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            The Heiress
      

         

         This book is a novel.

         The names of the characters, the course of the plot and its outcome are imaginary.

         Any similarity to living persons is merely coincidence, and is not intentional.

         H.G.K.

      

   


   
      
         She shouted, “No! No! No!” and hammered on the table with her fists. Then she sat silent and motionless again, staring at a gilded wooden light fitting on the wall. Suddenly she got to her feet, walked around the table with a rapid, firm tread, stopped abruptly and said in a very low, almost childlike voice, “It isn’t true. It’s all a wicked lie! You want to destroy me! You’re only envious because I’m so happy. You won’t let me have the air I need to breathe! It’s a lie, it’s all a lie …”

         She walked back round the table, sat down again, and ran both hands through her untidy, shoulder-length hair; she had not had it done properly for days. It was a helpless, miserable, hopeless gesture. No one answered her. A small, thin, sharp-nosed woman in a flowered housecoat was sitting on a brocade-upholstered sofa in a corner of the garden room, which was flooded by sunlight, and which looked out on a pillared terrace leading to the extensive gardens, with their cedars, Lombardy poplars, eucalyptus trees, hedges of rose-bushes, a fine lawn in the English style, a blue-tiled swimming pool, a white pavilion furnished with wicker chairs, and a round summerhouse. A plain red stretch band held back the woman’s grey hair. There were silk slippers on her feet, which she was swinging gently back and forth. She wore a long necklace: grey pearls with the matt, lustrous shimmer which determined their worth. Each of those pearls was worth a Greek docker’s annual wages. Her fingers restless, the woman twisted the pearl necklace round her hand, disentangled it again, slipped it through her fingers like a rosary, bunched it up into a ball. But she said nothing.

         A youngish man in a white, summer-weight suit was sitting in an armchair near the door of the terrace, leafing nervously through a folder of papers. Another man sat at the table in front of an open briefcase, drinking iced orange juice from a tall glass clouded with condensation.

         “I love him!” the young woman said out loud, into the painful silence. “That’s all there is to it. I love him! No one can stop me loving him! You can’t, Aunt Andromeda, you certainly can’t, Tyron, none of the family can stop me! My directors can’t either; I’d sack the lot of them first. As for what you call ‘public opinion’, who cares about public opinion? It’s my life, and I’m truly in love for the first time. It’s the first time I’ve been happy! It’s the first time I’ve known real security since Father died. None of the rest of you ever cared about me. The child has everything she wants, you used to say, dolls dressed by Dior, ponies to ride! The best and biggest yacht in the world, a present from the King of Saudi Arabia; it cost sixteen million dollars and maintaining it comes to over two and a half million a year. If I wanted to go shopping in Paris or Monte Carlo, or Rome or London—well, I had my own jet! I had university professors for private tutors, I had the top ski instructors at St Moritz. I only needed to set eyes on something and it was mine. But I never, never— listen to me, are you all listening?—I never had what a child wants to be genuinely happy: a real home life with my parents. A warm, safe nest! What sort of a life was ours? Father was always away somewhere, so was Mother. We were sent from the New York house to the Paris apartment, then it was Athens, later Sapharin, then on to the château on the Riviera, after that Monte Carlo or Switzerland. My home was everywhere and nowhere. I spent more time on the yacht or in my Rolls Royce than anywhere else. But now, at last, I really do have a home of my own!”

         “In Moscow!” said her aunt, Andromeda Lakadonis “Two rooms in an apartment block!”

         “And it’s Paradise!” She clenched her fists and shook them frantically. “Paradise, compared with what I’ve been through. At last I know there’s someone who loves me!”

         “A Russian,” said the man in the armchair. His name was Tyron Spiriades, he was thirty-five years old, and a director of the Penopoulos companies.

         “A Russian! Yes, a Russian. My ‘little Russian’. Don’t you consider Russians human?”

         “If you’d only look at the evidence we have here … ” said her Aunt Andromeda.

         “Why? Why?” She hammered on the table again, tossing her head back and forth as if hysterical, but the gesture was one of pure despair, an expression of torment. “Lies from the CIA! All they ever say is lies! The CIA tell nothing but lies.”

         “May I say something?” asked the quiet man at the table.

         “No, you may not!” She darted forward across the table like a poisonous snake, half-lying over it, staring at the man with hatred in her eyes. She knew how to hate; she had learnt that lesson well. She had grown up with hatred, lived with it as a child: hatred for her father’s mistresses, hatred for the singer Irena Palvietti, the cause of her parents’ separation. Hatred for her father’s second wife, the world-famous Nanette Johnes, known to everyone as Nany, a feline creature who destroyed all she touched. Hatred for herself, too, for not knowing where she belonged, for her own body which would not react in the same way as her mind. There were those evenings in Paris and New York, in night clubs, behind closed doors, wild parties held by the jet set, la dolce vita, so many different men. And afterwards the emptiness, cruel disillusionment, her scared eyes in the mirror asking her reflection: Who are you? You’re what you are only because you’re the daughter of Stavros Penopoulos, a multi-millionaire’s daughter. Daughter of the freighter king, the master of the oceans. Daughter of a man with an empire of sixty ships. A nugget of gold come alive, to those who worship so flatteringly at your feet, or consent to share your bed. You’re Lydia Penopoulos, the biggest diamond in the world, even if not perfectly cut and polished yet. You’re worth millions of dollars—if you were only worth a thousand, who’d look at you? Who’d swear he loved you? Who’d forgive you for anything you did, however crazy? You get all this attention only because you’re Lydia Penopoulos.

         Hatred. Hatred everywhere.

         “No, you may not say something!” she cried. “What do you want here? Go away! Get out! I can’t stand the sight of you. You’re from the CIA!”

         “Listen, if dates and facts won’t convince you, just what do we have to do to make you see your mistake? I repeat: according to these documents, your husband Boris Yegorovitch Lobov is a member of the Communist Party of the USSR, a member of the KGB, the Russian secret service, with the rank of captain, and is at present acting as one of their special agents.”

         “Your documents!” She was still half-lying across the table, and she struck the open briefcase with her fist. “Lies! Forgeries! I only have to look into Boris’s eyes to know that he isn’t lying.” She threw herself back in her chair and looked at her Aunt Andromeda. “Make this bastard go away! I can’t breathe in here. I feel sick at the sight of him!”

         “Major Bulder is only doing his duty.” Andromeda wound the pearl necklace round her hand. “We studied the documents, and we felt it was essential to ask you to come back to Athens.”

         “Ask me to come? You threatened to have me declared legally incapable of managing my own affairs! You wanted me certified insane! You wanted to get your hands on my inheritance, on Father’s whole life’s work. You’re a set of vultures! My love for Boris was just the excuse you wanted to get at me! If only Father knew!”

         “If Stavros were still alive you’d never have married this Russian.”

         “Oh yes, I would.”

         “You wouldn’t even have had the chance of meeting him.”

         “But I did meet him, and I do love him, and I’m staying with him!” She looked at Major James Bulder as if he were some unpleasant and slimy reptile. A quiver ran over her face, with its slightly prominent eyes and hooked nose. Her broad, sensual mouth twisted in contempt. “The CIA—oh no, they never lie, do they? I suppose their report on President Kennedy wasn’t a lie? All true? Why was the suspected murderer Oswald gunned down in front of a dozen policemen? Why did twenty witnesses who knew more than most about Kennedy’s death die one by one, in very odd circumstances? But of course, the CIA never lies!”

         “We’re not talking about Kennedy; we’re talking about the infiltration by the Soviet Union of a large and important Western economic system.”

         “That system, as you call it, was the exclusive property of my father, and now it’s mine. I can do just as I like with my own property—and my own life.”

         “No one’s disputing your right to run your own life. But your monopoly as a shipowner has political consequences too.”

         “You’re afraid of the Russians!” she said, with a scornful laugh. “You’re all afraid. Afraid of my little Russian! That’s amusing—I like that!”

         “Boris Lobov is nothing but a man who takes orders, a small cog in the vast machinery of Soviet expansion. His marriage to you gives him insight into all the West’s shipping operations. He gets to know about our trade relations, our long-term contracts, our oil supplies, our international involvements. At this point it’s not just a matter of trade; it gives the Soviet access to our logistics and our strategy.” Major Bulder paused, but Lydia, the shipping heiress, remained grimly silent. However, she was listening, and she had stopped shouting and hammering on the table. She was staring at the gilded wooden wall lamp as if she were turned to stone.

         Bulder leaned over his notes.

         “Boris Yegorovitch Lobov first came to public notice when he attended the special School of Foreign Languages in Moscow. Former classmates report that this college is run by the KGB. Its students are handpicked. Anyone who graduates from the place is a KGB agent. Lobov has built himself quite a career over the years. That means his reputation as a Party member is impeccable. From his Paris office, he’s been controlling all secret service agents on board Soviet cargo ships, from the biggest freighters and tankers to the smallest fishing vessels. Lobov’s people were on Soviet ships wherever they went. His immediate superior is Admiral Gorshkov.”

         “Now do you believe us?” asked Andromeda, swinging her pearl necklace through the air in a circle.

         “No. Boris says all that’s a lie, and I believe him!”

         Major Bulder shrugged his shoulders and moistened his lips. Christ, I could do with a slug of Bourbon, he thought. Neat, on the rocks. This damn orange juice—I can’t stand the stuff. Or anything else in this plutocratic villa on the outskirts of Athens! With the airport so close you get a jet thundering overhead every fifteen minutes, shaking the glass in the windows so you can’t hear yourself speak. But they hang on to the place, though it wouldn’t cost more than a day’s profits from their various companies to build themselves another house, somewhere quieter. Just because old Stavros once said, “I can hear my aircraft take off and land from here; it’s part of my world.” Since of course he owned the biggest private air company in the world too. A crazy family! Crazy! How else could Stavros get a woman like Irena Palvietti for his mistress? And who’d have married Nany Johnes but a nut case? Now his daughter, his sole heiress, gets herself married to this Russian guy—looks like it’s a hereditary form of madness, and getting worse, too.

         “Lobov has been received privately by Admiral Gorshkov three times. Each time he received a commendation.” Bulder glanced up briefly. Lydia’s eyes, filled with hatred, went right through him. For God’s sake listen, thought Bulder. Okay, so right now you’d like to murder me, but you did marry him. Did you have to? Jesus Christ, woman, you could have had four Russians a day if you felt like it. For breakfast, dinner, lunch and tea. No one to stop you. But there wasn’t any need to go marrying the man! Suppose everyone who wanted a glass of milk had to buy the whole bloody cow? Even in bed, an heiress like you shouldn’t forget she has sixty ships at sea, there are banks solely occupied with managing her fortune, and that a world-wide trading agreement can influence the balance sheets of whole nations. You’re not just plain Jane Smith, you’re Lydia Penopoulos.

         “The dates have been confirmed,” said Bulder calmly. “Lobov received these commendations in the years 1968, 1974 and 1977. Doesn’t that suggest anything to you?”

         “Leave me alone!” spat Lydia. “You—you wicked liar!”

         “In 1968 your father married Nanette Johnes …”

         “I don’t want to hear any more of this!” cried Lydia.

         “In 1974—and Lobov received his commendation in November of that year—your family had suffered two tragic blows of Fate. In March 1973, your brother Pericles crashed his plane …”

         “Fling him out!” cried Lydia, putting her hands over her ears. “For God’s sake, won’t anyone fling him out? Is he going to drag Pericles into this too?”

         Andromeda and Tyron sat there motionless in their upholstered chairs. Steadily, Bulder went on.

         “And in October your mother Genia—who had, in the interim, married your father’s rival Pavlos Heraklion—committed suicide in mysterious circumstances. Don’t you see any connection between the tragic events in your family and Boris Lobov’s commendations? In April 1975, a discreet tip-off drew our attention to the Soviet’s interest in the Penopoulos family. On April 19th, your father was buried on his own island of Sapharin. Analysis of the photographs taken at the time produced sensational and alarming results.” Bulder took a stack of large photographs out of his briefcase. They all showed the funeral of Stavros Penopoulos.

         “I shall go out of my mind!” said Lydia, her voice trembling. “I can’t take any more of this. Why won’t anyone help me? Do you all want to destroy me? I just can’t take it any more …”

         She jumped up, hands over her ears, and ran out to the terrace, where she flung herself into a canopied swinging seat, buried her face in a cushion, and let herself rock to and fro.

         Bulder glanced at Andromeda Lakadonis. She stared back at him, alarm on her sharp-featured, elderly face. Whatever Bulder was talking about—obviously it had some connection with Stavros’s funeral—it was news to her, too. Tyron Spiriades searched distractedly for a cigarette in his suit pockets. Yet another jet aircraft thundered overhead, to touch down at Hellinikon airport.

         “What rabbit are you about to take out of the hat this time?” asked Tyron hoarsely.

         “The funeral was a very private affair. No one but family and close friends. However, there was one stranger present.”

         “But that’s impossible!” cried Andromeda.

         “The photographs prove it.” Bulder handed a photograph to Andromeda and another to Tyron. “Who’s the man there in the second row, behind Nanette Penopoulos?”

         Tyron Spiriades examined the photograph for a long time. He was thinking. April 1975 was over three years ago. Finally he said, slowly, “A friend of Nany’s. From her New York days. I believe his name was Spencer Thomson. An American.”

         Bulder nodded, significantly. “A Russian. His name is Pal Diogenovitch Okoshkin. And since 1959, wherever the Penopoulos family happened to be, he has been in the vicinity.”

          
      

         The yacht Genia brought Stavros from Piraeus to Sapharin. A special plane of his own airline had flown the coffin from Paris back to Greece, to fulfil the great, rich and lonely man’s last wish: to be buried beside his son Pericles on his island of Sapharin.

         The funeral captured the interest of the whole world, and not just because the dead man was Stavros Penopoulos, or because of his great wealth. Nor because he had married the beautiful widow Nany Johnes and had once loved Irena Palvietti, the greatest prima donna of the century—setting his children’s happiness and even the future of his vast shipping empire at stake. Nor because there seemed to have been a kind of curse on the family over the last few years, and Stavros, formerly so full of joie de vivre, had withdrawn into himself more every year, a fact due not only to his incurable muscle disease of myasthenia, but the realization that so many millions can be a heavy burden. The public was more interested to know who would take over the Penopoulos empire—his widow Nany or his daughter Lydia? So far, no one but the family lawyer and the dead man’s relatives knew the contents of the will, and very little information trickled out from them. There was talk of a comparatively small legacy for the widow, of a foundation to be set up in memory of the dead man’s son Pericles, of a consortium of directors to run the worldwide business interests of Penopoulos’s companies, with full control to be retained by his daughter Lydia if she proved capable of the task. And there were rumours of a bitter struggle for power between Penopoulos’s widow and his daughter, with Nany, as his last wife, demanding to be considered head of the family.

         The funeral cortege did not have far to go from the Sapharin villa to the mausoleum. Lydia had shut herself up in her own rooms until the very last minute, allowing no one in but her favourite aunt, Andromeda Lakadonis, Stavros’s younger sister. She sat at the window in a simple black dress, looking like a peasant girl, staring out into space, gazing at the sea, which had been her second home and which she had often hated, which she had cursed and yet loved: it had broken up her family, but it brought in the family millions.

         She did not turn when Andromeda came in, stood behind her, and said in a quiet, faltering voice, “Your father is waiting for you.”

         “And where is she?” asked Lydia harshly. Her grief, which touched Andromeda to the heart, had numbed all her other feelings; she might have been turned to stone.

         “Sitting by his coffin,” said Andromeda, hesitantly.

         “Tell her to go away!”

         “Lydia, she was his wife!”

         “She brought him nothing but unhappiness.”

         “He once loved her very much.”

         “And she made sure she was very well paid for it! She never loved Father, only his money, and the publicity she got from being his wife …”

         “That’s not the only way you can look at it, Lydia. Your father basked in the glory of being the one man to capture the famous, beautiful Nanette Johnes. You know how your father collected famous women the way other men collect china or stamps.”

         “That’s right, speak ill of him now he’s dead!”

         “Surely you suffered from that more than anyone?”

         “I certainly suffered from his marriage to her.”

         “And what about Irena Palvietti?”

         “That’s past history.”

         “You broke her records, remember? If you heard her voice on the radio, you’d smash the set! You went all over the Genia, collecting her pictures to throw them into the sea—you wouldn’t even shake hands with her!”

         “Yes, she took Father away from me. They all took Father away from me, and I was left alone because of all those women. But Nany was the worst of them. Irena— well, she loved Father because she longed for love herself, she was as lonely in the opera house as Father with his millions. She dieted till she was down to a hundred and forty pounds, and it ruined her voice. Irena did all that for Father. And then she came along: even slimmer, even more adaptable, cleverer and sexier—and eaten up by her own greed for money! But of course Father didn’t see that; as you say, she represented a triumph for him. As for her, it was all cold calculation on her side. She destroyed us all. Irena, who’ll never sing again; Father, who could never understand how a woman can spend a hundred and twenty thousand dollars on clothes; me, because I couldn’t laugh unless I was drugged—with alcohol, with kisses, with a man’s hands and his body … Why is she still here?”

         “Naturally she wants to attend her husband’s funeral.” Andromeda Lakadonis went over to Lydia by the window, which looked out on the grounds behind the villa. They could not see the way the coffin would go, but something white could be glimpsed through the green leaves of the tall trees. The mausoleum. “It’s her right and her duty,” said Andromeda. “What would everyone think if she wasn’t here?”

         “She never cared what anyone thought. She did nothing that wasn’t for her own ends.”

         The bell began to toll in the tower of the private chapel built beside the villa. The Metropolitan of Athens and four bishops were praying for the soul of Stavros Penopoulos.

         “We must go,” said Andromeda.

         Lydia nodded, put the black veil over her face as if she herself were the widow, and went slowly to the door. She walked proudly, like a gladiator entering the arena.

         Inside the chapel, Nany, the dead man’s widow, was kneeling by the coffin, which was heaped high with flowers. It had been closed once a Greek official had pronounced Stavros Penopoulos indubitably dead. Somewhere in the dim light of the chapel, sobbing could be heard. The employees of the great Stavros were weeping. They were the only ones present with tears to shed. The widow had withdrawn into a state of pale and beautiful stillness. “She looks lovelier than ever,” one reporter phoned in to his paper. “Nany stealing the show—radiant in her grief.”

         She glanced briefly aside as Lydia knelt down on the velvet hassock beside her, and bowed her head. Two black-veiled women. Two widows?

         “I’m frightened,” Andromeda whispered to her husband, Archimedes Lakadonis.

         Lakadonis, Chairman of the Board of the Penopoulos shipping line, stood on her right, holding a long, thick candle. “She’ll behave,” he whispered back. “She will at least manage to behave correctly at her father’s funeral!”

         “Did Stavros ever manage to behave correctly himself? And she’s her father all over again. If she could, she’d stab Nany in the back this very minute.” Andromeda picked up her own candle, lit it from her husband’s, and clasped her hands around the wax.

         The voice of the Metropolitan sounded subdued, as if muffled by the flowers.

         Then the worst few moments came. Eight friends of the family raised the coffin from the dais where it lay and carried it out into the spring sunshine. A wheeled bier, decked with roses round the edge, was waiting for it. They placed the coffin on this bier, and laid an enormous wreath of red and white roses at its foot.

         The widow’s wreath.

         Lydia Penopoulos waited. When no one moved, she looked around. The funeral guests had come out of the chapel and were forming a procession. With great dignity, the Metropolitan went to its head, the sun shining on his richly embroidered vestments and his long white beard. Servants were carrying out the wreaths from the family and friends. Then came wreaths from the government, from business connections all over the world, last tributes from forty-three Heads of State and Prime Ministers, from seventy-nine associated firms. The flowers were heaped up around the chapel.

         Moving stiffly, like a clockwork toy, Lydia stepped out of the front row and went up to the nearest wreaths. “Give me that,” she told the servant who was holding a large wreath of white roses. And when he stared at her, struck dumb, she hissed furiously, “Let go of it, you fool! Give me that wreath, will you?”

         She was holding the wreath in both hands now, clasping it firmly. She turned back to the bier, again moving in that stiff way, like an automaton. She pushed the widow’s wreath aside and laid her own white roses at the foot of the coffin.

         “Oh God, now for it!” whispered the horrified Andromeda, leaning on Archimedes for support. “We should have made sure she was under sedation till the funeral was over.”

         Nany, the widow, did not react, except to smile in a subdued, rather wry but very photogenic manner. The cameras were focused on her. Only three photo-reporters were allowed to be present, and all photographs had to be submitted to the family for approval before they were published. The most beautiful widow of the decade. “Her sad smile was that of an angel,” one newsman wrote. “Love transfiguring death itself.”

         Lydia stood beside Nany, the two of them out in front on their own.

         “What are you doing here?” asked Lydia quietly, out of the corner of her mouth.

         “He was my husband.”

         “A father means more than a husband.”

         “Some daughters bring their fathers nothing but trouble.”

         “And some people are vipers who live on gold and diamonds!”

         The candle-bearers surrounded the coffin. The Metropolitan and the four bishops nodded. The bier carrying the coffin began to move slowly, drawn by four servants along the gravel path through the grounds to the mausoleum. The bell in the little tower of the chapel tolled all the time. Peace be with his soul.

         Time for the first steps to be taken behind the coffin. Time for the first movement to be made. Lydia was watching the widow.

         “If Nany starts first, Lydia will hold her back by force,” whispered Andromeda, in horror. “What on earth shall we do?”

         At this critical moment Nany said, calmly, almost casually, “Let’s follow him together. We are the only women he really loved.”

         Lydia bowed her head. It was like a slap in the face, rendering her speechless. But her hatred grew to unbearable proportions. How dare she exclude my mother, she thought—Genia, who loved Father and was destroyed by her love? How dare she set herself above other women, at a moment like this?

         The bier jolted along the path. They followed the coffin in silence, walking side by side: Nany, the widow, and Lydia, the heiress.

         It was not yet public knowledge that Stavros had left his wife only forty-five million dollars; that fifty-two and a half per cent of his estate was going towards the establishment, in Leichtenstein, of a Pericles Penopoulos Foundation in memory of his dead son—and the remaining forty-seven and a half per cent was in Lydia’s hands, with a guaranteed annual income of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, plus a seventy-five per cent share in the yacht Genia, the island of Sapharin, and all Penopoulos’s other assets throughout the world. Lydia’s father had drawn his will up very clearly: he was placing his life’s work in the hands of his daughter, not his wife. Stavros had once remarked, to a close friend, “I’m a rich man, but I do believe Nany could make me a poor one.” That comment hovered, unspoken, over his will.

         In the end it was an uneventful day, despite the family’s forebodings. The two women sat well apart at the meal after the funeral. Nany talked to several of the Penopoulos company directors, and the three reporters. She smiled and even laughed, as if she were not in a house of mourning, wearing a black veil, but dining at Maxim’s. Lydia hunched in a chair, her family surrounding her like a protective wall. She perched on the very edge of the seat, as if ready to take off, and drank a glass of champagne. She did not wait for the widow to leave the table, but soon stood up herself and went out, without a word. Alone, she climbed the stairs to her rooms, bolted the main door of her suite, and sat down in front of the pictures above the writing desk in her sitting room. A cooling breeze off the sea blew in through the window, billowing the curtains out, and she could smell thousands of flowers, as if the walls themselves had absorbed the scent of the funeral wreaths.

         Photographs. From New York, Paris, Monte Carlo, Athens, London, on board the Genia. Photographs taken over the years … Stavros with his son Pericles and little Lydia. Stavros with Lydia in his Rolls Royce. Stavros and Lydia at Maxim’s. Stavros in swimming trunks too long for him, but smiling cheerfully, on Sapharin beach with Lydia. Stavros Penopoulos everywhere. Her adored father. The man she looked up to. The eternally footloose traveller. The maker of money. She thought of all her attempts to win a smile from him, a kiss, a caress, a few words just for herself, of her longing for his understanding of her small worries and help in times of real trouble. Love, ordinary love … I wanted that so much, Father …

         She sat in front of the pictures, folded her hands, tossed the black veil off her hair with a shake of her head, and lay back in her chair.

         Then, at last, she wept.

          
      

         A coded telegram, disguised as a poem by Byron, from the Central Post Office in Athens, to one Monsieur Rene Leblanc in Paris. Decoded, it ran:

         
            “Report to Head Office: trouble in the Penopoulos family. L. named sole heiress, N. excluded. All control to be in L.’s hands. Time will show when N. gives up the fight. Prospects now better than ever.
      

            P.D. Okoshkin.”
      

         

         From Paris, the telegram was passed on in another code to Moscow. Three hours after it had been handed in at the Athens post office, Colonel Puyatkin, head of Special Missions, Department II, had the report in his hands.

         The destruction of the Penopoulos family was going just as planned. The process hardly needed to be helped along its way. One only had to strike a blow or two, and they’d be rubbing the salt into their own wounds. All that was necessary was to observe, and lend a helping hand now and then. Time was called for too, plenty of time—but Russians play the waiting game well.

         Colonel Puyatkin was very pleased with Pal Diogenovitch Okoshkin. He recalled him from Athens, and summoned Boris Yegorovitch Lobov from Paris to Moscow.

          
      

         James Bulder returned to the American Embassy in a very bad temper, undid the chain fastening the briefcase to his wrist, and flung the case on his desk.

         “God, I need a drink!” he said. “Bourbon. A stiff one. I feel like I’ve been munching my way through a mouthful of sand …”

         Robert Hermans, the Embassy’s military attache, looked inside his own desk, and tossed a half-full fifth of Bourbon over to Bulder, followed by a packet of cigarettes and some matches. Bulder caught’them and sank into an easy chair.

         “Well, how does she react?” asked Hermans.

         “Christ—that is about the most hysterical female I ever met! She won’t even listen. Just shouts, ‘No!’ Then puts her hands over her ears and runs off. She’s in love with that goddamn Russian.”

         “Not the first time she’s been in love. By all accounts she’s a nymphomaniac.”

         “Yes, well—by her account, she’s always been alone with herself and her problems, looking for love.” Bulder drank from the bottle, and breathed deeply. “It seems her Russian provides the answer: love, the security she wanted from her father, understanding, the simple life of an ordinary human being—she’s spent her life looking for all that, and no luck till now.”

         “So she had to go and get married in Moscow.” Hermans leaned forward. “Okay, what does she say to our evidence against Lobov?”

         “Carries on about the Kennedy assassination, tells us we’re liars and she’s not going to believe a word the CIA says.”

         “Jesus Christ! When we can prove the whole damn thing!” Hermans got to his feet. “James, did you get it over to her just what this is all about? Through Lobov, Russia could be virtually controlling a large part of the West’s energy resources! I can see two alternatives, and either’s a disaster. One: she does exclusive deals with the Russians, dismisses her own crews, hires only Soviet seamen. Two: she sells the whole fleet to the Russians— she has the power to do that if she likes—and devotes herself to a life of loving domesticity. Either way, Russia gets to kick us in the balls!”

         “The Penopoulos family knows that, even if she doesn’t.” Bulder lit a cigarette. “But all Lydia will say is that it’s a lie, she spoke to Boris and he wept down the phone.”

         “Wept down the phone—oh, that’s really great! A captain in the KGB!” Hermans brought the palm of his hand down on his desk. “Well, lover boy certainly knows his part. Good with the tools of his trade—in both senses of the word. We just have to make her understand that this is a superbly acted play. With her bed as the stage.”

         “She never will, Bob. Here she is with a man weeping over her for the first time ever, when she always did the weeping bit before. She can’t get over that, in itself.”

         “It’s all acting.”

         “How do we put that across to her? She’s infatuated; it’s like a drug. Ever seen anyone under the influence of LSD?”

         “Okay, James. Point taken.” Hermans made a dismissive gesture. “Well, we’re not interested in the heiress’s hormone level, it’s the effect this Russian marriage could have on the whole Western world. Better try her again tomorrow.”

         “I shan’t get to see her again.” Bulder took another long swallow of Bourbon. “Our only hope is the aunt. Lydia phoned Moscow a while ago, told Lobov she’ll be back soon and she loves him. And you can bet your life she will be going back to Moscow.”

         “How about that notion of getting her certified?”

         “Insufficient grounds.”

         “The marriage won’t be recognized as legal.”

         “Oh, our bright young friend Lobov is perfectly ready to be married again in Greece, in a Greek Orthodox ceremony. For that many millions, plus sixty ships, I’d turn Buddhist or anything else you care to name myself.” Bulder shook his head. “No, this looks like the end of the road, Bob. We won’t get anywhere without convincing Lydia. The way she sees it, Lobov is still her quiet, reserved, sensitive ‘little Russian’, naïve enough to wonder why their marriage should cause so much fuss. Once he’s sure of Lydia, of course, that’ll change. He’ll act whatever way the KGB tell him. Moscow will withdraw the drug: that magic love potion. And then Lydia will see straight again.”

         “But too late for the West.”

         “We may have to reckon on that, Bob.” Bulder took a third deep swallow. “That girl is head over heels in love with her Russian. When her world collapses, there are just three possibilities: either she kills Lobov, or she kills herself, or she goes off her head. I don’t see any happier outcome—do you?”

         “Kind of a Greek tragedy,” said Hermans.

          
      

         The KGB offices are not a work of architecture which people stop in the street to admire. In fact, they seem designed to make you walk past quickly. A huge building on the corner of two streets, in the neo-classical style: seven storeys above ground level, and seven more underground containing soundproofed cells to hold four hundred people. Few of the inmates of these cells have left them as free men and women.

         This building is the headquarters from which all secret service activities are directed. Two and a half million men and women work for the KGB, ninety thousand of them as secret agents in the West. The KGB’s annual budget is more than the entire national budget of many states. From 1917, when Lenin set up the secret service, calling it the “sword and shield of the Soviet Union”, to this day, the KGB has, at a rough estimate, killed thirty-five million people. KGB agents are to be found everywhere, disguised as minor diplomats, businessmen, journalists, members of all manner of organizations, athletes and sportsmen.

         Sentences of exile to Siberia, to the mines, to the wood-cutting labour gangs and the stone quarries pass through the seven storeys of offices in this building, by way of the desks of KGB officers; medical certificates committing people to mental hospitals are signed; the records of interrogations, conducted in those seven underground storeys where screams cannot be heard, are typed up.

         The KGB is not just another set of administrative offices: it is a spider with millions of eyes and millions of venomous stings.

         Boris Yegorovitch Lobov had parked his Volga car around the corner. He crossed the street. Then he stopped, and let his glance travel up the façade of the KGB building to the fourth floor. Sixth window from the right. That was Puyatkin’s office. A plain, bare room where thousands of human fates had been decided.

         Mine, too, thought Lobov. As the husband of a multi-millionaire’s heiress.

         He passed the security checks without being stopped. The officials on duty knew him, nodded to him; one even came up to him and shook hands.

         “Congratulations, Boris Yegorovitch! The best of luck to you! No more money worries for you! Where’s the honeymoon to be? Thinking of Siberia? Mind you steer clear of the camp, comrade—don’t want to frighten your little birdie, do you? If I were you I’d take her to Georgia or the Crimea—though I suppose that wouldn’t be so different from her own Riviera. Yes, perhaps Siberia’s your best bet; Siberia looks the way they imagine Russia in the West!”

         The man was smiling benevolently. He shook hands with Lobov again and beamed cheerfully at him. Lobov’s response was cool.

         “I really do love her, you know,” he said, while the friendly man was still shaking his hand. “You’ve all got the wrong idea.”

         “You can’t overlook all those millions, comrade!”

         “I’m not interested in vast sums of money.”

         “But we are, Boris Yegorovitch, we are!” The jovial man, whose manner was beginning to grate on Lobov, slapped him on the shoulder. “You did a fine job. Going up to see Puyatkin now?”

         “Yes,” said Lobov, briefly.

         “What do you bet you’ll be due for a decoration? Or promotion to major? You’re rising in the world, comrade!”

         Lobov walked on, took the lift up to the fourth floor, and reported to the secretary. Lyuba, a blonde with eyes clear as water, and a pouting mouth that invited kisses, was delighted to see him.

         “Congratulations, comrade!”

         “Thank you.” Lobov indicated the door beyond her. “I’m expected.”

         “It was such a lovely, simple wedding.”

         “That was how we wanted it.”

         “Have you found an apartment yet?”

         “Not so far.”

         “It won’t be easy, will it? They’re saying she wants one with seven rooms—is that true? In Moscow? I mean, wherever would you find an apartment that size, just for two people? You’d better build yourself a dacha, she won’t even notice the money it costs!”

         “We want to live quite simply,” said Lobov, controlling his tongue with an effort. “We don’t mind about luxury. Now, I think I have an appointment with the Colonel.”

         “Of course.” Lyuba pressed a button and said, in her more “official” voice. “Comrade Lobov is here.” When there was no answer, she nodded towards the doorway. “Go straight on in. He’s in a terrible mood, but you’ll cheer him up.”

         Colonel Puyatkin was sitting at his desk, beneath the portraits of Lenin and Brezhnev, with a stack of foreign newspapers in front of him, sorting them out by their headlines. The same name leaped out at Lobov from every front page: Lydia. Now and then he saw his own name too, and a picture of himself and Lydia: outside the Moscow Palace of Marriage, getting into the car, a snapshot of a walk they had taken through Moscow …

         “Those reporters—they’re like bloodhounds,” said Lobov. “Lying in wait everywhere. What the hell does our marriage matter to the general public? How am I any different from Ivan or Andrei next door?”

         “Sit down, Boris Yegorovitch,” said Colonel Puyatkin gravely. “And take a look at these newspapers! Not a word in your favour. Nothing but attacks and accusations. Our opponents have gone on the offensive. The CIA is feeding information to the West, with a definite aim in view.” He looked at Lobov. “How can you explain the fact that they know just what you were doing in Paris? The CIA has published a whole file on you. Unfortunately, it’s accurate.”

         “I know.” Lobov glanced at the papers. “Lydia phoned me. She doesn’t believe it. She’s standing by me, coming back to Moscow.”

         “You denied everything?”

         “Yes.”

         “Convincingly?”

         “It looks like it. If she does come back to Moscow, I’ll have won. Then we can go on our delayed honeymoon, and after that the whole matter will fade away.”

         “Not short on wishful thinking, are you?” Colonel Puyatkin leaned back. He was a man in his mid-fifties, with a round progressively balding head. He did what he could about that, with birch-water and oils to promote hair growth, but nothing was any use, which depressed him a great deal. He worked off his depression in his job. Whereas he had once employed a dangerously jovial manner, which disguised his undeniable power, as his hair fell out he became increasingly morose and disagreeable. “No, the bombardment will go on. Boris Yegorovitch, they’ll try to get her certified unfit to manage her own affairs.”

         “They’ll never manage to do that.”

         “There have been experts poring over legal documents for weeks in the Athenian Ministry of Merchant Shipping, considering how to get around any Soviet influence on the Penopoulos Line, for reasons of state.”

         “They can’t do that. It’s up to Lydia what happens, and no one else.”

         “Ah, but there’s this concept of diminished responsibility. That would remove all power from her hands. And it’s not for us to decide on that, it’s up to Greek law. The notion of diminished responsibility, for instance, might be understood to imply that the company business can’t be managed properly from Moscow.”

         “Then we’ll move back to Paris or Monaco.”

         “To the glee of the CIA!” Puyatkin rocked his chair violently. “This is not a battle we want to fight in the open, Boris Yegorovitch. But a mistake has occurred. The enemy has identified you—whether your wife believes it just now or not. You’ve become their target! I’m afraid I must reprimand you for failing to take precautionary measures in Paris—precautionary measures which were essential. How can the CIA know you’ve had three meetings with Admiral Gorshkov? You were shadowed, Boris, and you didn’t notice! Worse still, they’re putting more pieces of the jigsaw together now, working out just which events in the Penopoulos family brought you a commendation. If our opponents put a few more facts together neatly enough, we’re not in a very nice position. What do you have to say about that, Boris Yegorovitch?”

         “I think we should keep quiet and sit it out, Colonel.” Lobov looked at Lenin’s picture, hanging above Puyatkin’s balding head. “The entire Penopoulos operation goes back over twenty years. What difference will another two or three make? I could do with a rest from it all myself.”

         “Oh, could you?” Puyatkin grinned and winked. “A bit of a strain, is she? Don’t say you’re finding the going too hard, Boris? A fit, athletic young man like yourself—I’d have thought you had more stamina. Where’s that going to lead us? Mind you, I suppose it would be the neatest solution from the West’s point of view: Lydia wears you out, you drop dead of a heart attack, you solve all their problems. Sorry, we can’t have that.”

         “I love her,” said Lobov.

         Puyatkin brought his chair forward, his paunch making impact with the edge of his desk. “Repeat that, would you, comrade? Very slowly. I have this kind of buzzing in my ears.”

         “I love my wife, Lydia Lobova.”

         “Oh,” Puyatkin looked at Lobov in genuine surprise. “Well, I suppose once you’re used to thinking in millions …”

         “I’m not interested in the money.”

         “Still, according to old Stavros’s will, as Lydia’s husband you get an allowance of a hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year.” Puyatkin laughed, quietly. “Old Penopoulos knew his little girl. A man who can keep her happy in bed needs something to help him along, and dollar bills are pretty good therapy!”

         “Colonel, I feel we’re talking at cross purposes.”

         “Oh, shut up, Boris Yegorovitch!”

         “I mean it. I genuinely do. I love my wife. Whether her maiden name was Penopoulos, or whether I’d found her driving a tractor on a collective farm, it wouldn’t make any difference. We want only one thing; we want to be happy. We both know that’s a lot to ask, but we’re ready to fight for it.”

         “Lobov, you really had better shut up.” Puyatkin shuffled the foreign newspapers back into a pile again, with both hands. “I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know if I say you’re one of my favourite men. I feel like a father to you. Now, I wouldn’t say a word against your mother, Maia Gavrilovna. Good woman, very fine woman! She did everything for you after the Germans shot your father Yegor Andreyevitch at Borissov in ’44. But be honest, Boris: who made a man of you? A man with a sense of responsibility? The KGB! And me! I recognized your talent very early on.”

         “That’s quite true, Colonel.”

         “And now you come along rolling your eyes and saying: I love my wife Lydia Lobova! Where is that going to get you, Boris? Naturally you’re supposed to love your heiress, but within reason! A step nearer the goal every night. A little farther on, every time you go to bed with her. Every kiss another rivet to consolidate our influence. It’s a fight, Boris, and you undertook to fight it.”

         “Things looked different a couple of years ago.” Lobov bent his head and looked at the floor. The summer sunshine over Moscow, bringing sultry heat to its streets, fell on his fair hair. A nice chap, thought Puyatkin. Almost handsome at times. But if he’s becoming unstable, he must be brought firmly back to earth.

         “A couple of years ago,” said Lobov thoughtfully, “Lydia meant nothing to me but a typical product of capitalism. You see, I’d gleaned all I knew about her from newspaper reports …”

          
      

         Kostas Portales, Paris director of the Penopoulos Line, was not the bearer of good news. He had come to make a report, as he did every morning when Lydia was staying in Paris, running the group’s affairs from the Avenue Foch instead of Monte Carlo.

         Something surprising and quite unexpected had happened, almost overnight: on the death of her father Lydia, his sole heiress now that Nany had resentfully retired from the scene, her threat to fight the will proving ineffectual, had taken over control of the whole gigantic business concern as if she had never done anything else all her life.

         The death of her brother Pericles, which came near to breaking old Stavros, since all his hopes were pinned on his son, summoned Lydia back home from the life of idle luxury she had been leading. At the age of twentythree she began her “apprenticeship”, assisting her father in New York, sitting in her office in Monte Carlo, the headquarters of the whole Penopoulos Group, for ten or twelve hours at a stretch without showing signs of fatigue, working her way into the understanding of a business empire so wide ranging, and with so many intricate connections, that it was impossible for an outsider even to make a rough guess at the size of old Stavros’s fortune.

         None the less, the directors wondered what would happen when the old man was gone. With a woman like Lydia at the head of the business, they envisaged a process of slow but sure decline. She had inherited much from her father: above all, his stamina, his quick temper, and his unpredictability. But not his entrepreneurial genius. A man who starts out as a Greek lad with a few borrowed dollars and becomes one of the richest men in the world is not easily replaced. And the economic situation was different now. Money was shorter, prices increasingly depressed, and competition, especially from Japan, was leading to a price war. The boom was over; it was time to rationalize.

         It was at this critical phase of world economy, in a time of global recession, that Stavros died—tired, almost unrecognizable from the effects of his disease, behind drawn curtains in a sickroom smaller than his own servants’ bedrooms. His tongue, too, was paralysed by then, and he could not tell his wife and daughter what he had been thinking sadly for months: Make up your quarrels. Life is Short. I’ve enjoyed it, but now it’s ending I see how many mistakes I made. Money isn’t everything. Of course, those who don’t have it envy those of us who do. But if you have it, it may crush you with its weight. I should like to be a simple Greek peasant again, or a fisherman on the beach. That was a good life, a happy one, a life fit for a human being. Make up your quarrels …

         And Lydia, the heiress, and Nany, the widow, had in fact made up their quarrels. It was a reconciliation based on cash. Old Stavros’s will was clear and incontestable. It provided, first and foremost, for the maintenance of his life’s work, it gave his daughter financial security, and simultaneously ensured that his inheritance was out of reach of the Johnes clan in the States. He wrote his last will and testament on 3rd January 1974, in a plane between Acapulco and New York, and he left his daughter Lydia fifty-nine ships, three islands, along with refineries and wharves, food factories, industrial works, countless real estate properties, and the most modern and beautiful skyscraper in New York, a symphony in concrete, glass and marble. He provided generously for his wife Nany with an annuity, a settlement, and some smaller legacies, but that was nothing by comparison with Lydia’s enormous inheritance.

         The business was what mattered: a woman can be replaced and paid off, and anyone who did not realize that had never understood Stavros Penopoulos.

         His widow Nany realized it, and was clever enough not to stir up the heiress’s dislike of her. She expressed herself content, but had her revenge in her own way: now a lonely widow, she took her place among the beautiful people again, danced, laughed and did not deny any suggestion that she had a good deal to catch up on now.

         Kostas Portales was looking worried as he entered Stavros’s big office, now occupied by his daughter. She was sitting behind the huge desk, wearing a simple cotton dress, looking rather lost, but her eyes were watchful, like those of a tigress who feels hedged in and is ready to spring at any moment. There was always distrust in those eyes. Kostas Portales himself had said of her, “That girl’s brilliant. I trust her instinct more than my own intelligence—even more than her father’s intelligence. In a few years’ time she’ll be one of the best shipping experts in the world, and well able to dispense with the advice of us bald-headed old men.” On the other hand, there had been that article in a big Greek news magazine, inspired, Lydia suspected, by comments from some of her directors in Athens. “She is hard and cynical, nervy and explosive,” said the article. “She is unstable and unpredictable, like a supertanker without ballast. She is light years apart from her father. Stavros came up from the bottom, she starts at the top. Her father could drink and swear with his own seamen, something she can never do.”

         That stuck in her mind, and hurt, but she had expected it. Directly after her father’s death, after the opening of the will, she had summoned all the directors and advisers of the Penopoulos companies to London. Wearing a simple black dress, looking almost like a Greek peasant woman, she stood in front of them and said firmly, “I may be a woman, but I am a Penopoulos too, and from now on you will come to me for all decisions.”

         Well done, Kostas Portales had muttered at the time. You’re a good pupil—my pupil. Keep going, little Lydia! Show them what you can do!

         A great deal had happened since then.

         She had married, for the second time: a banker called Alexander Kampanos. This marriage, like her first, had turned sour after a few months. Kampanos, like her first husband, was unable to give her what she had wanted so desperately ever since she could remember: warmth, security and love, a resting place, a hand to soothe her troubles away, a voice to lull her asleep, a man she could admire.

         Whenever she tried to get really close to a man, however, the attempt always foundered on her father-fixation, and this second marriage was no exception. It was still in existence, but she and Kampanos had little to do with each other. They lived apart, Kampanos mainly in Athens, while Lydia shuttled between New York, Paris, Monte Carlo and her yacht. Now and then she visited Sapharin, to sit by the tombs of her father and her brother, talk to the dead men and weep. She seemed to have drawn strength from these visits when she returned to her offices again.

         Kostas Portales sketched a polite bow and came over to her. He sat down in the leather chair in front of the desk, and placed his briefcase on its polished mahogany surface.

         “Bad news?” asked Lydia, a rather constrained smile on her lips. “But you’ll have a solution, won’t you, Kostas? How many ships do we have lying up?”

         “Twenty-six, Lydia.”

         “That’s almost half the fleet!”

         “All due to the world-wide drive to economize on oil, in answer to the Arabs’ blackmail attempts with their oil prices. Thanks to state subsidies, the Japanese have lowered their freight charges yet again. It’s getting risky to be a shipowner these days.”

         “We’ll have to adapt, Kostas.”

         “It will mean losing hundreds of thousands on each ship.”

         “The profits from our other interests will have to make up for it. This is only a passing phase; the economy can’t be kept simmering on a low flame for ever. It’d mean world-wide unemployment and major crises. We must just make sure we get through this bad patch. I’ll lay the ships up, and bring them out again once the trade war’s over.”

         “We do have an offer from someone to charter nine of the ships,” said Kostas slowly. “A man rang this morning; they put the call through to me. It sounds interesting.”

         “Then let’s hear it!” Lydia gave her mentor a cheerful nod. “Nine ships, Kostas? Working to full capacity?”

         “Working to full capacity. A two-year deal.”

         “So what are you waiting for?”

         “I have my misgivings.”

         “Are they trying to beat the price down too low? Then don’t accept. I’d rather lay the ships up.”

         “No, my caller will accept our own price. He didn’t even bargain, he didn’t ask for discounts, security cover, a clause providing for a sliding price scale—he accepted straight away.”

         “Who is it?”

         “My caller’s name was Okoshkin.”

         “Never heard of him.”

         Kostas Portales cleared his throat. “These are new customers in our market, Lydia. The caller was sounding us out on behalf of the Soviet Export and Trade Mission, here in Paris.”

         “Russians?” asked Lydia, bewildered. “Russians, wanting to charter my ships?”

         “They offer world-wide freight services, and they’re in urgent need of three supertankers for ocean crossings. And freighters for, I suspect, Angola in West Africa and Mozambique in East Africa. It’s a tricky business, Lydia. A potential source of trouble, and I’m dubious about accepting.”

         “What would my father have done in a situation like this?” she asked, leaning slightly forward. Her large, dark eyes were glittering. “You knew him better than anyone, Kostas.”

         “He didn’t like the Russians. And he was never in a situation where he was working for them. Your father was Western through and through. But in the present economic crisis …”

         “He’d have done the deal, wouldn’t he?”

         “Our business knows only one kind of politics: those of survival!”

         “Then let’s survive!” She winked at Kostas. Suddenly she’s like a little girl again, thought Portales, a little girl with a new doll. But her next words destroyed that impression. “I will fix the price, if it’s Penopoulos ships they want. I shall tell them we are not in actual need of Russian custom …”

         “They must know just what our situation is, or they wouldn’t have made inquiries.” Kostas pulled the phone towards him and glanced at his papers, then dialled a number and handed the receiver to Lydia. At the same time, he switched on the tapping device to enable him to listen in.

         The call went through. After a couple of seconds, there was a woman’s voice. “Soviet Export and Trade Mission. Can I help you?”

         “Who’s in charge of your freight-carrying department?”

         “Who is that calling, please?”

         “Lydia Penopoulos.”

         A moment’s silence. Then the same voice, but startled. “Lydia Penopoulos herself?”

         “Yes, myself. Would you please put me through?”

         “At once, madame. I … I never dreamed I’d hear your own voice …”

         “Well, you’re not dreaming, so would you be kind enough to put me through?”

         The phone crackled once or twice. Lydia put her hand over the receiver. “Silly bitch!” she said, annoyed. “Am I some kind of fabulous animal on show?”

         “Yes, to a lot of people you are.”

         A man’s voice interrupted any further exchanges. A young and pleasant voice, though suitably business-like and cool.

         “My name is Lobov,” said the man. “Boris Yegorovitch Lobov. Am I speaking to Lydia Penopoulos herself?”

         “Yes.”

         “Good heavens—I’d never have dreamed of it!”

         “Apparently a common attitude at your place!” said Lydia, sarcastically. “Everyone I get through to wouldn’t have dreamed of speaking to me! Is it, by any chance, part of someone’s dream that a Monsieur Okoshkin called our head offices?”

         “No, as it happens, that was done in a waking moment! Comrade Okoshkin did call your offices, on my behalf.”

         “Do you always call each other comrade?”

         “It’s usual.”

         “And you want to charter nine of our ships? Three of them being supertankers—comrade?” She winked at Portales again, her face bright. Why, after all, she was thinking, one can have quite a pleasant conversation with Russians. They even have a sense of humour!

         “If possible, madame, we should very much like to do that,” said Lobov, smoothly. “I feel we could soon reach an agreement about the conditions.”

         “I’m not so sure about that, comrade,” she said. Kostas made a slight gesture, trying to convey the message: Don’t play with fire, Lydia, that’s the wrong tone. You’re underestimating the Russians. This isn’t a party, it’s hard-headed business. Oil for countries with unstable regimes. The Russians want the use of our fleet, under the Liberian flag. They can carry anything they like then, and still say: it’s not a Soviet ship, and what business of ours is it what the Penopoulos Line is carrying, and where that freight is going?

         “I’m ready to discuss the matter any time, comrade,” said the Russian.

         “Now, wait a moment! You don’t get away with that!”

         “A discussion?”

         “No—calling me comrade!” Lydia laughed out loud, her head thrown back, her mouth wide open, her teeth gleaming and her eyes narrowed. Her laughter was as elemental as any of her outbursts of emotion; she was as whole-hearted in joy as in hatred. “Nine ships are quite a lot, Comrade Lobov. What guarantees can you give?”

         “Does the Soviet Union need to give guarantees? We’re offering to charter your ships for two years, at your own price.”

         “You don’t know what that is yet.”

         “No doubt you’ll tell me.” There was a nicely calculated pause. “Is it possible to discuss the matter in person?”

         “I’ll send some of my directors along to see you.”

         “I’d prefer to discuss it with yourself, if I might.”

         “At Maxim’s, perhaps?”

         “I’d have to buy myself a dinner jacket for that; I don’t possess such a thing. Couldn’t we go somewhere a little … less capitalist?”

         “The George V restaurant?”

         “By all means!” Lobov laughed: a pleasant, youthful, carefree laugh. “I did have a bistro in mind, but if you’d be more comfortable at the George V … ”

         “That’s the hotel where my father always used to stay, and I like to keep traditions going.”

         “It’s all very well for you, madame.” Lobov sounded less cheerful. “My own country’s traditions begin with the October Revolution. Well—at the George V. When?”

         “This evening. Nine o’clock?”

         “Certainly. I shall look forward to it.”

         Lobov hung up. Lydia stared at Kostas as she handed him back the receiver, which he replaced. “You’re looking at me as if I’d just committed murder!” she said.

         “A business deal is not a flirtation.”

         “He does sound quite young, judging from his voice …”

         “If a man like Lobov has a position like his in the West, it means he’s a good Communist.”

         “I’m not interested in politics. I own a shipping line, and twenty-six of my ships are lying up: that’s all it’s about. The Russians want nine of those ships, and if they pay well they can have them. Any objection to that, Kostas?”

         Portales sighed. Exactly her father’s tone! Stavros’s moods had often fluctuated; Lydia could be defiant too, and act out of defiance, which was a good deal more dangerous.

         “The George V is hardly the place to do business with a Russian.”

         “Too elegant, you mean? Do all Russians spit on the floor?”

         “Lydia, you haven’t met this man Lobov yet!”

         “Well, have you?”

         “I’ll grant you he has a pleasant laugh, but he may be old and bent!”

         “I’m not buying him, I’m buying his custom! Two years’ chartering for nine ships—that’s worth a dinner at the George V, isn’t it?” She rose, and ran both hands through her hair. “Oh lord, my hair needs doing— Kostas, would you have them send for Monsieur Julien?”

         “Can I come to the George V with you, Lydia?” asked Kostas Portales, making one final effort.

         “No.” She went to the door. The cotton dress swirled around her legs, which were rather too sturdy. Her hips were wide too, and she had put on a little too much weight for a young woman of her age. “Are you afraid of the Russians, Kostas?”

         “Lydia, I do beg you to be particularly careful!”

         “Why do you all insist on treating me as a child?” Her big dark eyes flashed angrily at Kostas. “I am Stavros Penopoulos’s daughter! If my father didn’t like the Russians, then I don’t like them either—satisfied?”

         “We have confidence in you, Lydia,” said Kostas, picking up his briefcase.

         Lobov had smartened himself up for the occasion.

         His claim to possess no dinner jacket was, of course, a lie. Any Russian holding an official position in the public eye abroad was, naturally, equipped with everything necessary for moving in the circles in which he found himself. Lobov had a thick file on Lydia Penopoulos in the safe in his office. It was most painstakingly drawn up, covering her life from her birth to her second marriage. The entire family history of Stavros Penopoulos, the multi-millionaire, was here too—from his first business deals as a small, frail Greek lad in the slums of New York to his death, the last act of a Greek tragedy played out before the eyes of the whole world. Not a drama of coincidences, but a genuine tragedy, showing the hand of a director at work. An invisible director, described by most people as Fate.

         Lobov knew better. He was aware that Fate’s real name was Tikhon Pavlovitch Puyatkin.

         He had chosen a blue suit, a plain white shirt and a red tie for the evening at the George V. He had had his hair trimmed, and parted it on the left. There was a white handkerchief in the breast pocket of his jacket.

         He was in the hotel lobby before nine, sitting in a deep armchair and admiring the genuine Degas hanging on the wall. At nine precisely, the Penopoulos Rolls Royce drew up, and the hotel commissionaire ran to open the car door.

         Lobov rose. He knew that, at this very moment, Colonel Puyatkin would be looking at his watch, feeling well satisfied.

         The invasion of the Penopoulos family’s empire could begin. The heiress was coming towards him.

         Lobov went to meet her as she entered the lobby and looked around inquiringly, cool and distant.

         “Madame …”

         Lydia put back her head and scrutinized him. Fair hair, a good forehead, blue rather dreamy eyes which would arouse any woman’s interest at once, a wellshaped nose, a mouth which was both gentle and firm. The shape of his head was entirely European, but his rather high cheekbones were the legacy of his Caucasian mother.

         “Are you Lobov?” she asked, surprised. “You don’t look at all what I expected!”

         “Not all Russians are Siberian fur trappers, madame.”

         “I didn’t mean it that way!” She laughed. Her mouth was wide, her teeth white. Yes, thought Lobov, just like her pictures. Not a ravishing beauty, but a girl of character.

         “So you really are as young as you sounded,” said Lydia.

         “I’m every day of thirty-eight.”

         “Oh, but that is young—and not just for a man in your position! The directors of my own companies might all be my grandfathers.” She glanced around, and two pageboys came to take her mink coat. The maitre d’hôtel, at the restaurant door in his tailor-made dinner jacket, hair slicked down, bowed as Lydia looked at him.

         “Well, this is very pleasant,” she said, with a laugh that was a little too girlish. “I know people from all over the world, but I do believe I’ve never had dinner with a Russian before.”

          
      

         He had good table manners; that was the first thing that struck Lydia. And why not, she asked herself crossly; why should we expect Russians to be barbarians? Russia, as presented in the newspapers and books she read, was the Red mystery of the East, an unknown monster, deadly to its neighbours. According to such stereotyped notions, a Russian might be someone who moved like a human being, dressed like a human being, lived in a human house—but had little else to do with humanity.

         She watched Lobov as he drank his soup, dealt confidently and indeed dexterously with grilled langoustines, opened up and dissected a fine sea bass baked in puff pastry, and sniffed the dry white wine in his glass, carefully tasted a mouthful, hesitated briefly, checking the bouquet, flavour and degree of chilling, and finally nodded. “Très bien, monsieur.”

         And the head wine waiter, who was naturally serving at Lydia Penopoulos’s table, was happy to pour the wine, left arm very correctly held behind his back.

         “You enjoy food?” asked Lydia. She raised her own glass to Lobov, and took a small sip.

         “I enjoy good food.” Lobov smiled at her. An open, boyish face, such as she had not seen for a long time: not really since the death of her brother Pericles. He, too, had had that carefree, uninhibited, sunny smile. All the other men she knew—well, they might smile, but it was a cosmetic smile, a calculated manipulation of the lips, the wish, born of vanity, to please at any price. This Russian called Lobov smiled from right inside himself, with his whole heart.

         She was enchanted. She went on eating. Once or twice a piece of fish fell off her fork because her fingers were trembling slightly. For God’s sake, Lydia, pull yourself together, she thought. That’s a Russian sitting opposite you, a Russian, so why don’t you hear alarm bells ringing?

         “And where do you come from?” she asked, to get the conversation going again.

         “Moscow.”

         “You’re a native of the city?”

         “Well, I was born in Tianeti—that’s a small town north of Tiflis, in Georgia. My mother is Caucasian. But we moved to Moscow when I was two.”

         “Is your mother still alive?”

         “Very much so.”

         “I expect she’s a beautiful woman.”

         “What makes you say that?”

         “Well, don’t they say the Caucasians are the most beautiful of all the Russian peoples? The French of the East, so to speak?”

         Lobov nodded, and took another sip of wine. “In fact, my mother is very beautiful,” he said, investigating the puff pastry with his fork, face serious now. “A wonderful woman.”

         “You love your mother very much?”

         “If it didn’t sound over-dramatic, I’d say I worship her.”

         “I can understand.” She stared at her plate. “I know how that kind of thing feels, Monsieur Lobov.”

         “You said Comrade Lobov on the phone. I like the sound of that.”

         “All right: Comrade Lobov!” She smiled, faintly. “I had people I worshipped too.”

         “Your father Stavros?”

         “Yes. And my mother Genia. And my brother Pericles too, though I often resented him because he was always put first—he was the heir apparent, the crown prince, cleverer and more elegant than I was. Everyone else looked pale beside him. But in my heart I admired him enormously; I worshipped him too.”

         “And you have lost them all …” said Lobov softly. It was a cleverly judged remark; it opened the way to Lydia’s heart and made her forget her reserve. To remind Lydia of the Penopoulos family’s tragedies, the wounds whose scars had never healed—that was the way to win her confidence. She looked at Lobov, eyes clouded, before she went on eating with trembling fingers. A lock of hair fell over her forehead, and she did not push it back.

         “You’re lucky,” she said slowly. “You still have your mother. What about your father?”

         “He died in the War, fighting the Germans at Borissov.”

         “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

         “No. No doubt I should have done, if my father had lived. He was a cheerful man, as far as I can remember, and he adored my mother.” Purposely casual, he added a remark that sent a thrill right through Lydia. “We Russians are good at loving; we love with our whole souls.”

         “I believe you,” she said, softly. “It must be wonderful to be loved like that.”

         “You should know what it’s like, surely.”

         “Me?” She looked up in some embarrassment. His open face was smiling at her, his blue eyes shining. “Why me?” she asked.

         “You’re married—for the second time.”

         “Yes, so I am.” Her tone was reserved. It said: stop, don’t come any closer. This area is out of bounds. Two husbands … she had married the first out of sheer defiance, to annoy and humiliate her father, in a phase of wild rebellion and as a kind of protest against his marriage to Nany Johnes. And her second marriage was a reaction against the wishes of her dead father. In order to keep his empire going, he had wanted Lydia to marry a suitable man to run it, preferably the son of another shipowner. The same old story: you’re a girl, you’re quite a remarkable girl, you’ve done brilliantly in the business, but still you’re a girl, and only a man can manage Stavros Penopoulos’s inheritance.

         That hurt, but she said nothing. On his deathbed in Paris, while Stavros could still think and talk clearly, he had asked Lydia, “Promise me one thing, my child; marry Heraklion Numouris! Our two groups under the same management—it would be an unbeatable combination!” And she had promised, suppressing tears of grief and rage. She could not refuse the last wish of an old, crippled, dying man. Seven months later, however, it was not young Numouris she had married on impulse, but another man: dark-haired Alexander Kampanos.

         Two marriages. Two husbands who had shared her bed, but never, really, her heart. As with so many men who had crossed her path, she had known desire, surrender, disillusionment, self-disgust, and then taken refuge in solitude again. All they loved was the great Stavros’s daughter. All they loved was her millions. If her body were not made of flesh and blood, but solid gold, a block of metal with all the necessary anatomical features, they would even have made love to that if its name was Penopoulos.

         Lobov sensed her rebuff, and changed his own tone at once. “Madame,” he said, more seriously, “we’re talking about ourselves too much, when we should be discussing business. Look at it this way: there are you, owner of one of the biggest shipping lines in the world. And here am I, representing the Soviet Union, one of the greatest nations in the world. Now, we should like to charter some of your ships.”

         “You want us to carry your freight,” said Lydia.

         “One could put it like that.”

         “One must put it like that! All I’m offering to hire you is freight capacity. My own line supplies the captains and crews.”

         “But of course. We are concerned only with your available tonnage.” Lobov waited for the head waiter to remove the plates. They would have time to talk business before the sweet appeared: crepes suzette with cerises flambees. Quarter of an hour, probably. “We will go along with your propositions. Your prices are high, but we shall know we’re in good hands.”

         “And you will be wanting our ships to sail the African route?”

         “Mainly.”

         “With what freight?”

         “Groundnut oil, machinery.”

         “Armaments, you mean! Arms for Angola, Mozambique, the guerrilla armies of other African states. Arms to kill the whites, carried by my ships; do you expect me to connive at that?”

         “You would only be hiring out freight capacity.”

         “And turning a blind eye?”

         “Do you really think, if I send a crate of electric cookers somewhere by rail, the railway authorities are going to open up the crate to see if the packaging really does contain those electric cookers?”

         “You’re horribly honest, Lobov.”

         “Why horribly, madame?”

         “You’re making it difficult for me to go on sharing a table with you.”

         “Your father would have …”

         “But I’m not my father!” she interrupted harshly.

         “You’re something like eighty per cent of him! Did he never ship arms anywhere?”

         “Never! I know he didn’t.”

         “Your father started building up his shipping empire by buying old American Liberty ships after the War. Troop transports, munitions vessels; he adapted them as best he could and went into business. He shipped anything that would bring in money. Until he had enough to buy his first oil tanker, and go into business on a totally ethical basis.”

         “We are totally ethical now, and that’s the way we stay.”

         “But you can’t or not much longer, if the present economic crisis lasts. A lapdog may get fed veal cutlets—but turn him out to fend for himself, and he’ll scavenge from garbage cans.”

         “You put things very clearly, Lobov!” said Lydia.

         “I’m a Russian, and our diplomatic methods are well enough known: the iron hand in the velvet glove. It never fails.”

         “It does as far as I’m concerned.”

         The dessert course was served. Cherries hissed in the kirsch in the flambe pan, dancing in a bluish flame. Lobov turned his attention entirely to the crepes suzette, savouring them slowly. The coffee that followed smelled delicious. A red-jacketed Algerian waiter poured it from its round glass jug, while the maîtred’hôtel, standing at the restaurant door doing the honours, glanced across at Lydia, hoping for a look of approval.

         “Altogether delicious!” said Lobov. “Though you should try Russian blinis some time. Stuffed with crystallized mulberries, cloudberries and rose petals. We have another good speciality too: cranberries or preserved calamus root, mixed with minced reindeer meat and baked in piroshki.”

         “Good gracious, can you really come by that sort of thing in a truly Socialist country?”

         “Oh, they grow in Siberia as freely as potatoes grow in the West. We don’t subsist entirely on pickled cabbage, whatever you Westerners may think!”

         “I’m sorry!” She smiled. Her face became strangely soft, almost beautiful, and there was a dreamy look in her eyes. Lobov stole a quick glance at her as he sipped his strong coffee. Poor girl, he thought. In spite of all her millions. Rather a plain face really, hips too wide, legs too sturdy, broad shoulders, nothing specially seductive about her breasts—but a loving heart, you can see, always longing for tenderness, looking for a man who’ll give her the paternal warmth she wants. And which she’ll never get. Wherever Lydia Penopoulos goes, people will fall at her feet; no one ever stops to think she’s the one who really wants to be picked up.

         “I doubt if we shall finalize the deal today,” said Lobov. Then, in surprise, he saw the green-jacketed wine waiter place slender glasses and a champagne cooler on the table. The maitre d’hôtel himself examined the bottle before it was brought to the table. “What exactly are you celebrating, madame?”

         “Oh, this evening! Getting to know a Russian.”

         “Then we ought not to be drinking champagne in the George V; we should be in a Russian kabak—that just means bar. I know one in St Germain; shall we try it?”




OEBPS/images/9788728400241_cover_epub.jpg





