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MARTINEAU’S DREAM





He dreams that Soviet tanks are racing through Budapest, along Androssy Street, across Heroes Square, down Kossoth Lajos past a burning tram towards the Erzebet Bridge, their shells blasting holes in the walls of buildings. Bricks and mortar pour into the street like waterfalls, a lethal storm of shattered glass raining down on the pavement, stonework exploding into fragments under the force of shrapnel and bullets. Fires burn out of control; there is smoke everywhere. He smells the burning and the diesel, the dust and the cordite. He sees barricades set up across streets: overturned carts, lorries, ancient bedsteads, broken sofas, old tyres, barrels and the red, white and green flag of Hungary, the Soviet hammer and sickle torn from its centre, fluttering from a makeshift pole.


In his dream, men stand in doorways or crouch behind parked cars, firing up at Soviet snipers concealed high above in occupied buildings; young people run out to throw Molotov cocktails under the tracks of the oncoming tanks, bullets racing after them as they regain the safety of doorways they left only seconds before. All around him is the noise of indiscriminate destruction, shells exploding, the insistent crack of bullets as machine guns spray the streets, a muffled roar as another building collapses, shouts of command, sudden cries of warning, cheers when a tank explodes, engulfed in a sheet of flame, and screams as the soldiers try to escape the inferno. And all the time he hears the cries of the wounded and dying, begging for release from their agony.


He watches the stretcher-bearers run forward to collect the injured and bring them to safety. He counts the bodies of the dead brought in from the streets, and hears the heartbreaking cries of recognition as relatives identify the corpses of husband, brother, son, wife, sister or daughter. Over the sounds of the battle raging around him, in the midst of the toppled icons of the Soviet occupation – red stars dragged from the roofs of public buildings, the broken statue of Stalin in City Park, shattered Soviet war memorials, torn and burning flags – he hears the single unifying cry: ‘Whoever is Hungarian is with us’, as the people take to the streets to rid their country of its oppressor.


Then he dreams that Eva’s body is brought in on a stretcher, her face white in death, blood soaking through her dress. That is when he starts to weep.



















PART ONE


Early Warnings


Spring 1956

























1





1


‘Press the bell when you want to be released.’


The heavy steel door closes. The key turns in the lock. She is alone in a dimly lit underground chamber. Rows of boxes and files tightly packed on metal shelves stretch endlessly before her. Each file is indexed, the only surviving record of the thousands who have vanished into thin air, their lives brought to an end before their time for invented and unproven crimes. Inside these archives lies evidence which, if there were any justice in the world, would hang the guilty. In this madhouse, the guilty hold the key to the door, while the innocent disappear and die.


The self-control she has exercised for so long crumbles. A nerve under her eye starts to hammer against her cheek. She has no right to be here. She is trespassing on closely guarded secrets. Carrying through this deception is madness. Perhaps, on the other side of the steel door, alerted by her nervous manner, the archivist who let her in is examining her forged permission, telephoning his superior at the Ministry, asking for checks to be made, authorities confirmed. How can she ever have imagined she could get away with it? Her instinct is to press the buzzer and run as far as she can from this hateful place before she too becomes a number on a file.


With an effort of will she reminds herself that she has set herself a task and that she must find the courage to complete it. The hammering nerve slackens its assault.


Row M/977B. The numbers are hard to read in the half-light. She walks slowly past the metal racks. Row E. Row G. Row M. She reaches for a box on a high shelf. How light it is. Is this what our lives reduce to, a few sheets of paper in what looks like an old shoebox?


Julia’s file.


It should be a moment of triumph. After weeks of anxious preparation she has in her hands the document that will tell her how Julia died. She is overcome with apprehension. The moment brings with it no elation, no sense of triumph, only trepidation. Never once has she imagined opening the file and examining its contents. Maybe she will learn things she doesn’t want to know. Maybe illusions she has cherished will be destroyed. Has she the strength to confront the truth of what happened to Julia? To return the file to its box unread would be to side with the betrayers and leave their victims unredeemed. That is why she has risked so much to be here. She must keep faith with the missing and the murdered.


She opens the file that documents the final weeks in the life of Julia Kovacs.




Date of birth: 27 May 1921


Age: 34


Place of birth: Vesprem


Profession: interpreter (English/Russian)


Marital status: widowed





None of this is true. She reads on with mounting horror, the nerve in her cheek beating as fast as her heart. How can this be Julia’s file? She checks the name on the cover to make sure she has not made a mistake. Julia Kovacs.


She was born on 27 May. Julia’s birthday is in December, and she is eighteen months older than Eva. Vesprem is her home town. Julia was born in Budapest. She is an interpreter. Julia taught Russian in primary school. She was married once, briefly, though she doesn’t think of it as a marriage; it is hardly a memory, existing only as a record on a file somewhere. Julia never married.


She can barely read the poorly typed page because of her tears. She wipes her eyes, her fingers leaving wet dust marks on her cheeks. This is not Julia’s life she is reading about. It is her own. The names have been switched. Eva Balassi has become Julia Kovacs. She is alive and Julia, her Julia, is dead. For reasons she can neither explain nor understand, someone has decreed that Julia, her closest friend, should die in her place.


Overwhelmed by what she has discovered, she presses the bell to be released from this chamber of horrors and hears its echo sound in her head, like an alarm.
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Martineau opened his eyes in time to see the stork swoop elegantly over the garden, the feathers at the tips of its wings modulating gently in the warm swirl of summer air. Its movement was like the sweep of a painter’s brush, a single mark across the sky, perfect in its natural simplicity. He reached for his binoculars, went into the house and climbed the ancient ladder into the loft. From this vantage point he could see everything without being seen. That was what he loved – to be alone up here, watching birds. How many hours of his childhood had he spent on the Norfolk marshes spying on gulls, tern and red-clawed oystercatchers through his father’s Zeiss binoculars?


He swept the viewfinder down the hillside and trawled the milky green surface of the lake, past the steamer making its sedate way across the water, the sails of boats hardly moving in the still morning air. There, on the far side, stood the menacing columns of smoke pouring out from the tall factory chimneys (the horrors of Soviet-inspired industrialization). He lifted the binoculars back up again towards the grey hills in the distance.


Nothing.


The bird had vanished, a vision of beauty and grace that had come and gone in an instant, like so much else in his life. Glimpsed, but not possessed. Never quite his. What an epitaph.


He stopped. There below, on the lower slopes of the hill, he could see through his binoculars two bodies, naked, sunbathing in a garden. He was transfixed. Two women, lying on their stomachs, side by side on a red rug, one of them younger than the other (her body was thinner, less developed). A mother and daughter. It was the mother’s body that attracted him. Brown all over – her back, her rounded bottom, her strong thighs, her calves, all a uniform tan – she had a full body that was used to lying naked in the sun.


Suddenly they were on their feet, waving their arms in wild windmill gestures, dancing round each other. He could see their lips moving, silent shouts as they beat off an invisible winged creature. Then a scream. Could he really hear its faint echo, or was it his imagination? The mother bent backwards, holding the top of her thigh with her hand and hopping in pain. She had been stung. The daughter laughed. The mother slapped her face with her free hand. The daughter screamed. The mother ran indoors. The daughter followed, sulkily. The garden was suddenly empty, but the imprint of that tanned body fixed itself in his mind.


Two transient images of perfection in one day. Not bad going.
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‘How long do you say your son’s been missing, Mrs Leman?’


‘Four weeks.’


‘In that time you’ve had no letters? No telephone calls? No messages from friends?’


‘No.’


‘No communication of any kind?’


‘Nothing. No.’


Why were these English so afraid to look you in the eye? His glance never met hers, not once. He’d smiled when she came into the room because he had been taught that was what you did when you greeted someone, but he hadn’t noticed her and he hadn’t looked at her again. If she met him in the street tomorrow, he wouldn’t have the first idea who she was.


‘Where was your son going?’


‘To Vienna.’


‘Do you know if he got there?’


Light blue eyes, white face, long yellow hair. His appearance was so pale he hardly made a mark. He was younger than her dark-haired Joe, too young to conceal his indifference.


‘After he leave London we don’t hear from him again. He disappear.’


He didn’t believe her. No one believed her. She was an old woman making trouble. Manny had as good as said that when he’d refused to accompany her to this building filled with these superior people. ‘I don’t know how to speak to them, do I?’ He’d made light of her anxiety about Joe in order, she imagined, to conceal his own. Manny was never one to face the realities he feared.


‘I have here, Mrs Leman,’ the young man was saying, ‘a list of all the British citizens who have had some call on the Viennese police in the last three months. This is a list of all Britons admitted to any hospital in Vienna during the same period. Your son’s name is not to be found on either of them.’


‘What does that mean?’ she asked, knowing before he said it what he would tell her.


‘It means, Mrs Leman, that we’ve done all we can and have drawn a blank.’


Something had happened to Joe, that’s what her instinct told her. The difficulty was, without evidence to support what she knew in her heart to be true, no one would do anything that lay outside the strict rules by which they worked.


‘We’ve exhausted all the formal avenues open to us,’ the young man was saying. ‘I’ll alert our people in Vienna and ask them to keep a lookout. That’s about it, really.’ He smiled his brief obligatory smile but avoided her eyes. ‘I’m sorry I can’t do more.’


‘Maybe Joe in some other city?’


That’s why they’d heard nothing. They were looking in the wrong place.


‘What other city did you have in mind?’


Vienna to Budapest. How far was that?


‘Budapest maybe.’


‘Budapest is in a communist country, Mrs Leman.’ She could see she was trying the young man’s patience. ‘You need a visa to travel behind the Iron Curtain. I have here a list of all Britons who have requested visas to travel to the Soviet bloc since the beginning of the year. I’m sorry to disappoint you again, but your son’s name is not among them. If he was in Budapest without a visa, he would be there illegally. The Hungarian authorities wouldn’t waste much time in making sure we knew all about that.’


Give it up, that’s what he was telling her. You’re fussing about nothing.


‘We have a saying in this country, Mrs Leman,’ he said. ‘No news is good news. Usually in these cases,’ he added with a thin smile, ‘there is a rational explanation. All ends happily. I am sure it will in your case. You’ll be the first to know if we hear anything.’
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‘Bloody Sovs,’ Martineau said as he burst in through the door. ‘The bastards are up to something, I’m sure of it.’ He stopped and looked at Hart. ‘Hello, we’ve not met. I’m Bobby Martineau, but you’d probably guessed that.’


‘Hugh Hart.’


‘Welcome to Budapest.’


They shook hands.


‘Would you believe it?’ Martineau said breathlessly. ‘Unscheduled Aeroflot flight arrives early this morning. Soviet embassy cars lined up on the tarmac like tarts on a street corner. Police everywhere. Some Kremlin bigwig steps out and is whisked away before I can get a snap of him. Now my Borises are chasing their tails trying to find out who the hell’s come into town.’


The man was nervous, unsure of himself. Talking too fast and not standing still. Not at all what he’d expected.


‘We’ve had too many Kremlin bods popping in and out in the last few weeks for my liking. Unscheduled arrivals invariably spell trouble.’


‘What kind of trouble?’


The question appeared to catch Martineau on the hop, as if he was not used to anyone interrupting the flow of his thoughts. ‘I ought to give you a briefing, oughtn’t I? That’s what you’re expecting. Park yourself somewhere and I’ll tell you what I know.’


He took out a cigarette and lit it, his hand shaking, while Hart found somewhere to sit. ‘I’m sorry. Do you?’


Hart shook his head. Martineau blew out smoke and for the first time smiled. He was not as tall as Hart had been led to expect, regular if unremarkable features except for a thatch of unruly white hair and striking dark blue eyes. Middle to late fifties, probably, but fit, not much spare flesh on him. Hart could imagine him on the squash court or behind the wicket, a quick mover, nervously alert, never still for a moment.


There were growing signs of unrest in the country, Martineau was saying, public anger against the excesses of the government barely suppressed. ‘You probably boned up on all this before you left,’ he added, suddenly apologetic. ‘So I’m not telling you anything new.’


‘No, no, please go on,’ Hart said. Merton House hadn’t been as rich in information on Hungary as he’d expected.


‘The prime minister’s clamped down on what the Soviet-inspired press here called the “rightist opportunism” of the previous regime, much-needed reforms put in place by his predecessor. Rakosi is Moscow’s man and Moscow supported his ousting of Nagy. In his enthusiasm to please his bosses in the Kremlin he’s pushing up against the limits of what his own people will tolerate, and that’s dangerous.’


‘Any chance he’ll back down?’ Hart asked.


‘God knows. But if someone doesn’t take some avoiding action soon, there’s bound to be a collision, probably before the end of the summer. That’s what the hairs on the back of my neck tell me. If I’m right, it won’t be a pretty sight to watch.’


‘What will happen?’


‘My guess is, the people will take to the streets, demand their freedom from Soviet control and the removal of Rakosi.’


‘Will they succeed?’


‘Bare Hungarian hands against the firepower of the Soviet military? Not much doubt about who’d come out on top.’


‘Would the Kremlin risk a bloodbath?’


‘What’s the alternative? The Soviet system operates on the simple code of total control. It can’t allow secession. If you let one satellite go, you risk letting them all go. The word for tolerance doesn’t exist in their vocabulary. Their need to keep Hungary within the borders of their empire will justify any means they care to use. I’m sorry to be so pessimistic on your first day, but I believe we’re heading towards a crisis here.’


He got up, stubbed out his cigarette and his mood changed.


‘I’m clearing a space for you. This is your desk. I’ve emptied drawers, found a chair and got it mended – though treat it with care, it’s an old faithful, not long for this life, I fear.’


‘What did my predecessor sit on?’ Hart asked out of curiosity.


Martineau grinned. ‘You don’t have a predecessor. You’re my first and only assistant. I’m delighted to have you here, though; I must confess your presence is probably as great a surprise to you as it is to me. All I can assume is that I must have done something right for once, and you’re my reward.’


5


Anna didn’t bother to look for the key because Joe never kept anything locked. Sure enough, his briefcase opened at her touch. She tipped the contents out on to the bed and searched through old copies of Commentary, cuttings from newspapers, some unpaid bills (she put those on one side to be dealt with later), bus tickets, his membership card to the London Library, a brown-covered Penguin of E. V. Rieu’s translation of the Iliad, two pencils and an unused reporter’s notebook.


Why hadn’t she done this the moment she’d got back? Why wait until now? Opening the door of her house in Moore Street on that bleak morning all those weeks ago, she had seen the painful reminders of his absence from her life – a pair of his shoes under the coat-stand, unopened letters on the doormat, a note in the kitchen reminding her that he would be back late because of a meeting at the Institute – and her heart had come close to breaking a second time. She had sat down on the stairs and cried, her strength pouring out of her with her tears.


In the empty days of madness that followed, she retreated inside herself. She saw no one, did nothing. She did not answer the telephone and after a while it stopped ringing. She went out only for the bare essentials. She lay on her bed for days, living with Joe in her imagination, wrestling with competing explanations of his absence. Where had she failed him? Why had he gone without a word? What had she done to make him behave like that? There was no escape from her guilt. She blamed herself because there was no one else to blame, and she was used to blaming herself for what went wrong in her life. His disappearance was her fault, she was sure of that. But what the fault was she had no idea.


Even then she hadn’t dared to search his possessions for evidence of what might have happened because she was afraid she might find something she didn’t want to know. It was easier to wake up each day believing that Joe might return than face the certainty that he had gone from her life for ever. In her vulnerable state of mind, she preferred ignorance to disappointment.


The briefcase yielded nothing, no mysteries, no secrets, only the detritus of his working life. She hadn’t expected it to provide the answers she was looking for, but you had to start somewhere. She turned to his desk. The top two drawers were crammed chaotically with letters and papers; the rest were almost empty (paper clips, a ruler, a box of pencils, some unused envelopes). Mechanically, she took each letter and read it before carefully putting it back again. When Joe returned, and now everything she did was centred on the moment when Joe returned, she didn’t want him to know what she’d done.


There on the desk in front of her, secure in its gilt frame, was the photograph she loved best, taken one summer afternoon in Cambridge five years before. She is smiling, happy, leaning on his arm, gazing at him. He is standing self-consciously (‘I hate having my photograph taken’) staring at the camera. Not solemn, but not smiling either. Was he thinking of her, or something else? (How could you tell what went on inside his head?) But he was there beside her, that was what mattered; he was standing next to her, accepting her presence in his life.


‘That woman is in love,’ she said out loud to the image of herself.


That night they had slept together for the first time, and she had discovered a side to her nature she had never known existed. Joe overwhelmed her then, he invaded her soul, he became the meaning of her life, its very centre. From that moment on she could not imagine a single day without him. She knew they had to be together for as long as they lived. That was what she had told him in the morning. He had smiled but said nothing.


‘And that man?’ her image enquired. ‘Is that the look of a man in love?’


She had the photograph enlarged and framed, and had given it to him as a reminder of the happiness he had brought her. He had put it on his desk. She hadn’t asked him to do that but he knew it was what she wanted. Wherever the desk had been, in his rooms at Cambridge, in his awful dingy flat in Victoria, here in her house in Moore Street, there too was the photograph. Was that the act of a man who did not return her love?


Impatiently she pushed the letters and papers back into the drawers. There was no point in going on, she wouldn’t find anything here. Joe wouldn’t leave clues in his desk. When he wanted concealment, he said nothing. Silence leaves no evidence, he’d told her once. That’s why it was the best hiding place. Penetrate the enigma of his silence, understand what he didn’t say, tunnel your way inside his mind and then perhaps you might reach the answers you wanted. With Joe, there were never any certainties. Why was it that, after so many years of trying, his silences still defeated her? What secrets was he keeping from her? Did you have to find a way to break his silences before you could know what he was thinking?
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‘This Leman business, Gerry. I hear Harry Watts is sniffing around. I don’t like the sound of that. Watts can be a real terrier when he wants to be.’


With so much else on the agenda, Pountney hadn’t anticipated Watson-Jones would bother about Leman. How unpredictable the man was. Whenever you thought you’d got to grips with how his mind worked, he caught you on the hop. He was going to be difficult to get to know.


‘He’ll nag away until he turns up something.’ When his political antennae sensed danger an edge crept into Watson-Jones’s voice and it was audible now. ‘We all know what happens when he does that, don’t we?’


Watts was a backbench MP, a former Glasgow docker who had worked his way up through the union and was now making a name for himself at Westminster as the self-appointed conscience of his Party. That he was both disliked and dismissed by many only confirmed his view that he was unpopular because he was doing work ‘that needed to be done, sniffing out corruption’.


‘It won’t come to that,’ Pountney said, trying to sound reassuring. He was still feeling his way with Watson-Jones. He hadn’t got the measure of the man yet. Early days.


‘How do you know?’


‘There’s nothing for him to find.’


‘Then why does Leman’s name keep popping up, regular as clockwork? If you people write about him, Gerry, there must be more to this business than anyone’s letting on, and that worries me. It won’t look good if Harry Watts knows something I don’t.’


Some interfering busybody had discovered that Leman was working as an economic analyst at the Institute for Soviet Affairs in St James’s Square. It was enough of a connection for his unexplained disappearance to become a sensitive issue. He was a fluent Russian-speaker and he had access to sensitive material. What more needed to be said? The wounds of earlier defections had not yet healed; the memory of the traitors Burgess and Maclean was still too raw to be ignored. Better to be safe than sorry, that was the guiding principle. Cover your arse. Which was why Harry Watts was sniffing around and memos on the missing Leman featured in Watson-Jones’s boxes. Thank God the press hadn’t got hold of anything yet.


‘The fuss will die down when Leman turns up.’


‘But he hasn’t turned up, Gerry, has he? That’s my point.’


All Pountney’s careful planning for this meeting (he’d been working on the papers until well after midnight) had been derailed by Watson-Jones’s concern about someone he didn’t know, wasn’t likely to meet, and yet who in some obscure way appeared to threaten his own political well-being. Was it always going to be like this?


‘Perhaps some of my colleagues are overreacting,’ Pountney said. Damn. Too neutral. He’d slipped up there. Watson-Jones would take pleasure in making him pay for it.


‘You know what happens to people who spend their lives sitting on fences, don’t you, Gerry? They have arses like hot cross buns.’


Now the bastard was laughing. He liked to laugh at his own jokes, particularly when they were at someone else’s expense. The Watson-Jones jibe. Never rise to the bait, his predecessor had warned him. That was the rule. Keep your powder dry. He clenched the arms of his chair to stop himself from saying anything he might later regret.


‘You don’t think Leman could be a spy, do you?’


The laugh had vanished too quickly, the change of tone catching Pountney on the hop. More evidence of Watson-Jones’s mercurial nature.


‘We’ve spoken to Merton House. Not one of theirs, they say.’


‘I meant a spy for the Soviets,’ Watson-Jones corrected him tartly.


‘They claim he’s not on their list of suspects.’


‘That doesn’t surprise me.’ Watson-Jones stared over the rims of his glasses. ‘Merton House is crawling with Reds.’


He’d been warned about that too, Watson-Jones’s hatred of the Intelligence Service. Another potential quicksand in their relationship.


‘Given the nature of my source, we must accept their word.’


‘You’re too trusting, Gerry. I shall have to change that. Give me time and I shall make a cynic of you yet.’


The laugh was knowing, superior, confident in its rightness, and for some reason today it hurt. Water off a duck’s back usually. He’d let his guard slip this morning. He mustn’t let that happen again.
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They sat on a terrace watching the Danube and drinking beer. Hart caught for the first time that tantalizing trace of danger that runs like an electric current through the city, and he responded to its excitement. This was it, the battleground where the ideologies of East and West faced up to each other, head to head. The training and simulation had ended. The contest was real now. The enemy was out there in the street. He was at the front line in a secret war. In the thick of it.


‘What brought you into this line of business?’ Martineau asked.


‘Difficult to say really,’ Hart replied, wondering how much of the truth he should tell. ‘The shock of failure, probably.’


He regretted what he’d said at once. Martineau would think that what he was doing was second-best. That wasn’t true, was it? Surely not.


*


In his last year at Cambridge Hart had drifted into taking the civil service examination for entry into the Foreign Office, not because he had a compelling desire to become a diplomat but because nothing better came up (or nothing that he imagined might be better. His knowledge of the world at that time was limited to say the least, which is why he was so difficult to please). At each stage of the recruitment process he remained one of a diminishing number who were whittled down to a couple of dozen for the final interview. His success gave him a brief and seductive notoriety he had never achieved during his time at Cambridge. While it lasted, he enjoyed it.


One morning, while waiting for the results of the interview, he found in his pigeon-hole an invitation to lunch from his tutor. Jervis Adams was an archaeologist who in his more mobile days (he was hampered now by gout) had spent his summer vacations digging in the ‘sands of Araby’ as he called them, searching for the ‘splendours of the ancient world’. What his contribution was to our understanding of those distant times Hart had never bothered to find out, though there were a number of books co-authored with his friend, Brendan Waller, in the college library. The floors of his set of rooms were covered with beautiful richly coloured carpets; glass cabinets held shelves of ancient objects (booty from his expeditions?) and there was a persistent but unproven rumour that he was addicted to opium. Jervis Adams delighted in remaining a mystery to Arabists and non-Arabists alike.


The table in his study had been cleared and two places laid with silver and some exquisite china which Hart admired.


‘Spotted in the Lanes in Brighton before the war,’ Adams said. ‘Hand-painted Herend, early nineteenth century, very unusual to find it here.’ He picked up a plate, turning it over to display the markings. ‘Always had an eye for a pretty thing.’


They ate cold chicken floating in a watery mayonnaise, lukewarm potatoes and a battered lettuce – though the wine was delicious – while Adams conducted an unexpected interrogation.


‘You learned Russian during national service. Why was that?’


‘I thought another language might be more use than soldiering,’ Hart said, wondering why Adams should bring this up as he was about to leave Cambridge.


‘Tell me,’ Adams asked, as he offered him a choice between some ancient Cheddar and a rice pudding enlivened by a blob of Chivers strawberry jam quite outclassed by the silver dish in which it was served. ‘Are you set on a career in the diplomatic?’


A talk about his career, Hart guessed, was the purpose of the lunch. He wondered what was in store. He explained how the Foreign Office offered a convenient solution to someone without a vocation.


‘Vocations aren’t all they’re trumped up to be,’ Adams replied opaquely. ‘I was testing your sense of service, how deep that was. After all,’ he added tartly, ‘you avoided joining the infantry when you had the chance.’


He hadn’t really seen it in that light, Hart replied. Since the Russians were the enemy now, he’d thought he might be of more use to the country if he could understand what his enemy was saying rather than learning to kill him, an activity at which he imagined he wouldn’t be much good.


‘And serving one’s country, where does that stand in your pantheon of usefulness to the nation?’


‘Certainly something worth doing,’ Hart was unnerved by this unexpected attack on a patriotism he had always taken for granted. He wasn’t sure where the conversation was leading.


‘You’re to be congratulated on getting as far with the Foreign Office as you have. It’s a good sign,’ Adams said. ‘I wish you success. But if you were to fall at the last fence? What then? Have you thought about alternatives?’


Not at this stage he hadn’t, he said.


Adams appeared not to listen to his reply but to pursue thoughts of his own. ‘We need good people, you see. There are never enough of them available.’


‘For what?’ Hart asked.


‘The work that never ceases.’ Adams smiled knowingly. ‘Watching the enemy.’


‘The enemy?’ Hart had no idea what he was talking about.


‘The kingdom of evil that threatens our existence as a civilized society.’ He put down his spoon and stared at Hart. ‘The Soviet empire.’


As he listened to Adams’s speech about the need for constant vigilance if they were to avoid another war, the essential role of intelligence in the never-ending battle against the enemy, and heard his blandishments about the attractions of belonging to an elite of intelligent men and women, united in a common cause, guarding the nation’s freedoms, the purpose of the lunch became clear. He was being sounded out. Adams had connections in Whitehall, he guessed, contemporaries and former pupils who called on his services when a likely candidate appeared. He saw no inconsistency between his activities as a recruitment agent for the Intelligence Service and his role as a tutor guiding the moral fortunes of his young men. One could very well feed the other. If the last fence was to prove too much, he was telling Hart in a roundabout way, there might be other openings.


‘Always useful to have something tucked away for a rainy day.’ He smiled with satisfaction. They were conspirators.


Hart gave no indication of how he felt because none was asked for, but in his heart he quickly rejected Adams. He would soon be walking in Whitehall, he imagined, an insignificant player in the nation’s life, but a player nonetheless. Why accept second prize when you’re sure you’ll reach the tape first? He walked back to his rooms after lunch flattered that Adams should see him as a candidate suitable for such an approach but certain he would not have any cause to revive the conversation.


How wrong he was. The letter he opened with trembling hands a few days later was conciliatory but absolute. He had failed. The career he had imagined for himself was not to be. He experienced the bitter humiliation of seeing his youthful dreams shattered. He accepted the commiserations of his friends, all of whom by now had fixed themselves up with interesting jobs, and found that he was the one with nothing to do.


After a few days of indecision he knocked on Jervis Adams’s door. A week later he was given another lunch, this time in St James’s (‘I gather Professor Adams gave you a taster of the sort of things we get up to. Jolly good’). Two weeks after that he was interviewed at length by four men, a senior civil servant, two intelligence experts and a Cambridge don he’d never heard of but who, it was intimated, had had something to do with intelligence during the war.


‘In this line of country, there is no public recognition for services rendered. No honours of any kind. Only the special satisfaction of knowing that, as a member of a select group of men and women, you have defended your country against the enemy in a war that never ends,’ he was told. ‘You do understand that, don’t you?’


A medical, and then, when his references had been taken up (Adams, he knew, would be positive), he received another letter offering him a job which he accepted with no real idea of what he was letting himself in for. Joining an organization whose existence he couldn’t admit to would lend him and his activities a perpetual air of mystery that he found attractive. (‘What does Hugh Hart get up to? Anyone know?’) This knowledge repaired his self-esteem which had been so battered by his failure to get into the Foreign Office. He would be a man of two worlds. A keeper of secrets. He would have a double life.


On the last Saturday in August he bought a dark suit and a stiff white collar from Simpsons’, and on the first Monday of September he walked through the door of Merton House in Broadway and began his career as a member of Her Majesty’s Secret Intelligence Service. Twenty months later he arrived in Budapest, his official tide that of Third Secretary, his responsibility ‘consular services’.


His double life, he imagined, had begun.
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Good old Vardas.


Martineau adjusted his reading light and opened the envelope with the paper knife he’d brought back from Rio. He examined the report. Close hand-written lines in black ink on cheap yellow paper. Spidery script. Unmistakable. Another flawless performance. Just what he wanted. ‘Well done, my Hungarian friend, whoever you are.’




In the history of the Cold War the incident at Debrecen [he read] lacks importance. However, it contributes useful collateral in establishing the morale and likely effectiveness of Soviet forces stationed on Hungary’s north-eastern border.





Typical Vardas. Civil service prose in an agent’s report. The man’s a gem.




Soon after dark on Saturday night in Debrecen a dozen or so young Soviet conscripts on weekend leave and in various stages of inebriation raced through the city’s main square, scattering the local inhabitants, shouting obscenities in Russian. They encircled the statue of Stalin and proceeded amid much laughter to urinate on the plinth. They then climbed on to the statue and shouted anti-Stalinist slogans to the crowd. One of them poured white paint over Stalin’s effigy. Not long after the military police arrived, cordoned off the square, arrested the soldiers and drove them away. Stalin’s statue was hosed down and the paint removed before dawn.





Vardas had arrived in his life out of the blue. A stocky man in his forties with greying hair, a greying moustache and a brick-red face, he had knocked on the door of Martineau’s apartment one evening when Christine, mercifully, was out at a wives’ do at the embassy and announced that he wished to become an agent for British Intelligence. Martineau’s immediate reaction had been anger. The lack of subtlety shrieked set-up. The approach was so crude as to be laughable. How could the Soviets imagine he’d fall for such an obvious trap? In less than an hour he was sure Vardas was genuine. He put down the crudity of his approach to inexperience.


‘Vardas is not my real name,’ he said. ‘To protect us both, I will give you no personal details. I will tell you that I am a civil servant, though I will not say in which ministry I serve.’


Why did he want to work for the British? Martineau had asked.


‘How can we support Nagy’s New Course policies one day, and the next approve their destruction under Rakosi? Last year we went in the direction of reform, today we are racing back over the same road, tearing up what is now known as rightist deviationism to replace it with a repression that is worse than the Soviets endure in their own country.’


Nagy’s experiment in communism with a conscience had won popular approval but had alienated and then alarmed the Soviets with the speed and nature of its reforms. That was why Moscow had removed him and set up Rakosi in his place. It was a bad exchange, and the country was being brought to its knees because of it.


‘I am ashamed at the depths to which I and so many of my fellow countrymen have sunk. To remain inactive destroys the soul. One day, perhaps not in my lifetime, this nightmare will end, but only when the West demonstrates the courage of its beliefs and acts in the cause of freedom. I must do what I can to bring that day forward, even though I may not live to see it happen. That is why I offer you my services.’


In the half-light, Martineau saw the desperation in the man’s eyes.


‘You will be wondering if you may trust me, whether in fact I am not here to betray you. You will accept that asking for references would be dangerous, not to say self-defeating. All I can tell you is that I am not a double agent. I have not reached this decision lightly. I am fully aware of the risks I run. My motives are those of a Hungarian patriot. Please judge my sincerity by the quality of the information I give you. I will report the truth to you. You will pass it on to your people in London so the world may learn what the Soviets are doing to my country.’




In the hours leading up to this event, I had managed to speak to some of the soldiers. They were mostly aged between eighteen and twenty, all conscripts. They told me their regiment had been moved into the area only recently. Previously they had been stationed in Lithuania. They were, they claimed, badly paid, poorly fed, insufficiently trained and their weapons were old and out of date. Their morale was low because they were brutally treated by the regulars, with the connivance of their commanding officers. Dedovschina, the sanctioned bullying of conscripts, is as much a plague here as anywhere.





In the early days Martineau had checked and rechecked the information Vardas gave him. Never wrong-footed him once. After a time he’d given up anything but the occasional random test. What was the point? The man hated the Sovs, God bless him; he despised his masters and their cruel diligence in pleasing the Kremlin, and he worked conscientiously in his reports to relay what he saw as the truth of the Soviet position. All Martineau had to do was code it up and telex it to London.




Given that for months only one regiment has been stationed here, this doubling in the level of military strength is evidence of serious Soviet concern about possible unrest in the country. It also contains a warning that they may be prepared to use extreme measures to put down brutally and quickly any popular uprising against the present regime.





Good old Vardas. My Boris. My treasure.



















2





1


Manny wasn’t sure how long the girl had been waiting but it couldn’t have been more than a minute or two. Why didn’t she ring the bell on the counter if she wanted his attention? That’s what it was there for.


‘Hey,’ he said above the noise of his machine. ‘Sorry. You been waiting long?’


He pressed the switch and the engine whined slowly to a halt. He came out of the workroom into the shop, wiping his hands on his apron. She was young, maybe twenty-one or two, no, older than that probably, Joe’s age more like (he couldn’t tell young women’s ages any more), pretty, with long dark hair and a white face, straight nose, thin lips. He liked a fuller face himself, higher cheekbones, more to the bust and the hips. Well-dressed, no question, and good shoes, nice leather, low heels, well polished. A rich woman’s shoes.


‘You come for your shoes, eh?’ He didn’t recognize her as a customer.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m not here to collect anything. I wanted to speak to Mrs Leman.’


‘Mrs Leman, eh?’ Manny took off his cap and scratched his head. ‘Mrs Leman out shopping. You want to come back later?’


‘Will she be long?’


‘She gone down the market, that’s all. You sit down and wait here, all right? She won’t be long.’ He pointed to the doorway leading to the parlour. ‘You like a cup of tea or something?’


‘No, thank you.’


‘You don’t mind if I start this thing again? It make a bad noise, I’m sorry. I have people want their shoes as good as new tonight.’


‘No, of course not. It is very kind of you to let me wait.’


He smiled reassuringly and went back to his workshop. Ten minutes later Esther reappeared. Manny had been watching out for her. As she came into the shop, he hissed at her, hoping the girl wouldn’t hear. ‘Esther? In here. All right?’


Startled, she followed him into the workroom, with its comforting smells of leather, warm oil, glue and boot polish that she associated with the life she shared with her bear-like husband.


‘What is it, Manny?’


‘There’s this girl,’ he said. ‘She’s waiting for you in the kitchen. She want to speak with you.’


‘What girl?’ Esther asked, perplexed.


‘How do I know what girl?’ Manny said. ‘I’m working here, next moment I look round and there’s this girl, standing out front, I thought she come for shoes but she asking for you. What am I supposed to do about her?’


‘Did you offer her tea?’


‘She don’t want nothing, Esther. That’s what she say.’


Esther put down her basket, straightened her hair and went into the parlour.


‘Mrs Leman?’ The girl got to her feet and held out her hand. ‘I’m so sorry to surprise you like this, I should have warned you I was coming.’


The girl was in some distress, there was no question about that. She had been crying recently, not here in the shop but before that, her eyes were red and her face pale. She looked tired, anxious, upset. Esther took her hand and felt how cold she was.


‘You need to warm yourself up. Best thing is a cup of tea.’ She busied herself at the range. ‘You come about Joe, don’t you?’


‘How do you know that?’


‘I see it in your eyes.’ Esther smiled and gestured for her to sit down. She put two mugs on the oilcloth that covered the kitchen table and filled the kettle. ‘What you want to tell me?’


For a long moment the girl was silent. Then she said: ‘I went to Vienna with Joe.’ Suddenly she burst into tears. ‘I’m so sorry. I promised myself I wouldn’t do this.’


Esther put her arm round the girl’s shoulder. ‘You want to cry, you cry. Tears never kill anyone. That’s what my grandmother always said.’


‘I’ll be all right in a moment.’ She held her handkerchief to her face. Esther waited for her to recover her composure.


‘Your name Anna, then?’ she asked quietly.


‘I’m Anna Livesey, yes.’ The girl smiled briefly. ‘Did he tell you about me?’


‘Joe never says much.’ He’d never told her that his girl Anna was a lady, a fine, elegant, well-dressed lady with an emerald ring and a real pearl necklace. ‘I know you good friend of Joe. At least he tell me that.’


It was the wrong thing to say. The girl burst into tears once more.


‘I begged him to let me come and see you and your husband but he always refused.’ She touched Esther’s hand and smiled through her tears. ‘I should have come here ages ago. I don’t know why I didn’t. I’ve caused you enough pain by staying away. I feel very ashamed. I hope you will forgive me.’


‘Now you blow your nose,’ Esther said, pouring tea into a mug. ‘And tell me what you came to say.’


*


It was cold and raining when they arrived in Vienna, Anna told Esther, the unexpected May storm made worse by a wind blowing off the Hungarian puszta sharp enough to skin you alive if you didn’t wrap up. They took a taxi to the flat, and she held tightly on to Joe’s hand as the old Citroen drove blindly through the rain. They stopped at a tall building in a secluded street some distance from the centre.


She went ahead with the key and he followed, carrying their cases. ‘Why didn’t someone think of a lift when they built this place?’ he complained breathlessly as they climbed to the top floor. She was too tired to reply. They pulled the curtains, turned on the lamps, examined the glass art deco pieces displayed in a walnut cabinet, the heavy Biedermeier furniture, the elegant oak-framed photographs of moments taken from unknown lives.


‘Come and look at the bed,’ she called. ‘Have you ever seen anything like that?’


It was enormous, a highly polished wooden bedstead, long roll pillows, a thick mattress (‘Try it, Joe, you sink right into it’) and a heavy down-filled cover. They lay side by side, staring at the decorated ceiling, the sounds of the city far away below them.


‘Well, we’re here,’ Joe said. ‘That’s quite an achievement in itself. Now the adventure begins.’ He sat up. ‘Are you glad you came?’


Her answer was to put her arms around his neck and kiss him as softly as she could, drawing him gently down on to her. ‘Joe,’ she murmured, ‘Joe.’


‘We’ve got to eat first,’ he said, laughing at her, sitting up, unlocking her hands.


‘You’re a beast,’ she said, unable to make him change his mind. ‘A real beast.’


*


‘Adventure?’ Esther asked. ‘Why did he say that?’


‘It was a word he used. He didn’t mean anything by it.’ That wasn’t true, but she wasn’t strong enough to give Esther the truth. Not yet anyway.


A month before they had left for Vienna, she had stood behind him as he sat at his desk and put her arms round his neck. Usually when she did this he would lean back against her and let her kiss him. Tonight he remained upright, unyielding.


‘What is it, Joe? What’s the matter?’


He said nothing.


‘If it’s something I’ve done.’


‘For God’s sake, Anna. Not everything is to do with you.’


He had got up then, shaking her free. This was the test, she said to herself. If he loves me, he’ll talk to me. If he doesn’t, he’ll say nothing. But he hadn’t said a word and his silence had reaffirmed her fear that she was the source of his unhappiness. She felt the pit of her stomach fell away.


She had seen him like this once before, ages ago, in the months after he had left Cambridge. He’d been drifting aimlessly, unable to find work and angry with himself because of it. That was the first time she had felt the power of his silence. It was an invisible wall, cutting her off from the man she loved, frightening her with its intensity, making him a stranger to her. She had tried to help but he had rejected any ideas she came up with. After weeks of inactivity, desperate that she might lose him, she had telephoned the Director of the Institute of Soviet Affairs who had been a friend of her mother’s. Ten days later he offered Joe a job. She’d prayed he’d never find out what she’d done.


‘What’s the point of it all? Day after day studying reports, analysing them, telling other people what to make of them. Is that how I’m to spend the rest of my life? Living at second hand?’


The rest of your life is to be with me, she wanted to say, but she knew she must keep silent. She had learned to treat Joe carefully when depression hit him.


‘You’re probably tired,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to bed. You’ll feel better in the morning.’ She knew at once she should never have said that. How could she have been so insensitive?


‘No!’ He was shaking with anger. ‘Sleeping with you isn’t the answer to everything.’


‘I’m sorry, Joe.’


‘My life is so safe, so predictable,’ he said with a desperation that chilled her. ‘That’s what’s wrong with it. No adventure.’


One word. Adventure. It posed a threat because what he wanted was precisely what she was unable to provide.


*


It was nearly midnight when they returned to the apartment and she had drunk more than she had intended. She felt dizzy as they came up the stairs and she leaned on him, feeling his warmth through his jacket. From two landings down, they heard the telephone ringing. Joe raced up the stairs as fast as he could.


‘Where are the bloody keys?’


‘I’ve got them.’


‘Quick. Give them to me.’


The key ring caught on the lining of her pocket and she couldn’t pull it out. She struggled, Joe shouted at her, it refused to move. The telephone rang relentlessly.


‘For God’s sake, Anna. Give me the keys.’


‘I can’t get them out. They’re stuck.’


‘Here.’ In his impatience he pushed her against the wall and reached into her pocket, tearing the lining in his efforts to release the key ring. By the time he’d got the door open the telephone had stopped.


‘Damn.’


‘It can’t have been for us,’ Anna said. ‘Nobody knows we’re here.’


‘Sykes does.’


‘Even Sykes wouldn’t telephone at such an uncivilized hour.’


‘For God’s sake, Anna. I can do without your nursery disapproval. Why the hell couldn’t you open the door when I asked you?’


They quarrelled then because, she rationalized later, they were tired after too little sleep on the overnight train and too much to drink at dinner. It was a stupid, pointless quarrel about nothing but it went deep, exposing raw nerves in their relationship that neither wanted to acknowledge.


‘I’m going to have a bath,’ she said, feeling cold and afraid. ‘It’s late and I’m tired and I want to go to bed.’


‘I’m going out for a breath of fresh air.’


‘Stay with me, Joe. Please don’t go.’


‘I need to clear my head.’


She pleaded with him but he wouldn’t listen to her. He closed the door behind him, she heard his footsteps disappearing on the stone steps and then there was silence.


‘That was it,’ she told Esther. ‘He went out for a walk and never came back. He vanished into the night.’
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She knocks at the door and waits. Silence. She can hear no movement inside the apartment. She knocks again. This time a woman’s voice calls out and an elderly man replies, complaining. Someone coughs, a harsh, damaged sound that frightens her. The door is opened a little. An old man, the remains of a cigarette between his lips, looks at her enquiringly.


‘Lieutenant Janosi?’ she asks. It is the son she has come for, not the father.


‘Who wants him?’


‘My name is Kovacs,’ Eva says.


‘Wait there.’ He turns round and calls, ‘Pauli.’


Out of the gloom of the narrow corridor a young man appears. He wears military trousers but no shirt. His braces hang down by his sides. His hair is wet. He has a towel around his neck. He is shaving and half his face is covered with soap.


‘It’s OK, Papa. I can deal with this,’ he says gently. As the old man shuffles away, she hears again the rough hacking cough and the struggle for breath. ‘What can I do for you?’


He is younger than she imagined, but in his eyes she recognizes the look of ready acceptance she has met before in other active servants of the state. Janosi will never question what he is instructed to do. The pity is, there are so many like him.


‘My name is Julia Kovacs,’ she says again. ‘I want to talk to you.’


Janosi stiffens. He recognizes her name. ‘I have nothing to say,’ he replies, trying to hide his horror at her presence. ‘Please go.’


She knows that he wants to throw her into the street and have nothing to do with her, but even he cannot practise such violence in his parents’ home. He accepts her presence with resignation.


‘Come in here.’ He pushes her roughly into a small untidy bedroom, clothes all over the place, the bed unmade. He closes the door. ‘My parents are in the sitting room. I don’t want them to hear us talking.’


She stares at him, waiting for some response to her question. ‘Well?’


‘Whoever you are,’ he says flatly, ‘you’re not Julia Kovacs. She’s dead.’


‘That’s why I’m here. I want you to tell me what you know about her death.’


‘I had nothing to do with it.’ His reply is too quick to be convincing.


‘I didn’t say you killed her. I asked you to tell me what you know about why she died.’


‘I have nothing to say.’ He tries to push past her to the door. ‘This is pointless. I’m not going to tell you anything. You must go. I am on duty soon.’


‘Who changed the name on the file?’


‘What?’


‘Who changed the name on the file from Eva Balassi to Julia Kovacs?’


‘How do you know about that?’ The question is out before he can stop himself.


‘I’m Eva Balassi.’


Janosi puts his head in his hands. ‘How did you find me?’


I have read Julia’s file, she wants to say. I have seen your name there.


‘I was the subject of your investigation,’ she says, ignoring his question. ‘In every respect except one that file is about me. You supervised the case. Who ordered you to change the name?’


‘Please. I am late already.’


‘I need to know.’


‘There’s nothing I can say to help you.’


It is hopeless, she knows that. He will tell her nothing because he knows nothing. He has sat behind a desk and ensured the surveillance reports were filed on time, he has stamped where he needed to, countersigned his name when asked to. He is a clerk in military uniform. The names of his victims are letters typed on sheets of paper. They have no reality, no independent lives because he never sees them, he never imagines them. The victims are not living human beings, full of fear and laughter, anxiety and hope; they are enemies of the state. He has been told they are guilty (though he has never been given evidence of their guilt, nor has he asked for any), so he sees their sufferings as justified if the regime that pays him is to survive. The clerk who processes the paperwork is as much the instrument of death as the executioner. That, she suspects, is something Lieutenant Janosi will never understand.


‘We are killing our own people,’ she says suddenly. She doesn’t know where the words are coming from, this isn’t what she came to say; it is as if someone were speaking through her. She has never spoken out like that before. ‘If we go on like this we will destroy ourselves. We’ve got to stop before it’s too late.’


‘I do as I’m told,’ he says. ‘Do you imagine I could do such a thing myself?’


‘Who gave you instructions to change the name on the file?’ she asks again. This time she senses a conflict between some residual sense of right and wrong and his fear of betraying the authority he works for.


‘My superior officer,’ he says quietly.


The anonymity of the chain of command. The best hiding place of all. Responsibility is a secret buried deep in the complex hierarchy of the system, and talking to clerks will lead her nowhere. But she has learned one thing of importance. She now knows what previously she could only suspect. An instruction was given to change the names and Janosi carried it out.


‘There is nothing to be gained by asking questions,’ he says quietly. ‘Those you can ask don’t know the answers. Those who have the answers you will never meet.’


She is depressed, deflated, exhausted. The fight has gone out of her, not that there was much to start with. She allows Janosi to guide her to the front door. What will he do now? Will he betray her by reporting her visit to his superior officer? Or will he keep silent to protect himself?


‘Forgive me,’ he says suddenly. ‘These old people depend on me. I am all they have. You must understand that.’
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‘Follow me.’


Martineau led the way, head bent forward in eager authority, faded blue Aertex shirt tucked unevenly into an ancient pair of corduroys. On his feet he wore canvas plimsolls which must once have been white. Now they were grey, the uppers split in two places. Hart could see his feet. He was not wearing socks.


Martineau paid for them both, exchanging a few words in Hungarian with the women in the ticket office, then ushered him into what Hart would thereafter describe as a temple to the body, a huge hall with dark wooden floors (reminding him of the gym at school), marble walls (school chapel), niches with statues of sturdy, naked young women (schoolboy dreams), holding what looked like bathing towels (though not to hide their modesty), a stained-glass ceiling extolling the virtues of the healthy life (more naked bodies, more towels).


‘Come on.’


Past fierce-looking women in white uniforms who inspected their tickets, issued them with dressing gowns and towels and nodded them forward, down stone stairs, along a dimly lit corridor tiled in white, all the time the air getting more humid and stifling, past signs in Hungarian urging them on, Hart imagined, then at last up some steps into refracted daylight and the sounds of echoing voices and the splash of water.


‘We change here.’


An elderly woman unlocked the door of a cubicle and gave him a key.


When he came out, Martineau was already undressed, wearing a loose-fitting navy-blue bathing trunks that had seen better days. He still had on his plimsolls, though now the laces were undone.


‘We’re going outside,’ Martineau said in a voice that intimated there could never be any question of swimming in the indoor pool.


Down more steps, and Hart caught sight of the movement of the water distorting the wavelike pattern of blue ceramics on the floor of the outdoor pool. More sturdy naked young women, this time in bronze, priestesses of health and hygiene standing in alcoves set in the wall above them, gazing guilelessly down on the bathers below.


‘Just the ticket.’


Martineau was already swimming an inelegant breaststroke. Hart followed him in. The water was bracing.


The swimmers were mostly elderly, a few children in the care of grandparents, two young men and a woman in a black bathing suit and cap swimming seriously across the width of the bath. At one point she nearly collided with Martineau, though he appeared not to notice.


It was as she climbed out of the pool that Martineau’s attention was caught. Hart saw him stand upright, the water reaching to his shoulders. He heard him murmur ‘Good God,’ and rapidly make his way to the ladder at the edge of the pool where she was standing. The woman looked about thirty, maybe a year or two more, brown-skinned, sturdy, with finely muscled shoulders and thighs. She stood on the side of the pool, removed her cap and shook her hair free. It was dark brown, thick and full, and as it fell across her face it transformed her, softening her, making her alluring. She turned round and looked down at the figures in the dancing water. Was she noticing them? Or wanting to be noticed?


He saw her drop her bathing cap. She made to catch it as it fell into the water but Martineau was already there. He retrieved it and climbed out, an incongruous figure, thin and white-skinned, beside the muscular tanned body of the woman. He gave back her bathing cap with a smile. She smiled briefly in return, Martineau nodded and got back into the water.


As she walked away, Hart saw her put her thumb inside the edge of her bathing costume to pull it down over her backside, a gesture that made him notice a large red swelling at the back of her thigh. Only recently she must have sustained a nasty sting.
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The applause is more cautious than enthusiastic, a measure of respect rather than endorsement. The chairman asks for questions from the floor. A few hands are raised. Watson-Jones is fluent in his answers. David Lander, sitting beside Pountney, smirks with pleasure. ‘Simon’s on great form,’ he whispers.


The questions come to an end, the chairman thanks Watson-Jones for sparing the time from his busy ministerial schedule to speak to them, and the audience breaks up into small groups to consider the implications to be drawn from his lecture.


Watson-Jones has avoided recommending what action might be taken, preferring to let his deliberate imprecision work on the imaginations of his audience. Given his hawkish reputation, few present are in any doubt what his choice would be. Suez, it seems, is more serious, the stakes are higher and Nasser a greater threat than many of those gathered in the small conference room have reckoned.


Can we stand by, Watson-Jones’s argument runs, and let an upstart Egyptian put the economy of our country at risk by threatening the legitimate passage of the world’s shipping through the Suez Canal? If he chose to, Nasser was now in a position to undermine our investments in the Middle East, deny us access to essential supplies of oil from the Persian Gulf, bring our manufacturing industry to its knees and disrupt the economic life of the nation. Were the British people prepared to let one man dictate where and how we trade with the rest of the world? Recent history, he warns, has some interesting lessons about the dangers of letting dictators off the hook.


‘Suez may yet turn out to be a greater test of this Government’s nerve than any since the end of the Second World War.’


‘Strong words,’ an unfamiliar voice whispers in Pountney’s ear. ‘I’m glad someone has the guts to say what needs to be said. You can tell Simon he’s made some important friends today and done his prospects no harm either.’


Where is Watson-Jones? Frantically he searches the crowd. With relief he spots him at the other end of the room, moving among his audience, shaking hands, gripping elbows, whispering confidentially, dispensing the promise of favours or friendship in his efforts to win the support of the sceptics in the audience. Wasn’t it the duty of the Private Secretary never to be more that one inch from his Minister’s side? For a moment instinct defeats duty and holds him back. He wants to observe his master from a distance, to watch his politician’s tricks. He has never seen him in action before.


‘A little bird tells me you’re sitting on the fence when it comes to telling Nasser and his cronies where to get off.’ Lander is at his side once more. The light laugh does not disguise the seriousness of his intent.


‘I remain unconvinced,’ Pountney says diplomatically. He drafted Watson-Jones’s speech and had put up some resistance to the revisions he was instructed to make. Watson-Jones was having none of it.


‘There’s no guts in this, Gerry. You’re going soft on the issue. I want to shake people, stir them out of their complacency. Nasser’s a threat to this country, and threats to the liberties of the British have to be disposed of. I want to touch that feeling of outrage that the nation shares, how all we’ve given to these people over the years is being turned on its head because of the bemused railings of an Arab backstreet boy who needs to be thrashed till his eyeballs drop out. That’s the sentiment I want you to put into plain English for me.’


Instead of continuing the argument, Pountney had kept his mouth shut and redrafted the speech, burying his own disquiet with the practised ease of a man skilled in the arts of concealing what he felt.


‘I thought Simon put it very well, didn’t you?’ Lander continued. ‘We have serious commercial interests in the Middle East; we can’t let some jumped-up Egyptian nobody tell us what we can and can’t do.’


He’d first met David Lander years before at the two-day recruitment event at Burlington House, since when he had never found any reason to revise the dislike he had formed on their first encounter. Lander had progressed fester up the ladder, which Pountney concluded said more about the Foreign Office’s qualifications for promotion than it did about Lander’s abilities. Initially baffled by this (few of his contemporaries rated Lander highly), he discovered that Lander’s old school tie was one of the flags of convenience the Foreign Office quietly recognized. He used his anger at the ease of Lander’s ascent as a secret spur to his own ambition. If he had to work twice as hard – ten times as hard – he would do so, anything to prove his ultimate superiority.


‘Letting ourselves be dragged into a squabble with a local spiv would be absurd if it weren’t so dangerous,’ Pountney replied.


‘Simon gave us a very clear warning. If Nasser brings the Soviets into Africa, the Cold War will spread across the dark continent. None of us wants them to get a toehold in Africa, do we? Something has to be done.’ Lander is frowning. ‘The sooner the better.’


‘It doesn’t have to come to that,’ Pountney says. ‘Not if we take a more reasonable approach.’


‘You don’t bargain with upstarts who want to play in the big boys’ league.’ Lander’s voice has risen. ‘You tell them where they get off and send them packing. If that calls for strong-arm tactics before they see you’re serious, so be it.’


No quarter, no compromise. Lander’s world was black and white.


‘Gerry?’ He feels a pressure on his arm. Margaret has come to his rescue. ‘I’m so sorry to interrupt, but the Minister has moved on to the East India Club and he’d like you to join him for lunch.’


‘We’ll finish this conversation some other time, Gerry. I’ll give you a bell. There’s a lot to talk about.’
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A week before he left for Budapest Hart had been invited to lunch by Nigel Carswell, deputy head of Directorate C, whom he had met briefly when he lectured to the New Entry course during their time at the Vicarage in New Malden. Over lunch they discussed the state of preparedness of the West for war with the Soviets, whether the balance of power was tilting or sliding in Moscow’s favour and how much influence Britain now truly maintained ‘in a show dominated by the Yanks’. Twice Carswell called him Hugh.


‘Moscow and Washington are playing a hell of a risky game, seeing how close to the brink they can push each other. It calls for fine judgements, an inch here, an inch there, with a terrible price to pay if one of them gets it wrong.’


‘How do you rate our chances of keeping the balance?’ Hart asked.


The intensity of living on the knife-edge between peace and catastrophe had preoccupied the New Entry in the early weeks. How close to war were they? If that war was nuclear, what would be left at the end of it for either victor or vanquished, other than a sterile sea or a desert of irradiated ash?


‘Whatever we like to say about it,’ Carswell replied, ‘the real power’s in Washington and Moscow now. All we can do is occupy the middle ground and try to stop the Americans and the Soviets from poking each other’s eyes out and blowing us all to kingdom come. Keeping the peace between the pair of them when they’re both as keen as mustard to knock the hell out of each other is a bloody difficult and unrewarding game. Sometimes I’m not sure it’s worth the candle. Coffee?’


Carswell led the way into the library. ‘If we have an early lunch,’ he had told Hart on the telephone, ‘we’ll have the place to ourselves. Give us a chance to talk without being disturbed.’ At each stage, drinking at the bar, eating in the dining room, now coffee in the library, they were well ahead of the game. (‘Little likelihood of intruders.’) Carswell was after privacy, not secrecy.


‘I understand you’re going to work for Bobby Martineau,’ he said, stirring his coffee thoughtfully. Was this at last the reason for the invitation? ‘He and I go back a long way.’


Contemporaries, but that was where the similarity ended. One career had flourished: Carswell had ascended the ladder, his copybook unblotted, a ‘safe pair of hands’ – the ultimate Service accolade – while the other’s uneven record had ruled him out of the race for any senior post and he’d ended up beached in a satellite state behind the Iron Curtain, out of sight and out of mind. Early promise never fulfilled. Hart had been doing some research of his own.


‘You may hear some harsh words about Martineau.’ Carswell began the elaborate ritual of lighting his pipe. ‘Don’t listen to them. In the last months of the war he brought us Peter the Great, and we learned many good things from that source until it all turned sour. Whatever people may tell you, what happened to Peter wasn’t Bobby’s fault. You can take my word for it.’


A top source within the Russian High Command, codenamed “Peter the Great”, began working for British Intelligence early in 1945. After a bumpy ride in the initial months, Peter provided the Service with an invaluable seam of intelligence for almost two years, much of it from deep within the Soviet nuclear programme.


‘In those dangerous days after the war, Peter told us what the Soviets were doing and thinking. For a time we reckoned we knew them better than they knew themselves. Then it all went bottom up and we haven’t managed to get within a mile of the bastards since.’


At some point never clearly established, the Russians had turned Peter. For months after that they used him to feed high-level disinformation to London. Their strategy had been to deceive the West into thinking the Soviet nuclear programme was in such disarray they could safely lower their own nuclear budgets. It was a daring deception and it had nearly succeeded.


‘The Soviets did serious damage to us at that time. We damn near gave away our nuclear lead before we discovered we’d been sold a dummy. Not one of the brighter episodes in the Service’s history.’


Peter was a case study at Nursery School on which the reaction of Hart’s group had been very divided. On balance, their instructor had said, the Peter episode was to be judged a success. Hart was not alone in remaining unconvinced. Despite the early gains, his assessment was that a dangerous lack of scepticism had allowed the Soviets to push our intelligence operation close to bankruptcy, and the country to within an inch of what would have been a catastrophic reversal of policy. He wasn’t susceptible to the criticism that this was writing history backwards, imposing present-day attitudes on events that had taken place ten years before, when our understanding of the Russians was much less advanced than now. The Soviets had been seriously underestimated, he argued, which was not a fault his intake would be guilty of.


‘We lost our sense of direction cleaning up after Peter,’ Carswell was saying. ‘Our zeal to find out who was to blame for what had gone wrong came close to destroying us. We revelled in accusation and recrimination, we saw conspiracy and betrayal in every corner. We made the near-fatal mistake of spending too much time fighting each other and not enough getting after the real enemy. It was a messy business. A number of reputations took a beating. People left the Service early, some of them under a cloud. Bobby was battered and bruised but he came through it all, much to the surprise of many. To this day some of his former colleagues haven’t forgiven him for surviving when their careers ended in tatters.’


The post-Peter trauma when they had searched for a traitor within the Service had only been lightly sketched by their instructors in New Malden. Its effect had been far greater than Hart had imagined. An obsession had raged out of control, Carswell was telling him, and there’d been casualties. No traitor had been found.


‘Martineau has enemies, is that what you’re telling me?’ Hart was curious. Were they members of the Service? If so, were they still active?


‘The Service can be unforgiving,’ Carswell replied evasively. He waited while two elderly members of the club poured themselves coffee from the tray nearby. ‘It goes with the nature of the beast. Intense, secret, introspective. Old sores fester. Scar tissue itches. In the secret mind, time can magnify the damage done. Bobby was wrongly cast as the villain of the piece and his career never recovered from the loss of Peter, and one or two other indiscretions.’


This was it, the proposition, the reason for the invitation to lunch. He was going to be told about some misdemeanour in Martineau’s past. (He was a drunkard, a homosexual, he had slept with an ambassador’s wife, embezzled embassy funds.) Carswell finished his coffee. To Hart’s surprise he was silent for a moment. Was he having second thoughts about what he had come to say?


‘I’ve a soft spot for Bobby. I wouldn’t want him to come to any harm.’


What kind of harm? Hart wanted to ask. What would I be looking out for? Men with thick accents in ill-cut suits? His spine prickled. No, he reasoned, if anything Carswell was telling him to watch out for pinstripe suits and old school ties.


‘There’ve been some rumblings from the past recently,’ Carswell added. ‘I don’t think they’re threatening but you can never be sure.’


‘Rumblings connected with Peter?’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought Peter had died years ago.’


‘Reports of his death may have been premature,’ Carswell replied enigmatically.


What was he saying? Martineau had made enemies in a thirty-year career. That wasn’t surprising. He didn’t imagine you could be involved with anything as big as Peter without upsetting someone. What else? Some bruised egos from the Peter era might resurrect themselves and have a go at Martineau? It was ten years since Peter had been given a decent burial. With all that had happened since, he couldn’t imagine there was any real threat there. Was that all? On balance it didn’t seem much, not enough to earn a lunch, even an indifferent one. He wondered what Carswell was after.


‘Sometimes we have enemies closer to home than we think.’


Carswell had wanted to tell him something about Martineau, Hart was sure of that. How else could he explain an early lunch at his club? Why the elaborate strategies to avoid being overheard? Then, at the last minute, for reasons Hart couldn’t understand, Carswell’s nerve had failed him. He’d dodged the issue, said nothing at all. Hart felt an acute sense of disappointment, and hoped it wasn’t a pointer to the future.


‘Keep an eye on him for me, will you? There’s a good chap.’
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The widespread use of repression is how Rakosi demonstrates his loyalty to Moscow, [Martineau wrote in his report to London], which explains why he remains confident of the Kremlin’s continued support, however hated he may be in his own country. If there was an opposition here, he would be a much-vilified figure. Instead, there is an increasingly tense atmosphere, a bruised and wounded silence as the people’s tolerance is stretched to its limits, creating a breeding ground for dissent. As yet this dissent has found no focus for its expression.


There are now signs that Rakosi may be living on borrowed time. The increasing number of official visits from the Kremlin must be taken as a sign that Moscow is growing impatient with their Stalinist representative in Budapest and my guess is he may not survive the summer. The question is, will his removal be too late to prevent an insurrection?


The Soviets have no experience of dealing with a situation where the integrity of their empire is threatened from within its own borders. The idea of an occupied country breaking away from their sphere of influence is unthinkable. The Politburo cannot allow the world to see the Soviet Union held to ransom for any significant length of time by a satellite state. The risks are too high to contemplate. If such circumstances threaten, they will, I think, revert to the one tactic which never fails them. Brute force.


Their response to any uprising will be bloody and murderous – Soviet firepower against the courage of Hungarians whose tolerance of the regime has reached breaking point. If it happens, it will be a conflagration which could threaten the uneasy status quo between East and West, a potential flashpoint that could spark off a wider European conflict that could in turn spread wider still. We must not underestimate the dangers to the West of an explosion in Hungary.
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