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  Part One




  Mud




  


 





  I




  He was drowning in the dark. No light, no air, but he could feel everything. He could feel the sapping cold of the mud and the slimy wetness against his skin. He could

  feel it seeping into him, pushing into his nose and mouth, his eyes and ears. He could feel the sullen grip on his arms and legs, and he could feel it growing stronger with every feeble kick and

  breathless lunge. He could feel himself sinking.




  Then he could feel the hands. One gripped his arm and he flinched at the icy touch. Another caught him by the leg, twisting hard and hurting him. He opened his mouth to scream but the mud filled

  his throat, foul and cold and tasting of sulphur and corruption. More hands fastened onto him. He could see them now; fingers white and writhing like worms, like blind, probing roots sprouting out

  of the mud. Hundreds of them, thousands, pinching and pulling and wrapping around him, tighter and tighter, until he could feel the life squeezing out of him.




  Then he felt another touch, and the dream was shattered. A warm hand had him by the shoulder, shaking him.




  ‘Captain, captain.’




  He woke with a gasp. His eyes opened on a grey gloom; a few feet of grimy floorboards, a rickety wardrobe with one door hanging open, and a pot-bellied stove standing cold and black in the

  corner.




  ‘Captain Ryan, sir.’ The shaking continued.




  ‘I’m awake, corporal,’ he muttered. But when Carroll took his hand away he didn’t move. He felt pinned to the bed. His heart was thumping and his skin was still tingling

  from the cold slime and the touch of dead fingers. He tried to pull the coarse blanket tighter around himself but he could get little warmth from it. Even though the horror of the dream was fading,

  the dank reality of the hut wasn’t much better. It was so cold he could see his breath misting on the air, and the mattress under him felt damp and lumpy. Then there was the smell – the

  sharp reek of urine from the chamber pot mingling with the musty odour of cold ash and soot from the stove. It was such an appallingly miserable place that he could feel it sapping his spirit

  already. Another dreary morning in his dreary hut – dreary, dreary, dreary. He decided he couldn’t face it, and closed his eyes again.




  ‘It’s seven o’clock, sir,’ Carroll told him in a tone that was almost peremptory. ‘Time to get up.’




  ‘In a minute, corporal,’ he murmured, though the best he could manage was to open his eyes again. He listened to the thump and drag of Carroll’s heavy boots as he moved around

  behind him: first to the window, where the swish of the curtain let in a weak watery light that barely lightened the gloom. Then a quick rustling of papers on the desk, before he shuffled into

  view, heading for the wonky wardrobe and the cold stove. Lulled by the sound of the familiar routine, Stephen felt his eyelids beginning to droop. He was sinking deeper into the meagre warmth of

  the blanket when a sudden pain stabbed through his left knee and jolted him awake again. He waited, holding his breath. It was only a twinge, but that was how it always started. Another stab, and

  he gasped as it finally got its teeth into him. A low, throbbing pain that grew louder, sharper, more excruciating with every beat. It was coming, and he could feel the muscles in his jaw

  tightening, his spine curving and his hands clenching in fists as he slowly straightened his knee, trying to find that magic spot where the pain would ebb away. But it was never that easy. He knew

  it well enough by now, and when it hit him like this there was only one thing it wanted – only one thing that would keep it quiet.




  But suddenly it was gone. It was as if something had clicked into place and his taut muscles sagged with relief. He let out a long breath and slowly pulled back the blanket so he could look down

  at his leg. His left knee was tightly wrapped in a clean white bandage, with the livid red tail of a scar snaking under it. The muscle in his calf was twitching, as it often did when the pain

  started, but otherwise his leg looked completely normal. The wound had been clean, as these things go – a shell splinter in Belgium, four months before – and even though it had been

  deep, cutting muscle and tendon right to the bone, there had been no infection, no complications except this lingering pain. But the pain was bad. Sometimes it was bad enough to make him wish

  they’d taken his leg off. It was fading now, but he knew the relief was only temporary. It would be back, grinding at him relentlessly, and the only thing that would save him was the Needle.

  But Carroll was still there, shuffling towards the stove and hitching up his trousers with one hand. He would have to wait until he was gone. Stephen sat up and tried to cover himself with the

  blanket again, pulling it all the way up to his chin. But all the warmth was gone out of it and the frigid air felt cold and clammy against his skin.




  ‘The bloody stove’s gone out again,’ he muttered peevishly.




  ‘Yes, sir, so it has.’ Carroll clanked open the top of the stove and peered inside, prodding at the cold ashes with a poker. The sudden clamour set Stephen’s teeth on edge and

  seemed to catch on some damaged nerve in his leg. A sudden jolt of pain made him gasp.




  ‘Leave it, leave it,’ he said through gritted teeth. He knew damn well that Carroll had no intention of actually lighting the bloody thing.




  ‘Very good, sir.’ Carroll closed the lid with a final clang and shuffled back towards the desk. He was probably the most unmilitary-looking creature Stephen had ever seen. Old, bent,

  and with a creased and timid face, he seemed incapable of lifting his feet, never mind marching, but he was good at his job. Even though the sun wasn’t up yet, there was a mug of tea on the

  locker and a basin of hot water on the desk, a towel beside it and a stropped razor lying open on top. Stephen’s tunic hung on the back of the chair, pressed, brushed and brass buttons

  gleaming, and his boots glowed deep amber in the meagre light from the window. All these things had been accomplished silently and in the dark, while Stephen had been dreaming of . . . what had he

  been dreaming of? He had only the impression of it left – nothing but fragments. Hands, fingers, darkness. Suffocating darkness. Nothing else? Nothing more . . . substantial? He looked to the

  desk beside the door, to the stack of papers that Carroll had tidied up. He’d been at it until the small hours – scribbling and scratching and balling up, until eventually he’d

  crawled into bed in the hope that sleep would bring a revelation, a breakthrough – something floating up from the depths of his unconscious mind. It had happened before, but not last night.

  Last night, all he’d got was darkness, suffocation, and death.




  Carroll was hovering near the door, watching him as he picked up the mug of tea from the locker and wrapped his hands around it.




  ‘Will there be anything else, sir?’




  ‘No. Thank you, Carroll. That will be all.’




  Carroll’s gaze wandered across the desk and lingered on the papers beside the basin. He was incurably nosy, and Stephen sometimes wondered what on earth he made of all those complex

  formulae and Greek letters and Latin phrases jumbled in – not to mention the very German names that were sprinkled through them – names like Leibniz, Euler and Goldbach.




  ‘Will you have anything for the post, sir?’




  Stephen yawned and rubbed his forearm across his eyes. He was certain now – last night’s dream had all but evaporated from his memory, but it had left nothing behind. Nothing.

  Another dead end.




  ‘No thank you, Carroll.’ He shook his head tiredly. ‘Not today, I’m afraid. Perhaps later on.’




  ‘Very good, sir. I’ll leave you alone, so.’




  Carroll’s leaving let in a blast of freezing air that sent Stephen ducking under the blanket, but he didn’t wait very long before he threw it off again. His calf was still twitching,

  but he could hardly feel it. When it was quiet it felt dead, numb, and he had the queer feeling that he was looking at spasms and jerks in somebody else’s leg. But the pain was something

  else. When it came it would be all his, and it would be all through him – as if every nerve, every fibre in his body was connected back to that one hot point hidden under the bandages. And it

  would come – it always came. He knew it was there, lurking inside him, waiting to pounce.




  But for now he could enjoy the peace. He sat quietly for a few moments, sipping the scalding tea and trying to muster the energy to get out of bed. Once again he was struck by the feeling that

  he was seeing himself as another person; a stranger, a sickly figure slumped crookedly in the bed, barely able to move. What was wrong with him? When he was at the front he’d lived on a few

  hours sleep, more often than not in a damp dugout that was running with rats and lice, and more often than not interrupted by shellfire or some other alarm. Compared to that this was a cushy

  billet, and yet he couldn’t get used to it. He always slept badly now, and usually woke up feeling worse than when he’d gone to bed – hollowed out, half dead. The food here was no

  worse than the front, and the weather was milder, and yet he felt . . . what was it he felt? Malaise? Was that the word? He felt lethargic and ill and everything around him seemed wrong, faded,

  broken – all colour and life leeched out of it. Even the tea tasted sour, and when he ran his tongue across the roof of his mouth he found it sticky and foul. There was still that taste

  – a rancid dryness that had been building up all night. But he knew what would help.




  He put down the mug on top of the locker and pulled open the drawer. There was barely a finger’s width of liquid left in the brown bottle, but it would be enough to get him through the

  week. He would be going up to Dublin on Friday and he would have to go and see Figgis about a refill. He didn’t relish the thought. A bit of what you fancy, was what Figgis would say

  – and he’d leer at him with his yellow teeth and his little piggy eyes. Still, it would be worth it, for a full bottle. For the heft of it, the security, the comfort.




  He dropped the bottle on the bed and pulled out the box. It looked like a jewellery box, but what lay inside was a long cylinder of glass and steel – more like a tool or a weapon. But to

  him it was the Needle, his only friend – the bringer of comfort and peace. With a practised ease he filled it from the bottle and held it up to the light. Two swift taps of the fingernail and

  he squirted a few precious drops up into the cold air. Then he turned his leg so he could see the white inner flesh, already dimpled with dozens of little purple marks. But he stopped for a moment.

  This was the sticking point. For all it promised, he had a horror of the Needle – the cold stab of it piercing his skin. There was something unnatural about it, something invasive. But as he hesitated the knee gave him an angry twinge and he steeled himself to

  it. Hurry up. He pressed the needle to his skin and felt it sliding all the way into the muscle. A gentle push and he rolled his eyes to the ceiling, letting out all his breath in one long

  easy sigh. Relief was at hand. Blessed relief.




  The Needle enabled him to dress himself. It allowed him to bend his leg enough to pull on his britches and then fasten his boots before he finally stood up and hobbled over to

  the desk to wash and shave. Shirt and tie and tunic were easy enough, and then there was only his cap and walking stick, which he leaned on as he opened the door of his hut and looked out across

  the camp.




  The sky had lightened about as much as it ever would in November, but still it was dismal. There wasn’t much to the place – just a few huts clustered around a flagpole and the

  concrete hump of the armoury standing a little further away. The firing range was further up the valley, and that was where he would spend his day – limping up and down behind lines of eager

  recruits fumbling with their first rifles and squirming under the lashing tongues of musketry instructors. The instructors were permanent, but the recruits only temporary. They would arrive soon in

  lorries, jumping down into the mud and grinning at each other, thinking it was just like going to war. Then the instructors would be on them, and they’d realize that it was just like any

  other day, except that there was live ammunition, and consequently the risk of death, injury or an almighty bollocking if they didn’t do exactly as they were told. Still, if they

  learned anything today it would be that it wasn’t as easy as they’d thought. They’d each fire a hundred rounds and miss with most of them, and when they went back to their

  barracks this evening they would wonder what would happen if they really were at war. What would happen if that was a German soldier charging at them, and they couldn’t even put a hole in a

  bit of paper?




  Stephen eased himself out of his hut and onto the little slab of stone that was his doorstep. Beyond that there was mud, ankle deep and churned up fresh every day by the turning lorries, and he

  looked down uncertainly. The mess was in a hut on the far side of the camp, and he doubted it would be worth the effort. Watery tea and a limp bacon sandwich were all he’d find there, and he

  wasn’t even hungry. He was never hungry after the Needle – though Figgis had warned him about that. It was one of the side effects of the morphine.




  He stood on the step and wavered. Go across or go back in? Why was everything so bloody difficult? At the front, he wouldn’t have thought twice about it. Straight across and eat whatever

  they put in front of you – and see if you can scrounge something for later, while you’re at it. But then, he wasn’t at the front. He was at home, and he couldn’t get the

  front out of his bloody head. What were they doing now, those men he had left behind? They would have rebuilt the battalion, and they were probably back in the line by now. That meant they would

  already have had the morning stand-to and now they would be changing sentries and relaxing a bit. Another night safely past and the tension easing as breakfast was dished out. Maybe later they

  would . . . He sighed and stopped himself. He was daydreaming again. All the time he was over there he’d daydreamed about being at home, and now that he was home . . . Well, he should just

  count his bloody blessings. Three more days up here and then he would be free – for a while at any rate. Three more days and he would be in Dublin – he would see Lillian again, feel the

  warmth of her, hear her voice. But three days seemed so long. It was so bloody monotonous up here that every day seemed to last forever. Christ, even the front was better than this. At least

  he’d felt alive there, even though it was so bloody awful – even though it had damn near cost him a leg. But if that was hell then this was limbo, and it just went on and on and on.




  He heard the door of the next hut opening and just managed to straighten up and half turn around with his salute at the ready. The knee protested at this sudden movement with a twinge sharp

  enough to pierce even the thick veil of the morphine and he winced as he saluted Major Redman.




  ‘Good morning, sir.’




  ‘Morning, Ryan.’




  Redman waved a limp hand – all he ever did in the way of saluting – and Stephen dropped his hand and watched the major uncertainly. This was a surprise. Redman was the camp

  commandant, and therefore Stephen’s immediate superior, and yet in six weeks they had not spoken to each other more than half a dozen times. Redman rarely ventured out of his hut – and

  never at this hour of the morning.




  ‘Not a bad morning, sir,’ he ventured, trying to gauge Redman’s mood from his expression. No easy task, since Redman had a very red and veiny face, puffy and with heavy bags

  under his pale eyes. An inscrutable face, in its way, and Stephen sometimes wondered how he had ended up here. Had he been through the fire in France? Or had he simply been put out of the way,

  quietly labelled as good for nothing else? It was impossible to tell. Redman rocked back on his heels, then forward again. He seemed to be considering Stephen’s statement.




  ‘Hmm, not bad,’ he agreed at last, and after a considerable pause he added: ‘Everything all right, Ryan?’




  ‘Yes, sir, perfectly all right.’




  Another pause. Stephen could hear him thoughtfully working his jaws as if he were sucking a toffee.




  ‘General Yorke is coming up on Friday, you know.’




  ‘Really, sir? Well, that’s something to look forward to,’ Stephen said, although it wasn’t anything to look forward to. Yorke was what they called a dug-out

  – an old soldier dug out of retirement when war broke out. Only Yorke was far too old and decrepit to be much use for anything, so he sat in a dusty office all week, and sent himself on day

  trips whenever he got bored. Officially, he would be carrying out an inspection on Friday, but in reality all he wanted was a whiff of gun smoke, a decent lunch, and somebody to listen to the

  adventures of a younger, slimmer Yorke in Matabeleland. Since Redman always vanished into his hut after formally welcoming the general, this task would fall to Stephen, and he was beginning to

  think he knew the stories better than Yorke did.




  Redman now seemed on the point of vanishing into his hut again, but something was detaining him.




  ‘Everything in hand, Ryan?’




  ‘Yes, sir, no problems to report.’




  ‘Good, good. Well, carry on.’ Redman nodded, and managed to get one foot in the door of his hut before he stopped again. He turned to Stephen with a quizzical look, as if trying to

  remember something.




  ‘Got your medical board next week, haven’t you, Ryan?’




  ‘Yes, sir, Monday morning.’




  Redman gave his leg, and the stick, a long and significant look. Then his face cleared, as if whatever he had been trying to remember had suddenly come to him.




  ‘Yes, Monday. Of course. I had a message about it.’




  Stephen’s heart sank. Monday was the ideal day because it meant a long weekend in Dublin – he could hitch a lift back to camp with the recruits on Tuesday morning. But if

  they’d postponed it . . .




  ‘About my medical board, sir?’ he enquired.




  ‘No, no, not that.’ Redman’s veiny jowls quivered as he shook his head. ‘Afterwards, you see. A Captain Maunsell called on the telephone.’




  Redman stopped and frowned, as if he thoroughly disapproved of the telephone.




  ‘Captain Maunsell, sir?’ Stephen prompted.




  ‘Yes. He wants to see you. He’s got an office in the Royal Barracks and you’re to drop in after your medical board. Didn’t mention a time – whenever the medicos are

  finished with you, was all he said.’




  It was Stephen’s turn to frown.




  ‘But . . . but did he say . . . ?’ he began, but Redman had already stepped into his hut, closing the door behind him. Stephen looked at the door for a few moments, then shrugged and

  looked back towards the mess. There was a thin twist of smoke rising from the chimney – it would be warmer than his hut. But then he thought of the papers neatly stacked on his desk. He had a

  good half-hour before the lorries came, and he might see something in the cold light of day. In his mind he was already at it, already picking his way through the convoluted logic. Something in

  Lillian’s last letter was niggling at him, drawing him back to it, and almost before he realized it he had his free hand on the doorframe and was steadying himself with the stick as he lifted

  his good leg inside. There was something in one of those special cases she had worked out, he thought, and as he pulled himself through the doorway he felt a glimmer of elation. That was the key,

  he was sure of it – the solution was right there in front of him. As he propped his stick against the desk and gently pushed the basin aside, his mind started racing ahead, and he hardly felt

  any pain at all as he sat down to work.





  

    

      24 Percy Place




      Dublin





      21 November 1917




      Dear Stephen,




      I was so thrilled to get your last letter that I could hardly wait to open it. I can’t believe it’s only a month since we started working on the problem – but what a

      month, and how far we’ve come! These days I can think of nothing else – not my own work, nor my students, and every time I see Prof Barrett I must resist the urge to blurt it out to

      him. But we must tell him soon – we must! I haven’t breathed a word to him, but I’m sure he knows I’m up to something. You will remember that he has a nose like a

      bloodhound for these things and I fear I am as transparent as a piece of glass.




      But I agree that we should have our proof as near complete as we can make it before we reveal anything. After your last letter I think we are finally in reach, and I believe the two

      special cases I have worked out on the back put the final touches to your transcendental method, which, of course, will lend itself to a whole host of applications. It will have to be

      thoroughly checked, of course, but (I’m touching wood as I write this) I think it could be the biggest thing in mathematics for the last five years – and it will certainly be of

      enormous help in solving some of the great problems on Professor Hilbert’s famous list. It’s so exciting! If we tell anybody, it must be Professor Barrett, because he has been such

      a good teacher and friend to both of us, and I can think of nobody better to check our work before we show it to the world at large.




      Please write by return of post to let me know what you think. If you are agreeable, I will tell him on Thursday and perhaps even show him some of our workings. Then you can talk to him

      about it at the Lady Registrar’s birthday party on Friday night. Now, I’m sure I can see your knuckles whitening when you read that last sentence, but I promise it won’t be as

      excruciating as you think. Vivienne is really a nice old girl, if a little bit dotty, and she has been nothing but a friend to me ever since I started working at the college. I have already

      told Prof Barrett that you will be there and his face fairly lit up at the prospect of seeing you again.




      So there, you can’t say you will have no one to talk to! I’m sure you’ll find it very stimulating, and if all goes well, then we’ll have plenty to keep us busy on

      Saturday and Sunday.




      Oh! Writing this has brought you so close to mind I can’t believe it is only Tuesday. I’m not sure I can wait three more days before I see you again, but I will do my very

      best.




      With love and kisses,




      Yours ever,




      

        

          

            

              Lillie


            


          


        


      


    


  




  A bit of what you fancy. Stephen pulled the door behind him and rubbed his palm on his tunic, trying to rid himself of the lingering traces of Figgis’s oily

  handshake. He picked his way down the garden path – cracked, mossy and dangerously slippery to a man with a stick – and breathed a silent sigh of relief when he was safely on the

  pavement. Despite the rubbing, his hand still tingled with the memory of Figgis’s limp hand and the smell of the surgery was still on him – the dry, dusty stink of formaldehyde mingled

  with sweat, and with undertones of something rotten, something that not even the aseptic tang of ether could cover. He looked at the tarnished brass plate that hung beside the squealing black iron

  gate. Joshua Figgis, Physician. Physician? He smiled bitterly to himself. How long was it since Figgis had healed the sick? But then he felt the bulge of the bottle in his tunic pocket and

  his spirits lifted. Another month’s salvation. Figgis might not have been much of a healer, but it was in his power to dispense one very powerful cure – one that could be had for a

  small consideration.




  ‘Now then, captain,’ he’d said, after they’d gone through the charade of introductions and how-do-you-dos, ‘let’s have a look, shall we?’




  Stephen had to steel himself for this examination. He was used to being poked and prodded by doctors – six weeks in a London hospital had seen to that – but there was something about

  Figgis, with his sallow skin and long, greenish fingernails, that made his skin crawl. Nevertheless, he dropped his breeches and sat on the threadbare couch while Figgis laboriously knelt down to

  examine his knee. To take his mind off it he let his gaze wander around the room. Everything in it was old, dirty, cracked or creaking. The high ceiling was cobwebbed and yellow with age, while the

  ancient linoleum on the floor was cracked and curling at the edges. The walls were lined with tall wooden cabinets with grimy glass doors and filled with dusty bottles of God-knew-what. A

  surgery? Surely it was far too filthy to be called that.




  Figgis wasn’t down for long. Two or three brushes of his cold, claw-like fingers and he was getting to his feet again.




  ‘A serious wound, captain,’ Figgis had told him, dusting his hands before returning to his chair. ‘I dare say it gives you a fair amount of pain.’




  ‘It does,’ Stephen admitted, and Figgis showed him a mouthful of yellow teeth and gave him a conspiratorial look over his half-moon spectacles. They both knew what he was here for,

  after all. Nevertheless, he tried to keep his face stern, impassive. Don’t let him see you’re keen. Don’t let him think you need it.




  ‘Indeed, indeed.’ Figgis was the one who betrayed himself, sliding open the drawer for the prescription book. A little too quick.




  Well then, captain. How about a bit of what you fancy?




  He really relished the rank, and used it again as he laboriously wrote out the prescription. ‘Captain Ryan . . . Shall we say a thousand drops?’ Another grin, his reptilian

  eyes gleaming in their slits. ‘That should keep you going for a while.’




  Stephen just nodded, feeling his mouth go dry as he watched Figgis write out the arcane marks of the prescription. If it was for a thousand drops he would get five hundred. That was their

  bargain: the rest was for Figgis. A little of what he fancied – and there could be no doubt that he fancied it. He had the parchment skin, the bony hands and sunken cheeks of a

  confirmed addict. Watching him sign the prescription with a flourish, Stephen realized that he couldn’t tell how old he was. His dried-up scaly features gave him the look of a lizard, and it

  was difficult to say whether the years of his habit had preserved him or aged him prematurely.




  Then came the pouring. Figgis stood up and opened one of the cabinets, using a key he kept on his watch chain. Out came the squat brown bottle, a tiny funnel, and he was suddenly all business.

  Remarkably dextrous, considering, Stephen thought, as his bottle was placed on the desk in front of him. He’d looked at it deliberately for a few moments, resisting the urge to snatch it up

  and get out of there as fast as he could.




  ‘There’s the usual fee, of course,’ Figgis reminded him, still holding two bony fingers on top of the bottle He was grinning again, a death’s head, but Stephen

  wouldn’t meet his gaze. He took out his wallet and paid, throwing the notes on the desk. Figgis released the bottle and delicately picked up the money.




  ‘A pleasure doing business with you, captain.’




  Stephen took his stick and pushed himself upright, picking up the bottle with his free hand. That’s what you bloody think.




  Safely outside, he went a few steps up the street and looked back at the house he’d just left. It was early evening and the tall Georgian façade loomed up over him in the

  gathering dark. In this prosperous street, it stood out like a sore thumb. Grey and dirty, with grimy windows and an overgrown garden. Christ, how had he ever come to this? Small comfort that

  he’d been driven to it. The supply of drugs they’d given him at the hospital had lasted barely a week after he got home. He’d gone to the MO for more, but received instead a

  lecture on the perils of addiction. Grin and bear it, my boy. It’ll get better.




  But it didn’t get better. It was eating him alive. He couldn’t sleep and could hardly walk. But he wasn’t alone. The barracks had its share of wounded men – released from

  hospital but temporarily unemployed while the army tried to decide what to do with them. The mess was full of limps and tics and scars – and whispers about Figgis. He was the man to help if the MO

  knocked you back. Figgis could ease your pain, and he was only a stone’s throw from the barracks gate.




  The turn of a corner, and Stephen could see the barracks gate. He limped slowly towards it, the bottle in his pocket but no spring in his step. Figgis could ease your pain, but at what price? He

  was going back to a bare room and another go with the Needle. He could see himself sitting on the bed, trousers down again, the Needle piercing his flesh. So sordid that even the thought of it now

  turned his stomach. He felt dirty, false. He should give it up. He should tell the MO what he was at, or perhaps the medical board on Monday. But he knew he wouldn’t.




  He was through the gate and halfway across the square before he realized he had started to hurry. He knew he would be late at Lillian’s, but that wasn’t what was driving him. His

  hand was in his pocket, clutching the heavy bottle, and his stick clattered on the cobbles as he made for the staircase. Up two flights with hardly a pause – even though stairs were always

  the worst – and then he was in his little cell-like room, unbuckling, flopping down on the bed, rooting in his valise for the Needle. A few minutes later he was floating. No pain, no

  sensation but the warmth of his own blood coursing through his veins and a feeling of vague happiness. It was Friday night and he had a long weekend to look forward to. Three full days before he

  had to report back to the mud and the tedium of Kilbride. When he went back down and crossed the square again, he hardly had to use the stick. Just a tap-tap on the pavement, and then a tip of his

  hat to the saluting sentry as he passed out into the street, free again.




  


 





  II




  It was twenty past seven and Lillian was still at her dressing table. She was starting to fret. She had never known Stephen to be late for anything and yet here it was; twenty

  minutes past the hour and no sign of him. She picked up the hairbrush from the dressing table but quickly put it down again. Stop fidgeting, she told herself. Her hair had been brushed and

  pinned this last half-hour. She always liked to be ready early, unlike her sister, who would have said it was so unfashionable to be early. But Lillian had never bothered much with fashion.

  She liked having a few minutes to relax, to look forward to the evening, instead of all that breathless rushing around that some people went on with.




  But those few minutes were long gone and now they would be late. Had something happened? Had there been an accident – a misfire or a carelessly pointed rifle? Ever since he’d been

  wounded, she found it hard not to fear the worst. Perhaps that was because he hadn’t just been wounded – at least not as far as she knew. The first she’d learned of it was when

  she saw his name on that dreadful list in the newspaper – missing, presumed killed in action. Even the thought of it now sent a chill down her spine. She remembered the despair, the sheer

  desolation she’d felt when she read his name and how it had almost overwhelmed her. Missing, presumed killed. It had seemed so final, with no room for hope – and yet he had survived. He

  had come back from the dead, but even that blessed telegram from Belgium had not quite dispelled her despair. She had been scarred, and it made her fearful. She felt as if death had seen him, had

  marked him, and would reclaim him at the first chance.




  Growing agitated, she got up and went to the window. The street was dark and empty – not even the lamps lit because of the gas shortages. The only light was the silvery strip of the moon

  reflected in the canal across the road. It was sure to be nothing, she told herself. Probably some silly hold-up at the rifle range. God knew he practically ran the place by himself, even though

  they had no business sending him up there with his leg as bad as it was . . .




  She stopped herself and went back to the dressing table. It was no good mooning around, fretting. She should do something useful. She sat down, opened the drawer, and took his last letter from

  the sheaf she kept tied up with a ribbon. She made herself read it slowly, word by word, and then turned over to the mathematics written on the back. Now she read even more slowly, carefully

  tracing every line, following each step with a growing sense of excitement until she finally reached the end and found herself smiling, clasping her hands together, as if she were afraid to touch

  the page. She must have read it a dozen times already, but still it amazed her – the more so when she remembered how bad he’d been in the hospital. He’d been so very nearly

  destroyed when she found him. Not his leg – though that was bad enough – but his mind, the thing she’d thought was stronger than any other. The doctors were concerned that he

  couldn’t speak – not an unusual occurrence, they said, though they had rarely known it to persist for so long – but she was more worried that he had lost his connection with

  numbers. That ability had run so deep in him that to lose it was almost to lose himself and it was this – more than the bandaged leg, more than the wheelchair and the haunted look behind the

  silence – that had drained his spirit. He’d put on a brave face, of course, and he tried his very best to get past it, but she’d come to dread those long afternoons of silence,

  showing him the simplest equations, coaxing him, cajoling him, and hoping only for the faintest glimmer of recognition.




  But if ever she needed proof that he was back in the land of the living then this was it. She knew she would never really comprehend the horrors that had caused the break, but the sudden

  restoration was even more of a mystery. It had started with the return of his voice. It had been tentative at first, but she could feel it going on inside him – a raw energy, gathering force,

  gathering momentum. On the train home from London he’d sat up all through the night, scribbling furiously in a notebook. It was very basic stuff – old theorems, proofs of Euclid –

  but it had poured out of him. And now this, his masterwork. The intricacy of it and yet the simplicity of it; the pure beauty of the logic almost took her breath away. Here on the page in front of

  her was the old Stephen Ryan – or rather the new Stephen Ryan, for the old Stephen would never have been this audacious. He was the most naturally gifted mathematician she had ever met, and

  yet he had always been slightly wary of his own talent. It was as if he had been struggling with his gift, trying to rein in its power. But now, ever since the hiatus, he’d been letting it

  run: run so far and so fast that she was struggling to keep up.




  But when she turned the page over and read the postscript again, she wondered if he’d overreached himself at last. Do not show this to Professor Barrett. Why not? Was he not certain

  of it? She’d wondered if there was a flaw, a mistake, a weakness in the logic, but she’d checked twice and found nothing. He’d had no problem with Professor Barrett seeing all the

  earlier letters, so why keep this one a secret? The only thing she could think of – and she thrilled at the mere thought of it – was not that he’d overreached himself, but that he

  wasn’t finished. If the earlier letters had laid down the foundations, this was the one that tied them all together, that gave them direction. But the direction he had chosen –

  what this letter so clearly pointed to – was so ambitious that she could hardly believe it. It was one of the most famous problems in mathematics, and still unsolved after two hundred years. But did

  he really think he could do it? Could he really be thinking of a proof of Goldbach’s Conjecture?




  The garden gate creaked open and she jumped up and ran to the window. She’d been so absorbed in the letter that she hadn’t even heard his footsteps coming down the street. But there

  was no mistaking the tap of his stick on the path. At last! Carefully putting the letter back with the others, she gave her hair one last look in the mirror, closed the drawer and ran out onto the

  landing as the sitting-room door opened downstairs. She smiled to herself. Her mother had been watching for him as well – she would have to be quick. She darted to the top of the stairs and

  then down, giggling like a girl. There he was, the khaki shadow of his greatcoat looming in the glass of the hall door. She heard the grind of the knocker as he lifted it and then the sharp

  double-thump, and almost crashed into her mother as she came out of the sitting room.




  ‘I’ll get it, Mam,’ she called over her shoulder, and flew down the hall to open the door.




  When Stephen was in college, the Provost’s house had been a place of minor dread. As a sizar, he had been expected to attend functions there once or twice a year,

  to wear a starched collar with his best suit, and to speak knowledgeably when spoken to. He was not one of the usual run of students, being both working class and Catholic, and the distinction

  never felt as strong as it had on these evenings. He remembered many surprised looks, often followed by a patronizing smile and the observation that his parents must be awfully proud. He

  remembered, too, gulping down the tiny glasses of sherry, and constantly watching the mantel clock to see if he could safely excuse himself and leave.




  After three years away, the entrance hall seemed much more colourful than he remembered. Perhaps it was the austerity of the war – the shortages, the gloom, the feeling that they were

  living through hard times – but it seemed like the inside of a jewelled casket. The great crystal chandelier glittered and cast a warm yellow light down into the marble hall, illuminating the

  heavy oil paintings, the winding scarlet staircase, and the ornate plaster ceiling high above. He found himself gaping at it, twisting his neck to take it all in, until he was startled by a smiling

  porter in a velvet uniform asking for his coat. Lillian held his stick and helped him balance while he shrugged it off, and then they both looked at the broad stairs. Stairs were the worst. His

  knee was starting to throb already, and it was barely an hour since he’d had the Needle.




  ‘Put your arm around me, sweetheart, and I’ll help you,’ Lillian whispered, and they climbed up slowly, Stephen’s other hand on the curving banister, his stick clacking

  noisily against the oak panelling until she reached across and gently took it from him. He let her take it without protest. He could feel his face glowing red and his hand was beginning to shake.

  Up they went again, and when they reached the top he swayed unsteadily, one hand on the wall for balance. His whole leg was on fire, the throbbing pain so great it took his breath away.




  ‘Are you all right, Stephen?’ Lillian asked, with a pang of guilt. She should have remembered the stairs – she knew he found them very hard.




  ‘I’m fine, I’m fine,’ Stephen said through gritted teeth, forcing a smile and absently straightening his uniform. ‘Let’s go in, shall we?’




  She pressed the stick into his hand but kept her arm around him as he took a step towards the double doors of the salon. The party was well under way, and the loud hum of conversation carried

  out onto the landing – but not loud enough to mask the gasp from Stephen as he put his weight onto his injured leg.




  ‘We must find you a chair when we get inside,’ Lillian said.




  ‘Don’t be worrying about me,’ he told her, though he’d had exactly the same thought. He had to get the weight off that knee or he would faint with the pain.




  ‘Lillian dear! How good of you to come!’ The Lady Registrar must have been watching the door, for she came straight at them in a blaze of green silk and pearls. Stephen remembered

  her as a rather severe, hawk-like woman who had sometimes chaperoned Lillian at tutorials – sitting in a corner with her knitting on her lap and a stern eye on her charge – but she was

  bubbling with good humour on her birthday, and kissed Lillian on both cheeks.




  ‘And Mr Ryan, too. Stephen, isn’t it?’ she said, shaking his hand. ‘Or would you prefer captain? How lovely to see you again. Lillian’s told me all about your

  adventures in the war.’ Her eye darted to the stick. ‘Is your leg very bad? I dare say you should sit down. I wonder if we can find you a chair?’ Her name was called and she

  looked around distractedly, ‘Oh Lord, there’s Margaret Robinson. Lillian dear, I really must introduce you. She’s on the board of Girton, you know, and she’s terribly keen

  to meet you.’ She gave Stephen an apologetic look. ‘Do you mind awfully if I steal her away from you for a minute?’




  ‘Not at all,’ he said lightly, though Lillian was still holding his waist – more for his support than hers. He bent his head a little so he could whisper in her ear. ‘Go

  on. You should meet these people. I can look after myself for a few minutes. Come and find me later.’




  She let him go reluctantly and allowed herself to be led away, smiling uncertainly over her shoulder. Stephen rested on his stick and looked around for a seat, but the room was crowded and the

  few little gilded chairs he could see had already been taken. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a familiar figure perched on an ottoman at the far end of the room, furiously waving at him

  and brandishing a walking stick.




  The room was long and his knee was still throbbing after the ordeal of the stairs. On top of that, he had to negotiate the numerous knots of people who stood in his way, step aside for a stout

  woman who came barging past him, and stop sharply as an unthinking arm shot out to snatch a drink from a passing waiter. Consequently, he was red-faced and quite out of breath by the time he

  fetched up in front of Professor Barrett, who sat in the centre of the ottoman with both his hands clasped on top of his walking stick. The professor gazed up at his former student, his grey eyes

  peeping over his spectacles with something approaching admiration. They had not spoken, Stephen realized with a start, in over three years.




  ‘My dear boy,’ Barrett said warmly, ‘how good it is to see you again. How is the . . . ?’




  He was jarred into silence by an elbow bumping against his arm. Stephen saw that it belonged to another young man in uniform – a lieutenant with gleaming cavalry boots and red staff-tabs

  on his collar, who was sitting on the end of the ottoman, enjoying an animated conversation with his neighbour. Barrett turned in that direction, scowling.




  ‘You, sir!’ he barked. ‘Are you wounded?’




  The young man allowed Barrett a glance, a shrug, and then returned to his conversation. Stephen suppressed a grin as he saw the colour rise in the professor’s face.




  ‘Speak up, sir. I say, are you wounded?’ Barrett rapped the man’s leather-clad shins with the end of his walking stick.




  ‘I beg your pardon!’ The lieutenant turned sharply, ready to let fly, but in turning he caught sight of Stephen, a superior officer, and the steam went out of him. He went on in a

  strangled voice, ‘No, sir, I am not wounded.’




  Barrett glared at him.




  ‘Then kindly get up off your bony arse and let this gentleman sit down. Can’t you see that he is wounded?’




  The lieutenant grimaced, but stood up and bowed faintly to Stephen as he gestured at the empty seat. ‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ he murmured. ‘I didn’t see you there.

  Please, take my seat.’




  It was both gracious and grudging at the same time, but Stephen let it pass. His knuckles were white on the handle of his stick and there was a cold sweat forming on the back of his neck. As the

  young man edged away, he sat down awkwardly and straightened his leg with his hands, sighing with relief. Barrett watched him with considerable interest.




  ‘I was about to ask you how was the leg, but I see it troubles you,’ he observed. ‘Is it very bad?’




  ‘Sometimes,’ Stephen admitted. ‘But at least it’s still there.’




  ‘There’s that to be thankful for, I suppose,’ Barrett agreed, and looked down at his feet. ‘I’m sure it puts my own troubles in the ha’penny place.’




  Stephen followed his gaze to the floor and saw the professor was wearing carpet slippers with his evening suit. Now that he thought of it, the walking stick was a new addition too. Barrett had

  always seemed old to him – he must have been approaching sixty when Stephen had first become his student – but it was as if he had always been old, as if he was ageless, somehow

  eternal. Now it looked like age was catching up with him.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘Gout,’ Barrett admitted, clasping his hands on top of his cane. ‘I am, as my housekeeper would say, a martyr to it. Not the gout itself, mind – though that’s bad

  enough. No, it’s this bloody diet the doctor has me on – it’d make a stoic weep. No red wine, and very little meat, and that’s just the start of it. I came damned close to

  telling him to just put me out of my misery, I can tell you. Sackcloth and ashes is what it amounts to. Still, a glass of sherry is allowed, on special occasions . . .’ With a practised wave,

  Barrett caught the attention of a waiter and plucked two glasses of amber sherry from his tray. ‘What shall we drink to?’ he asked, handing one to Stephen. ‘To your safe return,

  or to the Goldbach Conjecture?’




  Stephen considered his sherry for a moment, doing his best to keep his face straight. Barrett had never been one to beat around the bush.




  ‘To my safe return,’ he said deliberately, and raised his glass.




  ‘To your safe return.’ Barrett touched his glass lightly, took a sip, and then chuckled quietly.




  ‘I know very well what you’re up to, my boy.’




  ‘What we’re up to, professor. Whatever it is, it’s a joint effort.’




  ‘Joint effort, my aching foot!’ Barrett dismissed him with a wave of his glass. ‘I know Lillian Bryce and I know you, dear boy. I taught you both, don’t forget. Lillian

  is an outstanding mathematician, but her real talent lies in other areas, as you well know. As a matter of fact, she’s doing some very interesting work with Professor Lorentz’s

  transformations, but that’s beside the point. This work she showed me is number theory, which was always your particular speciality. Besides, the dear girl told me it was all your work. She

  said she was only checking your calculations.’




  Stephen smiled to himself. She would say that.




  ‘The lady doth protest too much,’ he said, and, after considering for a moment, he added, ‘the work on the partitions is almost entirely hers, and the rest stands on that, as

  you know.’




  ‘Hmm, hmm.’ Barrett grunted, nodding to himself with his eyes narrowed, deep in thought. ‘Well, if that’s the case, then her ability runs even deeper – or rather

  broader – than I suspected. But to return to the work, there is more, is there not? You have developed this transcendental method to incorporate the prime partitions, haven’t

  you?’




  Stephen opened his mouth to protest, but closed it again. How did he know about that? He knew Lillian wouldn’t have shown him the letter, but had she let it slip somehow? Barrett’s

  face crinkled with amusement at his obvious consternation.




  ‘Oh come along, my boy. Surely you didn’t think you could keep it hidden? Any fool with an ounce of common sense could tell that’s where you were going. And if you were

  successful in that attempt, then the Goldbach naturally follows.’




  Stephen felt his mouth twist into a wry grin. He should have known he couldn’t show so much to Barrett and think he wouldn’t guess the rest. Lillian had guessed it too, early on. Was

  he really that transparent? He knew it made no difference to the work, but he wished they wouldn’t bandy that name about quite so easily. The Goldbach. It was one of the most famous

  problems in mathematics and many famous mathematicians had failed to prove it. Others had wrecked their careers on it – either by claiming a solution that was proved wrong, or by spending

  years and years, whole lives even, fruitlessly chasing an elusive proof. It was a monumental piece of mathematics and, for the first time in his life, he wondered if it was bigger than him.




  ‘I don’t know whether it does,’ he began, and hesitated, tapping his glass with his finger. ‘It’s so big . . . such a leap. I don’t know if I should make the

  attempt. I’m not sure if I have the energy for it. I’m not even sure if I want to.’




  ‘Indeed?’ Barrett turned and looked him up and down, then nodded slowly – apparently neither surprised nor disappointed. ‘I suppose it seems rather trivial compared to

  what you’ve seen in the war. Still, at least you have considered it; the idea is planted and it will bloom when the time is right. After all, the war will end someday, but mathematics is

  infinite.’ He paused and seemed to consider this statement for a moment before he went on. ‘In the meantime, have you thought of publishing what you have so far? It would make a very

  fine paper in itself.’




  ‘Publishing it?’ Stephen laughed. ‘Hardly! I’m a soldier, and one without an undergraduate degree at that. I doubt the journals would look at anything I sent

  them.’




  ‘Now who’s protesting too much?’ Barrett demanded. ‘You know very well that papers are published purely on merit. And, as you said, it’s a joint effort. The fact

  is, I ask not for your sake, but for hers.’




  There was something in the professor’s tone that made Stephen frown. He half turned in his seat and looked at him directly.




  ‘What do you mean?’ he asked. ‘Is something wrong?’




  Barrett met his gaze and held it steadily for a few moments. He was considering how much Stephen already knew – almost nothing, by the look of it – and how much he could safely

  say.




  ‘Do you remember Hypatia?’ he asked.




  ‘Of course.’ Stephen nodded. Among the great Greek mathematicians of antiquity, Hypatia had stood out as the only woman. In her day, she had been a brilliant and innovative

  astronomer and a teacher at the library in Alexandria.




  ‘Then you will recall that Hypatia, while she was a great mathematician and an excellent teacher, suffered from two faults that eventually led to her demise. First, she was a woman in a

  man’s world – and, to be honest, neither you nor I will ever really understand that difficulty. Second, she couldn’t keep a moderate tongue in her head. She felt compelled to

  speak her mind regardless of the consequences – and you know how that ended up.’




  Stephen grimaced. For all her brilliance, posterity had remembered Hypatia only for the manner of her death; flayed alive with oyster shells by an angry Christian mob.




  ‘Is she in trouble?’ he asked. He had glimpsed Lillian again, far down the room and locked in conversation with the Lady Registrar and a shorter woman whose iron-grey hair gleamed in

  heavy, marcelled waves.




  ‘Not yet,’ Barrett answered with a sigh. ‘But it’s coming, as sure as there’s carts to horses. There is a sense that the war must end soon – for better or

  worse – and there are already wounded men coming home. These men must have work, and some people who tolerated having women on the staff as one of the exigencies of the war now feel they

  should make way for them.’




  ‘That’s hardly fair,’ Stephen said, although he had caught the surreptitious glance at his leg when Barrett had mentioned the wounded men coming home.




  ‘No, it is not fair, and if all things were equal I would think that our Hypatia was safe in her job. She is not without supporters.’ Barrett jerked his chin in the direction of the

  Lady Registrar, who had come closer now, and stood with her head bowed, listening intently to Lillian. ‘And her abilities are beyond reproach. Unfortunately, ability is not the issue.

  It’s more to do with reputation and the company she keeps. Which is why, if her name were to appear in a prestigious academic journal—’




  ‘What do you mean by the company she keeps?’ Stephen cut across him, and Barrett clenched his mouth shut and shot him an uneasy glance. The ice was getting thin.




  ‘Well,’ his voice dropped to a whisper, ‘to put it bluntly, the dear girl has fallen in with the anti-war crowd.’




  ‘The anti-war crowd?’ Stephen frowned again. ‘What anti-war crowd? She’s not said a word to me. Do you mean to tell me she’s become a pacifist?’ He looked

  towards Lillian. She was even closer now, though still trapped in conversation. She looked at him directly, gave him a secret smile and a little wave.




  ‘Not as such, no, and certainly not to the same degree as Bertie Russell. You have heard what happened to him, I take it?’




  Stephen nodded uneasily. Russell’s dismissal from Cambridge had shaken him, the more so as it had followed a prosecution under the Defence of the Realm Act. Russell had been an eminent man

  – a peer, an established author, and a fellow of his college – and he had been all but ruined for writing a leaflet that criticized the jailing of a conscientious objector. If that

  could happen to him, Stephen reflected grimly, then it wouldn’t take much to lay low an unknown assistant lecturer – and a woman in a man’s world, as Barrett had pointed

  out.




  ‘What has she done, precisely?’ he asked. He was watching her now. The knot of women was breaking up; they were laughing, parting with smiles and clasping hands.




  ‘Precious little, on the face of it.’ Barrett sniffed. ‘She’s been to a few meetings and made her views known to some people. But you must remember that what she’s

  done doesn’t matter so much as how it looks. This college has sent dozens of men off to fight – yourself among them – but many of them have not come back, and shouting the odds

  against the war looks a lot like speaking ill of the dead . . .’




  ‘But,’ Stephen broke in, but Barrett held up his hand.




  ‘I said that’s what it looks like, my boy. I’m sure it’s not what she intends, but you can see how it might be made to appear by those who weren’t kindly

  disposed to her in the first place. That’s why I was especially happy to see you here tonight. Just by walking into this room on your arm – on the arm of a serving officer –

  she’s managed to wipe a few eyes. But that will only last so long, Stephen, and she is in deep water. Do remember what I said about that journal.’




  This last came out in a hurried whisper because Lillian was coming towards them. The sway of her hips, the way her head was held and the way she smiled at him made something stir deep inside

  Stephen. Another side of her had been revealed to him and, far from shocking or offending him, it made his chest swell with pride and affection. He understood the risk she was taking and he knew

  very well why she was doing it. He felt his heart bound when she bent down and kissed his cheek.




  ‘Lillian, my dear,’ Barrett said, in a gayer voice, turning his face to accept his own kiss, ‘you look simply radiant tonight.’




  ‘Why thank you, professor,’ she laughed, though her cheeks flushed bright red. ‘I see you two are thick as thieves already. Were you catching up on old times?’




  ‘Oh, of course, my dear,’ the professor declared, and his face was as happy and innocent as a child’s. ‘As a matter of fact, on very old times. We were just discussing

  the ancient Greeks and the perils they faced. It appears my gallant friend here has managed to retain at least a little of what I taught him. Isn’t that right, my dear boy?’ And he gave

  Stephen a sidelong look that spoke a thousand words.




  The taxi ran quickly along empty streets. Right around College Green and down Brunswick Street, there was no sound but the hum of the engine and the hiss of tyres on the wet

  cobbles. Lillian pulled her coat tightly around her. The car was cold after the heat of the party, and she could see her own breath misting the air as they passed the gaslights outside the police

  station. She caught a glimpse of the pale blur of Stephen’s face in the opposite corner. In the passing flicker of light he looked gaunt, his skin stretched over hollow cheeks. He sat lost in

  himself – silent, staring out of the other window. He’d been like that all evening and she again regretted dragging him to the party. He’d put a brave face on it, of course, but

  she’d soon given up pointing out familiar faces and old acquaintances and telling him what they were up to. It was as if he was sitting in their midst but he was removed from them, withdrawn

  into the uniform that encased him like a suit of armour.
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