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Introduction by Gavin Hewitt


 


 


AT CLOSE QUARTERS, written in 1987, brilliantly captures a moment in time; the Soviet Union creaking under its own bureaucratic inefficiencies; the Palestinians divided and manipulated; the Israelis trusting of no one but themselves; British intelligence with its damaged operatives; the Lebanon beautiful and treacherous, and a main character achingly vulnerable to the world that swirls around him. This is the vivid backdrop against which Gerald Seymour sets his thriller. 


It is a masterful story of flawed love, of sudden violence, and the endless cycle of revenge which is the Middle East’s curse. Drawn into this world, where the only law is an eye for an eye, is Peter Holt, a young British diplomat. His survival depends on flawed men: a British intelligence officer looking for one final success to convince himself and his peers that he is not washed up, and a sniper – a loner, determined to deny his fading powers. These are Holt’s allies on a mission that is threatened with discovery at every turn. 


 Anyone who has travelled in the former Soviet Union or in the Lebanon knows that Gerald Seymour has tramped through those places. He has the journalist’s eye; a writer who on occasions can read like Graham Greene. He portrays a young man’s drunken agony when told he was going to set up a revenge killing for his country.  Seymour describes ‘a lone voice and a piano, desperate for tuning, echoing through a tin-roofed village hall in the English countryside’. He casts his eye around a front room with ‘furniture that dates back to the beginning of a marriage.’ He take us inside the sniper’s calculations as he works out that at a 1000 yards the wind deflection pushes the bullet a matter of five feet and two and a half inches off course.


 On June 9, 1982, I was in the Beka’a valley in Lebanon. On that day Israeli jets shot down over 70 Syrian planes. I watched them tumble and spin into the valley floor. Out of the humiliation grew Hezbollah, militant, defiant, and willing to sacrifice their lives. The central drama of this book is fought out in that fertile valley, one of the most dangerous corners of the Middle East. It was where some of the western hostages were held; a hazardous place to stumble into. Gerald Seymour takes us there; the competing factions; the training camps; the casual betrayals. Over-hanging the life in the valley is the unsettled conflict with Israel where lives are gambled and often lost in small actions against the enemy.


This is a powerful thriller, utterly convincing in its detail, with an intricate plot that demands your attention. As with all Gerald Seymour’s books his drama is rooted in real events. The story, set in the late eighties, has lost none of its drama and tension. As a journalist who covered the Lebanese civil war, the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the hostage crisis I am taken to a place I immediately recognise and came to fear.


 


Gavin Hewitt


London, December 2013










Chapter 1


He turned sharply. He disliked to be touched. He shook the sallow hand from his sleeve. Around him the reception was warming. He was, for a moment, alone. Alone except for the man whose hand had tugged at his jacket for attention.


Seconds ago he had been disposing of a small but tiresome problem with his Australian counterpart, minutes earlier he had been deep in conversation with his French colleague. He heard around him English and French and Spanish and Arabic, and European Russian. His glass was empty; the Australian had left in search of a waiter. His host, the host of all of them gathered in the gold and white, tapestry hung, chandelier lit salon, was stationed beside the high double doors for the entry of the General Secretary. The tides of many languages flooded his mind, and the hand rested once more on his sleeve.


The Australian was lost in the throng. Cossé-Brissac had insinuated his way close to the door, no doubt to be among the first to shake the General Secretary’s hand. His private secretary was out of reach and engrossed with an angular blonde from the Finnish contingent. He lifted the hand from his sleeve and dropped it as if he were in the street and the hand were the wrapping of a sticky sweet that had attached itself to his jacket.


The man was short, dumpy at the waistline. He thought the man’s suit certainly cost more than all of those in his own wardrobe. The man wore a vivid orange silk tie, knotted wide in contrast to his own slim knot that carried the faded emblem of the All England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club. The man seemed scented by a cocktail of lotions, and his thick dark hair was heavily oiled.


‘If I might have the privilege of a moment of Your Excellency’s time . . .’


‘I would be so grateful if you would kindly remove your hand,’ he said.


‘Sir Sylvester Armitage?’


‘I am.’


‘The Ambassador of England?’


‘Of the United Kingdom,’ he corrected.


For a fleeting second the Foreign Minister himself caught his gaze over the shined head of this creature, but then the Foreign Minister raised his two hands, fingers and thumbs extended, indicating another ten minutes before the General Secretary arrived, then turned his back. His sleeve was tugged.


‘Please don’t do that again,’ he said.


‘I have the honour to be, Excellency, the Political Counsellor of the Embassy of the Syrian Arab Republic.’


‘Do you indeed?’ Extraordinary that the Australian had not cornered the wine waiter by now. And he’d have a sharp word for his private secretary for leaving him exposed to the Syrian.


‘It is difficult at this time for there to be effective contact between our two governments. You would agree, Excellency?’


He could clearly see an airliner in flight. He could see rows of passengers. He could see the cabin crew moving along the aisles of the huge airliner.


‘It is intended to be difficult, otherwise my government would not have severed diplomatic relations with the Syrian Arab Republic.’


The political counsellor had edged closer. In a rhythm his hands clasped and unclasped. There were two heavy gold rings on his right hand fingers, one on his left.


‘There were misunderstandings, Excellency. Through a restoration of normal relations between our two governments such misunderstandings can be erased.’


He could see a young woman passenger. He could see her nervousness. It was the first time she had made a long-distance air journey. He could see the bag that had been given to her by her fiancé, nestled between her legs and close to the brightly decorated shell of the aircraft. He could see the restless movement of the digital clock face of the pocket calculator resting at the base of the bag.


‘My government does not accept that there were misunderstandings,’ he said.


The political counsellor’s voice was a whisper. ‘My government can see no benefit to either of our countries by continuance of a situation of misunderstanding. Please to listen carefully to me, Excellency. I have the full authority of our Head of State to say . . .’


He saw a flash of light. He saw the rupturing of the outer wall of the aircraft. He saw the disintegration of the young woman, the passenger.


‘How interesting.’


The Syrian looked up, surprised, but he resumed, ‘Our Head of State wishes it to be known to the government in London that privately it is accepted in Damascus that junior functionaries in a division of the military planned and attempted to execute an attack on an El Al jet while en route between London and Tel Aviv. I am further instructed to inform you, Excellency, that our Head of State sincerely regrets the actions of these junior functionaries who have now been severely punished.’


He saw the snow topping the steep peaks of the mountains of Austria. He saw the spiralling fall of the airliner down towards the nail bed of the rock crags.


‘Have they really?’


He did not notice that the Australian ambassador stood a pace behind him holding two glasses of brandy. He did not register that his private secretary was at his shoulder.


‘I can tell you that these junior functionaries have been purged from the armed forces. I am instructed to tell you that my country is totally and without equivocation opposed to international terrorism, and we are thankful that the attack on the airliner was thwarted in London. Without reservation we condemn such attacks. What we seek, Excellency, is the speedy restoration of diplomatic links and the ending of this most unfortunate period of misunderstanding.’


He said, ‘I will of course pass on your remarks to London.’


‘I am most grateful, Excellency.’


‘For nothing.’


‘We look forward to the quick return of your ambassador to Damascus, and ours to London.’


‘My opinion, personal, is that we’ll want deeds, not words.’


A frown formed on the forehead of the political counsellor. ‘What deeds?’


‘Off the top of my head . . . The expulsion from Syria of all terrorist groups, Abu Nidal and all the other abattoir gangs. An end to the financing of such groups . . .’


Colour lit the cheeks of the political counsellor’s face. ‘We are innocent of all such involvement.’


Because he was angered, because he was tired, because he wished to be among his friends, his voice rose. He sought to be rid of the creature.


‘And you might just use your influence in Lebanon to win the freedom of the foreign national hostages.’


‘We are innocent of hostage-taking.’


He was not aware of the turned heads, of the talk congealing around him.


‘So innocent that evidence of Syrian involvement in terrorism just about keeps one of our computers turning full time. My dear sir, we have found your country’s finger on the trigger, on the grenade pin, too often.’


The political counsellor said, ‘I insist on our innocence.’


He was not aware of the audience gathering about them. ‘Bloody nonsense.’


‘We deplore terrorism.’


‘Bloody nonsense.’


‘I am instructed . . .’


‘Then your instructions are bloody nonsense.’


Half the salon was hushed, following the sport. The Australian laughed out loud.


‘Innocent.’


‘In a brothel, sir, you would not be believed. Senior officers in your armed forces planned, and did their damnedest to achieve, the destruction in mid-flight of a fully loaded civilian aircraft. You and your clan, you disgust me.’


The laughter ran. The tittering amusement spread over the end of the salon.


The political counsellor seemed to rise on his toes.


‘You insult my government.’


He boomed, ‘The man’s not born who could do that.’


The political counsellor swung on his heel, thrust his way through the diplomats. The laughter would have been a tide in his ears. His back vanished.


The Australian handed the British ambassador the glass. ‘Bit strong, Sylvester, but you gave us a good laugh.’


He looked keenly at his friend. ‘My elder daughter, Aggie, she’s doing a year’s voluntary work on a kibbutz in southern Israel. If those bastards had had their way she’d have been obliterated along with three hundred others. She happened to be on that flight.’


After two more drinks and a full minute’s conversation with the General Secretary, he left the reception, and went down the steps to his waiting car. He shuddered. The dark depression of autumn was settling on Moscow.










Chapter 2


Just before midnight the British Airways Boeing 737 touched down at Sheremetyevo, modern and miserable and the gateway to Moscow.


An hour later, Customs and Immigration on high quality go-slow, young Holt met his girl.


‘Pretty damn late, young man.’


‘They had to hold the flight so I could say goodbye to my lady.’


‘Pig,’ Jane pouted.


And she came to him and grabbed him and hugged him and kissed him.


The Second Secretary stood back and looked at his watch and coughed and shuffled, and wondered whether the Foreign and Commonwealth Office had got itself into the business of love-broking, for crying out loud. He had to cough twice more, and there was a ring of petal pink smudges around young Holt’s mouth.


 


‘Fifteen pairs, right . . . Just the same as usual. Fifteen at Extra Large, with gussets . . . Just as long as you don’t forget . . . and give my love to Hermione . . . Bye, darling, keep safe.’


The ambassador put down the telephone, and looked up. God, and the boy seemed young. Not tall and not short, but with an impact because of the set of his shoulders and the sturdiness of his hips. The sort of boy who would have captained the Fifteen at Marlborough, an adult’s body and a youngster’s face. He had been in the room through the latter part of the ambassador’s call and had stood midway between the door and the desk as if on a parade ground and at ease, relaxed and yet formal.


‘So, you’re young Holt. Welcome to Moscow, Mr Holt.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘None of that formality. I’m not “sir”. We’re a family here. I may be the patriarch, but not a frightening one, I hope. What’s your first name, Mr Holt?’


‘It’s Peter, sir, but I’m generally just Holt.’


‘Then we have a bargain. I’ll call you Holt, and you don’t call me “sir”. Done?’


‘Thank you, Ambassador.’


‘You’re a stickler for etiquette, young man . . .’ Did he not look young? The smile was that of a teenager, bright and open. He liked his naturalness. He reckoned a man who could smile well was an honest man. ‘. . . What do you think of the job they’ve given you?’


‘It seemed to me that private secretary to the ambassador was about the best first posting that a Soviet specialist could expect.’


‘I was where you were three weeks before the Cuban missile crisis broke. I loved every day of my year here – and I hope you will . . . No, I wasn’t talking in code on the phone. My wife’s had to go back to London, mother not well, and she may be stuck there for a couple of weeks. We have a tradition of always bringing back some presents for our staff, the Soviet staff. Money doesn’t matter to them, so we try to get them merchandise that’s hard to come by here. You won’t have seen the ladies who clean our apartment, cook for us, but they’re all former Olympic shot putters, so it’s Marks & Spencer’s tights that keep the cobwebs out of the corners and the pots scoured. We’re a small compact unit here. We all have to pull our weight. It is as interesting and fascinating a posting for me as it is for you, but it’s only by damned hard work that we stay afloat. There are no passengers in this embassy. Now I have to move on to the facts of life for you in the Soviet Union. Everything you have been told in London about the hazards of illicit contacts with the local population is true. We call it the honey trap. If the KGB can compromise you, then they will. If you don’t believe me then go and talk to the Marines, the American Marines, at their embassy, they’ll tell you how sticky a honey trap can be. Our security officer will brief you at much greater length, but my advice is always, always, always be on your guard.’


‘Understood.’


The ambassador liked the reply, couldn’t abide waffle.


‘Miss Davenport showed you in, she’s my personal assistant, but you as my private secretary will be responsible for keeping my schedule workable. You’re my trouble-shooter if things need sorting out, and you’ll find I have a very short fuse when the planning goes awry.’


‘I hope it won’t come to that.’


‘In twelve days we’re heading for the Crimea, that’s something of a bonus for you, getting out of the rat cage so quickly. We’re away for five days, based on Yalta. You’ll find it all in the file that Miss Davenport will give you – pity there couldn’t have been a hand-over from your predecessor.’


‘I understood he has pneumonia.’


‘We flew him out. Always get a man out if he’s sick, standard procedure . . . I’d like you to go through the file and check each last detail of the programme. I don’t want to be pitching up at a hotel where the booking isn’t confirmed, and I don’t want to be in a black tie when our hosts are in pullovers.’


‘I’ll get on with it.’


The ambassador’s head ducked, but his eyes were still on Holt. There was a glimmer of a smile at his mouth. ‘I hear you’re engaged to be married.’


Holt couldn’t help himself, blushed. ‘Not officially, it’ll happen sometime.’


‘She’s a lovely girl, our Miss Canning, broken all the bachelors’ hearts here, a touch of romance will lift our spirits. You’ll both be in demand. But I expect it to be a circumspect romance.’


‘Yes, Ambassador.’


‘Nose to the grindstone, Holt.’


Holt took his cue, left the room.


The ambassador was Sir Sylvester Armitage. When he had been young he had cursed his parents for the name they had christened him with, but as he had risen through the ranks of the Diplomatic Corps, as the honours and medals had gathered in his pouch, so the given name had achieved a certain distinction. A tall, bluff man, working crouched over his desk with his suit jacket hooked to the back of his chair, and his braces bright scarlet. He had warmed to young Holt, and if young Holt had won the heart of Jane Canning then there had to be something rather exceptional to be said for him. He had a silly idea, but enough to make him laugh out loud. He loved the hill stream freshness of youth. He loved romance, which was why he spent all he could afford on scholarly works on the Elizabethan poets. He had meant it; he generally said what he meant. A youthful romance inside the embassy that looked across the river to the towers of the citadel of the Kremlin would hurry them all towards the Moscow spring, and young Holt had seemed to him the sort of man who could keep it circumspect.


He gave a belly laugh as he jotted the note on his memory pad.


 


He had always been young Holt.


The name had stuck to him from the time he was first sent from his Devon home near Dulverton to the south of the county and boarding school. Something about his face, his appearance, had always been younger than his age. He’d lost his first name at school, and there were always enough of his school contemporaries staying during the holidays to call him by his surname. His parents had picked the name up from the boys who came to stay. At home he was just Holt. At University College, London, three years and an upper second in Modern History, he was just Holt. Nine months in the School of East European and Slavonic Studies, language learning, he was just Holt. Two years in the Soviet department of the FCO and still just Holt. He didn’t discourage it. He rather liked the name, and he thought it set him apart.


For the whole of the first morning in the outer office attached to the ambassador’s, Miss Davenport watched him. Large owl eyes, and her attention distracted sufficiently for her to make more typing errors in 140 minutes than she would normally have managed in a month. Holt had looked once at her, wondered if she was in the running for a set of Lady Armitage’s tights, and discarded the thought as cheap.


She brought him three cups of coffee as he unravelled the file for the visit to Yalta. If his predecessor had stayed the course then Holt would have been glad of a gentle run in to his duties. But it was a mess, had only been taken so far, had missed two necessary weeks of knocking into shape. Holt reckoned the file could have been part of the aptitude test they’d given him at FCO after the entrance exam. He attacked the problem, and wished Miss Davenport didn’t smoke. Holt was a smoker and trying to kick it and the Camel fumes were rich temptation.


He wrestled the Crimea programme into shape, so that he could dominate it. First flight to Simferopol. Helicopter transfer to Yalta, check in at the hotel, hire car booked with Intourist. Lunch at the City Authority with the chairman and the deputy chairman, and then back to the hotel for an hour’s break before meeting the local newspaper editors. Dinner at the hotel, the British hosting, and the guest list including the same chairman and deputy chairman and the legion of freebooters they would have in tow. That was day one . . . day two in Sevastopol, day three in Feodosija, and the ambassador had said that if he was coming all that way he was damned if he was going to be prevented from walking the length of the Light Brigade’s charge – his predecessor’s note on that was underlined twice.


Another note in the handwritten scrawl of his predecessor. The ambassador intended to lay a wreath at any British military cemetery that was still fit to visit. ‘Stormed at with shot and shell, While horse and hero fell, They that had fought so well Came thro’ the jaws of Death, Back from the mouth of Hell.’ Good for Sir Sylvester if he was going to remember Cardigan’s heroes with a poppy wreath, but there was no sign of the cemetery yet. That he would have to do himself.


Holt worked late that first day, and he didn’t see Jane. Only a cryptic message on his internal phone to state that she was going straight from the office to the Oklahoma rehearsal, that he should get his beauty sleep.


 


For young Holt the first week flew. He would have sworn he had learned more from life in the capital of the Soviet Union in that one week than he had gathered together in two years shuffling paper, and calling it analysis, on the Soviet Desk at FCO.


He went with the ambassador to the Foreign Ministry and was present at a preliminary planning meeting with the Secretariat of the Deputy Foreign Minister for the arrival in Moscow the following month of the Inter-Parliamentary Union from London. He attended a reception thrown by the Foreign Trade crowd for a Scots firm working on the natural gas pipeline across Siberia. He explored the Metro. He was taken out to dinner, with Jane, by the Second Secretary Commercial and his wife. He was invited to supper, with Jane, by the First Secretary Political and his wife. He went to the disco, with Jane, at the British Club. He drove out of the city, with Jane, in the British Leyland Maestro that he had been allocated, to the embassy’s dacha for a weekend picnic with her boss, the military attaché, and his wife. That he was determined to be circumspect, and that Jane had the curse, were the only drawbacks.


At the end of that first week he had the programme for Yalta beaten, also the draft of the programme for the Members of Parliament when they flew out, and he had persuaded Miss Davenport to restrict his coffee ration to two per day, and he had seen the wisdom of the ambassador.


Because of his girl, he was the centre of attraction in the confined oasis that was the embassy community. Of course he didn’t touch her, not in public, not where anyone could see. But they were light in the darkness. Their laughter and their fun and their togetherness were a lift to the embassy personnel who had endured the short day, long night misery of the Moscow winter.


At his morning meeting with the ambassador, Holt presented the programme for Yalta.


‘There’s one problem. Lady Armitage isn’t back so her aircraft seats are extra; should we cancel them?’


‘Wouldn’t have thought so.’


‘Whom would you like to take, Ambassador?’


‘I’d like to have a hostess for our receptions, and I would like to take the most competent Russian linguist on my staff. To you she may, among other things, just be personal assistant to the military attaché, to me she is a very highly regarded member of the team . . .’


‘Jane?’ A flood of pleasure.


The ambassador’s voice dropped, ‘Miss Davenport has hearing that puts to shame the most sophisticated state security audio systems . . . I fancy that a few days out of the clutches of our colleagues’ wives would not distress you.’


‘That’s very good of you.’


‘She’s coming to work, and don’t forget to make double sure that you’ve booked an extra single room for every hotel we’re staying in.’


‘Will be done.’


‘Holt, it’s a good programme, well presented. I learn more about the life blood of the Soviet Union from these visits than from anything else I do. And, most important, we are on show. We are the representatives of our country. You’ll give Miss Canning my respects and request her to accompany us, having first checked with the military attaché that he can spare her. You will fix the hotel accommodation, you will sort out the necessary travel permission for her from the Foreign Ministry . . . Get on with it, Holt.’


 


‘Darling, nothing’s what it seems . . . Ben’s not an agony aunt . . .’


‘He talked about us getting out of the clutches of the embassy wives.’


They were in the bar of the British Club, not up on the stools where the noise was, where the newspaper men and the business community gathered, but against the far wall. She was on her second Campari and soda, and there was a strain about her that was new to him. He drank only tonic water with ice and lemon because besides cutting out cigarettes he had forsworn alcohol from Monday to Friday and he was suffering.


‘Don’t be silly, Holt, don’t think he’s taking me to Yalta just so that we can have a cuddle in the corner without anyone knowing.’


‘Why is he taking you, then?’


‘Put your thinking cap on, Holt. I’m a hell of a good linguist. At East European and Slavonic I actually had a better mark in the oral than you did. Had you forgotten that? I’m in Moscow. I’m personal assistant to the brigadier who is the military attaché. An excuse has been found to take me down to the Crimea.’


He stared at her. She was taller than he was. She had fair hair to her shoulders. She had gun-metal grey eyes that he worshipped. She wore a powder blue blouse and a severe navy blue suit.


‘As I said, Ben’s not thinking of you and me, Ben’s thinking of the job.’


‘And at Sevastopol there is . . .’


‘I don’t want to talk about Sevastopol, nor do I want to talk about what’s at Simferopol – I want to have a drink at the end of a vile day.’


He was bemused. ‘I honestly didn’t know that that was your line.’


‘When do you tell a bloke? First date? First time in bed? First night after you’re married? Bit late then. Leave it . . . Raise your glass to Ben – curse is over tomorrow, poor darling . . .’


His elbows were on the table, his chin rested on his knuckles. He didn’t know whether to be shocked or proud. He’d always thought of Jane as a souped-up secretary, and now he had lit upon the truth that there was enough to her line for her to be required in the Crimea. Bloody hell. She was probably on a higher grade than he was.


‘To Ben,’ she said. Holt raised his glass, clinked hers. ‘To adjoining rooms in Yalta.’ Under the table she squeezed his knee.


‘Why do you call the ambassador Ben?’


Her voice sank, and he had to crane to listen, and from the bar it would have seemed like sweet nothings from the love birds.


‘Remember the guy who tried to plummet the El Al, spring of ’86? He was organized by Syrian Air Force Intelligence. Name of Nezar Hindawi. Nasty man, put his lady on a plane with three pounds of Czech-made explosive in the bottom of her hand baggage, timed to detonate over Austria. The Syrians didn’t just burn their fingers, they were scorched right up to their armpits. Shouted like hell, but they were caught still smoking when Hindawi rattled off his confession. So we broke off diplomatic relations, big deal, told the Syrians that if they didn’t behave like gentlemen then they were going to get booted out of the club. They were pretty upset, big loss of face, and they started doing their damnedest to get our ambassador back. They made their first overtures right here at a reception in the Kremlin. One of their diplomats sidled up to Sylvester and gave him the glad news that the El Al had all been a dreadful mistake, the wild fantasies of a couple of bottle washers, that Syria was dead against terrorism. What their little man didn’t know was that Sylvester’s beloved daughter was booked on that very same flight. He’s got a big voice, right? Well, half the Kremlin heard him dismiss these fervent Syrian protestations of innocence with repeated and thunder-clap replies of “Bloody Nonsense”. You’d have thought he was a Guards sergeant at drill. Stopped the show, he did, they heard him all over the room. “Bloody Nonsense . . . Bloody Nonsense . . . Then your instructions are Bloody Nonsense”. Just like that.’


‘Spirited stuff.’


‘Everyone heard him. First world chaps and Second, and Third world, they all heard him. Within days he was known all over the place as Bloody Nonsense Armitage. It came down to B. N. Armitage, and from that to Ben. In this little-minded town he’s Ben, half the time to his face.’


‘So our man in Moscow won’t be taking his summer holidays in Damascus.’


‘You’re very clever tonight, my darling.’


‘I wish I’d known how clever you were,’ Holt said.


‘Cleverer even than you think. Clever enough to get Rose and Penny tickets for the ballet tomorrow. Will you by any chance be free for dinner?’


He would like to have kissed her, but circumspection ruled and he simply smiled and gazed at her lovely grey and laughing eyes, and their wretched bloody secrets.


 


‘So you’re young Holt. I was going to look you up, but you’ve beaten me to it. What can I do for you?’


It was his first visit to the secure section of the embassy. Next to the diplomatic section the largest in the building was that of the security officers. The former policemen and army officers were a group apart, he had already recognized that. They had staked out their own corner in the British Club, and they had the ingrained habit of closing down their conversations when anyone came within earshot.


Jane had pointed that out to him and said they were probably talking about the price their wives had paid for potatoes on the market stalls, or why the Whitbread draught had gone cloudy, but they still went silent.


The security officer’s face was florid, a jungle of blood vessels, and his head was lowered as he sat at his desk so that he could see over tiny half-moon spectacles. He wore a thick wool shirt, loud checks, with twisted collars, and a tie that was stained between the shield motifs. Holt took him for a regular army half colonel on secondment to the security services in London, and on double secondment to FCO.


‘I was letting you settle in for a bit. So much to learn, eh? I find if I rush in with the heavy security lecture the new chaps tend to get a bit frightened, best wait, eh? Sit down.’


They were in the heart of the building. Holt thought that further down the basement corridor would be the Safe Room. He had heard about the Safe Room in London, the underground steel-walled room where the most sensitive conversations could be conducted without fear of electronic eavesdropping. He was disappointed that he had not yet been invited to attend a meeting in the Safe Room.


‘My wife was saying only last night that you must come round to supper, you and Miss Canning – super girl, that. My wife’ll be in touch with Miss Canning, that’s the way things get done here.’


Holt reckoned that he had spotted the security officer, allocated him his responsibility, by the second day he had been in Moscow. It was his little game, but he was still searching through the faces for the top spook, the guy from the Secret Intelligence Service who was Jane’s real boss – might be the one in Trade with the Titian beard who looked like a naval officer, could be the one in Consular who always kissed Miss Davenport’s hand when he came to see the ambassador.


‘I’m a busy man, youngster, so what’s troubling you?’


‘No crisis.’


‘Be a bit soon for a crisis.’


‘It’s only that I’m going with the ambassador and Miss Canning to the Crimea on Saturday, and I wondered if there was anything I should know.’


‘About what?’


‘Well, about security, that sort of thing . . .’ He felt absurdly pom­pous. He should have stayed at his desk.


The security officer looked sternly at him. ‘Just the obvious. What you’d naturally assume. You don’t discuss anything of a confidential nature in your hotels, nor in any vehicle. You don’t accept invitations late at night to a Soviet household – what they’d have told you in London. Your rooms might be bugged. There will probably be a KGB operative with you as chauffeur or interpreter, a natural assumption. But His Excellency and Miss Canning know the form. Should be rather a nice trip. Good idea of H.E. to take in the battlefield, wish I was with him, if you could walk down that field with a metal detector, God, you’d make a fortune . . .’


‘There’s nothing else I should know?’


‘Like what?’


‘Well, I just wondered . . .’ Holt stopped, making a fool of himself.


‘Ah, I get you.’ The security officer beamed, all avuncular. ‘You wondered about security, your own security, eh?’


‘Just that.’


‘This is not Beirut, young man. H.E. does not have minders in Russia. This is a very peaceable country. Hurts me to say it, but H.E. can walk the streets of any city in the Soviet Union, any time of day or night, and have less prospect of getting mugged, assaulted, stuck up than in a good many cities at home. This is a highly policed country. The Moscow posting is categorized as Low Risk. I’m not a bodyguard, the personal security of the staff here is about bottom of my agenda, and that’s the same with every western embassy in town. My job, young Holt, is to protect the confidentiality of this establishment, to block KGB attempts to compromise and recruit our staff, and that takes the bulk of my time. Right?’


‘That’s all I wanted to know.’


‘Good – well, as I say, my wife will be in touch with Miss Canning.’


‘You’re very kind.’


Holt left. He dreaded being summoned for the full security briefing. He thought it would be as hideous as the promise of dinner with the man and his woman.


 


‘A penny for them, lover.’


She lay on her side, and her clothes were on the floor, and the street lights gleamed through the thin curtain, and her fingers played with the hairs on Holt’s chest.


What to tell her? To tell her that he had been rotten in bed, again, because he couldn’t get it out of his reinforced concrete skull that this lovely girl of his worked with the embassy spook? To tell her that he thought spooking was a shoddy, grubby way of life? To tell her that he had thought Bloody Nonsense Armitage was doing them a favour, when in reality he had contrived an opportunity for a well-qualified operative to run a trained eye over the port facilities of the Soviet Navy at Sevastopol, and over the cap badge insignia of the troops in the garrison town of Simferopol?


He turned to face his Jane. He took his stranger in his arms. Over her shoulder he could see the travelling clock – and no bloody time, because in half an hour the other girls would be back from the Bolshoi. No time to tell her. Body to body, and his head was buried in the softness of her breasts, and he ached with his love for her. He could think it out, he could work it through but it would take him an age. He had thought he knew everything about her, every mark of her mind and her body, and he knew nothing. What he thought he owned was not his. Clinging to her, holding her for the comfort.


He fell away. Her head and the silk of her hair were on his arm.


‘Just a bit tired, that’s all . . .’


She kissed him, wet and sweet and belonging.


‘Stay safe, darling.’


‘What else?’ She laughed at him, head back, hair falling.










Chapter 3


By rights they should have travelled in the embassy Range Rover out to Vnukovo airport from which the internal Aeroflot flights left. The Range Rover was supposed to be used for all the ambassador’s journeys that were not official. But Holt had decided they would go in style, and so Valeri had been roused early, and the Silver Cloud Rolls-Royce was at its polished best.


The ambassador and Jane sat far back in the rear seat upholstery, while Holt shared the front with Valeri. Holt reckoned that the chauffeur was about his own age. He had expected an old retainer, had not anticipated that His Excellency’s driver would be a smartly turned out young man with the sort of hair cut that any limousine man in Mayfair would boast. It was still dark when they pulled away from the embassy courtyard onto the riverside across from the Kremlin. There was no traffic. He had learned that at the best of times cars were in high demand and short supply, even at rush hour the streets were good for a pretty fast run, but at this time they were empty. The pavements showed life. The dribble of a night shift heading for the Metro tunnels, and street cleaners and the office advance guard appearing at street level, making darting runs across the wide streets.


He had barely spoken to Jane when they had met, while they waited for the ambassador. Mercifully the man had been punctual, striding down the steps from the main door with that unnecessary glance at his watch to demonstrate that he was on time. He hadn’t known how to communicate or what to say. So there was a problem, last night’s problem, and he didn’t want to talk about it, not in whispers.


He had known Jane for two weeks under three years. Met at the School. Met in the way that most young men meet the girl who will one day become their wife – one seat free at a canteen table, and a curled gammon steak that needed disguising, and a request for the tomato ketchup, please. Two young people, both older than the average students around them, the one shuffling the tomato ketchup and the other pushing the salt and pepper. What a meeting – the young man thinking that the girl was quite beautiful, and the young girl thinking that he looked interesting. The young man able to say, quietly and without conceit, that he had done well in the Civil Service entrance examinations, and then well in the Diplomatic Corps entrance aptitude tests. She had said, looking straight at him, that she was just a secretary in Whitehall, nothing specific, and that she was damn lucky to have been plucked out of the pool and given the opportunity to learn Russian. More time together, and he’d thought she was struggling sometimes in the tutorials, and the relationship started when he made a habit of calling round at her Earls Court bed-sit to give her a hand with the essay that was the fortnightly chore. Fingers touching, mouths meeting, the unhurried building of something lovely. Weeks and months of learning to share lives, work and fun. A young man who was determined to be something special at his chosen career, and a young girl who was just a secretary in Whitehall. Right, no messing, he’d been pretty shattered by the marks she had won at the end of the course – not quite at his overall level, though pretty close – but young Holt had never questioned how it was that a girl who was just a secretary won marks that were pretty damned close to his own . . .


‘How do you like Moscow, Mr Holt?’


‘Very well indeed, thank you, Valeri.’


His thoughts drifted away from Jane, away from him being hopeless in bed with her, away from the deception. His thoughts were on the ambassador’s driver. Be a chosen man, wouldn’t he? Not chosen by the British, chosen by the Organ of State Security. Nice looking fellow, but he’d large ears, and they’d be well rinsed. They would hear everything said in the car. Holt wondered how it was done. Did the men from KGB call by on a Friday evening after Valeri’s shift finished for a quick resumé on what he’d learned that week while piloting the Rolls? Did he write out a little report every Saturday morning before he took his small kids to dancing class or the ice rink? He was far gone, concerned now with whether Valeri had a large wife, or an extra large wife, whether he was on Lady Armitage’s list for tights with gusset.


They travelled in the fast lane, where the government officials were driven. Big blasts on the power horn to keep clear the path of Her Britannic Majesty’s ambassador. There were men with brushes, there were old women with bundles of sticks; the street and pavement cleaning had started.


Holt could have cried, he felt so bloody miserable.


But how could she have told him? Of course she couldn’t have bloody told him.


At the airport there was already a slow-moving confusion of queues. Valeri deposited their luggage at the rear of a queue and checked with Holt when they would be back, and the time and number of the return flight. He wished them well, and said the Crimea would be beautiful after the Moscow winter. He had good cause to be pleased. With the big man away he’d have time on his hands, the chance to burnish the bonnet of the Roller with a leather. Holt carried the ambassador’s briefcase, and Jane carried her own, and Holt hoped to hell that there wouldn’t be a foul-up with the tickets.


There wasn’t.


Nor were there special facilities for the ambassador and his party. It was the way he liked things done. Didn’t want a brace of officials there to shake his hand and wish him well. That’s what he’d said to Holt. On such a trip he could sense the mood of the nation, and the temperature could not be taken in a VIP lounge. They took their place in the queue. The ambassador lit his pipe and unfolded yesterday’s Times from London. Holt craved a cigarette, the prohibition could not last. And Jane touched his arm. They had been in the queue for five minutes and not moved an inch.


‘Do you know the hoary old one about queuing here? If you do you’re still going to hear it again Ivan was in a queue for two hours trying to buy a pair of winter boots, and he snorts to the people around him that he’s had enough, and he’s going down to the Kremlin, and he’s going to shoot old Gorbachev, and that’s going to be his protest about the inefficiency of the Soviet Union. Off Ivan goes, and three hours later he’s back. He’s asked if he’s indeed shot Comrade Gorbachev. “No,” Ivan says, “I couldn’t be bothered to wait, the queue was too long.” Like it?’


Holt managed a small smile. Jane squeezed his arm, as if to tell him to calm down, as if to say that a queue at Vnukovo wasn’t his fault.


‘Certainly hoary, Miss Canning,’ the ambassador intoned. ‘I have heard that anecdote told in turn of Messrs Brezhnev, Chernenko, Andropov and now Gorbachev. But I think that I am safe in stating that it was never said out loud during the revered leadership of Uncle Joe Stalin . . . Don’t fret, Holt, it won’t go without us.’


The blockage at the head of the queue was removed. A man was shoved aside, hoarse with complaint and waving a ticket. Jane said it meant the flight was overbooked, and they were shedding the least important. A sour-faced woman behind the counter examined their tickets, looking at them as if to ascertain whether they could possibly be forgeries. They were checked once more by a bored militiaman at the gate, who then took an age studying Holt’s and Jane’s Foreign Ministry permission to leave the Moscow environs zone. They went on to the security barrier. Two more militiamen, an X-ray machine, and a metal detector arch to pass under. Jane had a camera, a palm-of-the-hand-sized Olympus that she took out of her handbag before it went on the belt. The ambassador’s spectacle case attracted the flashing red light and earned him a cursory body patting.


They were in the departure lounge. Holt and Jane went off in search of coffee for themselves and an orange juice, diluted, for the ambassador.


‘Bit heavy, wasn’t it, the security?’


‘They’ve their quota of nasties just like the rest of us.’ He’d noticed, since reaching Moscow, how much she enjoyed filling him in on insider detail. Couldn’t have happened in London, when he was doing his initial FCO time and she was just a secretary in Whitehall. ‘Georgians and Jews and Estonians and Ukrainians, they’ve all got grievances, they all foster little cells that want to get out. Not easy. They’ve sent up fighters to shoot down aircraft that have been hijacked in the past. And if there’s half a chance of settling the problem on the ground then they go in firing. Happened last year. They don’t play about here, none of your patient negotiation. Storm and shoot is their answer. Not that they admit there’s a political problem. It’s always drug addicts and delinquents. I laugh like a drain each time I hear of a hijack. It’s the biter bit, isn’t it? That little shit Carlos was trained at the Patrice Lumumba University right here in down-town Moscow. And he’s only the tip of the iceberg. They train them to do horrible things to us, and we broadcast on BBC World Service and the Voice of America what they’ve done, and the folks back home pretty soon get into the same act.’


‘Is that what you specialize in?’ Holt asked.


She smiled at him, a big and open smile. She said, ‘God knows why Ben wants orange juice, it’s quite foul here . . . There’s a fancy dress party at the dacha next Saturday, what’ll we go as?’


‘I’ll go as a boar with a ring in my nose, and you can go as a farmer and lead me round, and show everyone who’s boss.’


They both laughed. She thought it was funny and he thought it was sad, and the ambassador’s orange juice looked as awful as their coffee tasted.


They boarded, and take off was only 25 minutes late. The ambassador was behind them, in the aisle seat, and next to a man in a dark suit with a bulging briefcase. Before the belt sign was off the ambassador was booming out his conversational Russian, angling for a rapport. A one-class aircraft, a Tupolev 134, rear engines and 72 passengers. He had hardly slept, not after she’d run him back to the embassy, and he’d been plauged with the niggling worries about getting the trip moving well – he started to doze. There was the drone of the voice behind him, and he was wondering how the ambassador managed to test the waters of Soviet opinion when he talked so much that the fellow next to him barely had the chance to get three consecutive words up his gullet. He’d sort it all out. He’d sort it all out with Jane in time, because he had to, because he loved her. Up to cruising altitude, and he was nodding, eyes opened then collapsing shut, so damned tired. He was a wild pig, and she was pulling him round, and they were all laughing, all the Second and Third Secretaries and their wives, and all the personal assistants, all laughing their heads off because his girl had him on a leash.


Flying due south. A journey of 750 miles. A route over Tula, Kursk and Charkov. Cruising at 29,000 feet, ground speed 510 miles per hour.


He felt her pull him forward, and then to her. And his eyes were closed, and he waited for the soft brush of her kiss behind his ear, where she always kissed, and he waited. He opened his eyes. She was looking down at her watch, concentrating. His head was forward, as if guarding her, hiding her breasts and her hands and her lap. Away from her watch, looking through the porthole window, the visibility was stunning and the daylight spreading, the fields sharp and the roads clear and a city laid out as a model. She took three photographs quickly, and the camera slipped back into her bag, and she grinned at him and eased him back so that he was fully into his seat. Then she kissed him, behind the ear, a fast peck.


He was a pig on a lead, and he didn’t have the strength to argue.


 


The vapour trails of the airliner were brilliantly clear five and a half miles above the ground surface. The first airliner of the day, and a lorry driver leaned from his cab to watch the slow progress of the puffy white scars in the blue skies. The lorry driver was delivering prefabricated walls for a factory development on the east side of Charkov. The factory development was an extension of 260,000 square feet, and when in production would manufacture one-piece cast turrets for the T-72 tank.


It was the evaluation of the boffins in British and American Intelligence who concerned themselves in such studies that the T-72 main battle tank was technically superior to those of the NATO forces. The factory, when enlarged, could greatly increase its output of the low silhouette turret, so low that the crews fighting in them could be no taller than 5´ 4”. To have a photograph of the tank turret factory extension would not be an Intelligence coup, but it would be useful. There were few coups in that painstaking world, but much that was useful. The size of the extension would enable the analysts to calculate the increased output of new T-72s.


The vapour trails bowled on. The lorry driver reached the building site gate.


 


At a military airfield west of Moscow, an Antonov transporter bearing the insignia of the Air Force of the Syrian Arab Republic was in the final stages of loading. The manifest listed a cargo of MiG interceptor spares, a sizeable cargo, but not enough to fill the aircraft because space had been set aside for basic seating forward in the hold. The pilot was engaged in his final checks before take off clearance and the start of a filed flight plan that listed a brief stop at Simferopol to take on personnel and then a direct onward flight to the El Masr base close to Damascus.


 


On that Saturday morning in the Yalta spring, a major had command of the city’s militia force. His superiors were at home in their gardens, or in the shops with their wives, or in the mountains with their children. This particular militia major, 49 years old and twice passed over for promotion, sipped a poor imitation of gritty Turkish coffee and cast his eyes wearily over the backlog of reports on his desk. He was responsible for the Department for Combating Theft of Socialist Property and Speculation, for the Department of Criminal Investigation, for the Internal Passport Service, for the State Automobile Inspectorate, for the Patrol Service and the Preserving of Public Order in Public Places, and for the Department of Visas and Registration of Foreigners. His in-tray contained the overnight reports of apartment block caretakers, reports on the hunting of draft dodgers, an essay on the failure of the traffic lights on Botkin Street, a surveillance report on two Latvians who would be arrested in the following week to face charges of leading an Anti-Social and Parasitic mode of life.


The radio in the control room spluttered occasionally to life to disturb his half-hearted concentration. He had to last until six o’clock in the late afternoon, and then he could take off his uniform tunic, put on a sweater and go home to his family.


Deep in his in-tray was a memorandum stating that the British ambassador was arriving in Yalta in company with his private secretary and an interpreter for a semi-official visit, and would stay at the Oreanda Hotel. He was not required to furnish the delegation with a militia car escort.


It was the militia major’s belief, for what little that was worth, that unless the traffic lights on Botkin Street were repaired their failure would lead to an accident, but there was nothing he could do. A waste of his time to try to dig out an engineer from Roads and Transport at a weekend.


In his briefcase was a book that would help him through the afternoon.


 


He was held up at the lights at the junction on Botkin. A main intersection and all the lights showing red, and the dumb fools waiting as if they had a day to kill.


Could not have happened in Moscow. Could only happen in this second-class junk yard to which he had been consigned. After eleven months in the backwater of Yalta it still burned in him that he had been dismissed from the capital and posted to oblivion.


He had been a captain in the Organ of State Security. He had had a promising future in the KGB. By hard work, by passing his exams, he had entered the favoured Guards Directorate. He had served in the personal protection squad of the Politburo member who was First Deputy Prime Minister. He had been tipped for membership of the guard assigned to the General Secretary of the Party. And he had drunk too much, been smashed out of his skull. He had been reduced to corporal and transferred.


He was no longer the high flier. He no longer possessed the plastic card that gave him access to the luxury goods at the State Security Commissariat. He no longer lived in a three-bedroomed flat with a view over the park. One bottle of vodka, after a stint of 41 hours continuous duty, had greased him down the pole. Caught drunk in uniform on the street, on his back in the gutter, and dumped with his wife and two toddler children onto a 23-hour train journey to nowhere, Yalta. Of course it still burned. From the personal protection squad of a Politburo member, with the magic card and the right to carry a Makarov PM 9mm automatic pistol, down the chute to KGB corporal. He was unarmed. He was at the wheel of a sluggish Chaika car which needed a new gear box. He was a chauffeur, and held up at the lights on Botkin Street, and his job was to drive the ambassador from Great Britain.


The KGB corporal hit the horn to clear the dumb fools out of his way.


 


Holt didn’t wait for the lift. There was too much of a queue. He went up the two flights of stairs, and down the corridor to the ambassador’s room, knocked, went in.


‘The car’s here, finally.’


‘Relax, Holt. You are in one of the most unpunctual regions of a country noted for its tardiness. If we’re there on time we’ll be standing around on our own, scratching our backsides – not Miss Canning, of course, but you and me certainly.’


‘I’ve checked the room for this evening, and the menu . . .’


‘Don’t try too hard, Holt, for heaven’s sake. Foul-ups make life so much more entertaining . . . I feel a younger man already, damn nice air down here.’


The ambassador slipped on his jacket, straightened his tie, knocked his pipe out into an ashtray.


‘I’ll go and rout Jane out.’


The ambassador frowned sharply at his private secretary. ‘Damn it, Holt, haven’t you been listening? I am not in a hurry. I want to make an entrance. I will not make much of an entrance if I am the first to arrive. You may put it down, if you wish, to old imperial grand­eur. But I do mean to make an entrance when I visit the worthies of the Yalta municipality. Got me?’


‘Got you.’


‘You’ve the Bridport stuff?’


‘In my briefcase.’ Holt wondered how on earth Bridport on the English south coast had made the decision to twin itself with Yalta, must cost the sad ratepayers a fortune in exchange visits.


‘Then best foot forward, Holt.’


He snapped the door open. He went out into the corridor and rapped gently on Jane’s door. The ambassador led the way down the corridor, no glance backwards, the Viceroy’s procession, and Jane exploded out through her door, thrusting her small Olympus into her handbag. Down the staircase, the ambassador leading, and Jane happily in pursuit.


‘Thanks be to God that we didn’t forget our camera,’ Holt said. He was always useless at sarcasm.


‘Don’t be childish, Holt,’ she said coolly, quietly so that His Excellency would not hear.


Down the stairs, across the foyer. The ambassador smiled warmly at a group of exhausted tourists speaking German and attempting to check in, and none of them had the least idea who it was that smiled at them.


Holt reached the door first, pulled it open and stood back. He saw the driver moving to open the rear door of the vehicle. He saw a young man, dark-skinned, long hair, ambling across the road towards the hotel and holding a windcheater across his stomach. Distraction, because the ambassador had passed, playing the old-world gentleman, ushering Jane through first. Jane was out onto the steps, and hesitating, as if the light of the Crimea’s lunchtime sunshine were too bright for her, as if she needed to adjust. Slow, stilted moments, and each slower than the last. Jane going forward and giving her winning grin to the driver, and the driver bobbing his head in acknowledgement, and the ambassador beaming, and Holt coming through the door. Each movement, each moment, slower. And the man who was dark-skinned, with long hair, coming off the road and onto the pavement, and the windcheater falling past his knees and past his shins and past his ankles. And something black and stubbed and squat in his hands, something that he was lifting to his shoulder, something that was a protuberance from his head and mouth and nose, something that was a gun, for Christ’s sake.


He stared at the man. He stared at the barrel of the rifle. No longer slow movement, the moment the world stopped.


Jane in front of the ambassador, Holt in the doorway, the driver with his back to them all, bent inside the car to smooth down the rug that covered the leather upholstery.


Everything frozen. No voice in Holt’s throat. The warning scream locked in his mind.


Gazing into the face of the man, and then the flash, and the flash repeated, and the smoke. Then Jane spinning away, beaten and kicked and punched backwards. Jane falling against Ben, and Ben not there to hold her upright. Ben fading from his feet, sliding down. The glass shattering to his right and to his left, caving in. Holt shaking his head, because he couldn’t understand . . . looking at the face that was topped by a wig that had inched over the right ear, looking at the scar on the man’s left cheek, puzzling how a face came by a scar that looked like a crow’s foot.


The rifle dropped to the man’s side. He peered forward as if to be certain of his work.


All movement now, speed returning to the world.


The man ran.


In that moment Holt found in his ears the crash of the gunfire, and the cordite in his nostrils, and the scream from his throat.


He was on his knees. His body covered their bodies, to protect them.


So bloody late.










Chapter 4


He lay across them, sheltering them, as if they were still in danger. Blood was on his hands and on the cuffs of his shirt, red on white. He had taken Jane’s hand in his, an unresisting hand, as it was when she was exhausted or sleeping.


The scream in his throat had died with them.


He was aware of men and women, fearful, around him. They formed a circle at the level of the door, and on the steps, and on the pavement. The shoes of one of them crunched the glass fragments, and the shoes of another nudged the spent cartridge cases.


‘Ambulance,’ Holt said, in English. ‘Get us an ambulance.’


The duty day manager called that the ambulance was sent for. Holt saw his face, quivering and streaming with tears. He saw that the driver was talking urgently into a personal radio, couldn’t hear the words, could see the white-faced shock of the man. The street was blocked from Holt’s view, only the line of knees and skirts and trousers and shoes for him to focus on. Empty ground between the legs and the feet and where Holt lay covering the bodies of Jane and Ben, empty ground laced with blood trickles and with shards of glass. He held tightly onto Jane’s hand as the misery welled in him. He had seen the face of the man. He had seen the smooth pine varnish skin, and the eyes that were burnished mahogany, and the thin chisel of the nose, and the clip of the moustache. He had seen the scar hole on the man’s cheek and had followed the lines that ran from it, four lines, into the shape of a crow’s foot.


There was the far away sound of a siren.


He had been behind Ben and behind Jane. He had been behind them and safe. He had seen the man with the aimed gun, and he had done nothing. Could not explain to himself how he had watched the slow ballet movements of the man raising the weapon and aiming, and done nothing. Desperate misery, and it had all been so slowly drawn out in front of his eyes. He squeezed Jane’s hand, her fingers, hard enough for it to have hurt her, and she did not flinch.


The driver broke the circle. He jostled the people back, and was shouting to them to retreat, pushing a corridor clear through them. Holt could see down the corridor, down the steps, across the pavement, into the street. He could see where the man had stood and taken his time to aim. He was aware of the closing bleat of the siren.


His view of the street was cut by the white bulk of the ambulance.


The driver was tugging at his shoulders, trying to pull him upright, trying and failing to break his hold on Jane’s hand. He still held her while the ambulance men swiftly heaved Ben onto a stretcher, carried him away down the corridor to the open rear doors. They came back for her, for his Jane. He saw the shrug in their shoulders. The shoulders and the faces told him that they knew this was not work for ambulance men. They lifted her more gently than they had lifted Ben, and more awkwardly because his hand never unclasped hers.


The doors closed behind him. Ben’s litter lay on one side of the ambulance’s opaque interior, Jane’s on the other. Holt crouched in the space between. One ambulance man was with them, going perfunctorily through pulse checks, and bending to listen first at Ben’s chest and then at Jane’s breast. The ambulance was going fast, siren loud.


Her last words were clear in his memory. Scathing words.


‘Don’t be childish, Holt.’


Young Holt had loved Jane Canning and the last time he had seen her face it had been puckered, screwed up in annoyance. He bit at his lip. He looked down at the fright that was set like wax on her face. That was the obscenity of it, that all the good times, wonderful times, were blasted out.


‘Don’t be childish, Holt.’


 


He had a bowl of beetroot soup in front of him and a tub of sour cream and two slices of black bread. He had a quarter bottle of vodka in the desk drawer beside his knee. The militia major was tucking a napkin into his collar when the news broke out of the control room.


Garbled, staccato chaos. A shooting on Lenin Street. He was gulping a spoonful of soup. A killing at the Oreanda Hotel. His napkin sliding into his soup. Foreign visitors attacked with rifle fire. He was careering from his desk, the sour cream slurping over his papers. A call for all assistance . . . It was Saturday lunchtime. It was the time that Yalta closed itself down and the militia headquarters was at one-third strength. He felt sick. The tang of the beetroot and the chopped onion was choking in his throat.


Into the control room. A relay coming through on the loudspeaker from Ambulance Control. The young sergeant at the console listening at the telephone and writing urgently. The telephone slapped down.


‘Major, the management at the Oreanda Hotel on Lenin Street report that the British ambassador and his interpreter were shot outside the hotel . . .’


‘Dead?’


‘They did not know . . . Ambulance Control report that they are carrying two cadavers and one survivor to the clinic on Naberezhnaya . . .’


A foreign diplomat, possibly dead . . . Everything he did now was going to be examined under a microscope at the investigation in a week, in a month.


‘Inform the KGB Control, exactly as it comes in.’


The sergeant was reaching for his telephone. To go to the clinic, to go to the Oreanda, to stay in headquarters? Which?


He picked up a telephone himself. He rang the number of Criminal Investigation two floors above, and the telephone rang and his fingers drummed on the console surface and his feet shuffled. Bastards gone to their lunch. The sergeant came off the telephone and the major told him to send all militia cars to the Oreanda.


The major ran out of the building, howled in the yard for a driver, had himself taken to the Oreanda.


The KGB had beaten him. Half a dozen of them there. Crowds gathering but back on the far side of the street. He shouldered his way forward to the knot of men all with radios, all either talking into them or listening to the return messages. In front of the broken plate glass front door he saw the bloodstains. Perhaps, in the car, he had half hoped the radio at headquarters had carried an aberration . . . well, that some hysterical idiot had . . . The bloodstains and the KGB swarming over the steps of the hotel wiped that out.


They treated the militia major as dirt. They were the Organ of State Security, he was a common policeman. Brusquely he was told what had happened.


‘You had a very fast call,’ the militia major said.


For answer there was a cursory gesture, down the steps towards a black Chaika car. A man was sitting haggard over the wheel of the car, a radio in his hand, shaking his head in response to the questions of two others. The driver, the militia major understood; a KGB driver had been assigned to the British ambassador’s party.


‘So you have a description, something I can broadcast?’


The man he spoke to looked away.


‘If I am to seal the city, put in road blocks, I have to have a description.’


‘He saw nothing.’


‘What? A close quarters shooting, right under your own man’s nose, and he saw nothing? How could he see nothing?’


‘There is no description.’


‘There has to be,’ the militia major shouted.


‘He did not see the killer approach. He took cover when the shooting started. He did not see the killer leave. There is no description.’


‘Shit,’ spat the militia major. ‘You pick your men.’


The KGB officer walked away. The militia major sighed his relief. The fear of failure was shed. A KGB matter, a KGB failure. Best news he could possibly have been given.


He followed the KGB officer.


‘What do you want of me?’ the militia major said flatly.


‘We have closed the airport, we have suspended all telephonic communication from the city, we have referred all details to Moscow. You should put blocks on all routes out of the city.’


‘For what are they looking?’


No response.


 


He sat on a long wooden bench in a corridor of white walls and polished linoleum flooring. Two old ladies had at first shared the bench with him, but they had long since been ordered away by the militiaman who stood with arms folded and watched over him. Through the flapping rubber doors on the other side of the corridor the trailing white coats of the doctors and surgeons and the white skirts of the nurses came and went. He waited. Another militiaman stood on guard by the rubber doors. He hadn’t fought it, he hadn’t wanted to be inside the Emergency Room. He was alert now, conscious of everything around him, aware enough to know that he did not want to see the last medical rites performed on the girl he loved and the man he admired. Each man and woman who went into the Emergency Room, or came from it, gave him a glance and then looked away when he met their eyes.


It was an older man who came to him. White haired and lean, and with his smock coat blood-stained. He spoke with his hands, his hands said that hope had gone. In Russian, Holt was told that the man was the senior surgeon on duty at the hospital. He was told that the injuries had been too severe for treatment. He shook the hand of the surgeon, and thanked him.


Holt said that he needed a telephone. Again the hands of the surgeon were in motion, it was outside his province. The surgeon backed away. Two trolleys, sheet shrouded, were wheeled through the rubber doors and down the corridor. He sat numbed, watched them go.


His attention was to his right. The man wore perfect creased slacks and a well cut wool jacket. The man flashed an identity card, didn’t linger with it but it was there long enough for Holt to recognize the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti. Holt read the name of the KGB officer.
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