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“. . . against all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgement”


EXODUS 12:12





PROLOGUE


The Egyptian Museum
Cairo
3 January 1999


A strange winter had settled on Egypt that year. Not the worst of winters, but bleak and long. The pyramids were shrouded in mist, a thing unheard of. In the tomb valleys, the chambers of long-dead kings were filled with rain. Feluccas lay still and silent on the Nile, their tillers fast in heavy mud. In black fields, barley was sown in silence beneath pale clouds of frosted breath, planted by women with tiny hands and children woken out of sleep in the chill hour before dawn. There was rain where there had never been rain, frost where no frost had ever been. There were spiders in the houses of innocent victims. There were cobwebs across the doors of suicides. It was as though wonders were at hand. Or torments.


In the mosques, preachers warned of the world’s end. From his pulpit in Cairo, Sheikh Kishk prophesied the coming of Dajjal, the one-eyed Antichrist: his footsteps had been heard in a narrow place in the old city. In Alexandria, a butcher had slaughtered a calf with two heads. In Tanta, a Jewish woman with red hair had given birth to a monstrous child. Hailstones the size of pigeons’ eggs had fallen in the desert near Wadi Natrun. In an empty doorway in Sayyida Zaynab, children with old hands and old faces played with the empty, eyeless head of a white goat.


•    •    •


The bandages came away like strips of rotten silk. Her scalpel moved carefully, precisely, almost joyfully, opening a layer at a time, each cut a little death. And the greater death quiet as a July evening, scented and unmoving on the high gridded table. Nip and cut, nip and cut. The strips of ancient bandage were gently pulled away, plotted, and measured. Each had a position against the metal rules that edged the table.


The point of the scalpel struck the first amulet. A’isha removed it slowly, and with a certain reverence. It was a bronze djed pillar, a symbol of power. Near it lay a wedjet eye of blue faience. Then a clump of amulets, without sequence: figures of Maat, Horus, and Re seated, three ordinary scarabs, a heart scarab made of nephrite and set in a gold frame, another djed pillar, two tyet girdles, a papyrus column.


By now she was sure the mummy had been disturbed and rewrapped. There was usually a sense of order to the amulets: the heart scarab on or near the corpse’s heart, a wedjet eye over the seal covering the incision in the flank through which the viscera had been removed, djed pillars on the abdomen and chest. But these were jumbled and misplaced, a sure sign that, at some stage, the wrappings had been tampered with. It was not unusual: tomb robbers had been active in Egypt from the days of the Old Kingdom. It was rare to find a burial intact. Archaeologists thought themselves lucky to come upon the leavings of robbers or bodies hastily reinterred. She had thought herself lucky.


“Definitely re-wrapped,” she said.


Professor Megdi nodded.


“Not another Tutankhamun, then?”


She smiled. “I doubt it.”




He could see the museum from the window of the office if he bothered to look. Behind the museum, he could make out a stretch of river flashing in the sunlight and, further back, the 590-foot pillar of the Cairo Tower rising crazily above Gezirah Island. But he had not come to Cairo to visit museums, sail on rivers, or climb towers to see the view. He was a practical man. A man with no time to waste.


He took off his linen jacket and draped it over the back of a chair. On the floor stood an open wooden case. The man bent down and tore away a sheet of brown waxed paper from the top, then lifted out a heavy object wrapped in thick black plastic sheeting. He laid the object on the table and began to unwrap it.





They had known from the beginning that the tomb had been broken into. The original necropolis seals on the concealed entrance had been tampered with. A priest from the temple of Amun at Karnak had placed fresh seals over them. And those in turn had been broken. A’isha had expected to find little inside: a smashed coffin, some strips of rotten bandage, a leg or arm torn off and abandoned in a robber’s haste. All about them the tombs had been hollow, desolate; the valley had smelled like an undertaker’s yard. She had been impatient. Impatient and afraid.


As she wielded the scalpel, she remembered the final entry to the tomb, the grating sound as the stone slab moved reluctantly aside. There had been steep steps cut into the rock, and suddenly bright painted walls on either side, burning in the light of her lamp. The flame had wakened a sleeping world. She remembered the first faces, the gods pale and silent on her left. And a long corridor stretching down a slope towards a broken door.




He finished unwrapping the gun. It was the short version of the Walther MPK sub-machine gun, a German-manufactured heavy-duty weapon first introduced as far back as 1963 and still popular. He raised the gun gently, cradling it in his hands, feeling a light coating of oil on his fingers.


On the table in front of him lay four briefcases. Black, impersonal, identical, they had been stacked in a rectangular pile. He lifted the first case from the top and laid it on the table. It seemed very heavy. With long, practiced fingers he spun the case’s combination lock. It sprung open to reveal a molded tray with shaped indentations in which samples of mining equipment had been laid, solid metal pieces carried out from England in the hope of opening a new market with the Egyptian State Mining Corporation.





Megdi watched impassively as she used tweezers to pick out fragments of dead insects and slip them into little plastic bags. A small beetle, Necrobia rufipes, had worked its way into the bandages. There were several puparia and larvae of other, unidentifiable predators: each was labeled, numbered, and put away for future microscopic analysis.


There was very little resin on the bandages. She could be grateful for that. Earlier researchers had been known to take a chainsaw to mummies whose coverings had solidified to rock-hard casings. Such procedures were not only inelegant, they were potentially risky, and, with so few mummies left to open, to be avoided where possible.


The museum had agreed to this unwrapping only with the greatest reluctance. Ever since the unwrapping of the royal mummies found at Dair al-Bahri and the Valley of the Kings, the trustees of the Egyptian Museum had refused permission to carry out further work on bodies in their possession. The last unwrapping carried out anywhere had been at the Bristol Museum in England in 1981, when the mummy of Horemkenesi, a minor priest of Rameses III, had been stripped to prevent further damage from alkali salts.


A’isha had argued her case along similar lines. They had found eight bodies in the tomb, none of them in good condition. Wrappings had been disturbed in a frenzied search for gold and jewels. One had been pulled apart almost entirely. At some point, damp had crept in and caused further deterioration. The present mummy, for whom they had no name, only a code-number, J3, had shown signs of rot. The bandages had clearly been disturbed, yet the remains inside had been shown by X-ray to be intact. The X-rays, improved by the use of an image-intensifier, had shown the skeleton of a man of about fifty-five, five feet ten in height, without fractures or signs of skeletal disease. An excellent specimen for investigation which would simply rot if left in a storeroom in the museum basement. The trustees had assented.




Although there had been no magazine in the gun, he took no chances. He moved the selector to its “D” setting to uncock the action. Next, holding the body of the gun in one hand, he pressed the locking spring that held the connecting pin. The pin came out gently, allowing the barrel and action to lift free of the grip unit.





She had found the tomb, not by chance, but by a careful sifting of clues, a tortuous pursuit of an uncertain pathway. There was a possibility—not great, but exciting nonetheless—that she had stumbled upon the remains of several pharaohs missing from the caches previously discovered. It had not been unusual for priests in later periods, finding royal tombs opened and their riches pilfered, to transfer the shriveled bodies of their kings and queens to more modest resting-places, safe at last from predators. The discovery alone might make her career.


She made another incision. Behind her, her assistant Butrus aimed his video camera at the table, recording each step in the investigation. In England in 1975, Dr. Rosalie David had unwrapped a mummy in full public gaze, before television cameras. That idea had been considered and rejected by the museum authorities: the government would not approve. Orthodox Muslim opinion had always been opposed to the dissection of corpses, and there were fears that, in the present climate, the public unwrapping and examination of a human being, however ancient, however decayed, might excite unnecessary outrage. The board of trustees could not forget that, in 1981, President Sadat had closed the museum’s mummy room out of fear of Muslim displeasure. Not many months afterwards, he was dead, riddled by an assassin’s bullets.


On the edge of one strip lay a long hieroglyphic inscription, a passage from the Book of the Dead: “He is established upon the pillars of Shu and joined to the raptures of Ra. He is the divider of the years, his mouth is hidden, his mouth is silent, the words he speaks are secrets, he fulfills eternity, he has everlasting life as the god Hetep.”


In a little while, she thought, in just a little while she would look on his face. Alone of ancient peoples, the Egyptians had preserved their bodies for future generations to see. No-one would ever look on the face of Caesar or Constantine, but she had stood once in a quiet room, stone-cold and shivering, alone in the stillness of a dead evening, gazing on the features of Usima’re’-setpenre’, Rameses the Great. Alexander was dust, Saladin was dust, Napoleon was dust; but in a moment of sorrow she had seen the sleeping face of Tuthmosis the Third, the victor of Megiddo. Face to face, the living and the dead, the brittleness of bone and the liquidity of blood.




Carefully, he pulled the bolt unit out of the rear of the gun body, then dismantled the spring guide rod. Now he dismounted the barrel, holding the body of the gun firmly while he pressed the pawl inwards with one finger. Unscrewing the nut at the end of the barrel, he removed it from the action.





She took the first layer of bandages from the neck and head. He lay like a lover while she undressed him. His limbs received her caresses in silence. The patience of death.


“What do you want to be when you grow up?” her mother had asked her when she was nine. A strange question to put to an Egyptian girl. What could most girls in that world hope for? Marriage and a family. The stumbling caresses of men much older than themselves.


But A’isha’s parents had been educated and progressive, eager exponents of Nasser’s Pan-Arabism, beneficiaries of Sadat’s policy of iftitah. She had answered her mother’s question without thinking: “Athariyya”—“an archaeologist.” A female archaeologist, to be linguistically precise.


Every year since she was four, she and her parents had picnicked at the Giza pyramids, on the spring festival of Shamm al-Nasim. She had eaten colored eggs and salted fish, and played alone in the shadow of Khufu’s monument. She had looked up every few moments at the towering mass of stone, diminished, frightened by its implacable presence, yet eager to know what lay inside, what darknesses, what lights, what shadows. It was almost as if it stirred memories in her, bleak memories no child could possibly have.


On her ninth birthday, she had been taken for the first time to the Egyptian Museum, through the high, white-pillared portals into halls of wonder. Her mother had led her directly to the first floor, up the north-east staircase to the rooms where the treasures of Tutankhamun were kept. In a long room to the right of the stairs, a glass case held the young king’s death mask. It was the most beautiful thing A’isha had ever seen. She had stood staring through the glass, unable to tear her gaze away. That face, that face, those gold-surrounded lips, those eyes of black obsidian. And her own face reflected in their depths.


She had walked for hours through high, enchanted rooms bright with the imprint of the past. Everywhere masks of gold, boxes of ivory, lamps of carved alabaster, vases of lapis-lazuli. And as she walked, her childhood seemed to fall away from her, and the dead weight of the pyramids was lifted from her little heart and turned to gossamer. The gold of centuries and the painted images of ancient gods had awakened in her something that would never sleep again.


She had become a surgeon now, using a scalpel to cut through time itself, to take it to the bone. She was at the last layer now, she was certain. The wrappings were loose, they came away at a touch. He would belong to her soon: it was like a seduction, he was her bride. She wanted to bend and kiss his covered lips, as though to resurrect him with a single breath. With great care she ran the scalpel from the left shoulder to the wrist. She would leave the face for last.




He lifted one of the equipment samples from the briefcase and laid it on the desk beside the disassembled gun. The sample broke cleanly into two exact halves. Inside, the metal had been molded into a shape that matched precisely the trigger group unit of the Walther. He slipped the trigger group into the recess, then replaced the top half of the sample. He did this with each of the metal pieces in turn, then took them across to a worktop on which welding equipment was waiting. Each of the pieces would have to be welded together, then filed until it looked as good as new.


At the other end, the whole procedure would be reversed. The magazines would be shipped separately. It was worth the trouble, he thought. Worth any amount of trouble.





As it passed the wrist, the scalpel blade scraped over metal, the band of a bracelet that had shown up on the X-ray. She caught a glimpse of gold beneath the narrow incision. The position of the bracelet was unusual and had already excited comment. It was not uncommon to find jewelry on mummies, both male and female; but it was rare to find pieces on the body itself, rather than outside, on top of the bandaging.


She laid down the scalpel and began to peel away the linen cloth like a thin rind. Her fingers moved quickly, methodically, as though long accustomed to their task. Deep down, very deep down, her mind began to register that something was wrong, that things were not as they should be. The bandages came away, loosening as she pulled on them. What lay beneath was not withered flesh but cloth, the dark cloth of a heavy sleeve. And the weave and the fabric were wrong, all wrong.


She felt her heart race, felt it slip and slide away from her. Her fingers became blunt and clumsy, heavy things that acted without her will. She watched as they pulled the rotten bandages apart, watched the dark cloth spill from the opening they made. She could feel Megdi’s eyes on her, his puzzlement. But she herself had passed beyond puzzlement to something quite different, to fear, to denial, to disbelief.


The gold bracelet came into view, the gold bracelet on the arm of her dead prince, yellow against white bone. She lifted the arm gently and turned it a little to one side. The room began to spin, she could hear her heart pounding a long way away.


“A’isha,” a voice was calling, “A’isha, are you all right?”


She smiled and frowned and shook her head. With one hand, she held herself steady against the table’s edge. In the other, the dead wrist lay like sin, bleached and unexpungeable. She heard Butrus’s sharp intake of breath as he saw what she had seen, the crash as he dropped the camera.


And in her hand, circling a wrist of bone, its fingers set at half past five, a Rolex watch caught the hot white light from the ceiling and threw it back again.


A strange winter had settled on Egypt that year.





PART I



“The second woe is past; and, behold, the third woe cometh quickly”


REVELATION 11:14
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London
3 September 1999


The call came through at 5.23 in the afternoon. It lasted exactly seven seconds and was not traced. There had been twenty-six calls that day already, all of them hoaxes, but this one cleared the decks. For one thing, the caller had used an up-to-date INLA code word, “Carryduff.” For another, he had known the difference between British Transport Police and their Home Office counterparts, and he had possessed the number for the BTP control room. Anyway, there had already been two explosions at mainline stations that week. Nobody was in a mood to take chances.


The earlier bombs had gone off at Euston on Monday, killing three “bystanders” and badly injuring forty-two others; and at Paddington on Tuesday, maiming a police-woman who had been helping clear the main concourse. Wednesday and Thursday had seen scares throughout the capital and in several provincial stations from Newcastle to Portsmouth. British Rail were doing their best to keep the country moving. The ever-worsening state of the motor-ways coupled with heavy fog made it imperative that the rail network stay open. The hoax merchants were having a field day, but nobody else could see anything to laugh at.


There had been an oddity about the phone calls. The warnings of bombs at Euston and Paddington had employed authentic code words known to Scotland Yard’s anti-terrorist squad. But the code words in question had belonged to radically different organizations: the first to the PFLP, the People’s Front for the Liberation of Palestine, the second to ASALA, an Armenian guerrilla group formed in Beirut in 1975. Neither had any obvious motives for planting bombs in public places in London. The INLA did.


By 5.28, the Station Master at King’s Cross had been alerted to the possibility of a bomb or bombs in his station. Police officers were already on duty in and around the station, both Transport Police and six men on loan from the Met. Both they and the station staff had had plenty of practice that week in clearing the platforms, shops, and buffets of travelers, but it still took over four minutes to get the last civilian out of the station and onto the street.


It was the rush-hour on a Friday afternoon, and nobody was happy. There had already been enormous queues for the 1800 to Edinburgh, a train that carried the bulk of the commuters heading back to the North East and Scotland after a week’s hard labor in the big city. They had wives and children waiting for them at home. Around the back, short-distance commuters to Cambridge and Ely had been even more disgruntled to be delayed for the third day running. It was the worst possible day, the worst possible time.


As the last passengers trudged wearily out into a gray drizzle, the first sirens could be heard racing along Euston Road past St Pancras. Traffic was backing up all along the Pentonville, Caledonian, and Grays Inn Roads. Lights flashing in the faces of lonely people standing in the rain, the emergency units began to arrive in a mixture of police cars and unmarked Sierras.


The first to arrive were members of the Anti-Terrorist and Bomb Squads, followed about fifteen minutes later by Special Branch and Home Office Explosives Experts. The military were still on their way. Grim-faced men in plain clothes stepped out into the drizzle. Senior police officers joined them in quick, huddled consultations.


The worst part was about to begin: the painstakingly slow, inch by inch scouring of the huge station while somewhere a clock ticked nearer and nearer the time of the next explosion. If there was a bomb at all.


King’s Cross is no place to sit out a bomb scare. The few cafés and sandwich bars in its vicinity are down-market dives, some the haunts of pushers, pimps, and prostitutes. There are no shops to speak of, and none at all open at this time on a Friday night. None of the innumerable guest houses and cheap hotels that fill the side streets at the top end of Euston Road have facilities for so much as a cup of tea and a plate of biscuits.


But there was no way out, unless you wanted to walk out. The underground entrances had been closed within minutes of the warning. Buses and taxis were caught in an ever-lengthening jam in every direction. And what, after all, was the point of leaving? Almost everybody gathered in the streets outside the station was there for one thing: to get home for the weekend, a weekend that was growing shorter every minute.


Inside the station precincts, the bomb disposal team was waiting for the order to go. There were four ATOs—ammunition technical officers—complete with EOD protective suits, and sets of Allen probes, extension rods, mirrors, magnets, and lock viewers. They were neither patient nor impatient. If there was a bomb, they would deal with it. If it could be dealt with. For the moment, it didn’t matter whose bomb it was or why it had been planted. All that mattered was whether it was there at all and, if so, how big and how ugly it was. Or how big they were. Plurality was the other possibility.


In accordance with a routine set down during the railway station bomb scares of early 1991, King’s Cross had already been cleared of any obvious depositories for explosive devices: wastepaper bins, letter boxes, charity collection tubs. The left-luggage office had been closed for days. Trawling the concourse and platform was a matter of routine. The shops and cafeterias would present more difficulties. But they had to be sure. Above the huge display board announcing now-abandoned arrivals and departures, the hands of the clock moved forward remorselessly. The searchers moved in silence, to the sound of their own heartbeats.


Just who was responsible for the oversight would be the subject of half a dozen inconclusive inquiries. In the end, the buck would be passed so far down the line it would vanish from sight forever.


Along the edges of the pavements all around King’s Cross, the local council had thoughtfully placed a wastepaper bin on every lamppost, in the interests of hygiene, civic pride, and as a minor but handy source of revenue from the advertisements they carried. There were twenty-seven wastepaper bins, each three feet deep and emptied every day.


Tonight, the bins were circled by crowds of miserable commuters. Men and women leaned against them, slipped their suitcases underneath them, rested their briefcases on top, knocked ash into them from the ends of their cigarettes without thinking. And the rain fell on them and on their contents gently, like a sort of sleep.


They exploded, not in unison, but at intervals of ten seconds, just time enough for panic to set in, not long enough for anyone to start running, if anyone had known where to run to. If there had been anywhere worth running to.


They heard the explosions in the station, one after another, crumping through the evening air until it seemed they would never, ever stop, like a nightmare detonating again and again without ever bringing the relief of waking. And then, at last, silence fell, a thick, creamy silence that smothered the streets. Moments later, they became aware of the screaming. The screaming that would never stop in any of their heads so long as they lived.
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Tom Holly was late. He was one of those unfortunates who contrive never to be on time for anything, to whom Fate has allotted the role of last in line. At school, he had spent many sunny hours in the misery of detention, writing lines of apology for his late arrival at Assembly or PE. As an adult, he had been late for his own wedding, both his daughters’ births, and his mother’s funeral. In cinemas, theaters, and churches, he was certain to make a nuisance of himself fumbling for a seat in the dark while others tried to watch or stood to sing.


Today it did not matter. Today everybody was late, the whole city was running behind. The bombings at King’s Cross had thrown the capital into pain and disarray. Every mainline railway station had been cleared and the nearby streets evacuated. The tube stations were being shut down rapidly, by strict rotation. Police cordons were cutting off major thoroughfares everywhere. There was not a taxi to be had anywhere, and anyone who had thought himself lucky to get one was feeling envious of the rainsoaked pedestrians outside as traffic backed up in street after street or jammed entirely at crucial intersections.


Tom had heard about the bombings just before leaving Vauxhall House. For a dreadful moment, he had thought they might all be kept back, in case the combings might turn out to be the work of a Middle Eastern group. But word was already being passed round that this had been an Irish job. Relief was everywhere in the department, tempered by mounting outrage and pity as the dimensions of the massacre became better known. Pausing only to ring Linda with a warning to stay at home, Holly had locked his office—he was the Head of Egypt Desk within British Secret Intelligence—and made his way out into the steady drizzle. It had then been 6.45 P.M.


Vauxhall House was situated just south of Lambeth, not far from the now-dilapidated Century House that had served as the headquarters for the SIS until only a few years earlier. The new building stared out across the Thames onto the Tate Gallery and the roofs of Westminster. Holly had crossed the river on Vauxhall Bridge and weaved his way east of Buckingham Palace, across the Mall to St James’s. Once, faint in the distance, he had heard the sound of sirens. Security near the palace had been noticeably stepped up.


The Royal Overseas League in Park Place had served as Tom’s club for well over a decade now. It suited him well enough: neither too smart nor too stuffy, it was inexpensive, an important factor for a man on an SIS salary with no independent income, but respectable enough for his occasional informal meetings with friends and contacts. It lay almost exactly equidistant between the Foreign Office and the Egyptian and US Embassies. Men and women were admitted without distinction. It was not a place where people would be readily recognized, but if they were, their presence would excite no comment.


Tonight’s meeting was to be a little different from the usual. Tom would not want to be seen by the wrong people, would not want questions asked. A more clandestine venue might have been advisable, but he had decided against it. If he was being followed—and during the past two weeks his suspicions of the possibility had grown almost to certainty—an obviously secret rendezvous with Michael Hunt and Ronnie Perrone would be bound to invite closer scrutiny. Getting together in the ROL, they would just be three old friends sharing an evening of drinks and reminiscences. It wasn’t much of an alibi, but he wasn’t in much of a position to throw it away.


Michael was waiting for him in the foyer wearing an old, creased raincoat that must have been brought out of mothballs for this London trip, shoes that were much too light for the weather, hair that showed signs of gray where Tom remembered only deep black. Michael stood and smiled awkwardly as Tom came through the door.


“Michael, I’m so sorry. I should have telephoned. I had to walk. The whole city’s snarled up.” He glanced at his watch. It was nearly 8.00. “God, I’d no idea it was this late. Thanks for staying put.”


“Nowhere else to go,” replied Michael.


“Well, you could have tried the Ritz. It’s just round the corner.”


“Not my sort of place. As you well know.”


They shook hands a little nervously. It had been three years. Almost four. Tom’s smile faded as he let go of his friend’s hand.


“I’m sorry, Michael. About your father.”


Michael nodded. He had arrived from Cairo that afternoon. Tomorrow morning he had to be in Oxford, to attend his father’s funeral.


“It’s at eleven tomorrow morning. You going to be there?”


Holly nodded.


“I’d like to, yes. If Paul doesn’t object to my being there.”


Paul was Michael’s brother, a Catholic priest who rather disapproved of Tom and his sometimes voluble atheism. He would be performing the burial.


“He won’t mind. You’re an old friend. Father liked you. Which is more than can be said for a lot of people. There won’t be a crowd at the graveyard tomorrow.”


“No. No, I suppose there won’t. Look, Michael”—Tom had started removing his own dripping raincoat—“why don’t we go in? We can have a few drinks first, then see about a bite to eat. Or are you very hungry?”


Michael smiled and shook his head.


“Excuse me a moment, Michael.”


Tom turned and handed his raincoat across the wooden counter on his left, took a ticket, and spoke to the porter.


“Has a gentleman called Perrone been asking for me?”


The porter shook his head.


“Afraid not, Mr. Holly. Nobody but the gentleman you’ve just been talking to.”


“I see. He must have been held up as well. When he arrives, show him up, will you? He knows the way. We’ll be in the bar.”


“Very good, sir.”


Holly turned to go, then doubled back.


“What’s the latest from King’s Cross, John? Anything?”


The porter’s face grew grim.


“Eighty-three bodies last I heard, sir. It’ll be well over a hundred, by the time it’s done. Like the blitz, that’s what it’s like. Only that was war. This is cold blood. Wicked it is. Worse than wicked. They should send all the Irish back home.”


“Yes, it is worse than wicked, John. Very much worse.”


Holly took a deep breath and turned back to his friend. How little wickedness the public really knew of.


“Ronnie Perrone’s coming?”


“Yes. I’m sorry, I should have said.”


“Not to commiserate, I suppose.”


Holly shook his head. His bushy reddish hair was thinning.


“No. We can do all that tomorrow. This evening’s more . . .”


“A case of taking advantage of my being in town.”


“Yes. If you like. Look, let’s go on up, Michael. We can’t talk here.”


The cocktail bar was up a short flight of steps, on their left. It was almost empty. This was not a night for coming into town or hanging about after work. The twinkling of lights on red, green, and yellow bottles lent the room an air of forced jollity. In a corner by the windows overlooking the garden and the path beyond, a middle-aged woman in tweeds sat nursing a brandy. Darkness filled the little garden like a rich, unwoven cloth. The barman rose slowly from his stool and smiled uncertainly at Holly.


“Nice to see you, Mr. Holly. It helps to have a friendly face drop by.”


“A bit quiet tonight.”


“Yes, sir. Not a good night, sir.”


“No.” Holly paused. “Let’s see, I’ll have a Glenfiddich and a drop of ginger.”


“American, is it, sir?”


“No, just the regular.”


“Of course, sir.”


Tom turned slightly.


“Michael, what about you?”


“What? Oh, make mine a Campari and soda. No ice.”


“Twist of lemon, sir?”


“Yes, why not?”


Drinks in hand, they retired to a table as far away from the woman as seemed polite. Tom noticed that his friend’s hand shook a little as he laid his glass on the table. The effects of grief . . . or something else?


He remembered Michael at MECAS, the British-run Middle East Center for Arabic Studies. That had been in the old days, when the school was situated at the village of Shemlan in Lebanon, in the Shouf mountains overlooking southern Beirut. The days cramming Arabic grammar, the jussive of yaiya and the imperative of itta’ada, the nights with girls from the city in Mukhtar’s cramped café perched on the edge of a high cliff, the crumpled memories of kisses mixed with the scent of bougainvillaea. Songs of Love and Hate on the turntable at midnight, Michael restless for love or deliverance. The confidences, the revelations, the discreet distances they had formed, the little, half-constructed shells each man had built for himself, the beginning of a life that was not a life. And in the hillsides all around them a darkness gathering, heavy, stained, tense, a marketplace for bloodshed.


“Drink up, Michael. You won’t be getting any of that stuff in Cairo by next year.”


Michael sipped his bitter drink and raised an eyebrow.


“You’d know better than I, Tom. I don’t have your inside information any longer.”


“Come on, Michael. You live there, you know what’s going on. Nobody needs inside information.”


Michael shook his head slowly. He was a tall man, loose-limbed, almost carefully put together. His features were Egyptian, his mother’s gift to him. A Coptic Christian from Asyut, she had married his father in 1952, two days after a mob burned down Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo. Marrying had seemed a foolish thing to do. Foreigners were packing their bags and leaving Egypt: Greeks, Armenians, Levantines, British. Nasser’s revolution had taken place six months later. It had been a marriage of inconvenience.


The newly-weds had stayed on. Michael’s father had had no choice. A signals officer with D Squadron of the Life Guards, he would be one of the last British soldiers to leave Egyptian soil. Michael had been born in Cairo’s Coptic Hospital in 1953, his brother Paul the following year. Less than two years after that, in March 1956, D Squadron had boarded ship at Port Said along with the 2nd Battalion of the Grenadier Guards, and watched Egypt slip away from them forever.


Michael grew up in Oxford, an English boy with Egyptian eyes and Egyptian skin. At boarding school, a few boys nicknamed him “the Gippo” until he gave them reason to think better of it. Most years, from the age of five, his mother took him to Cairo to stay with relatives. He learned to speak Egyptian Arabic like the native he was in part. He attended classes at the École des Frères and made numerous friends. But his father never accompanied him, never returned to a country he felt had betrayed and rejected him. Major—later Colonel—Ronald Hunt had loved an Egyptian woman but hated Egypt.


No, that was not quite true. He had loved the pyramids at dawn and felucas on the Nile, the scent of spices in a dark bazaar and camel jumping at the Gezira Club. But, his wife apart, he had cordially despised the Egyptian people. It had been the thing to do, his class and his ruined Empire had demanded it of him, a perverted test of loyalty. He called them all “niggers”: Egyptians, Greeks, Turks, Armenians, Jews, they were all mashed together out of one substance in his eyes. Quite how an Egyptian woman had come to inspire passion in such a man was a matter for conjecture. But Michael’s mother had been very beautiful. And her family very rich.


“I only know what I see and hear. I know nothing of what goes on behind the scenes. If you’ve brought me here in the hope of getting privileged information, you’re wasting your time.”


“Why are you so touchy, Michael? I only said something everybody knows. It’s just a matter of months, a year at the most, before the fundamentalists take over in Egypt.”


“I wouldn’t say it was that certain.”


“Yes, Michael, it is. Things are speeding up. Ahmad Badri held talks last week with Yusuf Othman.”


Michael glanced at his friend with interest.


“Othman? The head of the Muslim Brotherhood?”


Holly nodded.


“There’s been nothing in the papers,” said Michael. “Not even al-Itissam.”


Tom shook his head. He poured a little ginger onto his whiskey.


“This isn’t exactly public knowledge, Michael. I should have thought you’d realize that. When two old enemies in the fundamentalist camp bury the hatchet, we can bet it’s the start of a wider coming together. There are rumors of a coalition strong enough to overthrow the government by the end of the year.”


“Why are you telling me all this, Tom? It must be classified.”


Holly shrugged.


“Something’s going on, isn’t it?” demanded Michael. “And you want to get me involved. That’s it, isn’t it?”


Michael put down his glass. Slowly, he rose to his feet.


“Whatever it is, Tom, you can count me out. I’m serious. I left MI6 five years ago. That’s one move in my life I’ve never regretted. Never. If you need help, if you want information, you’ll just have to find somebody else.”


Tom Holly put a finger to his lips.


“Put a sock in it, Michael. That’s Ronnie Perrone coming through the door. He’ll want to know about your father.”
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Perrone asked for an Aqua Libra “with a touch of ice, dear.” Coming back to the table, he patted his stomach gently.


“Got to watch the flab,” he complained. “A bad time of life. The tummy can take over if you let it. Develops a life of its own.”


No disinterested observer would have guessed. Ronnie Perrone was thirty-seven, but he possessed the face of a twenty-four-year-old and the superbly conditioned physique of an athlete in his prime. He seldom worked out; there was no need, his metabolism did it for him, that and an occasional stint on the wagon. The stints never lasted more than a few weeks, and it never seemed to matter one way or the other. Drink was his only vice, he used to say. Well, he would concede in the right circles, drink and boys. But never the two together, that was altogether too risky.


“I thought you’d be tanking up, Ronnie. I’ve just been explaining to Michael here about the way things seem to be going back home.”


Perrone had become British Chief of Station in Cairo after Michael’s resignation. He sat now with a glum expression on his smooth face. He glanced up once at the woman in the corner, then away again.


“My dear, I don’t like to think of it.” He shivered. “Like exile to Jedda or Tehran, but with memories of better days staring you in the face on every street corner. I shall have to be careful with the boys as well. They aren’t too fond of that sort of thing—not the boys, the chaps with the beards.”


“I was just going, Ronnie,” Michael apologized, standing.


“But my dear Michael . . .”


“Michael’s father died.” Holly’s voice was flat, uninflected, as though a man’s father might die every day without it mattering.


Ronnie looked up blankly. “Good God, I’m so very sorry, Michael. Me prattling on here like a great old elephant. I’d no idea, no idea at all.”


“No, of course not. No way you could have, Ronnie. He died the day before yesterday. Heart attack, very sudden. We didn’t even know he was ill. Well, Mother knew, of course, but she didn’t want to worry us. You know how it is.”


“You must be dreadfully shocked.”


“Yes, we are. Mother’s taking it badly, even though she knew. So Paul tells me.”


“You’re going down?”


“Yes, the funeral’s tomorrow. I’m going to Oxford tonight. I’ve got a hire car.”


“Well, stay and chat for a while. No need to run. I haven’t seen you for months anyway. And old Tom here can’t have set eyes on you for years, I imagine. Have you, Tom?”


“No, Ronnie. Not for years.”


“Well, then, that’s settled. I’ll give up my lonely drive on the wagon and down a few glasses in loving memory. The old buzzard would like that.”


“You met him once or twice, didn’t you, Ronnie?”


“Met him? Of course I did. You can’t have forgotten that ghastly little dinner party you gave. You and Carol, when you were living in that squalid little flat in al-Azbakiyya. You were still with the old firm then, of course.”


Ronnie had been Michael’s junior then. They saw one another infrequently, in the way ex-pats in the same city tend to do, attending some of the same parties and receptions, rubbing shoulders at seminars at the American University, where Michael taught politics. And Ronnie Perrone was likeable in his ghastly way, even if he did bring back memories of times and people best forgotten.


“Actually, I thought your father was a decent old stick,” Ronnie went on, beckoning to the barman. “I don’t think he approved of me, though.”


“No, I suppose not. Father was army all the way through. He had a deep suspicion of intelligence people. He never forgave me for making my move sideways.”


Michael had spent two years as a captain attached to the Military Intelligence HQ at Ashford before someone had suggested that, with his appearance and his fluency in Egyptian Arabic, he might be of more use working for the SIS. His father had always regarded Michael’s defection as akin to desertion. The Intelligence Corps had been a bad enough choice in the first place—“pansies resting on their laurels” he had called them, in allusion to their rose and laurel-wreath insignia—but to get mixed up with civilian practitioners of the same black arts was beyond his comprehension.


“I think he had other reasons for disapproving of me,” said Ronnie. He turned as the barman approached him. “I’ve changed my mind,” he said. “Take this rabbit’s piss away and bring me a strong G and T.”


“With ice, sir?”


“Put anything you like in it, just as long as the gin drowns the tonic and not vice versa.”


The barman smiled, picked up the Aqua Libra as though it were something vaguely obscene, and slipped away.


“Actually, I don’t think Father had the foggiest idea you were gay, Ronnie.”


“You disappoint me. I’m flamboyant.”


“You know that’s not generally true, Ronnie. But you’d have to have been the world’s most roaring queen to have got Father’s attention. He was an innocent man. More than was good for him. His view of the world was terribly black and white. There simply wasn’t room in it for moral ambiguities.”


“Are you calling me a moral ambiguity?”


“To Father you would have been, yes. To tell you the truth, up until a few years ago, I don’t think he really believed there was such a thing as a homosexual. He thought gays were just a lurid fantasy dreamed up to warn young subalterns off what he used to call ‘nancy behavior.’ It all came as a great shock to him when you people started coming out of your closets.”


“Poor man. It must have been terribly hard on him,” Ronnie said, with only a trace of irony.


Michael looked soberly at his old friend.


“In a way, yes, I think it was. Sometimes we forget what his generation had to endure. They were born with such illusions about the world. To have all that taken away . . .”


The barman deposited a large gin and tonic on the table. Ronnie sipped, nodded, and relaxed. He raised the glass. The woman in the corner glanced across at them. She was reading a book, a thin novel by Anita Brookner. She did not seem riveted.


“To your father, Michael,” murmured Ronnie. “May he find an eternity of innocence. In a heterosexual paradise.”


“Without Egyptians or Jews or uppity women,” added Michael, raising his glass.


Tom looked at him.


“Aren’t you being a bit hard?”


“I’m sorry, Tom. It hasn’t sunk in yet. None of it has. And I’m sorry if I was a bit abrupt earlier.”


“No need to apologize. And if you want to know the truth, you were partly right. I didn’t arrange to meet you here just for the sake of commiserating with you. I’m sorry your father’s dead, but it’s . . . I saw an opportunity. That’s why I called Ronnie in. He came here on a flight just after yours.”


“Yes. I’d rather imagined he must have done something like that. Too much of a coincidence for him just to have happened to be in town.” Michael leaned back in his chair. “Suppose you just tell me what possible use you can have for someone like me. I don’t have access to any information you can’t get in a hundred easier ways, and in considerably greater depth. I don’t have the ear of anyone very important. You’ve got Ronnie, you’ve got your agents, your sources, a whole lorryload of compromised civil servants. You don’t need me.”


Tom looked at Ronnie Perrone.


“Why don’t you tell him, Ronnie?”


Ronnie put his G and T on the little table. He fished out the lemon and put it between his lips, sucked on it hard, and laid the rind on the coaster. It was an old habit that still set Michael’s teeth on edge.


“We have no agents, Michael. There is no network.”


“ ‘No network’? What the hell do you mean? I set it up for you. For God’s sake, it was the best network in the Middle East.”


“About two weeks ago,” Perrone went on, as though Michael had not spoken, “someone began putting the network out of action.”


“Out of action?”


“Dead or in prison, Michael. It didn’t happen overnight, but by the end of last week I was left with a radio operator and a mole in State Security. For all I know, they may be gone by the time I get back.”


“How did this happen?” Michael looked at each of his companions in turn.


“Would we be talking to you about it if we knew?” Tom leaned forward. “Michael, security was good. The best. We used the system you developed when you were CS, almost without changes. Even if there had been a leak, a couple of leaks, it could never have led to more than two agents. Ronnie kept no lists. The network was either in his head or in the main computer at Vauxhall. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”


“You mean either Ronnie sold his own network down the river, or someone in Vauxhall shopped them for him?”


“That’s about the size of it, yes.”


“What about the CIA? MOSSAD? Haven’t you asked them for help?”


Tom raised his eyebrows.


“You want me to pop across to Grosvenor Square, shake hands with Bob Grossman, and say, ‘Hey, Bob, somebody in Vauxhall has just blown our entire Egyptian operation. How about helping us out?’ I can just see his reaction. They don’t trust us as it is. MOSSAD have more or less stopped talking to us. You’ve been out of circulation too long, Michael. Give me a break.”


“And you have no idea who it could be in Vauxhall?”


Tom shook his head. He had already given the matter deep thought.


“No,” he said. “At least . . . Well, it has to be someone quite high up. A Desk Head at least, possibly higher. Only someone like that would have had access to the files in the first place.”


“You’re sure?”


“No, of course not. But security has been good for years now. Percy Haviland ordered a complete overhaul after he became DG.”


“What about one of the other intelligence units? Defense, for example.”


“You must be joking, Michael. What earthly motive could they have?”


“What motive could anyone have?”


Tom shook his head.


“Ronnie?”


Perrone shrugged and shook his head as well.


“Has it happened anywhere else?” Michael asked.


“Not as far as we know,” answered Holly.


“You’ve asked around?”


“Discreetly, Michael. Very discreetly. For God’s sake, this isn’t information I want to get out.”


“You mean you haven’t told anyone yet?”


Tom shook his head and looked sullen.


“For heaven’s sake, Tom, you’ll have to tell someone.”


“Ronnie’s been faking reports. Well, not faking exactly: more updating old stuff.”


“He can’t keep that up indefinitely. Can you, Ronnie?”


Ronnie frowned and shook his head once.


Michael looked from one to the other.


“I don’t see how I can help you. I’ve no contacts in Vauxhall, there’s nobody I can speak to. Why don’t you just go straight to Percy, ask him to set up an inquiry?”


“I will in the end, Michael. If it comes to it. But I need hard evidence. Ronnie thinks he may know what it’s all about. He needs someone to back him up. Someone who knows what he’s doing. A professional.”


“I’m an ex-professional.”


“You’re better than most of the people we still have in the field, Michael. We don’t have time to train someone else.”


“I’m out, Tom. I had reasons for getting out. You know that better than anyone. I shouldn’t have to explain my reasons to you.”


“Yes, Michael, I know your reasons. I respect them. I never stood in your way before, you know that. But I need you now. Something big is going on, I’m sure of it.”


“Big?”


“Ronnie, I think you’d better explain.”


Perrone took a large swig from his glass. An elderly man came into the bar and ordered beer. From outside, across the stillness of St James’s Park, the sound of sirens flecked the night with urgency. Ronnie shuffled in his seat.


“I had a source in Alexandria,” he began. “A source called Barnabas. Barnabas was middle-rank mukhabarat, not an intelligence officer, just a senior filing clerk. But he knew how to come up with good material. Bits and pieces, but all of it the highest quality. Tip top.


“About a month ago, Barnabas slipped me something more than usually interesting. A mukhabarat officer with special responsibilities for the surveillance of fundamentalist groups had uncovered evidence of a link between a Jama’at cell and a German terrorist organization. The curious thing was that a meeting had taken place between representatives of the two groups. Not in Germany. Here in London.”


Holly broke in.


“Ronnie faxed me a copy of the report right away. I checked through all the relevant back files for the date in question, cross-checked with Germany desk, and came up with nothing. I found that hard to believe. If the Egyptians knew about the meeting, the Germans and ourselves must have had wind of it. I made discreet enquiries from the Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz. They knew all about the meeting, of course. As far as they knew, we had a record of it as well. That was when I first started getting suspicious.”


Ronnie looked anxiously at Michael.


“Tom and I talked about it and decided to say nothing for a while. It could have been a simple mistake. But if not, we didn’t want to go alerting the wrong person. I put my people onto the connection and waited to see if anything came up.”


“And did it?”


Perrone nodded.


“Not a lot, but enough. There was more in Alexandria. There’d been meetings there as well, and a few in Cairo. Some with Germans, some with French, some with Irish. And different fundamentalist groupings each time. There seemed to be no obvious link. Then a name came up. Abu ’Abd Allah al-Qurtubi. Ever heard of him?”


Michael shook his head.


“No. Should I have?”


“Not necessarily. I don’t know exactly who he is myself. He appears to be the leading light in a group of religious radicals, but I can’t even get a name for them. There’s something . . .”


He hesitated, frowning. In the corner, the woman was reading her novel. The old man sipped his beer. There was a sound of people climbing the staircase to the Wrench Room. Some sort of function.


“There’s something not right about al-Qurtubi,” said Ronnie. “My prime source in the mukhabarat clammed up when I mentioned his name. Said he’d never heard of him. But he was lying. I started asking around. That’s when the killings started.”


Holly broke in again.


“He has connections in this country, Michael. I think he has a friend in Vauxhall. Maybe friends in other places. Don’t ask me why or how. But I need to find out. I need you, Michael. I need you in Egypt.”


Michael finished his drink. His hand was shaking slightly. There were too many memories. He didn’t want this. He had never regretted his decision to leave the service.


“I’m sorry, Tom. Ronnie. I’m sorry, but I just can’t afford to get involved again. You know why I left. I can’t go through that again.”


“I’m not asking you to. I’m only . . .”


“It isn’t on, Tom. I’m really sorry, but that has to be my answer.”


Tom said nothing immediately. He glanced at Ronnie. Ronnie was sipping his gin. He seemed deep in thought. When he looked up, his expression had changed.


“They’re trying to put the fundamentalists in power, Michael. That’s what this is all about. You know what that means, you know as well as I do. It’s what we’ve been trying to prevent for years. If it happens . . .” He paused. “Please, Michael—just think about it. Do that for me, will you?”


There was a seriousness about Ronnie’s appeal that Michael did not quite understand. As though for a moment the poseur had been stripped away. Leaving what? Though he could not be certain, Michael thought he had seen a badly frightened man. But frightened of what?


“I think I should go,” said Michael. He hesitated, then turned to Perrone. “I’ll think about it, Ronnie. I don’t want to let you down. But I have myself to consider. You understand that, don’t you?”


“Yes. I understand, Michael. But please give it some thought.”


Tom Holly placed a hand on Michael’s arm.


“Michael, is there any chance of your coming up to town tomorrow evening?”


“If it’s just to talk about this, I’d rather not. I’d like to get the funeral out of the way before I start doing any hard thinking.”


Holly shook his head.


“Take your time, Michael. Give it all the thought you need. But I’d like to see you tomorrow if you can possibly make it. It’s quite important. Quite a different matter. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”


“I can’t promise, Tom. Can’t it wait till Sunday?”


“Afraid not. Tomorrow night will be the last chance. If you hadn’t happened to be here I would never have thought of it. There’s a reception at the School of Oriental and African Studies. In the library. Seven o’clock. Please, Michael, try to be there.”


“I’ll try, Tom. Honestly I will. But no promises.”


They got up together. Tom signed for the drinks and they left. It was still raining outside. In the bar, after they had gone, the middle-aged woman in tweeds drained her glass and put her novel down. She opened her handbag and applied lipstick and powder to her face with care. Closing her pocket mirror, she took out a portable phone and gently punched in a number in Vauxhall Cross.
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The day of the funeral dripped arid dripped. In the cemetery, the trees were already turning leafless; beads of rainwater lay on their branches like tiny buds rushing spring into autumn. A gray light saturated granite and marble, the tops of funeral urns and the wings of broken angels. It fingered the gold-lettered names of the dead, it rustled among the dull petals of dried and withered flowers. The gravel paths were lined with weeds and pitted with small, irregular pools of water. Michael walked to the graveside like a pilgrim whose quest has ended, but for whom fulfillment seems as far away as ever.


He had arrived in Oxford the night before. Getting out of London had been a nightmare. There had been jams on the M40; he had forgotten what it was like driving in England. He had spent a little time with his mother before bed. She spoke quietly in Arabic, finding comfort in words and phrases from her past, flooding Michael with memories of a time that was as dead as the man she had been married to. They managed their grief so differently here, she said, they left her wordless and tearless and sunken. None of her Egyptian family would be at the funeral, though there had been phone calls and telegrams, some from people she had almost forgotten. She was a stranger in a strange land, and never before had her exile ridden her so hard or with so little forgiveness.


There were, as Tom Holly had suggested, very few mourners at the funeral. Ronald Hunt had not been the most popular of men. There were barely flowers enough to cover the coffin while it rode in the hearse. One wreath lay at its foot, a creation in roses and white carnations depicting his regimental badge. But only a few old comrades-in-arms were at the graveside to see him buried. Apart from them, there were some relations. Carol was there.


It would have been unlike Carol to forgo such an opportunity, Michael thought. But an opportunity for what exactly, he could not say. To make mischief of one kind or another, he supposed. To intrude on his grief with her own imagined sufferings, to scorn whatever it was he thought he had become since leaving her.


She looked good, she had not let herself go to pieces since the separation. That would not have been her way, of course. Her fine blond hair was tied back and tucked up hard beneath a black silk headscarf. She wore a dark cashmere coat without ornament, her Bruno Magli shoes were immaculate even after the short walk to the graveside. She had arrived at the house unaccompanied. She still lived alone, or pretended to: a slip in visible standards would not have suited her. Carol was still a mistress of the double life. Throughout their long marriage, Michael had never guessed at the full range of her infidelities, never suspected the easy vigor of her duplicity. She and Michael had driven to the funeral in the same car. Paul had seen to that.


Paul performed the funeral service as planned. Tall, angular, in a black cassock silvered by rain, he stood by his father’s open grave as though at the gaping mouth of any death, a priest rather than a son. His perfectly modulated voice rang out among the gravestones without hesitation. It shook just once, when he spoke his father’s name. There were no visible signs of grief on his face or in his manner. And yet, Michael knew, Paul was the most tom by his father’s death, and the most abandoned.


He and Michael had had very little opportunity to speak on the previous night. For almost a year now, Paul, too, had been living in Cairo, and the brothers saw one another from time to time. Though far from close, there was no enmity between them. Just a distance, a falling apart that both regretted and neither knew how to bridge or mend. They had flown in to Heathrow together, but Paul had gone straight to Oxford while Michael remained behind in London for his meeting with Tom Holly. When he had mentioned Tom’s name on the plane, Paul had said nothing, but Michael had sensed his disapproval. And something else. Something a little like fear, or apprehension.


Throughout the service at the graveside, Michael held his mother’s arm. She was old and frail now, and he thought she would follow his father quickly. Without him, what was there for her in this cold, unwelcoming place, in this England that was not the England she had been brought to all those years before? For a moment, Michael thought of suggesting she return with Paul and him to Cairo. She still had family there, she could live out her days in some sort of peace. But he quickly saw that it would be useless. She had made her peace years ago, had chosen to cut herself adrift from a country that had never really wanted her. And, if Tom Holly was right and a fundamentalist regime did come to power in Egypt, it would be even less a place for an old Christian woman to live out her days in. She would stay with their sister Anna and her husband; it had already been arranged.


They walked back to the cars together, Michael and Paul on either side of their mother, each holding an arm. She was tiny between them, her thin gray hair stuck out uncontrollably from beneath her hat. Carol came behind them with Anna, keeping her distance. As they walked away, they could hear the rain dropping steadily on the wooden lid of the coffin.


“Your father never liked the rain,” said their mother. “He used to say we should go back to Egypt to live. Well, we’ll never do that now.”


“He’d never have gone anyway, Mother,” said Michael. “You know how he felt about the place.”


She nodded.


“He was lonely,” she whispered. “Very lonely. Nobody ever came to visit him. Almost nobody.”


The journey back took place in silence. Carol, moody, stared through the window. When she turned to look at Michael, he would turn his face away. He knew she was trying to make him feel guilty: for walking out on her, for staying away, for refusing to overlook her infidelities. The long car purred its solemn way back to the little house in Headington. There are so many kinds of death, so many kinds of burial.


When they were inside, Paul took Michael aside.


“Please, Michael, it’s very embarrassing if you insist on ignoring Carol. She made an effort to be here today. At least think of Mother.”


“It’s not that easy, Paul. Or that simple. You know that.”


“I only know you have a problem to solve and that you don’t seem to be looking very hard for a solution.”


“That’s easy for you to say. You know nothing about marriage.”


Paul reddened and lowered his eyes. Behind him, the sound of strained voices came from the living-room. Everyone was trying desperately to be polite, to put up a good show, to avoid the very subjects that were on all their minds.


“You don’t have to remind me, Michael. It’s a subject priests try to steer clear of. But I am a priest, and you are my brother, so I have to try. You loved Carol once. I know that better than anyone. You never tired of telling me about her, about how wonderful she was. You lived together as man and wife for fifteen years. Surely that’s time enough for a couple to learn to put up with one another’s faults. I know Carol could be difficult, but surely . . .”


“I stopped loving her in the first year, Paul. By the time we split up, I’d hated her so long I couldn’t even remember what loving her had been like. If I’d found someone else, God knows I’d have left Carol much sooner.”


Paul winced.


“You know I can’t comment on that, Michael.”


It is hard to talk about love with your brother when he is a priest. Michael had never found it easy to call his younger brother “father,” or to think of him as anything but the child he had known, as though they had never grown up or grown apart. Time passes. God introduces spaces into the lives we have known. Or we introduce them ourselves, out of boredom or hope or the drift to suicide. Michael shivered.


“You can’t comment as a priest? Or as my brother?”


“Please, Michael, don’t start this again. You know it gets us nowhere.”


“As my brother, then. I don’t want your blessing. I want your understanding.”


Paul raised his eyebrows. He had inherited more of their father’s looks than his brother. For all that he was younger, he seemed the older of the two. His hair was light, almost fair. The eyes were cold, without Michael’s intensity: all around them, small wrinkles insinuated themselves into his cheeks and forehead. Not laughter lines, but the toll of years of study and concentrated prayer. Pathways of intellect and faith gouged day by day through his skin, tokens of yet deeper scars. Paul Hunt was a Jesuit by training and a man by afterthought.


“My understanding?” he said. “Don’t you mean my love?”


Michael looked at his brother without speaking. Then he nodded gently. “Yes,” he said, “I suppose so. I suppose I mean your love.”


Paul seemed to have made a decision. He stepped forward and took Michael in his arms. Then, disconcertingly, he began to cry. Michael held him as though, inexplicably, his little brother had been transformed into an ungainly man in black robes, as though, in the midst of a game of make-believe and dressing-up, their mock solemnity had turned to real tears, and to a grief beyond their years.


Slowly, Paul’s tears subsided to gentle sobs. He pulled himself away gently, not looking at Michael, as though embarrassed to be caught out in his vulnerability. Sometimes, Michael thought, his brother wore his clerical garb like armor, the way some doctors wear white coats or soldiers regimental badges. Paul was a Jesuit, a priest of the intellect, highly trained and highly thought of. Before his posting to Cairo, he had spent several years at the Vatican, working for the Secretariat of State. Whatever his weaknesses, he had long ago succeeded in keeping them out of sight.


“I’m sorry,” he murmured at last.


“There’s nothing to apologize for,” whispered Michael. “I wish I could feel the way you do.”


Paul did not answer.


“Let’s go into the garden,” Michael said. “I need some air. I think the rain’s over now.”


As they passed through the kitchen, they heard a snatch of news from the radio, which had been switched on by one of Anna’s children. The death count at King’s Cross had reached one hundred and nineteen and was still likely to rise sharply over the next few weeks as more of the victims succumbed to their injuries. Paul hesitated, listening, before going through the door. He seemed to take a special interest in the broadcast.


When they were both little, the garden had seemed a vast realm of unexplored possibilities. It had changed little since then. The old summer shed still hung crookedly on its rusted rail, the elder tree still bent over the wall at the bottom, there were rows of earthenware pots stacked up alongside the greenhouse as there had always been. Would the changes begin now? Michael wondered, in the wake of their father’s death. Would that event, which would have seemed so cataclysmic thirty years ago, strip away the leaves and uproot the grasses, bring the garden to ruin and weed at last?


Or had the real changes begun in them in adolescence, as they turned their energies away from the lawn and the dark, evergreen shrubs, out towards the world? The garden seemed so much smaller now, so much narrower in its compass. They made their way to the shed and stepped inside, like schoolboys playing truant. But today it was death, not school, from which they were hiding.


Paul talked about their father while Michael listened. A torrent of reminiscences and regrets. There were incidents Michael remembered, others from which he had been excluded or had excluded himself. Briefly, in the damp shed, full of the dark smell of leaf mold, their father came vividly to life.


“You never really knew him, did you, Michael?”


Michael shook his head.


“You tried though, didn’t you? I think you tried very hard. Joining the army, serving your country, all of that. You were trying to be like him.”


“I suppose so, yes. Or to be liked by him. But it never worked. I enlisted in the wrong regiment, I opted for intelligence work, I joined the SIS. Nothing I did ever pleased him.”


“I think you pleased him more than you ever realized, Michael. He was a little jealous of you; did you know that?”


Michael glanced at his brother, puzzled.


“I can’t imagine that.”


“It’s true. You had brains, you got the postings you wanted, you were a popular officer.”


“I always thought he despised brains in a soldier.”


Paul laughed.


“That was just part of the front he put up. I think that had a lot to do with what went wrong between you, the fact you never understood what an old fraud he was. You took him much too seriously, Michael. He used to play you up, and you’d rise to his bait like a suicidal perch. No, he admired what you did. He used to boast about it to me.” Paul hesitated. “He never really understood why you left the intelligence service so soon after getting your desk job in London. None of us did.”


Michael looked into his brother’s eyes.


“Didn’t you?”


“You never explained.”


“No. No, I don’t suppose I did. It wouldn’t have been easy. It still wouldn’t be very simple. There’s not much to say, really. I had to betray someone. Someone I was close to.”


“A woman?”


Michael shook his head.


“No, a man. Another agent. An Israeli.” He halted briefly. “I can’t tell you the details. But I had to choose between giving him away to the Egyptians or letting a lot of other people die. It was a harder choice than you might think. I knew his wife and children well. And there was the situation with Carol on top of it all. I needed a break, a fresh start. A whole new life, I suppose.”


“And have you found it?”


“No, not really. You can change your clothes and your home, even your taste in music; but you stay the same inside. Don’t ask me any more about this, Paul. Not at the moment.” He smiled. “Not while you’re dressed like that anyway.”


“I’m glad we’ve talked.”


“Yes, so am I.”


“Michael . . .” Paul hesitated. “Look, I don’t know what it is Tom Holly wants you to do, and I know it’s none of my business anyway. But . . . Try to think twice about it, whatever it is. Let things stay as they are. It’s better this way.”


“How do you know so much about Tom Holly all of a sudden?”


“We don’t spend all our time in prayer, you know. The Vatican is a clearing-house for all manner of information.”


Michael stared at his brother.


“What exactly did you do there, Paul?”


Paul smiled and pressed Michael’s hand. Without answering the question, he stood.


“I have to go back in, Michael. Mother must be wondering what’s happened to us. Are you coming?”


Michael shook his head.


“I’ll stay on here for a bit, Paul, if you don’t mind. I have something I need to think over. We’ll talk again. If not here, when we’re both back in Cairo.”


Paul nodded and left the shed. Michael watched him stride back up the leaf-strewn path, a man whose only outlet for human pain was in the confessional, and perhaps not even there. For the first time, Michael realized that his brother’s world was even more secret than the one to which he himself had, until a few years ago, belonged, and to which he felt himself being sucked back against his will.


He knew he should be back at the house, talking with relatives, sharing memories of his father, looking at old snapshots, cutting slices of cake for guests. But at this moment he needed to be here alone. The shed was more to him than a place of memories. He had always come here as a child and teenager to think things over. His first fears, his first moral dilemmas, his earliest temptations. He looked at the cobwebbed, unpainted walls, trying to think through the implications of what Tom Holly had told him. Darkness was moving through the air.


A soft voice spoke behind him.


“I thought I might find you here.”


When he looked round, Carol was standing in the doorway, smiling down at him.
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“You’ve been ignoring me all day, Michael. You haven’t even made eye contact.”


“Eye contact.” He guessed she had been taking a course in counseling or something similar. Carol had always had an insatiable capacity for courses of self-improvement of one kind or another.


“We’ve nothing to talk about, Carol. We’ve been over it all before. Dozens of times. It’s too late now.”


“It’s never too late to enter into communication with someone, Michael. And we have no choice. We’re still married. I’m still your wife, even if you refuse to have anything to do with me.”


She had already pressed in through the doorway and was standing beside the chair Paul had lately vacated.


“You don’t mind if I sit down, do you, Michael?”


“Suit yourself,” he said. “The place is yours. I was just leaving.”


“You can’t keep running, Michael. You can’t just walk out on all of life’s little dilemmas. Me, the service . . .”—she hesitated—“your father.”


“I don’t think this is the best time to score points about me and my father.”


“Why not? You haven’t exactly been griefstricken. Well, have you? Emotions never were your strong point, Michael, were they? But I’m afraid you’re going to have to come to terms with some of them. I don’t intend to go away, Michael. I’ll stick to you like glue. If necessary, I’ll come after you to Cairo.”


“You’re wasting your breath, Carol. Let’s just get on with our separate lives. It’s better that way.”


“Is it? Maybe for you, but not for me. You left me in limbo. You’re a Catholic, so you won’t let me get divorced, you won’t let me marry anybody else. I’ve spoken to Paul about an annulment, but he says it wouldn’t be possible. For God’s sake, Michael, we can’t go on like this. It isn’t natural.”


“What do you want me to do, Carol? Do you want me back? Is that what this is about?”


“Don’t be so fucking stupid, Michael. That’s the last thing either of us wants, and you know it.”


“What, then? What do you want? If it’s money, I don’t have any. I don’t even earn what I did when I was working for the service.”


“I’m pregnant, Michael.”


She let her bombshell drop almost without premeditation, as though the fact of her condition had just occurred to her as an afterthought. For fifteen years she and Michael had tried unremittingly to have a child. The effort had become their marriage, had transcended even the lack of love between them, had thrown them together time and again in a lust for fertility.


“That’s impossible,” he said.


“Why? Because the fault could never have been yours? You make me want to puke, Michael.”


Somehow, he believed her.


“Who was it, Carol? Was it someone I know?”


“I wouldn’t let any of your friends get within a mile of me. If you must know, his name is Simon, and he runs a restaurant in Hampstead. And you needn’t look at me like that either.”


“Like what, Carol? How do I look at you?”


“I don’t know. With that little snide look, that ‘let’s-put-her-in-her-place-and-show-her-who’s-boss’ look. Well, you can forget all that, Superman. Little Carol’s got her own life to live. I want a divorce, Michael, and you’re fucking well going to give it to me.”


“You don’t have to swear.” He paused. “Couldn’t you have used contraception?”


She erupted in fury. “You always were a hypocritical little shit, weren’t you? ‘I’m a Catholic, you can’t get divorced.’ But now it’s, ‘couldn’t you have used contraception?’ What a tiresome prick you are.”


He closed his eyes. The scene felt disgustingly familiar.


“What sort of restaurant is it?”


“What?”


“What sort of restaurant? He doesn’t sound Italian or Chinese. Something up-market and trendy, is it? With faux marble pillars and subdued lighting? A clientele of advertising executives and their rapacious wives?”


“What the fuck has that to do with anything?”


“Calm down, Carol. I want to know about this wondrously fecund man of yours, this latest acquisition. This man who achieved what so many of us had not. Is he married? Divorced? Does he have other children? Several dozen, I should imagine.”


She took a deep breath, fighting back anger.


“Yes,” she said, “he’s divorced. He has two children, a girl and a boy. One’s fifteen, the other thirteen. His wife went off with one of their chefs.”


“No doubt she wanted a high standard of personal cuisine.”


“Look, I didn’t come here to have you make snide remarks about Simon. He doesn’t come into this.”


“I rather thought he did. I rather imagine he’s come into you more than once . . . Or was it a one-night fling and now you’re calling in your debts . . .”


She struck him, a hard blow, thick against the cheek. He did not flinch, though he had expected it and seen it coming. It stung, but inside he hardly felt it. She had drained him of his capacity for pain long ago. And love too. All of that.


“Don’t bother apologizing,” he said.


“Michael, I need a divorce. So Simon and I can get married. We owe it to the child. And his other children. At least think of the child, Michael.”


“I am thinking of the child. I will always think of the child. If you want a divorce, why don’t you file for one?”


“It’s not that simple. You know it isn’t. I need your consent. We’ve been separated over two years. If you don’t contest, we can have it fixed up straight away.”


“You won’t need my consent in another two years anyway. Why not just wait? The baby won’t know the difference.”


“Other people will know. We’ll be a laughing stock.”


“So that’s it. That’s what it comes down to. You’re afraid people may laugh at you and lover-boy.”


She grew angry again.


“Why are you like this, Michael? You don’t even believe in God! What difference can it possibly make to you?”


“I can’t divorce you because it would kill my mother. My father’s dead now, so he’s spared all this, thank goodness. I have to think of my family.”


“Your family? You mean your fucking brother, the priest. He was daddy’s favorite, so you have to suck up to him just to prove you’re one of the gang. You may not believe in God, but you’re a good Catholic all the same. That’s the message you’re giving out, isn’t it?”


“That’s enough, Carol . . .”


“No, it’s not enough. Your motives aren’t high enough, Michael. Maybe I’m no saint, but at least I’m consistent. Don’t worry, I won’t embarrass you. I’ll say my good-byes to your sweet mother and leave. I don’t know if you plan to stay in England for very long. But if you do and you decide to talk this over properly, like a civilized person, you’ve got my number. And don’t worry, you won’t have to speak to Simon, he spends most of the time at his fucking restaurant.”


She turned abruptly and was gone. Her perfume lingered for a moment, harsh against the damp autumnal smells of the shed. Michael recognized the scent, a Guerlain perfume, Jicky or Jardin de Bagatelle. It was as though spring had caught the garden unawares, throwing all things in it into disarray. The sharp odor brought back memories he preferred to keep well buried.


He stepped out of the shed. All about him, the afternoon was growing slowly dark. He wanted to be back in Cairo, where autumn could not tear your heart open with such subtle force. He looked at his watch. There was still plenty of time to make it to London.
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It had been a couple of years since Michael’s last visit to SOAS. If he remembered rightly, it had been to hear Pierre Cachia lecture on modern Arabic literature. During his year at Vauxhall House, he had come to Bloomsbury regularly to attend lectures and seminars, and to use the excellent library facilities.


For all that, he felt out of his depth the moment he opened the door into the room where the reception was being held. He recognized a few people from the Foreign Office and a couple of diplomats from Arab embassies, including some Egyptians. Among them milled a motley crowd of academics, drawn from universities in Europe and the Middle East, with a few rather obvious Americans tucked in for good measure. The seminar, Michael had noticed on his way through the foyer, had been devoted to “The Amarna Rock Tombs of Huya and Meryre’ II,” a subject about which he knew absolutely nothing.


As he tried to secure himself a glass of cheap Bulgarian wine from the buffet, he was pinned against the table by a balding Japanese professor who had just seen off two Danes, an Italian, and a graduate student from Milwaukee. The horn-rimmed spectacles seemed to have been supplied by a firm specializing in Second World War costumes. A hand gripped Michael’s arm tightly.


“Professor Jurgens making very serious error, you not think? He is ignoring my paper on the West Wall of Huya tomb. Wall has dated inscription to Year Twelve, quite correct. But inscription has Re-Aten form of name. So tomb must be dated to period after second half of Year Eight. Also consider painting of six daughters on East Wall of Meryre’ tomb. In Huya tomb, is only four daughters. But . . .”


“Excuse me, but I have to take Professor Hunt off your hands.”


Tom Holly’s voice had never sounded so welcome.


“You were just in time, Tom,” Michael sighed as they weaved their way through clumps of earnest archaeologists. Behind them, the Japanese scholar was already looking around predatorially for his next victim. Michael was balancing a glass in one hand and a cocktail stick bearing tinned pineapple chunks and mousy cheddar in the other. Tom steered him expertly to an empty space in the middle of the hall.
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