, the Gauchos came from behind to beat the Gringos 11-10. Ariel scored four of their second-half goals. Each time he drove the ball through the uprights he looked for Fiona among the spectators – and when he found her, he lifted his mallet like a knight of Aquitaine saluting his lady.


They became lovers a week later. McCullough had invited Fiona back to the polo club to see a game of pato: It's an incredible sport – you can’t believe how they stay on the horses. Fiona, of course, accepted the invite – not so much to see a game of pato, but to see Ariel Solar. She had researched the game – and it was incredible. Pato had originally been played with a pato vivo, a live duck in a basket. The game involved dozens of horsemen galloping over miles of pampas. The first team to reach its own estancia with the duck – usually no longer living after hours of being snatched and tossed about – was the winner. Pato often turned violent with knife fights and gauchos being trampled. The Church threatened pato hooligans with excommunication and refused burial rights to any player killed in a match.


In modern pato, the duck is replaced with an inflated leather ball with handles. Goals are scored by tossing the ball into a rimmed net – like a large basketball hoop – mounted on a tall post. The player in possession of the pato has to hold the ball with an outstretched arm so other players can snatch at it. The fights for possession of the pato are the most exciting part of the game. And, as McCullough had said, it was utterly unbelievable how far the players could lean over the sides of their horses to pick up a dropped pato from the ground without falling off.


Ariel's team won 12-7 with him scoring five of the goals. No one was knifed or trampled – and the mood seemed more friendly and relaxed than the previous week's polo match. There were fewer spectators and only Spanish was spoken. The winning team was presented with a magnum of champagne in front of a marquee emblazoned Asociacion Nacional de Jugadores de Pato. Cameras clicked and the champagne spurted. A moment later, Ariel was at Fiona's side.


‘Would you like to meet the horses?’ he whispered.


‘Yes, that would be nice.’


I’ll see you at the stables in twenty minutes.’ Ariel slipped away.


McCullough had been eavesdropping from arm's length. ‘I heard pretty boy say something about caballos.’


‘Ariel wants to show me the horses.’


‘What a smoothy. That's the first line they teach you in Getting Laid 101. Would you like me to come along as a chaperone?’


‘Only if you want to.’


‘I think not.’


Fiona sensed that McCullough was trying to put on a brave face.


‘I hope we meet up later,’ said Fiona.


‘Don’t worry about it.’ The American walked away.


The stable block was a large neat building that accommodated nearly two hundred horses. Ariel was sauntering on the drive that led up to it from the clubhouse. He was wearing light grey trousers, a dark grey linen jacket and an open-necked white shirt. Fiona had to admit that he looked a bit of a spiv. Ariel had his hands in his pockets and was shifting nervously. His black hair shone still wet from the shower. Like many military men, he looked ill at ease in civilian clothes – unless they were for sport.


‘Hello,’ he said, ‘I hope you are interested in horses – I must realise that not everyone shares my passion.’


‘I love horses, but I don’t know enough about them.’


‘They are the real heroes. They are much more noble and brave than we are.’


She realised that Ariel needed to do the talking. It was his way of coping with his nervous shyness. Despite the age difference and Ariel's status, Fiona knew that she was stronger and more confident than him in every respect. She had already begun to play with him.


‘Did you know,’ said Ariel, ‘that most polo ponies are mares – probably 90 per cent of them?’


‘Why is that?’


‘They are far more aggressive than geldings – but easier to manage than stallions. Having said that, a well-bred docile stallion can be an excellent polo pony.’


‘So I’ve heard.’


‘Where did you hear it?’ Ariel's voice had a note of suspicion. ‘Are you laughing at me?’


‘No,’ she lied, ‘not at you. At the idea of well-bred stallions being docile. It's the sort of thing we would have wished for at BSG.’


‘What is BSG?’


‘Berkhamsted School for Girls. I went there. And I’m not sure that any of the girls ever said that about stallions, but many would have agreed.’


‘Is it a famous school, like Eton?’


‘Not particularly, but Clementine Churchill went there.’


‘What is she famous for?’


‘Mostly, I suppose, for being the Prime Minister's wife.’ Fiona frowned. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘For what?’


‘It's difficult to explain.’ Fiona had been brought up to be superior, cool and disdainful of men; even if they were docile well-bred stallions. It was something she needed to lose before it destroyed her and made her incapable of warmth.


Ariel led her into the stables, which smelled of hay and urine and horse. ‘Talbot,’ he said, ‘has the best polo ponies – many are former thoroughbred racehorses. They must have cost a fortune.’


‘Where are your horses?’


‘I don’t own any horses. I borrow them from rich friends. In any case, the ones I rode in the pato match are now being walked and rubbed down.’


They came to a stall and stopped. It was dark. Fiona could barely make out the figure of the bay mare.


Ariel reached out and gently touched the polo pony's muzzle and the pony raised her head in greeting. ‘This is Monsoon.’ Ariel's other hand was resting on the gate of the stall. He then rubbed it along the top slat. ‘This is bad.’


‘What is?’


‘She's been chewing wood. It means she hasn’t been getting enough exercise and stimulation. Horses need to move about. They need to canter, gallop and roll on the grass. They need to play with other horses. When you keep them in a stall, they should have a view of outside. Horses like seeing the world go by – people and cars; the wind in the trees. They are curious creatures and want to be part of it all. They love movement.’


‘I’ll tell McCullough about the wood-chewing.’


‘It may be best if I deal with it – sorry, if I sound too bossy.’


There was a moment of silence. Ariel touched his lips to Fiona's forehead. She raised her face and they kissed with open hungry mouths.


They made love in Ariel's room near the stables. It was part of a block of spartan rooms reserved for players and officials. The bed was narrow metal frame – like the ones in barracks or boarding schools. Ariel still had his shirt on when they began and Fiona shifted under him to remove it – she wanted all of him uncovered. Then she stopped and pushed him away. It had all happened so quickly – and he wasn’t wearing a condom. But he had wanted her so much. There were other ways.


That first time had troubled Fiona – for there was nothing of Ariel in the room other than his own body. Not a book, not an ornament, not a photo of his family. She knew that he was married and had a son, that his wife was very ill. Fiona always wondered why he had shown no guilt – but he did show grief, a heartfelt mourning that informed his every look and gesture.


As soon as Fiona woke up, the memory of that first encounter disappeared as if it was a half-remembered dream. But a photograph of Ariel on her bedside table suggested otherwise. She picked up the portrait – ¡Buen dia! – and gave his image a perfunctory kiss. She still missed him, but things were less passionate in the early morning light. She looked at the calendar as she slid into her sports clothes. It had been nearly two years since they became lovers in the room down the corridor. But now tennis was on her mind. Twice a week she played tennis with the club pro. He was a tired-looking man in his late forties who drank too much, but still won most of their sets. On this occasion, she managed to win two of the five – her best effort yet.


‘See you Thursday,’ said Fiona as they parted.


‘Just a second...’ The pro finished lighting a cigarette.


‘Yes.’


‘Someone was looking for you yesterday evening.’


‘Who was it?’


‘No one I’ve seen before. I think he was an Englishman.’


‘Do you know what he wanted?’


‘No, but I suggested he try again today. I said late morning might be a good time – before the lunchtime rush.’


‘Thanks.’


The man from the embassy met Fiona in an empty lounge. He was wearing a light grey suit with that slightly tussled look that British diplomats abroad practise to perfection. He greeted Fiona with a wry smile and an envelope in his hand.


‘This is a delicate matter, so I would like to confirm a few things.’


‘Please confirm away.’


‘What is your full name and date of birth?’


Fiona told him.


‘What pets do your parents have?’


‘Only a cat.’


‘And what is his name?’


‘It's a her and her name is Wandapuss.’


‘I think that will do.’ He handed over the envelope. ‘We hope you will consider our offer of a free trip home – perhaps to coincide with Christmas.’


Fiona kept a straight face as she stared at the diplomat. There was no need to tell him that he was being a complete prat. His half-hidden ironic smile admitted it. For a second she almost fancied him. They both shared a certain public school insouciance – something she could never have with Ariel.


The diplomat gave a barely detectable cough.


‘I look forward to reading your letter.’


‘And when you have, would you please destroy it – regardless of what you decide to do.’


Fiona watched as her fellow countryman left the polo club lounge. He didn’t turn around. She stared at the unopened letter – and suddenly felt that she needed a drink. For a second, she wondered if she shared a gene with one of her aunts who was a total lush. She shrugged and said, ‘Who gives a fuck?’ and walked over to the bar for a stiff brandy. She poured it into an espresso cup to disguise what she was drinking in case someone walked in. Fiona smiled. She was already acting like a spy.


She went back to her seat and opened the letter. It was standard civil service, with CONFIDENTIAL stamped at the top and bottom of each page. But it was terse and gave little away. There was nothing in the letter to indicate it was an invitation to apply for a post as an SIS intelligence officer, but she would still destroy it as instructed.


Fiona stared out the window at the extravagant greenery of a November spring. Everything in Argentina was upside down. And the country had turned her inside out. The chap from the embassy – and he wasn’t a guy or a bloke, but a chap – was a reminder of who she was and what she was renouncing. No, there was no turning back. The first time she had lived abroad she had found British people annoying – and tried to steer clear of them. But, from time to time, there were relapses into sentimental homesickness – particularly for her father. God how she loved that silly gentle man – and how he could always make her laugh. Fiona picked up the letter. ‘I bet,’ she said, ‘this has something to do with you, Daddy.’


She finished her shift later than usual and was glad to be alone when she went back to her quarters. She had kept the letter from London on her person the entire day, its edges like a prodding knife. Fiona placed the letter on top of her dresser. She had brought matches from the bar so she could burn the letter and flush its ashes down the toilet – but first she wanted to copy out the contact details in case she changed her mind. A free trip to England for Christmas was tempting – and money was tight. She could hear Argentine voices in the corridor; muffled by a wall, their accent sounded even more Italian. Going native meant never going back. It was a matter of pride. The ultimate test for an expat was listening to the Shipping Forecast on the BBC World Service. In Argentina, it was broadcast just before 4 a.m. – a vulnerable time of night. If you could listen to Sailing By and make it past Viking, the Utsires, Trafalgar and Fair Isle without a lump in your throat, you were no longer a Brit. Fiona had never managed it.


Fiona picked up a pen and pulled out the top dresser drawer to find her personal diary. It was leather-bound and packed with cards, letters and memorabilia. As she opened her diary, a photo fell out. Her father had a larger copy – and she had begged him not to display it where others could see it. Fortunately, he saw the point and kept it under cover. Daphne, the second youngest, was sixteen and big sister Margery had just turned twenty-one. The five Stewart sisters are naked – and the most beautiful and sensuous, as always, is Noël. Her willowy small-breasted body is in profile to the camera. The photo had been posed and snapped by an art student who had been besotted with Noël. It had been taken on Holkham Beach in early summer at low tide when the golden sands are endless. The water is still lapping around their ankles. Noël, her hair wet and untidy in ringlets, has obviously braved a swim. They are posed around an ancient tree stump exposed by the falling tide. Fiona reminded herself that she must never show the photograph to Ariel – for, surely, he would fall in love with Noël. Everyone did. Noël would soon qualify as a junior doctor. Fiona felt another pang of jealousy as she imagined her sister – hair pinned back, white-coated, stethoscope-bearing – gathering admiring glances as she made the ward rounds. And what, thought Fiona, had she become? A failed PhD student skivvying in an Argentine polo club because she had fallen hopelessly in love with a beautiful Argentine pilot whose every touch and glance set her on fire. Fiona's eyes turned flinty as she stared at the letter from the Secret Intelligence Service.


London: December 1979


There were three on the interview panel: Catesby and two from Dir/PA. One of the admin types was from DD/Finance, the other from Positive Vetting. They all agreed that Fiona Stewart would be an ideal recruit for SIS. She had already passed the assessment tests with flying colours and only the vetting process remained. ‘But,’ said DD/Finance, ‘I’m not sure that she wants to be part of us. She could certainly make a lot more money elsewhere.’


‘The City always prices us out of the market,’ said Positive Vetting.


‘She doesn’t want a job in the City,’ said Catesby. ‘She wants to do a PhD on Latin American literature.’


DD/Finance was nibbling the end of his reading glasses. ‘It often happens that way,’ said Finance. ‘It did with my own kids. They leave university all full of ideas and a thirst for knowledge – then they discover money.’
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