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Advent





 


 


‘. . . twenty centuries of stony sleep


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


W. B. Yeats, ‘The Second Coming’
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Hexham, England, December 1920


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Corpus Domini nostri . . .


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


Jesu Christi . . .


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Father Middleton shook his head firmly.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I was never a soldier.’


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


‘Father, I’m not sure . . .’


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


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


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


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


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


William cried out, still struggling with his captor.


‘Father! Help me! Help me!’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘How long?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘We thought you needed time,’ said Winterpole.


‘Time? Time for what?’


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


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


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


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


‘I was surprised,’ Christopher said at last.


‘Surprised?’


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


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


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


Christopher shook his head.


‘You know they haven’t.’


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


‘I was hoping you might tell me that.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




4


‘Zamyatin,’ Winterpole began, ‘is probably the most dangerous Bolshevik agent currently operating in the Far East. He’s a leading light in Comintern, the Communist International set up by the party in March last year to coordinate the work of worldwide revolution. In Moscow, he is Trotsky’s éminence grise. In the East, he is almost independent. Without Zamyatin, it’s safe to say there would be no Bolshevik policy in the region. To be honest, if it weren’t for Nikolai Zamyatin, I would sleep a lot more easily in my bed at night.’


And if it weren’t for Simon Winterpole, thought Christopher, a lot of other people would sleep better.


‘Exactly what has any of this to do with me or my son’s disappearance?’ he asked. ‘I don’t know this Nikolai Zamyatin, I’ve never heard of him, and I assume he has never heard of me.’


Winterpole glanced at Christopher.


‘Don’t be so sure about that,’ he said.


There was something in Winterpole’s tone that unsettled Christopher. Like a swimmer who senses the first pull of the undertow plucking him down, he could feel the past tugging at him. He wanted to cry out, to struggle against drowning in waves that might be of his own devising; but his limbs felt tense and his throat was raw with the cold night air.


‘Go on,’ he said quietly.


‘Zamyatin is half Russian, half Buriat Mongol. His father was Count Peotr Zamyatin, a wealthy landowner from Cheremkhovo to the north of Lake Baikal. His mother was a Buriat woman, one of the peasants on his father’s estate. They’re both dead now. Nikolai was born about 1886, which makes him roughly thirty-four.


‘He had a little money as a child, enough to get what passed for an education in Irkutsk, but he learned soon enough that he had no hope of inheriting a penny from his father. By the age of sixteen, he was an active member of the Communist Party in the region, and before he turned twenty he had been sent to Moscow. He was about thirty when the Revolution started. Sovnarkom, the Soviet of People’s Commissars, sent him out to help organize the new order in Transbaikalia. From that point on he led a charmed life. In Moscow, the Russians accepted him: he was the rebel son of an aristo claiming his own on behalf of the people. And in Transbaikalia he was a local boy made good. What had been a disadvantage – his mixed parentage – now became his passport to power.


‘He was Moscow’s chief man in Transbaikalia throughout the Civil War. Now he talks with Lenin and Trotsky and Zinoviev about an empire beyond Siberia, a people’s republic stretching to the Pacific. China, Mongolia, Manchuria, Tibet. They can all see that Europe’s hopeless now, that it may be hopeless for another fifty, another hundred years. But they need to dream, you see, and so they dream about the East. And all the time Zamyatin stands there whispering in their ears like a mesmerist, telling them that he can make their dreams reality.’


Winterpole paused for a moment, staring into the darkness beyond the windscreen, as though he could see a second darkness gathering there, discrete, intact, waiting. He shivered. It was cold: cold and empty.


‘About a year ago,’ he went on, ‘Zamyatin dropped out of sight. One minute, my people were sending me almost daily reports about him, the next he was gone. There were sightings at first, but they all proved negative. The internal pogroms had already started, of course, so my first thought was that he had fallen victim to his erstwhile friends in the Kremlin. Stalin is the coming man in Russia, and he wants socialism in one country. Zamyatin could have been a sacrifice, a reassurance that the others are not dreaming too hard.


‘But time passed and Zamyatin’s name wasn’t mentioned, and I knew he must still be alive. They have to denounce their victims, you see – it’s no good just doing away with them some dark night. Their deaths are a sort of atonement, you understand, and their sins must be expiated in public. Pour encourager les autres.


‘Then, about four months ago, I had a firm sighting. One I could rely on, from one of my best men.’ He hesitated. ‘He was seen in Tibet, in the west, near Mount Kailas, near a monastery called Phensung Gompa. He was alone, and he seemed to have been travelling for a long time. In Tibet, Christopher. Nikolai Zamyatin. I didn’t believe it at first. But my man managed to take some photographs. There’s no doubt about it. He was there. Am I making sense to you?’


Christopher nodded. Winterpole was making a sort of sense. Tibet was Christopher’s territory, one of his special sectors. The agent who had sent the photograph had probably been one of his own men, recruited and trained by him. He followed the other man’s gaze into the darkness beyond the windscreen. More strongly than before, he felt that he was being sucked down beneath heavy waves. Thin hands above the water; the taste of salt on his lips; and a cold wind coming from the shore, driving him out to sea.


‘You were in the Kailas region back in 1912, weren’t you, Christopher?’ Winterpole asked.


‘Yes,’ said Christopher dully.


‘What were you doing there?’


‘I was looking for agents. Russian agents. We had received a report, a reliable report. I was sent to investigate.’


‘And what did you find?’


Christopher shrugged.


‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘I spent a month up there, on the slopes of Mount Kailas itself and round Lake Mansarowar. It’s a sacred region. I made excursions to several of the monasteries. I spoke with pilgrims. If there were Russians, they must have been invisible.’


He saw Winterpole shake his head.


‘Not invisible,’ he said. ‘Dead.’


Christopher realized that, with one hand, he was holding tightly to the door-handle beside him. Drowning men never let go: that is an axiom. He tightened his fingers on the cold metal.


‘There were two of them,’ Winterpole went on. ‘Maisky and Skrypnik. Maisky was a Jew, the son of a watchmaker from the stetl. I met him once in Petersburg. A small man with bad teeth.


‘There was a third man with them, a Mongol guide. He made his way back to Russia after they died and managed to make a report. Badmayeff was their expert on Tibet then. He interviewed the man and wrote the report himself.


‘Now, Maisky and Skrypnik had gone to Tibet officially as explorers, so heavily edited versions of the report were deposited in all the proper places – the Institute of Oriental Languages at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Oriental Section of the Imperial Archaeological Society, and the Imperial Academy of Sciences. One or two articles were even published in journals. I read some of them myself.’


He paused and fingered the steering-wheel again. No-one passed in the street. It was Tuesday night, and it was cold, and children were in bed at home, dreaming of fat Father Christmases and dining off brandied pudding in their sleep.


‘The real report, the unedited version, was locked away in a file in the Secret Service archives and promptly forgotten. The Mongol disappeared – almost certainly killed because of what he knew.’


‘What did he know?’


‘Be patient, Christopher. I’ll come to that. I think Badmayeff planned to act on the report, but first of all he needed funds and the backing of the right people. However, it was already 1913 and circumstances were far from propitious for an undertaking in Tibet. The file stayed where it was, gathering dust. I had no idea of its existence, of course. No-one had any idea.


‘I only discovered what I have just told you this year, after I received the report about Zamyatin being sighted near Mount Kailas. My information was reliable. There were photographs, as I said. So I believed Zamyatin had really been there. And I asked myself what could possibly bring a man like Nikolai Zamyatin to such a God-forsaken place. A man on his way up. A man with access to the corridors of power.


‘It was then I remembered that you had been there in 1912. Looking for Russian agents. Perhaps, I reasoned to myself, you had been mistaken. Perhaps there had indeed been agents, or at least one agent. If so, I argued to myself, there must have been a report, there must still be a report somewhere . . . and Nikolai Zamyatin must have found it and read it.’


Abruptly, Winterpole reached out a hand and cleared a space where fresh condensation had fogged the windscreen. Outside, the snow still fell, its faint flakes drifting down past the street-lamp, remote and colourless, like shadows falling from another planet.


‘I instructed my best agent in Moscow to look for the report. It took him a week to find it. Or, to be precise, to find the file it had been in. The report itself was missing – Zamyatin had either kept it or destroyed it, there was no way of knowing which. There was, however, a second file in Badmayeff’s hand. It contained a synopsis of the full report, intended for the eyes of the Tsar himself. The synopsis is less than a foolscap page in length and it tells us very little. But it does make one thing clear: Maisky and Skrypnik were sent to Tibet expressly to search for something. And whatever it was, they found it.


‘What is also clear is that their discovery did not go back to Russia with their Mongol guide. It was left in Tibet. Badmayeff’s synopsis ends with a request for further finance in order to kit out an expedition to bring it back. But war broke out in Europe and everybody started waving flags, so no expedition was ever sent. Until this year. Until Nikolai Zamyatin appointed himself to the task.’


Somewhere, footsteps sounded on hard ground and faded again. Someone was reclaiming the streets from Sunday’s violence. A light went on in a room opposite and was extinguished a few seconds later. A dog barked once and was silent. The night continued.


‘What has any of this to do with me or my son?’ Christopher asked again.


Winterpole leaned his forehead against the cold rim of the steering-wheel and breathed out slowly.


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I wish to God I knew, but I don’t. I swear that’s the truth.’


‘Then why . . .’


‘Go through all this? Because, Christopher, although I cannot begin to explain it to you, I know that there is a connection. So far, all I know is that you were in the Kailas region eight years ago. And Nikolai Zamyatin was there four months ago.’


‘You mean that’s what brought you all the way up here? My son is kidnapped and you come here talking about coincidences. You tell me stories about a man I’ve never seen or heard of.’


Winterpole did not answer at once. Outside, the snowflakes danced as he came closer to the heart of the thing. They were all dancing: himself and Christopher Wylam, and somewhere far away, Christopher’s son and a man called Zamyatin, all caught in a Dance of Death, turning round and round in the still darkness like figures on an old clock.


‘There’s something else,’ he said at last, his voice flat and emotionless.


‘Go on.’


‘Last month,’ he said, ‘a Tibetan monk arrived in Kalimpong in northern India. He was dying: he’d come over the high passes during some very bad weather. Somehow – we’re not sure exactly how – he managed to get a message to a man called Mishig. Mishig is a Mongol trader with his base in Kalimpong. He’s also an agent for the Russians. Until the Revolution, he worked quite happily for the Tsarist regime. Now he’s a messenger-boy for the Bolsheviks . . . and just as happy. He keeps them informed about traffic to and from Tibet. Low-grade information mostly, but from time to time it throws up pearls. So they’ve given him a small radio transmitter that he uses to communicate with a controller in Calcutta, whose identity is still unknown to us.


‘We know that Mishig’s control is able to get messages through to Moscow and Europe, but we haven’t yet worked out his system. In the meantime, we go on monitoring all the signals that pass between Mishig and Calcutta.’


There was a pause. Winterpole took a deep breath.


‘On the tenth of November, we intercepted a message to Calcutta from Mishig. It was marked “urgent” and had been encoded quite differently to any of his previous signals. And it was signed with the code-name “Zima”. That’s Russian for “Winter”. It’s the official code-name for Nikolai Zamyatin.’


Winterpole paused again. Christopher sensed that he was reluctant to get to the point.


‘Exactly what did this message say?’ he asked.


‘You understand, Christopher,’ Winterpole said in a quiet voice, ‘that there can be no going back. Once I have told you, you won’t be able to leave it alone. I can still spare you, I can still keep silent. It’s your decision.’


‘Tell me. I have to know.’ He felt the tension in his stomach tighten into a knotted cord. Outside, the snowflakes danced and fell.


‘He asked for information,’ Winterpole said. ‘Information about an Englishman called Christopher John Wylam, who had worked for British intelligence in India. And about his son. A boy called William.’


The undertow had him firmly in its grip at last, and he could feel himself going under. Thin hands flailing, tearing the sunlight out of the sky. He said nothing.


‘Three weeks after that,’ the other man went on, inexorable now he had begun, ‘we got hold of a signal from Calcutta to Mishig. It said they had tracked you down in a place called Hexham in England. There was a request for further instructions.’


He paused.


‘I’m afraid that’s where things went a bit wrong,’ he said. ‘We thought Mishig would send another message to Calcutta later the same day. He was due to despatch one of his routine signals. But he never made the broadcast. He took the next train from Siliguri to Calcutta. We’re certain he carried the instructions to his control in person – either orally or in writing, it doesn’t matter. That was six days ago.’


Christopher looked at Winterpole.


‘You knew about this and you didn’t notify me. You knew something might happen, but you kept quiet.’


‘Try to understand, Christopher. We needed to know what Zamyatin is up to. We had to let them show their hand. I was afraid you might do something to prevent them if you knew. I’m sorry.’


They might have killed him. For all I know, he’s dead now. And they did kill Father Middleton. For what?’


‘We still need to know, Christopher. What Zamyatin is doing in Tibet. What he wants with your son. I’d like you to go to India, to Kalimpong. And if it’s necessary, to Tibet. I think that’s where they’re taking your son.’


‘I know,’ Christopher replied. He looked away from Winterpole. Outside, the shadows of night were descending on grey and mottled wings that troubled the snow-filled air. ‘I know,’ he said. And the snow stopped falling and there was only darkness.
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Nedong Pass, southern Tibet, January 1921


He was cold. There had been more snow that morning, white, blinding snow that had whipped at his face and hands. It had blotted out everything: the road, the rocks, the footprints they left behind. It was impossible to tell whether they were still in the pass or not; he thought they might have lost their way. Tobchen was frightened, he could tell. Once, the pony had almost slipped on a ledge over a steep precipice. Since then, Tobchen had made him walk, holding the animal’s bridle, stiff with frost. The old man went in front, repeating mantras endlessly, spinning his prayer wheel like a madman.


Since early afternoon, the snow had given way to a fierce wind, a wind so sharp it threatened to tear the skin from a man’s bones. It rose to gale force like this every afternoon. The day before, they had passed a group of travellers wearing masks, dark masks of leather painted with the features of demons. He had been frightened and had called out.


‘Tobchen, Tobchen – who are those men? Why are they dressed like that?’


The old man had looked up and shouted back. The wind snatched his words away and he waited until the boy came alongside him.


‘Don’t worry, my lord. They are only travellers. They wear the masks to protect their faces from the wind. And they paint them to frighten the demons.’


The men had gone past without a word, silent and incurious, harried by the wind, dark figures driven remorselessly into the void. He and Tobchen had been left alone again to battle on against the elements.


They stopped just after sunset. The old man found dried yak dung somewhere and lit a fire. There was tea and tsampa as always, but Samdup did not complain. And if he had, Tobchen would not have listened to him. He was a trulku, but he was still a child, and Tobchen treated him with a mixture of awe and sternness that allowed for no lapses in discipline. He was worried that the old man was growing tired. He wondered how much longer the journey would last.


‘How much farther to Gharoling?’ he asked.


The old monk looked up, his tea cup clasped in frostbitten fingers.


‘Soon, my lord, soon.’


‘But how soon, Tobchen? Tomorrow?’


The lama shook his head.


‘No, not tomorrow,’ he said. ‘But with the help of your prayers and the grace of Lord Chenrezi, it will not be long.’


‘Will it be the day after tomorrow, Tobchen?’ the boy insisted.


‘Drink your tea, khushog, and don’t ask so many questions. When you have finished, I will light a lamp and we will study the Kangyur together. Your education must not be neglected just because you are travelling.’


The boy fell silent and sipped his tea, lifting out from time to time the balls of tsampa that provided the only real nourishment in his meal. The wind was still high, but they sat in the shelter of an outcrop of rocks, listening to it pass. The heavens were invisible behind acres of heavy cloud.


‘Why are we going to Gharoling, Tobchen?’ Samdup asked.


‘I have told you before. To visit Geshe Khyongla Rinpoche. The Rinpoche is a great teacher, greater than I. It is time for you to study the Sutras. Then you will be ready to undertake the study of the Tantras. You must know both to fulfil your destiny.’


‘But there are teachers at Dorje-la Gompa.’


‘Yes, there are good teachers there. But none as great as Khyongla Rinpoche. Do you remember when we studied the Lama Nachupa together, how it described the duty of a disciple towards his guru?’


‘Yes, I remember.’


‘Now it is time for you to put all its counsels into practice. You have not come among us to learn. You have come to remember all you knew before. The Rinpoche will instruct you how to do that.’


There was a pause. Snow had begun to fall again. It would be a cold night. The boy’s voice sounded faint in the darkness.


‘Was there danger at Dorje-la Gompa?’


Unseen, the old monk stiffened.


‘Why do you think there was danger, my lord?’


‘I sensed it. When the stranger came. I sense it now. Am I right?’


There was silence for a moment, then the old man answered.


‘You are not mistaken, khushog. There is danger.’ He paused. ‘Great danger.’


‘To me?’


‘Yes. To you.’


‘Is that why we are fleeing to Gharoling? Is that why we left at night?’


The old man sighed.


‘Yes. We will be safe there. Khyongla Rinpoche understands. If . . . if anything should happen to me, lord, make your way to Gharoling. They will expect you there. Do not attempt to return to Dorje-la. Do not go anywhere but Gharoling. Do not trust anyone but Khyongla Rinpoche and those he advises you to trust.’


Silence fell again as the boy digested what he had been told. The world was proving to be a harder place than he had once thought it. Then his voice broke into the old man’s thoughts again.


‘Is it my other body?’ he asked. ‘Is he responsible for this?’


Tobchen shook his head.


‘No, my lord. I am sure he knows nothing of you. At least I think not. When it is time, he will be told.’


‘Would he try to kill me if he knew?’


The lama did not answer immediately. So many incarnations, he thought. They began as children and grew old and died. And were born again. An endless cycle.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I think so. I think he would have you killed.’





 


Kalimpong
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Kalimpong, northern India, January 1921


Kalimpong dozed in the thin January sunshine. It dreamed of wool and cotton and bright Kashmiri shawls, of Chinese silks, deer antlers and musk, of Indian sugar, glass, and penny candles, of long, jangling caravans coming down from the Chumbi valley out of Tibet, of traders bringing their wares in gunny sacks from the plains of India. But on the high passes to the north, snow fell in easy splendour, thick and white, falling in a trance like the substance of dreams on rocks as cold as sepulchres. For two weeks now, no-one had dared to venture over the Nathu pass. Trade had been brisk with the arrival of the last caravan from Gyantse, but now it had fallen off again, and the tiny market town waited for word that the large consignment due from Lhasa was at last on its way.


Christopher Wylam let the clear air fill his lungs. He felt better in Kalimpong. The town itself was little more than a trading-post on the outskirts of an empire, an entrepôt for traders coming down from Tibet with wool and yak-tails to exchange for cheap manufactured goods and more expensive fabrics. But it stood on the edge of mystery. In the air, Christopher could already taste the snow and ice of the Himalayas. They lay on his tongue like a flavour remembered from childhood, at once familiar and exotic, conjuring up memories of silent journeys in the dim, falling snow.


He had only to lift his eyes to see the mountains themselves standing silently in the distance beyond green foothills. They rose up like ramparts barring access to the great Tibetan plateau beyond, a forbidden kingdom jealously guarded by its protector deities. And, more prosaically, by armed Tibetan border guards.


As he stepped down from his pony, the spices and perfumes of the bazaar brought back to him vivid memories of his father. He remembered walking here with him, followed by their chaprassi, Jit Bahadur. And behind would come his mother dressed in white, carried in an open dandy on the shoulders of four impeccably dressed servants. That had been in the days when his father was stationed nearby as British Resident at the native court of Mahfuz Sultan.


Arthur Wylam had been an important man, appointed to his post by the Viceroy himself. The Wylams had been Anglo-Indians for three generations: Christopher’s grandfather William had come out with the Company just before the Mutiny and had stayed on afterwards as an ICS District Magistrate in Secunderabad. Young Christopher had been brought up on stories of the great Raj families – the Rivett-Carnacs, the Maynes and the Ogilvies – and had been told repeatedly that it was his duty, as it would one day be that of his own son, to add the name of Wylam to that illustrious roll.


Kalimpong had scarcely changed. The main street, a rambling affair of little shops, rang to the sound of hawkers and muleteers as it had always done. Here, Bengali merchants rubbed shoulders with little Nepali Sherpas and fierce-looking nomads from Tibet’s eastern province of Kham; pretty Bhutanese women with their distinctive short-cropped hair collected glances from young trapas making their first pilgrimage to Buddh Gaya; cheerful Chinese traders argued with sharp Marwari merchants and made a profit out of it. On a flat stone in the middle of the bazaar, a blind man sat begging, his eyes running sores, his fingers bent into an attitude of perpetual entreaty. Christopher tossed a coin into the upturned hand and the old man smiled a toothless smile.


Christopher’s father had always preferred the bustle and anarchy of Kalimpong to the stiff formality of Darjeeling, the British administrative centre some fifteen miles to the west. How many times had he told Christopher that, if he was to live in India, he must learn to be an Indian? Arthur Wylam had in many ways despised his own caste – the Brahmins, the heaven-born of the Indian Civil Service and Indian Political Service – for their insularity and prejudice.


The Civil List, with its tedious enumerations of precedence, the clubs with their ridiculous rules of etiquette and protocol, the effective apartheid that made even highborn and educated Indians outsiders in their own country – all had at one time or another drawn his wrath. His love for the Indian people, for their languages, their customs, their religions, their foolishness and their wisdom, had made him an effective and eloquent intermediary between the Government of India and the various native rulers to whose courts he had been assigned. But his scorn for convention in a society riddled by it the way a chest of drawers is riddled by worms had earned him enemies.


Christopher left his pony at a stable and took his bags to a small rest-house run by an old Bhutanese woman near McBride’s Wool Depot. The rest-house was noisy and smelly, and it teemed with energetic little Kalimpong fleas whose great-great-grandparents had come to town in a particularly noxious sheepskin from Shigatse; but it was the sort of place where no-one would ask too many questions about who a person was or what he was doing in town.


He could have stayed in the Government guest-house, a small dak-bungalow just outside town, complete with potted plants and ice and servants. But that would have involved getting chitties in Calcutta and travelling as a Government official – the last thing either Christopher or Winterpole wanted. As far as the Government of India was concerned, Christopher Wylam was a private citizen visiting the hill country merely to relive some pleasant childhood memories and recover from his wife’s death. If there was trouble and questions were asked, Mr Wylam would not officially exist.


When Christopher came downstairs, the rest-house was in turmoil. A party of Nepalese had arrived after a journey of almost three weeks from Kathmandu. They had come to find work in India, in the tea-plantations round Darjeeling. There were about a dozen of them, poor men in ragged clothes, farmers whose barley had failed that year, leaving them without enough food for the winter. They had come to the rest-house on the recommendation of a Nepalese trader whom they had met on their way, but now the bossy little landlady was telling them there was no room for so many.


There was little likelihood of the scene turning genuinely ugly – such outbursts seldom went beyond words or, at the most, some harmless pushing and shoving. But Christopher felt sorry for the men. He had lived with peasants just like them in the past, and had travelled widely in Nepal: he could understand what it was that had forced them to leave their homes and families at this time of year to make such a hazardous and uncomfortable journey, carrying their provisions on their own backs.


What a contrast there was with his own journey to India. Winterpole had arranged for Christopher to fly there in a Handley-Page biplane by way of Egypt, Iraq and Persia. While these men had been trudging through snow and ice, buffeted by high winds and in constant danger, he had flown like a bird across the world, his worst discomforts cramp and a little cold.


He felt an impulse to intervene, but checked himself just as he was about to step forward. Instinct gave way before training: the rules of his trade said ‘do not draw attention to yourself, merge into the background and stay there, do nothing curious or out of character’. He had come to Kalimpong in the guise of a poor English box-wallah from Calcutta – a trader down on his luck and desperate for a new venture away from the scenes of his failure. No-one would give such a man a second glance: he was a common enough sight in the doss-houses of the big cities and the flop-downs of the frontier bazaars.


Christopher turned away from the shouting peasants and went into the rest-house’s common room. This was the centre of the house’s activities, where guests cooked their own food during the day and where those without bedrooms slept by night.


The room was dark and grimy and smelt of sweat and old food. In the corners, bales of wool and gunny sacks filled with rice or barley were stacked up high. By one wall, an old man and woman were cooking something over a small iron tripod. Near them, under a greasy-looking blanket, someone else was trying to sleep. A fly buzzed monotonously as it toured the room, out of season, dying, finding nothing of interest. A girl’s voice singing came through the half-shuttered window. She sang in a dreamy, faraway voice, a Bengali song about Krishna, simple but possessed:




Bondhur bāngshī bāje bujhi bipine;


Shamer bāngshī bāje bujhi bipine.


I hear my lover’s flute playing in the forest;


I hear the dark lord’s flute playing in the forest.





Christopher imagined the girl: pretty, dark-eyed, with tiny breasts and hair pulled tight in long plaits, like the images of Radha that hung on the walls of so many homes. For a moment, he wondered what she was really like, singing in the alley outside as if her heart would break. Then he called out, breaking the spell of her voice, and a boy came.


‘Yes, sahib. What do you want?’


‘Tea. I’d like some tea.’


‘Ystrang?’


‘No, not bloody ystrang! Weak tea, Indian-style. And get me a chota peg to go with it.’


‘No whiskey here, sahib. Sorry.’


‘Then bloody get some, Abdul. Here, take this.’ He tossed a grimy rupee to the boy. ‘Step lively! Juldi, juldi!’


The boy dashed out and Christopher leaned back against the wall. He hated the role he had chosen to play, but he played it because it made him inconspicuous. That sickened him more than anything – that it was possible to be inconspicuous by being rude . . . and that politeness to a native would have made him stand out like a sore thumb.


The fly buzzed and the girl’s voice continued outside, rising and falling as she went about her chores. Not since his arrival in Calcutta had Christopher had time to sit and think. The journey had been all rush and bustle: the hurried preparations for departure, the clumsy, rushed farewells, the staggered flight from staging post to staging post across the world, the hot, sleepless railway journey from Calcutta to Siliguri, and finally the trek by pony to Kalimpong. No time to reflect on what he was doing. No time to reconsider. Just the world rushing past beneath him, water and sand and silent green valleys where time stood still. And yet always a growing realization of what it was he had embarked on, a tight knot of fear in his chest that grew tighter and larger with every stage he travelled.


He had thought about William constantly, trying to understand how the kidnapping could possibly fit into Zamyatin’s plans, whatever they might be. Apart from his own expedition to Kailas in search of Russian agents, he could see no link between himself and this man. Was William no more than bait, intended to bring Christopher to the Russian, for reasons he could not begin to guess? That seemed unnecessarily elaborate and clumsy. Not for the first time, he reflected that Winterpole might not be telling him the whole story, or even that what he had told him was largely fabrication.


The boy returned carrying a tray on which stood a cheap, battered teapot, a cracked cup, and a small glass of whiskey-coloured liquid that Christopher took to be anything but whiskey. There was a low wooden table nearby; the boy set the tray down and poured tea into the germ-laden cup. It was strong, the way all Indians imagined Europeans liked to drink it. Christopher shrugged: he would soon be drinking Tibetan tea made with salt and butter – why turn up his nose at Darjeeling’s finest?


‘It’s quiet outside,’ he said. ‘Have the Nepalis gone?’


‘Yes, sahib. Not nice people. Very poor. No room here for them.’


‘Where will they go?’


The boy shrugged. What did it matter where they went? He had already consigned them to the nothingness his mind reserved for everyone of no immediate use to him. He turned to go.


‘Just a moment,’ said Christopher. ‘Can you tell me how to find the Knox Homes – the orphanage?’


A shadow seemed to pass briefly across the boy’s face, then it was gone and he was smiling again. Yet not really smiling.


‘The orphanage, sahib? What would you want with the orphanage? There is nothing there, sahib, nothing but children.’


‘Listen, Abdul, I asked for directions, not advice. How do I find the place.’


Again that curious expression in the boy’s eyes, then he shrugged.


‘It’s very easy, sahib. Have you seen the tower of the church?’


Christopher nodded. It was the most prominent landmark in Kalimpong.


‘The orphanage is a red building beside the church. A big building. With many windows. You will see it, sahib, once you are at the church. Will that be all, sahib?’


Christopher nodded absently, and the boy turned again to go. Then, in the doorway, half of his body caught in a pale shaft of sunlight, half in shadow, he turned back.


‘Are you a Christian, sahib?


Christopher hardly understood the question. Just as all Indians were Hindus or Muslims to the uninitiated European, so all white people were Christians to all but a few Indians.


‘I’m not sure,’ Christopher replied, wondering if it was the right answer to give. ‘Should I be?’


‘I don’t know, sahib. You don’t look like a missionary.’


Christopher frowned, then understood.


‘You mean the orphanage?’


‘Yes, sahib.’


Christopher shook his head.


‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m not a missionary.’


‘But you are going to the Knox Homes.’


‘Yes. Do only missionaries go there?’


The boy shook his head.


‘I don’t think so, sahib. All sorts of people go there. It’s a very important place. Important people go there.’ Again that odd look.


‘And you don’t think I look important enough or Christian enough to go there – is that it?’


The boy shrugged. He felt he had spoken out of turn. It was never good to cross a European.


‘I don’t know, sahib. It’s none of my business. Sorry, sahib.’


He turned and slipped into the waiting shadows.


‘Boy,’ called Christopher.


The boy returned.


‘What’s your name, boy?’


‘Abdul,’ the boy replied, mumbling the word as though it had a bad taste.


‘No, it isn’t. You’re not a Muslim. And even if you were, Abdul’s not a proper name. Even I know that. So what’s your name?’


‘Lhaten, sahib.’


‘Laten, eh?’ Christopher mispronounced the name deliberately. ‘Very good, Laten. I’ll call you if I need you.’


‘Thank you, sahib.’


Lhaten glanced curiously at Christopher once more, then left.


Christopher sipped his tea. It tasted vile. He put the cup down and quaffed the chota peg in a single swallow. It wasn’t much better. Outside, the girl had stopped singing. The sound of men and animals from the bazaar had grown duller. An afternoon silence had fallen over Kalimpong. Christopher sighed as he put down the chipped whiskey glass. He was back.
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Mishig, the Mongol Trade Agent who had sent the messages to Calcutta, had disappeared. According to George Frazer, the British Agent, he had returned to Kalimpong briefly, then left without warning about ten days earlier. Frazer told Christopher what he could about the monk who had brought the original message out of Tibet.


He was called Tsewong. It seemed that he had battled his way over the Nathu-la pass, down through Sikkim, and almost to the outskirts of Kalimpong before collapsing from exhaustion. According to the report received by Frazer, he was found on the roadside by a passing farmer on the fourteenth of December – feverish, delirious, and near to death.


The farmer had brought him on his cart to the orphanage, where the Reverend John Carpenter and his wife had cared for him until the Mission doctor returned from a visit to a nearby village. The doctor had advised against Tsewong’s removal to the Presbyterian Hospital and had remained at the orphanage all that night. The monk had died the next morning, apparently without saying anything intelligible.


Before handing the body over to the Tibetan Agent, who was to arrange for his cremation, the doctor had searched the man’s pockets or, to be precise, the pouch formed by the fold of his robes, in which Tibetan men carry their personal possessions.


In the pouch, apart from the normal accompaniments of a lama – a wooden teacup (also used as a bowl from which to eat tsampa), the traditional metal water-bottle, normally hung from the sash, a yellow wooden rosary of one hundred and eight beads, a small gau or talisman-box and some medicinal herbs – the doctor found a letter written in excellent and idiomatic English, asking ‘whomsoever it may concern’ to provide the bearer, Tsewong Gyaltsen, with every facility, since he travelled as the personal emissary of a Tibetan religious dignitary identified only as the ‘Dorje Lama’.


A second paper had been folded into the same packet as the letter: it contained only five lines of writing, but was in Tibetan and could not be deciphered by the doctor. He had thought it best not to give either the letter or the paper to the Tibetan Agent along with the monk’s other possessions. Instead, he showed them to Frazer, who had the paper translated by his munshi. It turned out to be very simple: instructions on how to find the Mongol Trade Agent, Mishig.


One thing nagged at Christopher’s thoughts while he made his way to the orphanage in accordance with Lhaten’s directions: if the monk Tsewong had been dying when he got to Kalimpong, and if he had in fact died the morning after his arrival at the Knox Homes, how on earth had he managed to convey Zamyatin’s message to Mishig? Had someone else taken the message on his behalf? If so, who?


The orphanage, like the church beside which it was built, looked as if it had been transported bodily, like the palace in ‘Aladdin’, from the Scottish lowlands to the place where it now stood. Here in Kalimpong, not only did the Christian god reveal himself in open defiance of the myriad tutelary deities dwelling in the mountains above, but Scottish Presbyterianism ranged itself against the questionable mores of the unredeemed masses of India below.


Although the rest of Kalimpong luxuriated in a cold winter sunlight that seemed to have been bounced off the gleaming white slopes to the north, the Knox Homes and the pathway that led up to them were sunk in gloom, as though the very stones of the building rejected all but the greyest and most melancholy of lights. The path was lined with thick, dark green cypresses that seemed to have stepped straight out of a painting by Bocklin. Everything was steeped in shadow – not merely touched or etched by it, but steeped in it, tormented by it. The Reverend Carpenter had brought more to Kalimpong than Presbyterianism and God.


The pathway led directly to a short flight of steps that in its turn led to a heavy wooden door. There was nowhere else to go. Feeling Catholic and English and travel-stained, Christopher lifted the heavy brass knocker and announced himself loudly to the hosts of Christendom within.


The door was opened by an Indian girl of about fifteen, dressed in what he took to be the uniform of the Knox Homes: a dark grey dress fastened at the waist by a black leather belt. There was nothing welcoming about her face or her manner. The slight trace of a Scottish accent alerted Christopher to the possibility that she might now carry in her soul more than just a trace of Calvinist iron.


‘Would you please tell the Reverend Carpenter that Mr Wylam, about whom Mr Frazer spoke to him recently, has arrived in Kalimpong and would like to see him at his earliest convenience.’


The girl looked him up and down, clearly disapproving of what she saw. In the Homes, the girls were taught of cleanliness, godliness, and chastity, and the half-shaven man on the doorstep looked very much as though he were deficient in all three. But he spoke like an English gentleman and carried himself like one.
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