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‘Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing awe and admiration, the oftener and more steadily we reflect on them - the starry heavens above and the moral laws within.’


Immanuel Kant



 




‘Common sense tells us that our existence is but a brief crack of light between two eternities of darkness.’


Vladimir Nabokov



 




‘A regime always ultimately seeks to restrict freedom, no matter what reasons it gives for doing so. The total state wants to guide society and educate its citizens. New rules and regulations are constantly being imposed on everyday life . . . The politics of prohibition has long since invaded areas in which the potential damage is either a private matter or at most a matter of opinion.’


Wolfgang Sofksy, Privacy, A Manifesto, 2008







1


A Death Explained


 




 




 




 




First was the fall, then came the death, and the death erased all memory of the fall, which was in any case handled in a very British way. The story of how David Eyam was cast from the highest circles of government was no more than a footnote at the inquest, which followed hearings into a teenage road fatality and the electrocution of a tractor driver whose grab snagged overhead power lines.


Yet if there had been a programme that March morning for High Castle’s newly refurbished coroner’s court, David Eyam’s name would have been at the top, as much due to his former positions as acting head of the Joint Intelligence Committee and a succession of unspecified roles in the prime minister’s inner circle, as to the tourist’s film from Cartagena in Colombia, which contained the record of his very last moments on earth.


The recording was played on three television screens and the sounds of the Colombian evening filled the provincial calm of the court with the heat and exuberance and doom of Central America. The camera jerked from a bell tower, around which white doves circled, to a line of balconies bedecked with flowers, typical of Cartagena’s colonial district, then to a street vendor carrying baskets of fruit from a yoke that seemed to be made from part of a bicycle frame. It moved with such speed that the people sitting nearest the screens recoiled as though this would steady the shot for them. Kate Lockhart, seated in the second row, remained still, her eyes watching the clock on the top right-hand corner of the screen - the last minutes and seconds of her friend’s life being counted off.


The camera came to rest briefly on the name ‘Bolivar Crêperie’,  written across the length of a red awning under which there was some kind of juice bar with perspex cylinders of fruit and a cashier’s desk. Then it swerved to two women and a man - all in shorts - sitting at one of several tables in front of the restaurant. Here, after a wobble, it settled. The party of three produced long-suffering smiles; sunglasses were raised and tall glasses of beer hoisted to the lens. The image froze and the coroner leaned forward and nodded to the clerk.


‘This is the important part,’ said the coroner’s clerk, pointing at the screen in the centre of the court with a remote control. ‘Pay attention to the top left-hand corner, where you will see the deceased in a navy-blue shirt and cream jacket, and then to what happens in the background on the far side of the street - over here.’ He tapped the screen with the remote.


But Kate could see David Eyam nowhere. She searched the screen frantically again. The pale jacket at the top - no, that wasn’t Eyam. Not that jacket, not that lank hair, not that beard, not that emaciated angularity. The man was far too thin. Christ! They’d made a mistake. The fools had got the wrong man. Eyam must be alive. Ever since she’d received the email from the firm of lawyers handling his estate a couple of weeks back, she had felt a kind of incredulity at the idea of Eyam’s death. The extinction of one of the foremost intellects of his generation by a blast in some seedy quarter of a tropical port, without the world knowing for an entire month, as if Eyam was some useless hippy or boat bum, was unfeasible . . . unsustainable . . . incredible.


The film was started again: the new shot was in a wider frame. The camera had evidently been placed on a tripod because a second man appeared in front of the lens and adjusted something, during which process his face loomed in grotesque close-up, then sat down with the other three and swivelled his cap so the peak was at the front. Kate’s eyes darted to the top of the screen. The man in the pale jacket had not moved. No, that wasn’t Eyam: far too untidy. But then he turned to talk to a dark, thickset individual with wraparound shades and a black polo shirt on his right, and his face became animated. At a pinch it could be him. The parting was the same, although the hair was a lot longer than she had ever seen it, and the cast of his eyes, his brow and the shape of the nose all did a fair impression of Eyam. Then he handed a book to his  neighbour with the sunglasses and he seemed to start talking about it: the court could hear nothing of what was said. The mannerisms of her friend in full flow were unmistakable. He sat back in the chair, caught hold of his right elbow and seemed to draw down the points he was making by opening and bunching his pianist’s fingers. When the other man, who was now examining the back cover of the book with his sunglasses propped on his forehead, replied she saw his head go back with his mouth slightly open in anticipation. Even at that distance she could see the eagerness and fun in his expression. This was David Eyam. It couldn’t be anyone else.


The cameraman had now taken the role of reporter and, using a small microphone held under his chin, addressed the lens - in what the clerk explained was Swedish. But the noise of the street drowned what he was saying and once or twice he looked round with dismay as a motorbike or truck passed.


The clerk cleared his throat and pointed to Eyam. ‘The deceased is talking to a Detective Luis Bautista,’ he said glancing at a pad. ‘He is an officer with the Cartagena Police. He was meeting his girlfriend at the cafe and was off duty at the time.’


‘We shall be hearing from him later,’ said the coroner, looking round the courtroom over his glasses with his eyebrows rising and falling independently of any expression. ‘Detective Bautista is with the local anti-terrorist force and is coincidentally a specialist in the sort of attack we are about to witness.’ His eyes went to the clerk. ‘Mr Swift, you may proceed.’


Kate’s mind protested. No, she would not sit calmly like the others, now peering at the film with an indecent anticipation, to watch Eyam being atomised. She drew the small shoulder bag towards her and looked for the easiest way out of the crowded courtroom, but then found herself drawn to the sight of her friend helplessly sitting there and she remembered the first time she had set eyes on him in a student common room in Oxford twenty years before: the dark, oblique presence, the swarming intelligence in his eyes, his habit of moving a hand through his hair when asked a question and then leaning forward with his fingers momentarily pressed to his mouth and blocking the inquiry with some diversionary enthusiasm that was so interesting you  overlooked the failure to disclose. Two decades ago, Eyam was simply luminous - the smile of reason almost never left his face. She saw him now through the eyes of the people in court: a tourist, good-looking in a dishevelled way, yes, but also a man who seemed washed up and might easily be suffering from some form of mid-life crisis, or addiction.


The dozen or so reporters leaned forward with fascination. ‘Any moment now,’ said the clerk, ‘you will see the white Honda van approach from the right. This vehicle was carrying the device. It parks in the alley, which is bordered by the party headquarters -’ he consulted his pad - ‘of the People’s Party for Unity, which was the target of the attack.’


The van appeared from the right but was held up first by a group of youths crossing the street, then by two men pushing a cart loaded down with bags of nuts and fruit and some kind of cooker. An arm appeared out of the driver’s side and waved languidly; a glint of light on the windscreen meant no face was visible as it turned. The van entered the alley and parked but the driver found he couldn’t open the door far enough to get out and had to reverse out then park again. Presently a stocky man wearing sunglasses and a cap appeared from the shadows. He paused in a splash of evening sunlight, rubbed his forearms, glanced down the street then sauntered off without the least hurry.


On the near side of the street, the policeman had shifted his chair round to face Eyam, who was gesturing towards the book and nodding. She saw now that he meant the book as a gift. The detective seemed overwhelmed and rose and shook his hand then returned to his seat and began to thumb through what she could see was a slim paperback. Nothing happened for a few seconds, then Eyam slipped a hand inside his jacket, removed a phone and made a call seemingly without dialling. At that moment a wedding party came into view on the other side of the street: the newlyweds - a beautiful mulatto couple - were followed by some children and about twenty guests. A band of five musicians brought up the rear of the procession. They soon moved out of shot. She looked back to Eyam, who had finished his call and was returning the phone to his jacket. He had spoken for no more than thirty seconds. With a start she remembered the call she’d received from him out of the blue one Saturday in January, the first contact since they had fallen out  and drifted irrevocably apart. It was at the weekend, and she’d gone to stay with old man Calvert in Connecticut. She returned the call to the unfamiliar number but had got no answer. After trying a dozen or so times over the next week she gave up, assuming he would eventually respond. His message was short - he said he felt like speaking to her - and it was still there. She was sure of that because she was in the habit of methodically erasing all those to do with her work as she dealt with them. But she’d kept this one, out of sentiment and guilt and a hope that the chill between them had ended; also because she meant to copy this new number to her list of contacts.


She watched the film, aware of her short, shallow breaths. The detective’s attention was drawn to someone out of shot, and he began to wave. From the right of the screen came a woman dressed in a dark red flared skirt and a white shirt that was knotted at the waist like a fifties pin-up. The detective was saying something about her to Eyam. She paused before reaching the tables, put her index finger to her chin, then raised her hand theatrically and clicked her fingers to suggest she had just remembered something. With a swirl of skirts, she almost pirouetted and walked across the road where she pretended to window shop, bending over and then stretching upwards to examine something at the top of the display, and showing off her figure to maximum effect. She moved out of shot. The detective slapped his thighs with mock exasperation and threw himself back in his chair as though to say he could play it cool too. Eyam nodded sympathetically, then drained his drink and got up.


He took a couple of paces, said something over his shoulder - probably his last words - paused at the kerb for a truck carrying a gang of workers to pass, then crossed over and entered the alley, squeezing past the white van into the dark of the tunnel.


The clerk pressed a button on the remote and the picture froze again, causing kate’s eyes to settle on the clerk’s head and neck, which rose from his shoulders like a cork in a bottle. ‘At this moment,’ said the clerk, turning with sudden movement to the court, ‘the detective heard the first detonator and realised what was going to happen, which explains his quick reaction. The delay between the first and second detonators, usual in this kind of bomb, was probably intended, but it  may have been simply an indication of the amateurishness of the bomb maker.’


‘However,’ said the coroner, ‘the Colombian authorities believe that the delay was designed to allow maximum dispersal of the gas before detonation.’ The clerk nodded agreement.


The film was started again. The field of the shot seemed to have changed, as though the camera had been loosened on its stand and the lens had drifted upwards a few degrees. There was an odd moment of stillness when nothing much happened. In the foreground the tourists stared about them without speaking. No vehicles passed. Then the detective sprang out of his chair and sprinted across the street waving frantically for the girl to get down. His shouts were picked up by the camera’s microphone. The girl stepped back from the shop window with an appalled and strangely embarrassed expression and began to walk towards him, her arms held outwards interrogatively. The detective reached her, hooked his arm around her waist, lifting her off the ground in one clean movement, then ran three or four paces until they were out of shot. At this moment the cameraman bobbed up to see what was going on and blocked most of the view. A beat later he was surrounded by a halo of flame that expanded fifty yards away from him. Then a shock wave propelled his body to the left and rippled outwards. Even though the clerk had aimed the remote to turn down the volume, the roar that followed filled the courtroom. Astonishingly, the camera remained upright, possibly because its owner had shielded it from the main blast, and the film ran on for a few seconds until the camera was toppled by something falling from above. By this time there was very little to be seen except a ball of fire billowing outwards to touch everything in shot. The street vendors vanished. The people, the buildings, the parked cars, the sunlight and shadows - all were obliterated by the sudden cosmic flare of destruction.


The screens around the court went blank. One or two people murmured their shock but for the most part they were silent. Kate found herself staring vacantly at the courtroom’s awful new royal-blue carpeting. There had been no time for Eyam to pass through that tunnel. He would have been killed instantly. It was as if she had just watched his death in real time and had been unable to shout a warning  to him. She looked up through the windows. Outside in the March morning some scaffolding was being erected. A man warmed his hand round a cup that steamed in the wind. Eyam had gone. People were oblivious. Life went on.


The coroner glanced down at the lawyer appointed by David Eyam’s stepmother. ‘Would it suit you, Mr Richards, if we rose now and resumed at - say - two o’clock?’


‘By all means, sir,’ said the man moving to his feet with his fingers tucked into the back of his waistband. ‘May I ask if you think it likely that the remains will be released for burial? My client would like to set the funeral arrangements in train as soon as possible. A provisional date of next Tuesday - the twelfth - has been suggested. There is much to organise.’>


‘Yes, I think that can be taken as read. Please inform Lady Eyam that she may go ahead.’ He paused. ‘We will leave evidence of identification and the interview with Detective Bautista until this afternoon.’ He turned to reporters who were occupying the benches that would have been used by the jury had the coroner exercised his option to call one. ‘A copy of this film will be released after I deliver a verdict, which I expect to be at the end of the afternoon.’ With this he rose and left through a door behind the chair.


 




Outside the court, Kate switched on her phone and worked her way back through the messages from colleagues all expressing disbelief at her sudden departure from the head office of Calvert-Mayne in Manhattan. There was a score of callers wondering why she had left one of the most important jobs in the law firm for an unspecified role in the backwater of the London office. At length she came to Eyam’s call on the Saturday of his death. ‘Hello there, Sister - it’s me. Eyam,’ he started. He sounded relaxed. ‘I felt like having a chat, but it seems you’re busy and I now realise it’s not ideal this end either, because I’m sitting outside in a street bar and a bloody wedding party has just appeared so you wouldn’t be able to hear much anyway. But, look, I miss you and I’d really love to see you when I get back. Perhaps we should meet in New York. We will see each other.’ He paused. ‘You are in my thoughts, as always, and there’s much I want to discuss with you, but now I’ll just have to make  do with the charming policeman whom I am sitting here with. Speak to you soon - all my love.’


She held the phone to her ear for a few seconds, thinking that if she had answered the call she might have delayed him leaving his table in the bar. The tourists and the policeman escaped with their lives; only the people in the confined space of the alley were killed. She snapped the phone shut, lit a cigarette - one of a ration of five - and then opened it again to search the phone’s memory for the time of the call. Five forty-five in the afternoon. She could probably work out exactly what she was doing at that precise moment, but what was the point? Eyam was dead. She just had to get used to the idea.


Part of her wanted to return to the Bailey Hotel rather than go back into the inquest, but then it occurred to her that Eyam needed a friendly face at his inquest. There was no family to speak of. His disabled brother had died while they were at Oxford, his mother succumbed to cancer soon afterwards and she had read that Eyam’s father, Sir Colin, a holder of numerous engineering patents, a wily financier and discreet philanthropist, had died the previous year. So it was as an act of friendship as well as a witness that at one forty-five p.m. she worked her way along the bench to sit behind a flustered middle-aged woman and wait for the coroner to reappear. She wondered about the other people in the public benches, particularly a tall man with large glasses, stiff, wavy, dark hair and an expression of courteous disengagement. She had stood by him when filling in the register required of those attending the court - a new procedure presented as a survey - and read the name Kilmartin but not his address, which was illegible. From his clothes came the particular smell of a bonfire; the pockets of his coat were stuffed with rolled-up catalogues; and he held the Financial Times and a journal to his chest.


While they sat waiting in the benches, the woman in front of her turned round and, with her hand rising to pat the flushed skin at the top of her bosom, introduced herself as Diana Kidd. ‘Did you know David?’ she asked.


Kate nodded, aware of a blousy old-fashioned scent reaching her nostrils.


‘Were you an old friend?’


‘I suppose you could say that. We met at college.’ She could see that  the woman was trying to work her out: the traces of the East in her appearance - the looks of her father, Sonny Koh - the straight-backed Englishness of her mother, and the American accent which overlaid the voice of a public schoolgirl.


‘I began to know David really quite well, considering,’ continued the woman.


‘Considering what?’ said Kate.


The woman ignored the question. ‘He threw himself into the local arts scene here. He had one of the most formidable minds I’ve ever had the privilege to encounter, but you know he was never pushy or domineering.’ With each statement her eyes darted about the court. ‘He never made people feel ill at ease with that great mind of his. And impeccable manners, of course. Unimpeachable! Kept himself to himself though: an invisible barrier around him, if you know what I mean.’


Kate did, though she wouldn’t have put it like that. Eyam was capable of warmth and loyalty but he had no interest in explaining himself and was impatient when others expected him to. The woman asked if she was family, then if she had visited David since he had moved to High Castle. Kate shook her head to both questions and murmured that she hadn’t seen him for some time. She did not mention the email from Russell, Spring & Co, a firm of local solicitors, which had been forwarded to her by her old assistant in New York and was how she had learned of his death nearly six weeks after it had occurred.


Once Diana Kidd had decided that Kate had not been a lover and possessed no greater claim on the memory of David Eyam than she did, her interest seemed to wane. However, she told Kate a bit more about Eyam’s circumstances. He had bought and restored a black and white A-frame cottage on the edge of the woods overlooking the Dove Valley; he did not seem to have a job; he attended recitals and concerts, and joined the local film society and a reading group, the novelty of which was that books were discussed on rambles through the Marches of Wales.


What utter bloody hell, thought Kate, and not for the first time wondered what had driven Eyam to this provincial limbo on the English-Welsh border. The Eyam she knew was compelled by the  centre of things; it was unthinkable that he’d opt for life in the back of beyond nourished only by cultural chats with Diana Kidd.


‘Why was he in Colombia?’ Kate asked. ‘Did he tell you he was going?’


Mrs Kidd shook her head as though this was an extremely stupid question. ‘No, he just vanished two or three weeks before Christmas. No one knew where he had gone or for how long. The next thing we heard was about this bomb, but that took several weeks to filter through because no one suspected that he was involved. I mean, how could they?’ She hissed this last observation as the coroner entered and the clerk asked them to rise.


A filmed interview of Detective Bautista by a British consular official in Cartagena was shown. Bautista’s English was reasonably good but every so often he struggled for a word and looked off-camera to ask for translation. He appeared in front of a white backcloth wearing a neck brace, with a bandage on his forearm and two small strips of plaster above his left eye. Kate put his age at about forty. He had Indian ancestry - an aquiline nose, narrowed eyes and full lips. He talked rapidly, often repeating a question on the in-breath then answering as he breathed out.


The diplomat timed and dated the interview - eleven a.m. Friday February 18th. An oath was taken then Bautista told the camera that he shouldn’t have been at that restaurant when the bomb went off. In fact he had arranged to meet his girl, Mira, the night before at the Bolivar Crêperie, but there had been an incident down in the port - a murder. He was unable to keep the date and then he’d forgotten to phone her. She was mad with him. He blew out his cheeks and made a chopping motion with his right hand into his palm to underscore that this was a woman you would not want to anger too often.


So that was how he came to be sitting drinking bourbon outside the restaurant the following day. And of course she had been late just to make her point and he’d fallen into conversation with the man he now knew to be David Eyam and they talked about the book he was reading - The Story of A Shipwrecked Sailor by Gabriel García Máarquez. It was incredible how much this Englishman knew about the book, about this shameful period in the history of Colombia and how the author had exposed the corruption of the dictator General Pinilla. He seemed to  have so much in his head about everything, this Englishman, and the gift of the book now meant a great deal to him. It was the last act of a true gentleman and he didn’t mind saying that with the book some kind of good luck had passed from Eyam to him, which resulted in his and Mira’s survival. He felt in his pocket, pulled out the book, looked at the cover and held it to the camera.


‘What was it that made you run to save your girlfriend, detective?’


‘It is the sound of detonator,’ he replied, now holding an unlit cigarette. ‘You know at the back of my mind I thought there was something wrong about that vehicle. It was there in my head all the time but I was not thinking. Why would anyone park there and block the alley? That was the question in my mind. And then I heard the detonator and I knew what was going to happen. I know this sound well since I study at the Explosives Unit and Bomb Data Center.’


‘The Explosive Unit of the FBI - in the United States?’ said the official.


‘Of the FBI, yes, that is correct, señor. And the Hazards Devices School at Huntsville, Alabama. I study in that place also.’


‘You attended training at these institutions last year?’


‘That is correct: the programme was six months.’ He paused. ‘And so, señor, that is why I know the noise of a detonator. It lives in my mind and when I hear it on the street I know that another detonator will follow.’


‘Could you explain?’


Bautista put his hands together and began to talk fluently, as though being tested by an examination board. ‘This type of bomb need two detonations. The first detonation this blows the valves on the containers of liquefied gas and so the gas is spread. When it has mixed with the air the second explosion comes in a tiny little core of PETN.’ He held up a finger and thumb pinched together.


‘That is explosive material?’


‘Yes, that is pentaerythritol tetranitrate,’ he said with a flourish. ‘When the second explosion takes place the large volume of oxygenated gas is detonated. In the regular bomb, the energy comes from the tightly packed core and drive outwards like so.’ He clasped his hands in a ball then threw them apart. ‘But in this devil, señor, in this devil the detonation ignites clouds of gas and there occurs an explosion with a  force that becomes greater and greater moving outwards and outwards gaining power all this time.’ His hands mimed a billowing motion, then he picked up a glass of water and drank. ‘It was this type of bomb used to attack the party headquarters.’


‘The regional headquarters backs onto the alley where the van was parked? That was the target?’


‘Correct.’


‘From your expertise would you say that Mr Eyam had any chance of escaping the explosion?’


He pouted regretfully and shook his head. ‘The cloud of gas was too large. We believe there were many containers in that vehicle and there was much gas in the . . .’


‘Released into the confined conditions of the alley?’


‘Yes.’


The British official spoke his last question.


‘From your knowledge of the investigation and your colleagues’ work, is there any suspicion that the bomber was not primarily interested in the headquarters?’


The detective seemed surprised. ‘Are you saying this bomb was to kill Señor Eyam?’


‘No,’ said the voice. ‘I am asking whether there are any foreign groups who may have perpetrated this crime. And if you are sure that the headquarters was the target.’


‘We know who made the attack, señor. This was the activities of a terrorist group here in Colombia.’


‘The actions of a terrorist group: can you be more specific?’


‘We know who these people are. They want to destroy the party headquarters. We know this, señor. We investigate these people.’


The interview ended. Detective Bautista nodded to the camera and struggled up from his chair. Then the screen went blank.


The coroner leaned forward to Eyam’s lawyer. ‘Mr Richards, I regret that you will not have the chance to question the witness, as I am afraid that the court’s budget did not extend to bringing Detective Bautista to England. Are there any observations that you wish to make for the record?’


‘Not at this stage, sir,’ replied Richards.


‘Then we shall proceed with the evidence concerning identification. Is Sergeant Hallam in court?’


A short man in a grey suit and dark shirt nodded and walked to the stand where, after taking an oath, he turned to the coroner.


‘Sergeant Hallam, you were responsible for identifying the remains of Mr Eyam. Is that right?’


‘In so far as there were remains, sir.’


‘What can you tell the court about their condition?’


‘The blast created considerable destruction in the area and there was much difficulty in locating and removing the victims from the scene. This was compounded by the collapse of two buildings after the fire, and the heavy plant that was required to shift the rubble.’


‘You’re saying the bodies were recovered after a lengthy time? How many were there?’


‘It is very difficult to know, sir - maybe three.’


‘All those killed were in or near that alley? The alley was an inferno. Is that right? There wasn’t much left to go on?’


‘Yes, sir, a lot was lost in the fire and the operation to clear the area. Some remains were located but the Colombian authorities insisted that DNA tests were carried out locally so as to make certain the right set of remains was sent to Britain.’


‘Please tell the court what procedures were followed.’


‘Hair samples were collected from Mr Eyam’s home in Dove Valley and sent with his dental records to Colombia, where a match was made with some of the remains found in the alley. We received confirmation of this on February fifteenth.’


‘Let me be clear on this. Was the readout of Mr Eyam’s genetic profile sent to Colombia, or were the samples?’


‘Both, sir.’


‘And then Colombian authorities did their own test on the remains and found a match?’


The police officer nodded. ‘They have a fully operational lab for this kind of forensic work, sir. It is perhaps a . . . er . . . a more sophisticated operation than you would expect in that country.’


The coroner nodded and looked at his papers. ‘Thank you. That will be all, sergeant.’


After asking Lady Eyam’s lawyer if he had any questions and receiving a shake of the head, the coroner turned to the court. ‘We have heard how David Lucas Eyam, formerly a government official who worked in Downing Street, left the United Kingdom for an extended holiday in December last year. Given Mr Eyam’s exceptional qualities and outstanding service to this country and to the Prime Minister, it is only right for me to extend the court’s sympathy to his family and friends and many colleagues in government at the manner of his untimely death.’ Mr Richards bowed his head to accept the words on behalf of his client. ‘In the matter of David Lucas Eyam’s death,’ he said more loudly and formally, ‘I find that while holidaying in Central America he visited the Colombian port of Cartagena. On January twelfth this year at approximately five forty-five p.m. he was in the Colonial District of the city when an explosion took place that killed him outright. Accordingly, I record a verdict that Mr Eyam was killed unlawfully by persons unknown.’


The incontrovertible fact of Eyam’s death was established. As Kate rose and worked her way along the bench, her resignation was replaced by anger at the waste of the last two years. God knows how things would have been if they had talked on that Saturday - if they had been talking through the two years of his exile in High Castle.


She came to the entrance, where there was a crush of reporters crowding round the clerk who was handing out DVDs of the film of the explosion. She turned to find the tall man - Kilmartin - looking down at her. When the way cleared he gestured for her to go ahead of him and gave a regretful, thin-lipped smile that seemed to solicit something at the same time as suggesting postponement. She recognised that look: the steadiness of the gaze and the tiny pulse of energy in the eyes - the freemason’s handshake of the intelligence services - and she wondered about Mr Kilmartin with his smell of bonfires, his academic journals and well-thumbed pamphlets, which she now saw were seed catalogues. What was he doing there? Checking that nothing inconvenient was being alleged in open court? Making sure the government was not being accused of anything low or underhand? The former head of the Joint Intelligence Committee - even if only for a  reluctant and brief period - being blown up in a terrorist attack was after all something that must still concern the Secret Intelligence Service. She nodded to him and left the court, dodging the television cameras outside.
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Just three people were working in the Downing Street communications centre when the prime minister, John Temple, slipped in and sat down to watch a TV permanently tuned to a news channel. The lights had been turned off at that end of the room as part of the energy-saving fervour that periodically swept the heart of government and Temple remained in the shadows. He was in evening dress, having recently left a private dinner at the embassy for the American secretary of state, but even after a long day he looked his usual dapper and contained self. One of the garden girls - the secretaries that run the prime minister’s office - had pursued him into the communications department with a folder and now hovered about ten feet away wondering if she should disturb him. It was her presence that attracted Philip Cannon, the director of communications, who stirred from his screen, stood up and stretched, then moved slowly towards the prime minister and gave a cough by way of announcement.


Temple looked up. ‘Ah, Sarah, what have I forgotten to do?’ That was the prime minister all over - blaming himself rather than the people who worked for him. He turned on a desk light and took the folder with a smile that involved squeezing his eyes shut and nodding. She pointed to a passage in the foreign secretary’s statement on the Middle East. Temple read it with the warmth still lingering in his expression then handed it to her. She beamed back at him and almost bobbed a curtsy. Temple’s manners, his inexhaustible consideration whatever the pressures of office, were such a contrast to his recent predecessors: one addicted to a dangerous informality where no one was sure what decisions had been taken until they read it in the next day’s papers;  another given to sulks and rages and epic rudeness, in one famous instance turfing a young woman from her chair so he could use her screen.


Cannon nodded to her as she left and moved to the prime minister’s side. ‘Is there anything that particularly interests you?’ he asked, turning up the volume of the TV a little.


The prime minister shook his head. ‘Just thought I’d look in. How’s it going, Philip?’ Cannon didn’t answer because Temple’s attention had moved to the bulletin and a reporter who addressed the camera while trying to control her hair in the wind. ‘A coroner’s court in the picturesque market town of High Castle on the English-Welsh border was this morning shown dramatic footage of the moment a former senior civil servant was killed in an explosion in Cartagena, Colombia.


‘David Eyam, once acting head of the Joint Intelligence Committee and confidante of the prime minister, was holidaying in the Colombian port where there has been a long-running campaign by the drug cartels against union power and the political establishment. Mr Eyam, who was forty-three years of age and single, was killed instantly by the blast. After it was discovered that Mr Eyam was a likely victim, the prime minister’s spokesman issued a statement saying that all those who worked with Mr Eyam were shocked and saddened by his death. Although he left Downing Street two years ago, he was still remembered fondly by the prime minister’s staff for his acuteness and originality of mind. He had made a great contribution to John Temple’s administration, particularly, it is understood, at the prime minister’s side during international negotiations. The coroner, Roy Clarke, paid tribute to Mr Eyam’s exceptional qualities and recorded a verdict of unlawful killing by persons unknown.’


They watched in silence as the film of the explosion was run. When it was over Temple sucked air through his teeth and shook his head. ‘Can you get that back for me?’


‘What? You want the explosion again?’ asked Cannon.


‘No, just the report, not the explosion.’


Cannon selected instant replay from a menu on the right of the screen. The woman began her report again. Halfway through Temple jerked forward. ‘Stop it now!’ The frame froze with the woman’s hand  reaching up again to her hair. ‘No, go back a little.’ The prime minister peered at the screen. Cannon did likewise.


‘What is it?’


‘Peter Kilmartin is there on the court steps! What’s he doing at the inquest?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ said Cannon. ‘You want me to have it copied?’


‘No, that’s fine,’ he replied and leaned over to write on a pad that was on the desk. ‘What about the funeral?’ He tore the page out and folded it in four.


‘It’s next week. The home secretary will represent you. He knew Eyam well and I gather he may be asked to give an address - a stepmother is organising things.’


‘We should be there.’ One of the famous prime ministerial pauses ensued. His index finger rubbed the unusually deep philtrum, the indentation above his lip. ‘Seen the early editions?’ he said eventually. ‘Any adverse coverage on the web?’


‘They’re taking it at face value. There’s no hint of anything sinister, apart from the barbarous act. The film is sensational - it speaks for itself.’


‘Good . . . yes . . . that’s good . . . we would not want it said that . . .’


‘That there was something untoward?’ offered Cannon. ‘No. There’s nothing like that.’


‘Yes, well, we’re not Russia - the British government doesn’t behave like that. We don’t have people dispatched.’


‘No. Quite. Actually the papers are full of news about some toxic red algae that has appeared in the reservoirs. That looks the most worrying of all the stories.’


‘Still, I’m interested in what he was doing in Cartagena.’


‘A holiday it seems.’


‘In Colombia? It doesn’t seem very likely. Eyam was a man for the opera houses of Europe, the great libraries and museums of the world. He failed us, but he did not lose his culture. I mean . . . Colombia?’


‘Yet he had a lot of obscure passions,’ said Cannon.


‘The point, Philip, is that it wasn’t known he was in Colombia and, given the difficulties surrounding his departure from government, it  should have been known. A failure in the system perhaps, or were his plans intentionally obscured? Colombia is after all not a place associated with legitimate activity, is it? And David Eyam was, as I understand it, still regarded as a problem.’


Cannon kept quiet: he had no interest in things that were unlikely to reach the headlines. David Eyam was old news and had long ceased to be of any concern to him. His ejection from government had occurred without publicity and barely any fuss at Number Ten and in the necessary focus of Cannon’s professional life the film from Colombia was little more than a brief diversion from the algae problem. The next day a tide of fresh events would need to be finessed, burnished or buried to keep John Temple’s government afloat and credible as it moved towards an election. He looked down at his boss - the Everyman of British politics and his best asset in this endeavour - and thought that never was anyone more misconstrued by the public. Seemingly average in all things, formal and infuriatingly prosaic, Temple was one of the most enigmatic personalities that Cannon had ever encountered, a character opaque and inscrutable even, he suspected, unto itself.


Temple rose. ‘Yes, I think we will find out what Kilmartin was doing down in High Castle.’


He left the communications centre holding the piece of paper and headed towards his room, where in the evenings he would sit with a whisky, mulling over the day in the worn leather armchair that had moved with him from one ministry to the next as he climbed, unnoticed but inexorably, to the top job. Now he sat at the desk, thought for a few moments while staring at the uncurtained window, then picked up the phone.
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In her dream she was sitting at an outside table in the Bolivar Crêperie. They had made love that afternoon in a hotel overlooking the ocean, with the sound of sea pounding the cliffs below. But then they’d fallen out - she didn’t know why - and she was sitting away from Eyam at another table while he spoke on the phone. The little white van stopped in front of the cafe and the bomber got out and waved to her and gestured to Eyam with a grin. She recognised the bomber and she knew what was going to happen. She leapt up from the table and started shouting at Eyam, but he didn’t hear. He just kept on talking, talking, talking.


She woke babbling, struggled to find the light switch and threw the tangle of bedclothes back. Her T-shirt was drenched in sweat and her hair was damp and stuck to her neck. She leaned over and rang down to reception to find Karl, the night manager, on the other end. ‘The thermostat in my room’s still broken,’ she said. ‘It’s like a sauna in here. I thought it was going to be repaired.’


Karl suggested opening windows.


‘Right,’ she said, catching sight of her naked torso in the mirror and thinking that she should take exercise, maybe return to the swimming regime she’d dropped the year before. ‘So when’s it going to be fixed?’


‘Tomorrow.’


‘Can you make sure that happens? Otherwise I’m going to have to move - room or hotel.’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Oh, Miss Lockhart,’ he said as she was about to hang up. ‘You haven’t complied with the identity requirements. The form is still here waiting for you.’


‘It’s three in the morning! I showed my passport when I checked in and you have my credit card details - what the hell else do you need? Hair samples?’


‘Tomorrow will be fine. But as a non-UK resident, you must do it. The hotel has a responsibility to file this form with the police. If we don’t we get fined.’


‘Fix the thermostat and I’ll see about your form.’


She replaced the phone and took a shower, letting the water massage the back of her neck while she thought of the dream and then of Eyam leaving the message for her. It was so odd: the silence had lasted over two years, then on the point of death he phones out of the blue and starts chatting aimlessly as though nothing had passed between them - as though they had been in easy and regular touch, as though they were still the intimate friends of university. She stepped out of the shower and dried, again examining herself with detachment in the mirror. She was now fully awake. She turned on the TV and raced through the channels until she reached the BBC’s international service and the repeat of a programme analysing the riots that had flared in British cities the year before. She turned the volume down and switched on her phone. Why hadn’t she picked up? It was inconceivable because she had been in the office that Saturday, working on the last details of a deal that went through on the following Monday, and they were waiting to hear news of the other side’s response. There was no way her phone would have been switched off then. And if she’d been speaking to someone else she would have received the message immediately on hanging up. She tried to remember where she’d listened to the message and what she had been looking at when she heard Eyam’s voice, but nothing came to her.


She flung open the windows to a damp and windless night; tiny particles of moisture glinted in the light. Her suite overlooked a wooded valley and she could just hear the murmur of the river below. She went back through the messages and when she reached Eyam’s voice placed the phone on the windowsill and pressed the loudspeaker button. ‘Hello there, Sister - it’s me. Eyam,’ he started. ‘I felt like having a chat but it seems you’re busy.’ Eyam was there with her in the room, present and alive. When it was over, she reached for a cigarette, lit up and listened to the message again, straining to hear every sound and inflection in the  message. This she did three or four times, staring out into the dark. Then, shaking her head, she swore to the night and viciously stubbed the cigarette out on the stone window ledge. She stepped back into the room, pierced by a shaft of grief, and sank onto the bed. Eyam was dead and it was doing her no good to keep listening to him.


After a few minutes she reached for her small laptop, opened it and logged onto Calvert-Mayne’s web mail, using a succession of security passwords, which she kept in her wallet. She began to read the dozen or so emails between them, which she had stored on the site. Up until the final exchange, the emails were rushed but always affectionate. The break came after an exchange that followed dinner in a restaurant on the Upper East Side. Eyam was passing through New York on the way back to London from Washington. The fatigue showed in his eyes and his conversation was harsher than she had ever known it. She remembered returning to their table and finding him lost in thought. When she spoke he looked up, disorientated and in that moment she knew she could have loved him - no, that she did love him in the most unexpressed way possible. She wanted to take his head in her hands and hold his face to hers. He saw what she was thinking and they talked of becoming lovers that night, in his case with scathing and rather hurtful objectivity. She reminded him that once, for a brief period when they were undoubtedly too young, they had been lovers.


‘We didn’t just go to bed, we made love for an entire week,’ she’d said. But he ignored it and then to protect herself she’d matched his flippancy and his cruelty, and very soon it was impossible to return to the point before love and sex were so coolly dismissed. Eyam had a way of moving a conversation along, recasting history, skirting any subject he wished to avoid, and when you challenged him he would turn his mild Socratic genius on you and elicit so many unwilling affirmatives that you ended up agreeing with him.


And on that night he made his usual diversions, but then started criticising her life in New York, which he claimed was ‘unmoored’ and lacked moral principle. Sitting back with his wine, he told her that although she was successful, rich and sought after she had put down no roots in New York. She was like a beech tree - the tree with the  shallowest root system. He called her his big, beautiful beech. She didn’t laugh at the pun.


Then a few days later she fired off an email to him late at night.



From: Kate Lockhart <KateLockhart@Calvert-Mayne.com>


To: David Eyam <DEyam@no10.gsi.gov.uk>


You’ve got a bloody nerve criticising my life here when your career is hardly the sum of all you hoped for. Yes, you go to DC with the prime minister and you have dinner with the president in the White House but, Jesus, Eyam, you seem so damned unhappy and strung out.


I’m doing what I do best and I am doing it very well. You don’t have the right to judge the decisions I’ve made, just as I have no right to question yours - and I never have.


You deny yourself nothing except the truth about yourself; and while that may make it easier to see the faults in others it doesn’t necessarily make what you say true or welcome. By the way, you need a holiday.


And you might have thanked me for dinner.


Kate X


 




To: Kate Lockhart <KateLockhart@Calvert-Mayne.com>


From: David Eyam <DEyam@no10.gsi.gov.uk>


As ever, lovely to hear from you, Sister, though I thought your email was rather sharp. I don’t want us to fall out over this but I do not resile from the view that you are made for better things.


When I said you were in danger of becoming a prisoner of your gift I simply meant that your job at Calverts, impressive though it is in many ways, is beneath your actual talent; also your humanity. This could have been expressed with more sensitivity and I apologise for being crass. Your remark that I denied myself everything but the truth was unscrupulous because you attacked me for what you suspect to be your own weakness. For the record, neither of us is that stupid. Thanks for dinner.


Eyam X





It was typical of him to write an apology that had the last word. The email remained in her inbox without being answered and was quickly buried as scores of new emails piled on top. But it stayed in her mind and she now recalled that she did write a long defence of her life at Calverts telling Eyam what she actually did; that for years after the crash her work was saving jobs and technology as huge sovereign funds took over struggling American companies, sacked thousands to make the numbers work and exploited or suppressed the innovations of those smaller companies. She said it was just dumb and narrow-minded of him not to see that this was important legal work, which was as much concerned with injustice as money.


She never sent it. Then somehow it became too late to reply and a silence settled on their friendship that would turn out to be terminal, although at the back of her mind she’d always thought they’d make it up, and when he called that Saturday she had been really pleased, actually relieved.


From the pocket in her purse she took out a slender wallet, which she flipped open to the two photographs. On the left was her husband Charlie Lockhart, dead from cancer, on the right her father, Sonny Koh, dead from suicide. She didn’t look at them often but she always kept the dead men in her life with her. They were always there. The little red diptych would now have to become a triptych of remembrance, as long as she could lay her hands on that picture of her and Eyam at Oxford, the only photograph she possessed of him.


She stood the open frame on the bedside table and slid down into the bed to watch the footage of the riots that had been violently put down the year before. Suddenly it occurred to her that she was guilty of ignoring Eyam’s less attractive side - in particular his love of exercise of power. For some time before that dinner in New York she’d noticed him becoming colder, more removed and, she had to admit, objectionably pleased with his own opinions. Doubt made almost every personality acceptable to Kate. But as he rose higher and higher, Eyam had lost the ability to express the slightest worry about himself or his decisions. She had to confess that he had become a little boring. ‘You were a little bit of a prig,’ she said to the room.


Eventually she slept. The following day she stayed in bed late  watching the rooks plummet into the trees on the other side of the rocky spur, on which High Castle - complete with Norman fortress, square and church - stands like an Italian hill town. It was a fine and private place to do her grieving for David Eyam.







4


The Prime Minister’s Spy


 




 




 




 




Peter Kilmartin was certainly surprised. He arrived at Number Ten at nine forty-five p.m. on Monday evening, having been summoned five hours before, and was shown into the Cabinet Room by a brisk young woman who introduced herself as Jean. Temple was sitting at the prime minister’s place on the curved table in front of the fireplace, reading with his hand clutching his forehead. The cabinet secretary, Gus Herbert, stood back holding a red leather folder to his chest, while his free hand toyed with a signet ring. Temple looked up and removed the glasses that were so rarely seen in public. ‘Ah, Peter, good of you to come so quickly. I’ll be with you in a second.’


Kilmartin and Herbert exchanged nods then both looked out through the two uncurtained windows at the end of the room. The dense drizzle of the last few days seemed to hang in the glare of the security lights. Some way off in the building there was a muffled whine of drilling, which Jean had explained to Kilmartin was caused by cabling work that could only been done at night.


He looked down at Temple and not for the first time wondered at his extraordinary rise. They’d met a dozen years before when Temple was a junior minister in the foreign office, at a time in his career when he was patronised by officials and had the reputation as a lightweight - a shameless flatterer and seeker of advice. They hit it off because Temple possessed that rare ability in government to listen properly. For his part Kilmartin, who was by no means a natural politician, found that he could influence policy decisions without using his elbows. The combination of his knowledge of foreign affairs and the Secret Intelligence Service and Temple’s patience proved very successful for a while and, as  each Cabinet reshuffle came along and Temple kept climbing through the ranks, eventually to head two of the great ministries of state, they kept in touch with Christmas cards and the occasional lunch. Temple’s manner and his eerie calm never changed and to anyone who listened he would confess his astonishment that he and his worn armchair had travelled so far. Not many did listen. His colleagues still saw him as a quaint and amiable nobody, a bit of an oddball. No threat. But when he was invited to form a government he displayed a rare political savagery, sacking several allies and bringing about an iron discipline in the ranks of his party. He was likened to President Harry Truman. One commentator reminded her readers that the haberdasher from Lamar, Missouri, had dropped two atomic bombs just five months into his presidency. After Temple’s narrow win at the polls, a victory fraught with allegations of ballot rigging, recounts and general dismay with the performance of a new electronic voting system, that same writer suggested that the only doubtful part of the phrase ‘elected dictatorship’ was the word elected. But Temple stammered his apologies and produced a famous display of nervous blinking when the matter was raised in a TV interview, and somehow people forgave him, or at any rate forgot. In the long slump there were other things to worry about.


Temple pushed his chair back with a little cough, handed the file to the cabinet secretary and said, ‘Yes, that should do the trick.’ Herbert picked up the file and left the room with an opaque Mandarin nod in Kilmartin’s direction.


‘How good of you to come up from the country, Peter. How are you and the boys coping - Jay and Ralph, isn’t it?’


It was a year and half since Helen’s death and the boys, though grown up and with jobs, had suffered dreadfully. They were just about over the worst.


‘Thanks, they’re doing fine, prime minister. I’m amazed you remember their names.’


‘One of my very few gifts. And the famous Kilmartin vegetable garden, which I notice now takes precedence over the problems of Central Asia?’


Kilmartin smiled but didn’t rise to the bait.


‘I hear the new garden is beautiful. You’ve moved in with your sister, haven’t you?’


‘That’s right - though in fact it is the other way. She came to live with me.’


‘Good, good,’ he said absently and let out a sigh. ‘I expect you’ve read we’ve got a real problem with this blessed toxic red algae in the reservoirs. Our scientists have no idea where it came from or how it’s spreading. People talk about bio-terrorism, migrating waterfowl, global warming. Nobody knows. It’s the sort of thing that can turn an election. Events!’ he said with exasperation and the smile lines moved into perfect parentheses. ‘But that’s not why I asked you to see me.’ He coughed and took a step to the fireplace and rested his hand on the mantelpiece. Temple was over six foot tall but managed to appear much shorter to the public. Kilmartin glanced up at the portrait of William Pitt the Younger above him. He’d read somewhere that on Temple’s order Pitt had replaced the painting of Robert Walpole, the first man to occupy Number Ten as prime minister and the longest-serving prime minister in British history, because he somehow felt closer to Pitt than any other of his predecessors.


‘I heard you were down at High Castle for David Eyam’s inquest.’


Kilmartin couldn’t have been more surprised. He’d come with a dozen excuses not to go to the Caucasus as special envoy or back to Kazakhstan. ‘My word, you’ve got good sources, prime minister.’


‘Well, one hears things. I wondered if you had any special reason for attending.’


‘He was a friend and I happened to be in the town - the house I bought is not far from High Castle - so I thought I’d pop in.’


‘Tragic business; there’s not a day that goes by without my missing him.’ Temple paused and rubbed his upper lip. ‘He really had such a grasp of the issues - and a most agile mind. That kind of clarity is unique in my experience.’ He looked at the portrait above him. ‘You know what Pitt’s tutor used to say about him? “He seemed never to learn but merely to recollect.” That was Eyam. I valued his advice, just as I do yours, Peter.’


‘That’s very kind of you, prime minister. Is this what you wanted to see me for?’


‘As a matter of fact, yes. As you know, I was very fond of David but there were difficulties at the end of his time here.’ He paused. ‘You know what I’m referring to?’


‘I’m afraid not. I was away abroad at the time - Turkey - and then looking after Helen.’


‘Well, it doesn’t matter: all water under the bridge. But I wonder if you could keep an eye on all this for me.’


‘What? I mean how?’


‘I’m anxious that neither the violent circumstances of his death nor the facts of his departure from government become a matter of speculation. There will be a great temptation to cause mischief by linking it all to the death of poor Christopher Holmes, who was head of the JIC before David Eyam, as you know. We do not want any mischief at this stage.’ Mischief was a word the prime minister used to describe everything from anti-social behaviour to terrorism.


‘I haven’t seen a word to that effect in the newspapers,’ said Kilmartin.


‘Of course we could have held the Eyam inquest in camera,’ continued Temple, ‘but I took the view, and the home secretary agreed with me, that it would give rise to speculation.’


‘I didn’t know you had that kind of discretion in the proceedings of a coroner’s court, prime minister, but let me say I think you took the right decision.’


‘Did you see Eyam a lot? Were you a close friend?’


‘Very little over the past few years, but I liked him.’


‘Did you know he was in Colombia?’


Kilmartin shook his head.


‘Nor did we, and that bothers me, Peter.’


‘Well, he can’t trouble anyone now.’


‘Of course you’re right. But, look, I want you to keep your ear to the ground on this. Let me know if there is going to be any silliness. It would be bad for the country to be distracted by a lot of daft conspiracy theories in the run up to an election. People must feel able to trust government, not just my government but any British government: the procedures, the checks and balances, the good intentions of those who  hold power, their fundamental respect for the constitution. People must know that we are trustworthy.’


‘Quite. Do you want me to actively pursue this, or simply tell you anything I hear?’


‘Yes, tell me, or tell Christine Shoemaker, the deputy director of the Security Service: you know her?’ Kilmartin nodded, remembering the blonde northerner with a down-turned mouth, who had all but sidelined the director of MI5, Charles Foster-King, because of her relationships with Temple and the home secretary, Derek Glenny. ‘Good. Contact her if I am unavailable; otherwise telephone my private secretary and come in for a chat. Do a bit of digging around. Put your ear to the ground. Find out what’s being said. Would that be all right, Peter? Do say if it isn’t.’


‘Of course, prime minister: I’m happy to help if I can, though I’m pretty sure that there is nothing much to discover.’


‘Still, I would be grateful.’


Kilmartin nodded. Unless he was very much mistaken he had just been appointed the prime minister’s personal intelligence officer.


 




 




The bells were being rung open rather than half-muffled, as is usual for the dead. And when the peal fell suddenly into the cold, bright Tuesday morning the people in High Castle’s Market Square glanced towards the church, eyes freshening, as though spring was being announced, or someone had decided that life itself should be celebrated. Kate paused. Above her, a camera in a black hemisphere fixed to the side of a building watched everything in the square yet, like the woman who had followed her on the short walk from the hotel, it almost certainly missed the striking beauty of the moment.


She was certain about this watcher, a slim woman in her mid-thirties wearing a tan trouser suit. She plainly had more training than practice in surveillance. There was no substitute for experience, as she had always been told by McBride, nominally second secretary (economic) at the embassy in Jakarta, but in reality MI6’s head of station. That was a lifetime ago, when she was married and living in a flat near the embassy, but Kate hadn’t lost the ability to read a street and spot the  false moves of a bad actor. And this girl, as McBride would have said, wouldn’t cut the mustard in the Scunthorpe Repertory Theatre.


Kate walked on to the stalls at the centre of Market Square. A police helicopter came noiselessly from the south then hovered high over the square sending a rhythmic thud around the walls of the castle. Twice it repositioned itself by falling away down the valley then nosing into the sharp westerly wind blowing across the Marches. Three civilian helicopters followed at a much lower altitude and landed on a piece of open ground beneath the escarpment of red sandstone, where their rotor blades turned and bounced in the wind. Then the official cars began to arrive, two accompanied by unmarked protection vehicles that sat just to the right of the rear bumper of the saloons and stuck to them like pilot fish. The cars swept into the square in a way that made heads turn, then followed Sheep Street to the Bailey Hotel, where their occupants were decanted into a room, which Kate learned had been laid on by Eyam’s stepmother for the mourners making the trip from London.


She stopped at a stall selling wraps, shawls and scented candles to get a better look at her pursuer. The woman moved behind a stand of jams and pickles, then retreated to the line of market stalls at the top of the square. Why the hell was she being followed?


Kate picked up a black and mauve scarf.


‘It’s Nepalese - silk and cashmere,’ said the stallholder, placing a rolled cigarette on a battered tobacco tin. ‘They call that colour damson. A pal of mine imports them from the village in Nepal where they’re made. But I got to admit they’re dear.’


The scarf went well with the short dark grey herringbone jacket and black trousers she’d chosen for the funeral. She put it on and looked at herself in a smudged mirror that hung from the front of the stall, angling it slightly to see over her shoulder. The watcher had moved behind her and glanced twice in her direction. ‘Screw this,’ she said softly and turned and eyeballed the woman, who looked away.


‘The scarf?’ said the stallholder.


‘I’ll take it,’ Kate said with a smile.


‘Looks terrific on you: just right for your dark colouring, if you don’t mind me saying.’


‘I don’t,’ she said and removed five twenties from her purse.


‘What’s going on?’ he asked, wrapping the money carefully onto a fold of notes. ‘The place is crawling with filth.’


‘Filth?’ she said, smiling. ‘The police are here for the funeral.’


‘Who’s that for then?’


‘A friend of mine: he lived near here.’


‘I’m sorry.’ He paused. ‘Old, was he?’


‘Early forties.’


‘Life is short: art is long. Well known, was he?’


‘Not really, but he had many admirers. He was killed while abroad.’


The man slapped his forehead. ‘I know, it’s the fellow that got blown up - the prime minister’s man. He was on TV.’


She smiled a full stop to the exchange and turned away.


‘Would you credit that?’ he said to her back. ‘Look at the way they’re treating that woman. I told you they was filth.’


Beyond the stalls on the north side of the square four uniformed police were crowding round a middle-aged woman. One had taken hold of her upper arm. She wore a large black hat that made her seem top heavy. Her voice rose and the words, ‘I will not stand here’ then, ‘I won’t be treated . . .’ carried on the wind across the square. The woman wrenched her arm down, causing her handbag to fall to the ground and spew its contents. A policeman bent down to help but she brushed his hand away and swept everything back into the bag herself. It was at that moment that her hat fell off and rolled between the policemen’s feet. She made an undignified lunge and seized it, stood up and hit the chest of one of the officers with it.


‘That’s done it now,’ said the stallholder with a smirk. ‘Assault with a hat. I know that woman. She’s got something to do with the Assembly Rooms - arranges the programme and that. You can’t park there on market days. There’s a sign.’


Kate recognised Diana Kidd from the inquest. Over the weekend she had toyed with the idea of calling the only Diana Kidd listed in the phone book to talk to her about Eyam, which was why she now returned her purse to the black shoulder bag, walked the thirty yards over to where Mrs Kidd was being questioned, and with a smile asked if there was anything she could do. When none of the officers replied she said, ‘Are you all right, Mrs Kidd? Perhaps these officers don’t know  that you are attending David Eyam’s funeral.’ Then she turned to the policeman who had been hit with the hat. ‘I can vouch for Mrs Kidd.’


‘And you are . . . ?’ said a plainclothes officer in his thirties with razor burns on his neck.


She gave her name.


‘Local?’


‘No, I’m from London. I’m staying at the Bailey Hotel for a few days. But I do know Mrs Kidd.’


‘Well, I am afraid she’s in some trouble.’


‘In what way? Surely she simply failed to observe the parking restrictions, an understandable error given she’s attending the funeral of a close friend?’


‘She struck a police officer. She failed to account for her intentions in a designated area and refused to let us search her bag.’


‘I’m sure she didn’t mean it, did you, Mrs Kidd?’ She touched her lightly on the arm. Diana Kidd shook her head and revolved the hat in her hand trying to compose herself. Kate suddenly had a sense of the universe of uncertainty in the woman.


‘If she agrees to park her car somewhere else, can you overlook the matter? You can see that she’s very upset.’


Mrs Kidd stared at the ground and nodded pathetically.


There was an older man in a short, grey coat, standing a little distance away - hands shoved into diagonal pockets below his ribcage, a gaze that contemplated the castle’s battlements and a manner that radiated contempt. Without looking at her he said, ‘Sergeant, you can let Mrs Kidd go.’


The police moved back, allowing Mrs Kidd to pass to her car.


Kate thanked him. ‘A designated area?’ she said incredulously. ‘Designated as what? By whom?’


‘I’m not at liberty to say,’ said the officer. ‘We’re just here to ensure that everything passes without incident.’


His eyes moved to her and scanned her face, trying to place her in the same way that Mrs Kidd had done during the inquest. ‘Got your ID?’ he asked.


‘My passport’s back at the hotel: will an American driver’s licence do?’ She did not move to open her bag.


‘Are you a UK resident?’


‘I am a British citizen. I have just come back from a long period in America.’


‘You will have to sort out an ID card to live here. Immigration should have notified you when you landed.’


‘I read the note,’ she said in a manner that gave no ground.


He studied her hard and then waved a hand in front of him as though fanning smoke from his face.


‘Now, please move on, madam; we’ve got a job to do here.’


‘There was something else, which is why I came over.’ She turned and scanned the stalls. ‘You see that woman over there - the one in the trousers - I believe she was trying to steal from one of the market stalls.’


He nodded and said to a uniformed officer, ‘Have a look into it, Mike.’


Kate thanked him again, swept the circle of officers with one of her client smiles, turned and took a few paces. Then the wind came and tore the blossom from a line of almond trees along the top of the square and tossed it in the air like confetti, adding to the indecent surge of spirit in old provincial England.


 




Later she perched on the arm of a bench on some open ground beside a churchyard smoking a cigarette and watching Eyam’s remains being transferred from a hearse through the side entrance into St Luke’s Parish Church. At first she turned away from the open door, as though there was something private about the operation, but then she forced herself to look on. Four pallbearers lowered the coffin, placed wreaths on top and at each end, straightened the velvet drape covering the trestle, bowed and retreated. The earthly remains of David Eyam - the mere fragments of a man - had come home and were at last being accorded respect. Shipped from Colombia in a battered aluminium box to Heathrow, there to be tested for cocaine, they had mistakenly been forwarded to the coroner’s office where the casket - if that was the word - remained like a container left behind by a catering company.


She had learned all this from the coroner’s clerk the night before when she’d taken refuge from the hotel in a pub called The Mercer’s Arms. Rather to her surprise he lumbered over from a table, saying he’d  recognised her from the inquest, then introduced himself as Tony Swift. He seemed intelligent and pleasant enough and although she wondered whether he fancied his chances with her she let him buy her a drink.


Between deliberated sips from a pint of Old Speckled Hen, he told her that it had taken over two weeks for anyone to realise that Eyam had been killed in the explosion. They might never have known for certain if the hotel room key hadn’t been found by construction workers near the spot where Eyam had fallen and matched with the room he’d occupied at the Hotel Atlantic until the day of the blast.


‘What about the hotel bill?’ said Kate. ‘Surely the hotel reported him missing?’


‘Why? To whom? There was no need. They had his credit card details and authorisation for payment. I checked with one of the managers. There was a small amount of luggage in his room and after a few days they just put it in store, thinking he would collect it: they assumed he’d gone on a boat trip up the coast.’


A big man with a slow, amiable manner, Swift consumed a pie and chips while they talked, looking over his glasses to consider her questions. Why had he come to High Castle? What was he doing in Colombia? And how the hell had someone as smart and dedicated and charming as Eyam lost his job in government? The inquest had established the facts of Eyam’s death but the fall, the calamity that pitched him into Mrs Kidd’s exciting local arts scene was a mystery. Swift smiled at this but said he couldn’t help her on any of these things.


The peal of bells was now abruptly replaced by the toll of a single bell. She stubbed the cigarette out, carried the butt to one of the waste-baskets, and walked to the main door where two policemen stood with weapons undisguised. A woman police officer searched her bag and patted her down and she was handed an order of service with Eyam’s photograph and dates on the cover. She took a place halfway up the aisle. About two dozen people had already found places: Diana Kidd was at the front, fanning herself with the order of service. Kate read the short appreciation on the inside cover, recording Eyam’s time at Oxford with all its honours and awards, his work in think tanks and the civil service - the Home Office, the Research and Analysis Department at  the Foreign Office, Number Ten and finally the Joint Intelligence Committee. It possessed no more feeling than an entry in Who’s Who.



No mention of his two years in High Castle. No salutes to his intellectual distinction, the range of his interests, his flair, his largely hidden physical prowess. No colour, no observation, no humour. David Eyam was being sent on his way without love.


Just before noon there was a respectful rush of mourners and by the time the bell fell silent well over a hundred people filled the pews around her. The clearing of throats and murmurs ceased; people stopped nodding to each other as the presence of the coffin - of death - imposed an awkward hush on the congregation. In the front row was the actress Ingrid Eyam, David’s stepmother and next of kin, who Kate concluded would inherit the entire fortune left by David’s father a few months before. She had gone the whole distance with a fitted black two-piece suit and pillbox hat with a springy black mesh veil, from which peeked a dubious tragic beauty. Behind her the mourners fell into three distinct groups: the people from the centre of government, who included two permanent secretaries, the home secretary Derek Glenny, a large man in his fifties with male-pattern baldness and narrow eyes, and one or two political faces she recognised from reading the English newspapers; Eyam’s friends from Oxford, most of whom Kate knew; and about thirty locals who, with unconscious respect for hierarchy, placed themselves in the pews at the rear. Mrs Kidd disrupted the pattern and was now looking anxiously about her, wondering if she was in a reserved seat.


The vicar moved from consulting some musicians in front of the altar to the centre of the aisle, and began to address the mourners. ‘This is not to be a sad occasion,’ he said with a distinct whistle in his voice. ‘David’s instructions were clear - we are to rejoice in life and the living of it. The music and readings are all his choice, apart from the passage from Cymbeline, which will be read by Ingrid Eyam, David’s stepmother.’


She thought it odd that someone in his forties and in perfect health would think of planning their own funeral. Eyam was an atheist, incurious about his own death, and as far as she knew had no reason to expect his life was about to end. But he was also more organised than  anyone she had ever known and she could easily imagine him sitting down one Sunday night to put his wishes on paper. He had chosen well. A very good countertenor sang from Monteverdi’s The Legend of  Orpheus, there were readings from Byron and Milton, and Ingrid Eyam read from Shakespeare - ‘Golden lads and lasses must/ as chimney sweepers, come to dust.’ It was all perfectly pleasant but none of it was moving, and no one got near Eyam. When the tributes followed from a professor of economics at Oxford and the home secretary Derek Glenny, they seemed to her to be going through the motions. Glenny puffed himself out, fiddled with his glasses, gazed with satisfaction around the church and told them as much about himself as Eyam. He ended with, ‘David had that essential gift for a government servant: he understood power and he knew how to use it. This was a rare and good man. He will be missed greatly.’


Kate glanced at her watch and was just wishing the whole farce over when there was a commotion in the middle of the pew behind her as someone pushed past several pairs of knees without apology. A slender Indian man wearing a grey, chalk-stripe suit, red woollen gloves and a tightly knotted red scarf appeared in the aisle, stared about him with a wild, almost insane look, and made his way to the front, where he laid his hands on the top of the coffin. He stood for a full minute with his head bowed. Kate moved so she could see him better.


‘Darsh,’ she murmured under her breath. She hadn’t thought of Darsh Darshan for at least a decade. The first time she had seen him was in a church, a scrawny mathematics prodigy who arrived at Oxford on a scholarship and whom she found one dark winter evening sitting in New College chapel in an almost catatonic state. David took him under his wing and saw he was all right.


Without turning, he spoke. ‘In my culture we draw near to death. We hold the dead close and we comfort them on their journey.’ He let his hands drop, looked over his shoulder then turned very slowly. His head was curiously oblong and his hair brushed forward so it curled above a domed, almost bulbous brow. His eyes burned with fierce self-possession that was new to Kate.
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