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The first impression is of a strange percussion, of instruments playing different rhythms interrupted by a discordance of human voices. And then the music is all too quickly recognizable: the steel ring of boots clattering on stone stairs, rifle butts hammering on locked doors, shouted orders, cries. Old people, their coats over their nightclothes, are forced out of their apartments at gunpoint, bewildered, sleep-ridden, terrified but strangely obedient as the soldiers drive them down the stairs and out into the night.


Some of the women are crying, clutching at their husbands. One white-haired woman drops her false teeth and screams at a young soldier who is behind her on the stairs. She is brutally beaten, with a rifle butt to the groin. She lies crumpled against the wall, groaning. Two soldiers pick her up and carry her into the hall of the apartment building.


Four lorries wait around the corner, their engines running. The old people, shivering, their light clothing no defence against the extreme cold of the winter night, are lifted into the backs of the lorries. A canvas flap is lowered to conceal the human cargo, the tailgate is bolted into place and the lorries drive away.


The soldiers regroup. One of them, a young man, leans against the wall of the building and vomits before he takes his place. The men are led away. As they go, a sergeant turns to one of his corporals.


‘Like Jews,’ he says. ‘They went like Jews.’


*


The apartment block is deserted. The wind whistles in the stairwell. Lights burn in windows; the building looks like a ship steaming through the night. The noise of percussion has passed, leaving silence.


Suddenly there is an enormous explosion. A sheet of flame bursts out and sweeps up the side of the building. Glass shatters and rains down in a lethal storm, doors are blown in, the earth shakes and moves. Black smoke and dust rise upon the echoes of the blast.


Fire streaks hungrily along the paint on doors and window frames; curtains and fabrics catch alight. The wind blows through broken windows, the doorways of empty apartments, down the stairwell and out into the hall. The flames quickly become an inferno. The building blackens.


*


Despite the night cold there is a feeling of dampness in the air, moisture exuded by the dark overhanging branches of fir trees. In a small clearing in the forest, prisoners dig a long trench, their exertions illuminated by the headlights of lorries manoeuvred into position. The earth has frozen hard in the winter cold; they have to break the surface with mechanical drills and pickaxes before they can clear the lumps of earth with shovels. It is slow, terrible work, exhausting their already weakened bodies.


Their guards drive them on, urging more work, faster, striking at those who show any sign of weakness. The pit must be dug quickly and properly. There are measurements for its width, its length, its depth. All are checked at regular intervals. There is also a deadline for completion.


Shortly after three o’clock it is finished. The prisoners are taken back to the lorry which brought them here, to the middle of nowhere. They are driven away and the pit is left, a gaping hole beneath the swaying trees, waiting to be filled.


The old people arrive soon after. They are lifted off the lorries by the soldiers who are waiting for them and told to line up. Cowed and shivering, their bodies racked with fear, they cling desperately to one another. As a last gesture of cruelty, the men are separated from the women. This is the unmistakable sign of their fate. A wail begins, a scream like the howling wind, echoing among the trees and deep into the night.


The cry goes unheard. The trees bend away from them as if repelled by their entreaty. The forest and the fields are barren of any living thing.


A car is driven fast across the field, its headlights describing its bumpy journey. It disappears behind the plumes of smoke from the exhausts of the lorries, and then pulls to a halt beside them. The door opens and an officer from Military Intelligence runs across the field. He is waving something in his hand, a handkerchief or a scarf. He distracts the commander of the soldiers who turns towards him. The two men engage in animated conversation for a minute or two. The intelligence officer takes hold of the commander’s arm, but he shakes the man off and pushes him away. The two men shout at each other, their words lost in the dull roar of the diesel engines. For a moment fists are raised. The commander draws a gun. Then the intelligence officer turns away and walks slowly back to his car.


The old people are pushed at gunpoint to the edge of the pit where they stand, outlined against the lights of the lorries, staring down into the blackness below. On the command, the soldiers raise their rifles. At a signal from the officer in charge, they fire. The old people fall into the cold pit. The smell of cordite lies briefly on the night air. The crying has ceased. The only sound is the wind in the trees.


The soldiers exchange their rifles for spades and the earth is shovelled back. Dead branches are drawn over the grave. It is not a token of last respect to the victims. It is a gesture of concealment, meaningless because there is no one who will search the forest for this grave except the few wild boar that remain.


The colonel from Military Intelligence has turned away from the execution, but he has heard everything, the screams of those about to die and the reports of the rifles. Now all he hears is the silence of the night. His face is young and unlined; his eyes, visible briefly by the light of his torch, are pale. He stops by his car and takes off his rimless tinted glasses. He wipes his eye with a handkerchief.


‘You could say,’ the captain of the execution squad remarks to the intelligence officer, ‘they have died for their country.’


His words are the only memorial to the lives that have been lost, and they are soon forgotten in the cold night air. 
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RUTH


‘Begin again,’ he says.


‘What time is it?’ she asks.


‘Almost midnight.’


‘Midnight already?’


‘There’s plenty of time.’


How long since they’d arrived? One hour? Two? It seems like a few minutes and so far she has achieved nothing. Broken sentences. Broken thoughts. This is not how she imagined it would be. She wants to cry with frustration and anger.


‘Come outside. You’ll feel better.’


The sun, yellow-orange behind a veil of night mist, has dropped to its lowest point above the horizon. There it hangs, until in an hour or so it will start to rise again, bringing the new day with it.


‘Breathe deeply.’


One short night with no cover of darkness. That is all she has. A few precious hours. And what is she doing? She is wasting them in silence.


‘No one knows where we are,’ he says. There is no insistence in his voice, only encouragement. ‘We can stay here as long as we choose. Tell me as much as you want to.’


She has never talked to anyone about these events, not her son, certainly not her mother, not even Miskin. For so long she has concealed her true self in a secret hiding place where her memories are buried so deeply that any coherent explanation is a struggle.


Now, slowly, the calm of this isolated place works on her as he has known it would. Her mind relaxes, the tensions that made expression so difficult begin to ease, her confusion settles into some kind of logical purpose. She must tell him the truth, as much of it as she knows, and she must do so now. Her life depends upon it.


So she begins again.


*


‘I knew something was wrong the moment I turned into Glinka Street. You can see the apartment window from the corner where I cross the road on my way back from the Institute. In the winter, the light is always on as I come home, shining behind green curtains. It reassures me in a way my mother knows nothing about. It is a sign that she has survived another day.’


(‘When did all this happen?’ he asks.


‘December last year,’ she says. ‘Six months ago.’)


‘That night the window was dark. No light, and the curtains not pulled. I knew she wouldn’t sit there like that, nor could she leave the flat on her own. I was very frightened. I remember thinking, Is it my turn now? Are they there in the dark, waiting for me? What has happened to my mother? My son? Tears came into my eyes, not for myself but for them, for their lives without my protection. But I never once asked myself if my mother was dead.


‘My fear gave way to a sense of violation that someone should dare to force their way into my home. It was strong enough to make me enter the building, but it didn’t last. I am not a brave woman.


‘The babushka didn’t look at me as I walked to the elevator. She may never have smiled at me in the past, but at least she had registered my presence with a glance. Now her eyes avoided me; it was as if I was not there. That was a signal too, like the unlit window.’


(I am learning to speak again, she tells herself. I am using words I have not dared to use for years. The experience is exhilarating. She wonders what impression she is giving. She knows she is not presenting herself as she wants to, but by now it is too late, there is nothing she can do about it.)


‘How many times had I worked out exactly what I would do in such a circumstance? Get out of the elevator one floor up and wait. Listen. Creep down the stairs. Look for signs of forced entry, splintered wood on the door frame, scratched metal on the lock. Push the front door. Does it yield? If so, then run. Run as fast and as far as you can.


‘But rehearsal is no preparation for reality. I leaned against the wall at the top of the stairs, dizzy with apprehension. I forgot all the rules I had so carefully set myself. It took me some moments to pull myself together. Then I opened my bag, found my keys and crept downstairs. There was no one in the corridor, though it was hard to be sure, it’s always dimly lit. I gave the door to our flat a light push and it moved under the pressure of my hand.


‘I knew they were there before I saw them. The bitter smell of Russian cheroots always makes my eyes burn. There were two of them, both dressed in overcoats and still wearing their hats.


‘I asked where my mother was. They didn’t answer. I remember repeating: “What have you done with her? Why have you come?” But they said nothing because all they had were their orders. Explanations are a rare commodity in our society.


‘They stood up and said: “You will come with us.” Nothing more. No explanation of whose orders they were following, nor where we were going, just a simple instruction. I complied as they knew I would. I followed them obediently out of the apartment and down the stairs.


‘Why did I assist in my own arrest?’ she says defensively. ‘Why didn’t I make them drag me out into the street, screaming and shouting?’


The aggression in her voice challenges him to answer. He says nothing. He is smoking and listening to her intently. He will not interrupt her now she has started.


‘Resistance demands will. We are a people crushed by the system we helped to create. The currency of our lives is fear, we are afraid of each other, we are afraid of the air we breathe. To find the strength to resist demands a courage that few possess. We submit because we have lost our will. That night I let them lead me away because, with those two men beside me, I, Ruth Marchenko, had become invisible. That was when I began to feel afraid. When you become invisible, you no longer exist.’


I remember thinking as I was bundled into the back of a black Zil: Why had they removed my mother? What possible use could they have for a crippled woman of eighty? As we drove through the city, I was not aware of crying but I remember my cheeks felt wet. But slowly my anger and resentment gave me strength. I had always wondered how I would cope when it happened to me. Now I was learning first-hand.


They drove me to the Lubyanka, where else? The building seemed to stink of fear and corruption, the stench of evil. A smell, no more than that, but nowhere I went in that endless other world was I free of it.


I was taken to a room and told to wait. A man in uniform came in. He sat down at a desk, opened a file (my file, how could my file be as thick as that?) and began to question me, writing my answers on a form in front of him.


Was I Ruth Marya Marchenko?


When was I born?


Where?


My father’s name.


My mother’s name.


Where were they born?


‘Why are you asking me this? You brought me here. You must know who I am. Where is my mother? What have you done with her? She is an old woman. Where have you taken her?’


‘Your mother is safe.’ The lenses of his rimless glasses caught the light from his desk lamp as he looked up at me.


‘I want to see her.’


‘That will be arranged in due course.’


‘I want to see her now.’


‘There are formalities to be completed first.’


‘Why did you take her from our flat?’


He refused to answer the question, so I repeated it again and again, louder each time. Finally, he said: ‘I have asked you here to see your husband, Ivan Mihailovitch Marchenko.’


Ivan? He wants me to see Ivan?


‘We have been divorced for over ten years.’


‘He has asked to see you.’


I had not seen him nor thought of him for years. I had tried to remove all traces of his presence from my life. Why now should this stranger have the right to bring him back into my life?


‘I must inform you that Ivan Marchenko has been found guilty of embezzlement against the state.’


‘Is he here? In this place?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is this a place of execution?’


‘No.’ I knew he was lying. The smell of death permeated the air. That was the poison I was breathing.


‘But he will be executed?’


‘Yes.’


‘When?’


‘Soon.’


‘How soon?’


‘Two days.’


You can never prepare for death. However one may accept it intellectually, its reality is always unexpected, so much more shocking than one imagines. The man whose life I had shared for a time was about to die. Whatever I may have felt, I had never wished him dead.


‘I don’t want to see him.’


‘He has asked to see you. In the circumstances, it is difficult to refuse such a request.’


To my horror I found that I was crying again; tears were pouring down my cheeks, tears for the waste of another human life. My interrogator waited until I had recovered some composure.


I followed him down into a basement, left and right, through steel gates and long passages. I was in a dream, floating among lights and sounds and shapes and smells that made no sense to me. Then a door was unlocked and I was in the arms of a man I had not seen for years. His body was shaking but his cheeks were dry. There were no tears in his eyes. By now he was empty of tears.


‘Save me, Ruth,’ he was saying. ‘You must save me. I cannot die now. I have years to live. You must do something.’


Had this thin, shrivelled creature once been my husband? He was not the man I remembered, he was bent and old and deathly pale. He had withdrawn from the world into the prison of his own mind, and there his life had ended when he gave up hope.


We talked. Not of the past, nor of anything important. What can you say when there is no future to talk about, nothing to hope for? How much of our lives is about our unquestioned belief in tomorrow and the day after! Once he mentioned our son. It was the only time he smiled.


‘What will you tell him?’ he asked. My son never asked about his father but I could not say that to him.


I tried to smile and said: ‘He will never know the truth, or certainly not from me.’


‘Thank you.’ He touched my hand in gratitude. I remember, it was like ice being laid across me.


What did I feel then? Not love rekindled, nor pity but hopelessness. Emptiness. Powerlessness. Dread and disbelief that this small, crumpled man, his drawn face lined with fear, would in a few hours be led out to his death, that the nerves and muscles in his body, the life-giving patterns of the particles that made him whole and distinct, at someone’s command would suddenly and brutally be shattered and then as quickly would begin the reverse process of disintegration and decomposition. In those microseconds between the entry of the bullet into the brain and the destruction of the nervous system, can the mind register what is happening? Do you know that you are being killed? I prayed that in that awful moment of obliteration he would have no awareness and feel no pain.


‘It’s time I left.’


‘One last thing.’


He lit another cigarette from the one he had just finished and drew on it heavily. I have always hated the smell of Red Stars.


‘I have not led a good life. I have been a bad husband and a bad father. Perhaps I do not deserve to live. I cannot die without telling you that I have betrayed you. I did it to save myself. I informed my interrogators about Stevens. I told them everything I know. Perhaps more than I know, perhaps I embellished the truth because I thought a bigger lie might buy me my life. I should have known that there are no bargains to be traded in this state. Now I am afraid they will use it against you. I should not have done what I did. I know that now. I do not believe in redemption. But I beg your forgiveness.’


I held his poor cold body in my arms for the last time, I gave him what warmth I could, and left him to his fate.




She has fully re-entered the world of her past. The only reality is her memory, which runs through her with the force of a tide going out, an invisible power that nothing can stop. After years of living in the eternal present of the system, she is taking possession of herself through the rediscovery of her memories.


It is like waking up after years of sleep, a moment of liberation, releasing great energy within her, flooding her body with a warmth which she has not felt since the last days of her innocence so many years ago. Through her words she is discovering who she is. She talks without restraint.





Her interrogator is called Andropov. She imagines he must be an officer in the KGB. He is courteous and correct, never raising his voice, never touching her. She finds his reasonableness frightening because in this house of terror he is all she has to cling to. He is using his guile to make her trust him, even to like him and she has to fight off the temptation. At times it is very hard.


She returns to the interview room. The interrogation begins again.


‘During our investigation of his crimes, your former husband gave us certain information about you. I wish to verify the truth of his allegations.’


Did they have to force these secrets out of Ivan? No, he would have volunteered what he knew without being asked. Always an angle to play with Ivan, another line to shoot. Ten years apart and he still thinks that betraying her will save his skin. She realizes how desperate he must have been. For a moment she feels close to forgiving him, but the feeling passes.


‘In June 1932, as a member of a Soviet delegation, you attended an international conference on physics in Leiden. Is that correct?’


‘Yes.’


‘You were a member of a team from the Institute of Physics?’


‘Yes.’


‘The conference lasted five days.’


‘If you say so. I don’t remember.’


‘While you were there you met a British scientist?’


It is her first conference, her first trip outside Russia in her life. She is twenty-eight, married for one year to the engineer Marchenko, excited by her work, already regretting her marriage. During a coffee break on the second morning she is introduced to Geoffrey Stevens, a physicist from Cambridge, one of the major speakers at the conference. She knows of him by reputation, has read some of his articles in Nature and The Physical Review and is interested in his theoretical work on atomic energy because it is close to her own. She has come to hear him speak. Meeting him is more than she had hoped for.


They discuss the talking point of the conference, the publication earlier in the year of a paper by the Cambridge scientist, James Chadwick, which reveals the existence of the neutron. This discovery, Stevens tells her, is a turning point in the history of physics. It may lead to the liberation of energy from the atomic nucleus and the subsequent use of atomic energy for industry. She is exhilarated by the fire of his enthusiasm for a world in which a new and inexhaustible source of energy makes possible an undreamed-of era of industrialization. Differences of culture and political belief vanish as they exchange ideas and information. The experience leaves her almost breathless, excited in a way she has never been before, the reasons for which she doesn’t yet fully understand.


For the rest of the morning, sitting in the lecture theatre, she hears only his voice in her head, nothing from the platform. At lunch she eats with her colleagues, listening to their complaints, their bitter assessments of their fellow physicists, their criticisms of a way of life of which they are secretly jealous. She says little, her mind is elsewhere. To her surprise Stevens brings his coffee to her table and sits down beside her. He fetches sugar when she asks for it. She registers the disapproval of her colleagues and feels pleased.


At the start of the afternoon session Stevens takes his place on the platform. She watches him put his hands to either side of his head as if to shade his eyes from the light, lean forward on his elbows and then slowly, very slowly, survey the auditorium until he can see where she is sitting. He drops his hands at once, sits back in his chair and stares at her.


She asks herself: what is happening? Why am I like this? Why is he like this? She thinks back over what has happened between them. There is no concealment in his expression, no dissimulation. She is unused to this directness and she finds it disturbing. In her society men and women are practised in the art of concealment. The idea of revealing what you think or feel is extraordinary. But when he talks to her, he tells her the truth. That has not happened to her before.


That evening, at a reception, she wonders if he will seek her out again. Surely not. It is too risky. She stations herself near the exit, talking to a dull Polish mathematician and watching over his shoulder as Stevens gathers up a group of colleagues at the other end of the room and then, with handshakes and smiles, slowly makes his way towards the door where she stands. At least she will catch a glimpse of him, perhaps a smile, a wave, the promise of a meeting tomorrow. She admires the casual way he spots her (did she imagine it or had he already seen her standing by the door?) then greets her as if they had known each other for years.


‘Ruth.’


He reaches past someone to touch her outstretched hand in greeting. They’re going to eat at a restaurant nearby. Why doesn’t she join them? He gathers her up into his group, introduces her to people whose names she doesn’t catch and sweeps her out into the warm summer evening. She submits to her conquest with abandon.


They eat in the garden of an inn popular with the students, seated on benches around a long wooden table. There are a dozen of them, British, Dutch, German, two Italians; mathematicians and physicists. She is the only Russian. She sits as far away from him as she can. But throughout the evening she feels his eyes on her, even when she has her back to him. Once, or does she imagine it? she sees him raise his beer glass and toast her secretly across the table. She experiences a moment of fear that others might see but nobody does. Or she thinks nobody does. She is grateful that it is dark enough to hide her confusion. She is sure her face is on fire.


It is an extraordinary evening, unlike any other. They talk enthusiastically about their work, these young scientists, ‘the sons and daughters of quantum physics’, Stevens calls them. They share an excitement in their discoveries, a confidence in the role that science must play in the life of the planet, an eagerness for the new world of quantum mechanics, how they will unravel the deepest secrets of nature to release atomic energy and the uses to which this source of energy will be put. She shares in the sense of brotherhood that Stevens stimulates in them, how they share ‘a responsibility to work together for the good of mankind, a confederacy of scientists to whom science and democracy mean more than nationality’.


‘We must be leaders,’ Stevens tells them. ‘Not in a political sense. We must work alongside politicians to achieve the new world we can all sense within our grasp. We must influence politics with our understanding of what can now be achieved through the application of science.’


The flames of the candles burning on the table are reflected in their glasses as they raise them to acknowledge Stevens. Did that happen, or was it an illusion? That summer night, did they swear allegiance to one another, did they create a brotherhood that would ignore political loyalties? If only she could remember now.


She responds to their optimism and envies their innocence (there is no innocence left in the Soviet Union, there is only caution).


Later on (is it midnight? Later still? She has lost all track of time by now), they walk in a garden, she and this English professor. (She can’t remember where it is or how they got there.) Where the rest of the party is by now she has no idea either; for a time they were with them, drinking and debating, and then they were not. Did he engineer that? She doesn’t care how it has happened, she knows they are alone, perhaps they are alone in all the world, and she feels reckless and free and excited. They stand watching the stars in a clear, dark sky. It is very still and warm.


Suddenly, under the branches of a walnut tree he takes her hand in his: she is surprised how hot his hand is. Then he apologizes immediately and releases her hand as if it had burned him. He retreats from her. Perhaps it is embarrassing to her, he is so sorry, he is not good at this sort of thing. But he is glad she was there at dinner. He smiles at her, that open, defenceless smile that touches her heart. The moonlight shines through the leaves and makes a pattern on his face. In that moment she loves him more than she knew it was possible to love anyone.


She remembers standing on tiptoe, reaching up to put her arms around his neck, drawing his face towards her, that dear, open smiling face, and then she is kissing him, was it once or many times? How can she know after so many years, except that she remembers the shyness of his kiss, the tremble of his body in her arms. She puts her hands to his face and kisses his eyes and his lips, and she feels his arms around her, pulling her body closer to his.


How long they stay like that she does not know. With her lips still on his face, she moves in his embrace, very slowly at first, almost carelessly, so that his hand touches her breast. She hopes he will think it is accidental. But she does not remove it, she lets it lie there for a while, and then she covers his hand with hers. She looks up at him and smiles, leans her head against his shoulder and then leads him by the hand through the garden, through the deserted streets of the sleeping town and up the stairs to her room.


‘Did sexual intercourse take place?’ Andropov asks.


Why are men always interested in sex? Those days had not been about sex or not only about sex, but about something more fundamental even than that. How can she explain that to this man?


They stand facing each other in the darkness of her room. She whispers ‘Wait,’ and goes into the bathroom. There she takes off her shoes, her dress and her underclothes. She likes her dress, it does not disgrace her, though she sees how unfashionable it is by comparison to the dresses she has seen in the streets of Leiden. But she is ashamed of her underclothes, worn grey through use and darned. She washes her hands and face and between her legs, cleans her teeth and combs her hair. She wears no jewellery apart from her wedding ring and she does not bother to remove that. Then she turns out the light and goes back into her bedroom. For a moment, before she is used to the dark, she sees nothing and she thinks he has gone. Then she notices his clothes tossed carelessly over the back of a chair. He is in bed, lying under a single sheet.


She gets in beside him, her heart beating so loudly she is sure he will hear it. They lie beside each other for a while, not touching. Then she reaches for his hand and turns her body towards his, her head down as if she is afraid to look at him. He takes her chin in his hand and raises her face so he can see her in the moonlight that streams in through the open window. Then slowly and softly he begins to kiss her.


Afterwards, while he sleeps, she holds him in her arms and feels a sense of completion she has never known before. She tries to define the emotion. Is it love? She has only experienced what she imagines is love once before, and it was with Marchenko in the first months. It was nothing like this. There was no tenderness in what he did to her, no meeting of equals, only a man with his desire and she with her ability to satisfy it. She recognizes now what she has always known but refused to admit. She does not love Marchenko, has never done and will never do so.


She lies against Stevens, and knows that in this room and on this night in this strange foreign town, her being and that of this man whom she hardly knows, fused for one moment. She was not obliterated by this act (as she has been before), she was enhanced by it, liberated: perfected, that is the word she chooses. In giving herself to this man she has been brought to an undreamed-of perfection. She is now more herself than she has ever been. She exults in the emotions of tenderness that flow through her. She is lost to one world but she has found herself in quite another.


They are lovers until the end of the week. Everyone knows about their relationship at once (at conferences everyone always knows who is sleeping with whom) because she is constantly by his side. He insists they eat together though she thinks this is unwise, but he will hear nothing of her objections. When she is with him, she cannot resist smiling at him. She takes time off with him from the conference to buy some lipstick, skin cream, scent, some special soap for the bath and new underclothes. She goes to the hairdresser. Stevens wants to buy her a dress but she refuses to let him do this.


She expects her colleagues to criticize her behaviour (she even fears she may be sent back early to Moscow) but they don’t, though they express their disapproval (or jealousy) through their silence. She is not sure why they don’t criticize her. Perhaps they realize that these events may be stored away for future use. Patience is one of the arts of living under communism. You hoard the indiscretions of your colleagues and neighbours against the day when the evidence can be used to your advantage.


Isn’t that what Ivan had done? Isn’t that why she is in this room now, answering Andropov’s questions? The day of reckoning always comes (it is one of the few certainties of life in Soviet Russia), but for these few days in Leiden she chooses to forget so many of the lessons she has learned in her adult life. She knows she has made enemies, but she consoles herself with the thought that everyone has enemies, so what does it matter? Recklessly, she gives no thought to the future because she sees none beyond the end of the week.


‘You don’t deny it? I am surprised,’ Andropov says.


‘What is there to deny? It all happened so long ago. It was not important then. How can it be now?’


At the end of the week, Marchenko returns to Moscow, Stevens to Cambridge. They part knowing it is unlikely they will meet again, though they say to each other that they will move heaven and earth to make such a meeting possible. In the emotion of their parting, promises are made. There are other conferences and Stevens has his red university diary with him. He skims through the pages and recites the names of cities she has heard of but never seen.


Milan. Basle. Oslo.


She says she will try, but the decision is not in her power; she thinks it will be difficult if not impossible to persuade the Institute’s authorities to let her go.


Moscow, then, Stevens says. He will come to Moscow in January. He will give a paper to the Academy of Sciences. Only a few months to wait, then they will be together again.


For a moment they dream of a few days in the city in which she has spent all her life. But in their hearts they know how enormous are the obstacles they must overcome and that makes their parting so difficult. Now, all these years later, she knows that what they dared not say to each other that day has come true. They were not to meet again, and now there is no likelihood that they will ever do so.


‘Perhaps there are people who would not share your view that your affair with Stevens was unimportant.’


She hears the threat in Andropov’s voice, but she cannot stop herself defying him.


‘They would have to explain their reasons,’ she says.


Enemies, she thinks, have long memories. She never expected the enemy to be the man with whom she briefly shared her life.


‘Stevens was married. So were you.’


‘Adultery is not a crime.’


‘We are dealing with deviant not criminal behaviour.’


‘I cannot see why a brief encounter with an English physicist so many years ago is of the slightest concern to anyone. It was a trivial event.’


Andropov considers her answer. She does not know whether it is important in his eyes, since he has chosen to resurrect the event after so much time, or whether it is just an excuse to arrest her.


‘Let us wind the clock forward sixteen years. What has happened to Stevens? He is still at Cambridge, he is one of the most important scientists in the British nuclear programme, he is a Nobel prizewinner. He has an international reputation,’ Andropov is saying, but she is hardly listening to him: a flood of memories is enveloping her. It is a joyful process, remembering those days with Stevens.


‘He was always going to succeed. It was obvious even then.’


She says it carelessly, without thinking. It is her only mistake but it is enough. Andropov has been waiting for such a moment. He has caught her off guard. In those few words, she has betrayed herself and possibly Stevens too, and though she stops herself from saying anything more, it is too late. She has revealed her secret to Andropov, and he knows that Stevens is not dead for her, that some memory lives on deep within her, nourished secretly all these years. That is what he came to find and he has not been disappointed. He has learned her weakness, and now he has the power to exploit her. She knows he will do so mercilessly.


Andropov leans back into his chair, confident and relaxed. She shivers even though she is not cold.
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DANNY


‘If we believe all they tell us,’ Toby Milner said at the end of a grim day of listening to men and women denying a past that was undeniable, ‘there weren’t enough Nazis in this country to fill a paper bag, let alone form an army. So how did Hitler manage to survive for so long? That’s what I’d like to know.’


The snow was falling again and had started to settle in drifts. It had been snowing on and off all day, and the bitter wind had returned. The city was silent.


‘God, I hate this place. Why can’t we go home and leave them to it? They got themselves into this mess in the first place.’


Many of us in Berlin thought like that. We saw ourselves working for the people we had defeated. We saw the efforts that were being made to rebuild their country and obliterate the evidence of the recent past, and we wondered how much was being done to restore our own shattered homes. From what we heard and read in the newspapers, not enough.


‘Here we are, babysitting the people who yesterday we tried to kill. And what does our vanquished enemy do? He tries to make us believe that he was really on our side all the time. Always someone else’s doing. Him or her but never me. Pitiful.’


‘Can you blame them for turning against each other if that’s how they think they’ll survive?’ I asked.


‘I blame them for everything,’ Milner said bitterly. ‘In particular, I blame them for keeping us here, in this godforsaken hole.’


I’d been in Berlin for eight months by then, working for the Allied Control Commission. Our task was to interview the locals living in the British zone of occupation to find suitable people to take part in the new civilian administration the Allies were setting up. We were expected to exclude former Nazis and communists from our selection. It was a thankless exercise, without certainties and with little reward.


Each morning we were greeted by the same lengthy queues of hopeful Germans; each day we asked the same questions and we listened to the same stories, so often pathetic inventions to hide a truth we all knew. We inspected papers, some genuine, some forged, some stolen, the currency of hope on which to build a new life out of the ruins of the old. Each day we made our decisions, a tick or a cross, a simple mark on which so much depended. That is the true expression of victory, the exercise of absolute power.


‘Don’t you worry about the ones you let through?’ I asked. ‘Putting the guilty back into their old positions of power?’


I found it increasingly difficult to know if my judgements were right. I was haunted by the thought that I might be reinstating the old guard of unreformed Nazis or a new guard of communist activists.


‘Nobody gets it right every time,’ Toby said. ‘We’re bound to make mistakes. It’s a question of degree. Are we more right than wrong? That’s how I look at it. You’ve got to come away at the end of each day thinking you’ve got money in the bank.’


‘I wish I could see it like that.’


‘You know where you go wrong? You treat them as people.’


‘They are people.’


‘Wrong. They’re problems. Nothing more.’


‘I can’t hate them enough for that.’


‘I don’t hate them and I don’t despise them. The truth is, I don’t care about them any more.’ There was more than a hint of exhaustion in his voice. ‘They sit there in front of me, I listen to their self-pity, their petty acts of betrayal, their self-righteousness and what do I hear? The litany of guilt. They were all in it, every man jack of them, and we’re fooling ourselves if we think otherwise.’


A dog howled from somewhere inside a ruined house on the other side of the street. The desolate sound seemed to sum up the mood of the city.


‘That’s when I want to put a cross against all their names. But I suppose there comes a moment when you have to stop settling scores and look to the future. Then they become names on a sheet of paper, decisions to be made, right or wrong, yes or no. That’s all. No emotion. No involvement.’


I hated the hopeful faces that looked across my desk each day. But I was prepared to do it because I was ordered to do it. Like countless others, I had been under orders for years. Obedience was a way of life. I was still too frozen by the experience of war to feel even the slightest pull of rebellion.


Toby Milner touched my arm in a gesture of parting. ‘We’re supposed to be building a new world,’ he said. ‘The trouble is, we’re using the bricks of the old.’


With a wave he turned the corner and disappeared.


*


I never told anyone about Miriam, which means I am ashamed of this short episode in my life. The facts are these. During my months in that ruined city, I shared the bed of a woman called Miriam. I gave her food, sometimes clothes and cosmetics, she gave me herself, or at any rate, her body.


That she was, or had been, technically the enemy was something that never entered my mind. She was simply a lonely woman trying, like so many others, to bring herself back to life. She saw no wrong in the exchange of her body for the material things she lacked, and at that time neither did I. The relationship was one of convenience, and I justify what I did by saying that we both knew it. My presence in her life encouraged her to hope for more. Hoping was a symptom of coming back to life. She knew I would go away, that nothing was permanent. She had only to look at the ruins of the city she had grown up in to know that.


Memory is the enemy of all that cold rationality. When she cried herself to sleep I knew she was remembering how life had once been so different. She had been a schoolgirl when the war began, with ambitions to become a research chemist. She had lived with her parents and her sister in a suburb of Berlin. Home, parents, sister, all her dreams, had been obliterated in the smoke of war. Her thoughts would turn to the past, and she would cry.


‘One more day,’ she said as I let myself into her room. ‘One more day and then I shall be all alone.’


‘Not for long.’


I was hanging my greatcoat behind the door, watching the melting flakes of snow slide slowly down the sleeves to form a pool on the floor.


‘Even one day is too long.’


It was an unspoken convention that there were no endearments between us, no words that might lay claim to an emotional territory that was out of bounds. But the expression in her voice told me that tonight she wanted the rules to be broken.


‘I’m coming back.’ I hoped I didn’t sound as weary as I felt.


‘My father was in Cambridge years ago. He was a student there. He went to learn English and write a thesis.’


‘What did he read?’


‘He was a philosopher. He said Cambridge was the home of philosophy. He admired G. E. Moore. He admired the English.’ She looked at me over her cup. ‘We have more in common than you know. My father was a teacher too.’


‘I’ve brought you these.’


I opened my briefcase. In it were some tins, meat and condensed milk, a packet of biscuits and some lipstick.


‘Cigarettes?’ she asked. They were cheap for us, but on the black market cigarettes had become a currency of their own. By selling what I gave her, Miriam could supplement what she earned working in the kitchens of our headquarters.


‘Of course,’ I said, putting a carton of two hundred on her table. She never told me that she sold them but we both knew she did.


‘Look at this.’ She had found the lipstick. She tried it at once. ‘It is wonderful. Wonderful.’


She stood in front of the mirror, anointing her lips.


‘Do you like me?’


She turned, smiling.


‘You look lovely.’


‘I look frightful, a mess. Look at me. Look at my hair.’ She laughed. ‘This awful skirt, woollen stockings, mittens, and now lipstick. Absurd.’


But there was a note of excitement in her voice I had not heard before, and she was laughing. She came as close then as she ever did to touching my heart.


‘I have something for you.’ She gave me a small parcel, wrapped in used brown paper, tied with string. ‘Open it later. When you are in Cambridge.’


‘You won’t be there.’


‘You can think of me when you open it.’ She took the parcel from me and put it in my briefcase. ‘We will be together then, if only for a moment.’


I should have been able to read the code. That night she gave me all the clues I needed. If I had wanted to, I am sure I would have. But I did not have a mind for code-breaking in that city. Her messages remained undeciphered and unanswered.


I spent the night there, even though I had told myself I wouldn’t. The snow was falling too heavily by then and I was tired. I have a memory, not of that night in particular, but of any night in that small, cold room, how we would cling to each other in the dark, and after a time I got used to sleeping without turning over. The need for warmth was as great as that for sleep, and there is no warmth like that of another human body held close.


*


I travelled with an American on my journey home. We nodded at each other as he entered the compartment, the salute of one uniform to another, but we said nothing. I huddled in my corner and looked out of the window as the train set off.


In a world of bullets and bombs you expect destruction. As an inevitable consequence of my makeshift life as a soldier, I had become used to the sight of the torn skeletons of buildings. They looked as if they had been ravaged by a disease whose scars were a bitter reminder of what once had been the homes of people like myself. But I was not prepared for the impossibility of living among the ruins of what I and so many others like me had done to our enemies. I wanted to remove the image, like turning a page in a magazine to look at something else. But at that time in Berlin there was nowhere to turn to.


I looked at the countryside with relief. If the signs of war were there, they were invisible from my compartment window. It was the towns I hated. Each time we passed through a station I tried to close my eyes and forget where I was. But the images of the shattered buildings and the endless piles of rubble were imprinted on my mind. I wanted nothing more than to leave Germany and never come back.


Holland was different. You cannot spend your early life on the edge of the East Anglian fenland and remain indifferent to flat marshy country. I loved the fens then as I do now, and I feel the same attraction in Holland. Endless dark fields passed by that day, the earth hardened by the winter and lined with frozen irrigation canals shining silver in the cold light. Always the same flat line of horizon, wherever you looked, its limits marked by the silhouettes of trees or, occasionally, a windmill.


If Germany was a country living with the unburied corpse of its past, Holland was springing back to life. What you could see of the faces between scarves and hats had purpose. There was none of the dazed, lost look with which I was so familiar. As we pulled into Utrecht, I saw skaters, bodies bent forward, hands held gracefully behind their backs as they leaned into the wind, their movements expressing a pleasure I had not seen for months. My spirits lifted.


‘Care for some coffee?’


My American companion had taken a thermos flask from his haversack and was pouring the hot, black liquid into a cup. I took it gratefully, letting the steam warm my face.


‘Going far?’ he asked.


The train, not unsurprisingly, was prone to unscheduled stops in the middle of nowhere. We were already some hours late.


‘London. If we ever get there.’


‘Me too. My wife’s English. I’ve got a little boy I’ve never seen.’


The carriage door opened, letting in a blast of cold air. Two Dutch women sat down beside us. One of them dropped a package as she settled herself in her seat. The American retrieved it. The woman smiled and said something in Dutch. The American said, ‘You’re welcome.’ The train jerked its way slowly out of the station.


‘You married?’


‘No.’


I smiled but said nothing more, and my companion settled back into the silence of his own thoughts. The Dutch women shared some food, talked quietly to one another, and I slept fitfully as the countryside moved agonizingly slowly past us.


I awoke to someone shaking my arm.


‘Amsterdam,’ the American said. ‘We get out here.’


I took my haversack down from the rack and followed him on to the platform. Dusk was falling and lights were coming on. But the growing darkness could not hide the sharp outlines of damage, even after seven years. Now we had the unenviable task of putting it all back together again. What demons might we be storing up to ruin another generation’s future?


‘Care for a drink? We’ve missed one connection. We’ve got to wait a couple of hours for the next one.’


We found a bar not far from the station and a warm corner. I shed my coat for the first time that day.


‘You stationed in Berlin?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Me too. God, I hate that city.’


‘Too many ghosts?’


‘Times past? No. All that’s buried. Done with.’ He thought for a moment. ‘It’s the Soviets. I hate the way they think they won the war on their own and that victory allows them to dictate the peace. Look at the way the bastards make trouble just for the hell of it. Whatever you give them, it’s never enough. They want more. Sometimes, when you sit across a table with them, you want to grab them by the lapels of their uniforms and knock their stupid heads against the wall. You know,’ he said, finishing his beer, ‘I thought war was bad enough but politics is worse.’


‘Their kind of politics.’


‘Right. Everything is about advantage. Win, win, win, every time, on every little thing.’


Someone had turned on a radio and I could hear dance music, then a woman’s voice singing. The bar was filling up as the working day came to an end. The warmth and the people gave an air of festivity to the place.


‘How about you? What keeps you in Berlin?’


‘I vet the locals. See if they’ve repented.’


‘Have they?’


‘None of them was guilty in the first place, or so they tell me. They were all secretly on our side but they never had an opportunity to do anything about it.


‘Are they suitable citizens to run their own country? Right?’


‘We can’t defeat the Nazis one day and install them back in power the next.’


‘Why not? Anything’s better than the Reds.’


It was an astonishing statement. For a moment I wanted to challenge him, then I thought better of it.


‘And let the guilty get away with it? The people we’ve been at war with for six years?’


‘So what? That war’s over and done with. We’ve got to build up their country as fast as we can. Who cares if they were Nazis once? They’re Germans now and they’re on our side. The world’s moved on. New times, new enemies.’


‘Reds?’


‘Right. Bastards. Real godforsaken, motherfucking communist bastards. They’re the enemy now. Berlin’s the front line and we’re the guys getting shot at.’


I had met a few Russians in the course of my duties in Berlin and their behaviour had been impossible, unreasonable to a degree I’d never experienced before. My companion sensed agreement in my silence.


‘I’ll tell you something else. This is the way the world’s headed from now on. Us against the Reds, eyeball to eyeball, wherever you turn. Try telling that to a politician. Your people. Mine. Who gives a shit? The war to end wars is over, they say. War talk is talking dirty. We all love the Russians because Stalin was on our side when it counted, so he’s a great guy. Nobody wants to know what he’s doing to us now. That’s what scares me. I tell you, there’s a new war starting, right here, right now, and it’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better, especially when they get their own nuclear bomb.’


He took my empty glass from me and stood up.


‘The Russians snatch people off the streets every day in Berlin, but who cares about Berlin? If it were London or Washington we’d be on the brink of World War Three. By the time our politicians come to their senses, it will be London or Washington. What will the fuckers do then? Call in the military to save their skins once more. Nothing new in that, is there? That’s what men in uniform have been doing since time began. Saving skins that don’t deserve to be saved. If the guys back home would listen to us, none of this need ever happen.’


He laughed and broke the mood.


‘Let’s have another drink.’


He returned from the bar with two other Americans and they spent the next two hours telling stories about their wars. It was the companionship of uniform, fine as long as it lasted but soon enough forgotten.


Our journey began again shortly after midnight. I tried to sleep but the cold crept into my bones and I sat for most of the night staring out into the darkness, seeing nothing but the occasional light reflected on the snow. We could have been going anywhere. I hoped we were going to Calais.
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RUTH


Andropov is questioning her once more. How long is it since her first interview? She can no longer remember.


Her mother has been released unharmed. She continues to live in her apartment, her son has not suffered at school, her neighbours are not whispering about her or avoiding her, the babushka in the front hall recognizes her when she leaves the building or returns home (though she never smiles), she continues her work at the Institute. On the surface it is as if the interrogation had never taken place. But she knows that her own freedom is now a technical matter.


‘If I were to ask you what is the most valuable piece of information the West has given us about their nuclear programme, what would you answer?’


She shifts uncomfortably in her chair and says nothing. To her relief he is not waiting for her to reply.


‘Sixteen months ago, when they dropped their bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, they told us that a nuclear device can be exploded. That moment shifted the balance of power decisively in their favour. The West has done what we have so far found impossible to do. That puts our own nuclear programme under very considerable pressure.’


What is the phrase she has heard Yuri Miskin use? Problem Number One, for which a State Committee has been created. (Every problem in need of a solution has a State Committee.) The pressures of Problem Number One are obvious even to her, and generally she has little contact with the political staff. Work harder, work faster, achieve more, they tell the Institute from their protected position on the sidelines. Be patriotic, think only of the state. How little politicians and their apparatchiks understand about the scientific process.


‘I have given you our best industrial and technical resources, scientists, technicians. We have sown our people like seeds in the American laboratories and those seeds have ripened. Our spies have brought us secrets from the West, samples of uranium 235, drawings, calculations. But still there is no bomb, no explosion.’


Andropov is pacing around the room. She does not follow his movements. She looks down at her hands (she clasps them tightly together in her lap) or straight ahead at his empty chair. Andropov reaches past her to put out one cigarette and light another.


‘The words of Comrade Stalin.’


Comrade Stalin? Does he have any idea of the enormous technical problems they have to resolve, of the vast industrial resources such an ambitious project will absorb, of the months and years of intense, painstaking work that must be dedicated to their task?


‘The Soviet Union must defend itself against its enemies by exceeding the nuclear successes of the West. At this moment, we have no more important task, but we are not moving fast enough.’


Beria has been appointed Chairman of the Special Committee on Atomic Energy, he tells her, and discussions have taken place recently on how the Soviet nuclear programme can be speeded up. Without a nuclear capability, Soviet foreign policy is at risk. She already knows that because Miskin sits on the Committee representing the Director of the Institute and, though he tells her little, he has described how intense is the pressure on the Institute. Miskin has never mentioned Andropov to her but that is not surprising. Probably Andropov would only attend by special invitation, and Miskin has no head for people. Any issue that Andropov might raise would not catch his interest. Miskin has mastered the art of being present while his mind is far away.


She lets her own mind wander as Andropov talks. She imagines the room. High windows, dim lights, a wide table strewn with papers, too many people. There are always too many people at meetings in the Soviet Union: the watchers watch each other. There is too much smoke. And endless talk.


She hears the discussion. Like all committee discussions, it is circular, political, ragged with bad temper, posturing and self-justification (she has attended too many meetings herself not to know that, whatever their purpose, the attitudes are always the same, only the papers are different). The impatience of the Central Committee and the presence of Beria produce an unusual nervousness.


‘We must steal more secrets from the West,’ the administrators on the Committee will have said (that is what they always say), as if by voicing their thoughts the act is done. ‘We must copy the American design. Then we will have our Soviet bomb.’


Because the design is American, they are saying without using the words, it is automatically superior, more practical, more liable to work than any Russian design.


But how? How are they to steal more American secrets? Here the representatives of Military Intelligence who have been seconded to Department S will have interrupted, to remind the meeting that contacts with secret Soviet sources in America have been shut down since Gouzenko’s defection because of fears that the FBI is close to uncovering their agents. America and its nuclear research is presently out of bounds and it will be some time before either can be reactivated. The plain fact the Committee must face is that the supply of stolen nuclear secrets has dried up because the American project is now heavily guarded.


(Will anyone have the courage to inform Comrade Stalin? Foolish question).


She is secretly pleased that American secrets are closed to them because it may at last allow the Institute a chance to prove it can match anything the Americans may do, but she is wise enough to keep such ideas to herself.


‘Then we must explore other avenues,’ the chairman will have said; that is the kind of remark he was appointed to make.


‘We should approach Western scientists who are known to be open to the idea of sharing atomic secrets,’ the political administrators will have suggested. ‘What we cannot take secretly, let us ask for openly.’


At moments like these, the same names are wheeled out, Oppenheimer, Nils Bohr, Fermi, Szilard; the same accounts of secret meetings are rehearsed, the same conclusions are drawn. There exists in the West (so the argument goes) a group of pioneer researchers who are believed to be willing to give away their nuclear secrets in support of their ethical belief that no nation should possess a monopoly of nuclear knowledge. Now it is their turn to be the saviours of the Soviet nuclear programme, stepping in valiantly to rescue Stalin’s political programme. That this idea is once more being floated is, she knows, a sign of the Committee’s desperation in its search for a solution. This group may exist: she has her doubts, but she has never heard that it has ever given away a single secret.


But, she also knows, the West is alert to this tactic too. The representatives of Military Intelligence will have made it clear at this meeting, and probably at many others too, that all the avenues for gathering secret information from these sources are being closed off. The West has woken up to the risks. These scientists are quarantined in security, their secrets increasingly unreachable.


Where is Andropov in all this? Is he the thin, pale-faced figure, silently awaiting his moment in the company of his bull-necked, square-headed superiors whose backsides have warmed the chairs they sit in for too long, men who will agree to any course of action in order to secure the privileges they can no longer live without: their large apartments, sable coats for their wives, official cars, holiday villas on the Black Sea?


But the reality of Andropov’s voice interrupts her imagined meeting, and she is brought back to full attention. She warns herself that she must concentrate on what he is saying. She has already paid the price of letting her mind wander once. She must not let that happen again.


‘An intelligence officer from the Second Bureau makes a contribution to the discussion at this point.’


(Why can’t he tell her that he made the suggestion?)


‘If we are denied all access to Western secrets,’ he says, ‘perhaps we should look for other ways of getting their scientists to work for us.’


She looks at him and fear flutters in her heart.


‘The immediate response to this suggestion is laughter,’ Andropov tells her.


‘The British and Americans are hardly likely to accept an invitation to come to Moscow,’ a senior Politburo member says.


She imagines Andropov sitting at the table, lips drawn tight, hands clenched, waiting for the mirth to subside, his cold demeanour slowly commanding attention. The laughter dies away and the room falls silent.


‘Perhaps if the approach were different, they might be persuaded to help us,’ she hears him saying.


The meeting waits in anticipation.


‘You have a proposal, Comrade Andropov?’


‘We know,’ he says, ‘that there is a fundamental disagreement in the West about the development of the atom bomb. Some of their most influential scientists believe that the military use of nuclear power should be banned, no single state should have a military advantage over another, that nuclear secrets should be shared, the nuclear industry managed under the control of the international scientific community.’


Here he pauses and looks around the table at the faces watching him, waiting for the denouement that will get them all off the hook on which at this moment their future is dangling.


‘It would be interesting to see what effect our support for such a campaign might have on the progress of the West’s nuclear programme.’


There is now complete silence around the committee table. They know that this is not all his plan but as much as he will choose to reveal now.


If you cannot buy secrets, buy time, he says. It is a risky idea, but they are desperate men. Sow doubt and confusion in the suggestible minds of the West; create a sufficient interruption in their development programme by manipulating the weakness of democracy, its use of debate in the search for consensus, to allow Soviet scientists time to complete their work.


At first Andropov is not understood. Why should there be any debate in the West? Why should this plan affect the development of their research?


Andropov smiles briefly. He introduces to the Committee the idea of free speech. There is general puzzlement. How can a society work where anyone may voice his opinion? It is a recipe for chaos and unhappiness.


Andropov argues that by infiltrating the Western mind in this way, by encouraging its powerful leaders to express their doubts, he will provoke a furious and fevered debate on the morality of nuclear energy, slowing progress on their bomb. The outcome will be a paralysing internecine war of words, unresolved and unresolvable, on which the West will choke itself, allowing the innate superiority of the Soviet system to prove itself and passing nuclear leadership to the Soviet Union.


A small bald-headed man gets to his feet. He has the chest of a miner, with short powerful arms. He bangs the table with the flat of his hand.


‘We will spread a poison of self-doubt into the West,’ he shouts. ‘We will confuse our enemies, lead them astray, we will watch them destroy themselves in the agonies of useless debate. Only then will the victory of Marxist-Leninism be complete.’


There have been whispered comments behind his back, while he is speaking, between the chairman and the secretary of the Committee. Now the chairman thanks him for his useful contribution, reminding all present that the purpose of all their actions, especially those under discussion today, is the ultimate defeat of their enemies in the West who threaten the Soviet Union.


‘I would like the permission of this meeting to present a plan for consideration in seven days.’ That is Andropov’s request.


Ruth imagines the glances exchanged, the whispered murmurings, head bent to head, the nods, the hierarchical process of agreement where underlings wait for their seniors to declare their opinion before nodding furiously themselves.


‘Four days, Comrade Andropov. The Committee will hear your plan at a special meeting in four days’ time.’


Four days later, Andropov will have submitted his plan and the same absurd process of evaluation and discussion will have occupied another day in the glorious history of the Soviet Union, at the end of which the chairman will have turned to Andropov and nodded his assent.


And because of that nod she is sitting here now in this room in the Lubyanka, listening to Andropov resurrect her affair with Stevens all those years ago.


Sixteen years. They have waited sixteen years and now she will be made to pay for this single indiscretion of her life.


Andropov waits for a sign that she has understood fully what he is telling her.


‘I am your target,’ she says.


‘No, Comrade Marchenko. You are my instrument. Professor Stevens is my target.’
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MONTY


Corless takes his seat in the only armchair in the room. Cups of tea are hastily drained and pushed into the centre of the table. Crumbs from Rich Tea biscuits are surreptitiously swept on to the floor. We stop talking.


‘All present and correct, Arthur?’


‘All present and correct, Rupert. Yes.’


Arthur Gurney looks round the table to double-check. The weekly ritual has begun.


‘Shall we take the minutes then?’


The minutes of the last meeting are solemnly read in silence to ensure they are a true record of a meeting none of us can be bothered to remember. Arthur Gurney hands the top copy to Corless who asks, ‘May I sign?’ To which none of us ever answers, so Corless signs, Arthur dates and then blots ostentatiously as if his life depended upon it.


‘Any matters arising not covered?’


No one says anything as Corless knows they won’t, and so on we go to what Corless cheerfully describes as ‘the work of the morning’. He glances down at the agenda that he has set himself and feigns surprise. ‘Three items, I see.’


None of us is ever taken in by this element in the ritual. The agenda seldom changes. It would be a shock if it did.


‘Sweet, but not, I suspect, short.’


That is the signal for the business to begin.


Colin Maitland hands Corless the Peter file. There has been a bitter scrap over this, Arthur Gurney demanding the right of first access to what he insists on calling ‘source Peter’ but Maitland, an old hand at departmental politics, has got to Corless first and put Gurney’s nose seriously out of joint. Maitland is the guardian of the Peter file. Dislike seethes between them like electric static between two poles.


‘The decrypt of the latest message from Peter was only completed at six this morning,’ he informs us (‘A problem with the teleprinter from Moscow,’ we are told), so none of us has seen it yet.


Whatever attitude we may adopt, each of us is secretly excited by every new piece of intelligence from Peter. There is nothing like an association with a major secret to give you an enhanced sense of your own importance.


‘You’ll receive your copies in the usual way after the meeting. Will you summarize its contents, Colin?’


This request underlines Maitland’s role as Rupert’s deputy. He, alone of all of us, has already seen the decrypt, a privilege that separates him from his rivals in the room. He opens the folder slowly and surveys the papers, making the most of the moment.


‘We are the target of renewed subversive activity by the Soviets,’ Maitland says. (‘So what’s new?’ Adrian Gardner whispers in my ear.) ‘Peter tells us that Soviet connections in this country have identified a leading British nuclear scientist in Cambridge from whom they are confident (Peter’s words) that they will receive secret information.’


There is a stunned silence around the table.


‘If Peter is correct, gentlemen, and we must assume he is until proven otherwise, then there is only one possible interpretation. Within our academic community we harbour a man or woman who either is already working with the Soviets or intends very soon to do so. Put more simply, it would seem that we have a traitor in our midst.’


*


Rupert Corless’s relationship with Peter the Great was one of intimacy though the two had never met. We all knew the importance of each to the other. Without Peter, Corless’s career would never have risen above the mundane level he had achieved before Martineau’s gift fell into his lap. To be fair, he understood Peter’s importance and his good fortune the moment it arrived. Without Corless’s persistence against the shameful doubts and rejection of the early Peter intelligence by his superiors, the information we had from inside the Soviet Union might never have attained its present level of importance.


Corless’s second coming was due to an extraordinary piece of luck. Intelligence about Soviet intentions, always light on the ground, was at a premium in the last months of the war when some of us began to fear the consequences if the Soviets increased their sphere of influence in the post-war world at the expense of their allies. If getting our own people to understand this possibility was difficult, getting the Americans to change their view of how this last campaign should be conducted was impossible. The Soviets were our allies, Zhukov a trusted comrade; we would all meet up soon in Germany, wouldn’t we?


The difficulty was, we had no hard evidence to support our fears that Zhukov was working against us, only deductions, opinion, surmise. It is hard to believe how little we knew about the Soviet Union in the last months of the war. The Soviets put the lid on everything and screwed it down tight. Hard fact, naturally, was what the Americans wanted before they’d listen to our concerns, in the certain knowledge that we couldn’t lay our hands on any Soviet intelligence worth twopence.


Then, one morning in February 1945, Corless got a coded message from Bobby Martineau, an SIS man in Moscow. He had been approached by, and was now running (bona fides, such as they are in our business, having been established), a major source of Soviet intelligence, code-named Peter the Great. Its importance was such that he wanted (in Bobby’s version he ‘demanded’, but opinion is divided as to the veracity of a number of points in Bobby’s account) Peter intelligence to be given the highest level of secrecy, and that in Moscow he alone was to run Peter.


A morning’s work on the samples he sent us was enough to convince even the cynics in Horseferry Road (by this time Adrian Gardner was already well established as faction leader) that Peter was an impeccable source within the military planning section of Soviet High Command. We were now able to read Zhukov’s mind. It was an astonishing reversal. We knew what the Russians were going to do because Peter told us their plans, and what we learned confirmed our deepest fears. The Russians planned to get to Berlin before the Americans and the British, and to use their arrival for their own political ends. We took the evidence to our military, only to have it rebuffed.


‘Won’t wash, old boy. Boris and Ivan are good eggs, they’re sticking it to Jerry like nobody’s business, and we’ve all got a date under the Brandenberg Gate before long. What a night we’ll have then, what a party!’


That was when Corless’s hard training in adversity, his ability to absorb knocks and carry on fighting, came into its own. He refused to be brushed aside, refused, as he put it, to break faith with Peter’s courage.


‘If Peter risks his life for what he believes is right,’ he said, ‘then we have to fight his corner with him.’


What Peter told us of the Red Army’s plans proved startlingly accurate. By the time Corless’s advocacy of the Peter intelligence was taken seriously the Russians were in the outskirts of Berlin. It was then too late to make use of what we’d learned, but Corless had won his own personal battle. The final score sheet showed a walkover for Corless and a whitewash for his and Peter’s detractors, from which we doubted they would ever recover. Corless’s star was in the ascendant. From then on it was a brave man who challenged Peter’s authority, and after VE Day no one sought the accolade.


Then, within a few weeks of the end of the war, there came the fallow period of ‘Peter’s silence’, the immediate post-war months when no intelligence came out of Moscow and Corless’s reputation as wunderkind began to suffer. ‘Source’ Peter dried up. A number of theories were swapped in the corridors and committee rooms of Horseferry Road. Peter had been betrayed and shot; he had been seriously injured in the race to Berlin; he was languishing in prison. All guesswork, because none of us, Corless included, had any idea who Peter the Great actually was and Martineau couldn’t or wouldn’t help. All we had was the past evidence of his secret messages and the proof of their accuracy, just as we now had his silence.


‘Keep faith,’ Martineau wired from Moscow. ‘Peter not dead. Will rise again.’ It all sounded barmy, typical Martineau.


During those uncomfortable weeks, the Peter cynics, nursing their wounds after Corless’s rise, regained lost ground.


‘Peter’s lost his tongue,’ Adrian Gardner said with malicious pleasure. ‘And Rupert’s lost his balls.’


An anti-Corless whisper campaign spread like a bush fire. A number of us were sure Adrian Gardner was behind it. If he was, he concealed his involvement skilfully. Corless’s people advised a show of force. Corless had to fight his corner again and he showed great determination to do so. Over the years, steel had entered his soul and now he was a match for anyone.


Whatever the reason for Peter’s loss of voice, he said, he had no doubt the ailment was temporary, patience would prompt his recovery and before long Peter would be returned to us.


Corless was gambling his career on Peter’s return. We thought it was madness. All he had to go on was Martineau’s dotty telegram, and none of us would have staked sixpence on that. But Rupert was adamant. Peter was missing, not lost. He would return. It was just a matter of time.


His courage and obduracy stemmed the tide. Rupert must know something no one else did, the whisperers said. How else could he make such a stand? Miraculously, in the face of such apparent certainty, the tide of hostility receded.


A week later, without warning or explanation, Peter suddenly reappeared and once more the intelligence flowed. Somehow the lid on the Soviet Union had been prised open again and we could look in. The light was bad and we couldn’t see far, but Peter’s silence had shown us that without his connection we were totally in the dark. We had lived on a diet of surmise and prediction, which are never good for the decision-making process.


‘Peter risen,’ Martineau wired, ‘halleluja.’


Once more the cynics retreated, Adrian Gardner among them. Corless’s star was on the move again but not quite with the heady speed he had experienced previously. The damage may have been limited by Peter’s Lazarus-like return, but damage there was. Seeds of doubt about the credibility of Peter the Great had been sown. The period of silence would not go away. Why had Peter vanished? What had happened? Was Peter still kosher? Explanations were asked for but none was forthcoming. Corless ignored the questions and got on with the business in hand.


‘Peter has come back to us’, he said. ‘We should rejoice.’


That was his way of closing the door on an unhappy episode that he wanted to forget. The only test, he said, was the quality of Peter’s intelligence. If the early reports were anything to go by, it was proving to be better than ever. We had an inside view of the rapid expansion of the Soviet sphere of interest as communism engulfed Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, the Baltic states, Yugoslavia and Albania. It was a progress we could do nothing to halt.


Corless held centre stage once more, but there were assassins waiting in the wings, and Adrian Gardner was one of them. Corless had only to slip up once and his enemies on his own side would get him. He delighted in this new circumstance. That he was now a major player in departmental politics and a target of so much jealousy proved he had arrived where he wanted to be.


By his own terms, Corless had made it.


*


The Soviet Intelligence Group, or SOVINT, was an ad hoc collection of working committees made up of intelligence officers, civil servants, seconded military and academics (economists, historians, specialists in politics, Russian speakers) whose task was to interpret any information coming out of the Soviet Union. The aim was to build up a picture of what was going on in Russia by pulling together all the available evidence and submitting it to a critical and high-level analysis.


SOVINT’s findings were then passed to the appropriate authority in Whitehall (nuclear issues to the Ministry of Supply, politics to the Foreign Office and so on, with copies of every report to a special Committee of the Cabinet), in the belief that this continuous stream of information would assist the decision-making process in the difficult post-war years when no one was sure which way the Soviets would jump. In the eyes of its progenitors in the Cabinet Office, this loose association of experts was SOVINT’s strength. The ability to call in experts when they were needed while otherwise leaving them undisturbed was seen as a time-and money-saving device, and satisfactorily progressive.


‘A structure to fit these hard-pressed times,’ was Rupert Corless’s verdict.


Quite deliberately, and in our view, very properly, the Cabinet Office decreed that the precise nature of our work was to be kept secret. In any civil service, there is nothing like a hint of secrecy to arouse intense speculative interest, not to say suspicion, and SOVINT became the focus of wide attention within days of the creation of our strange, unshapely federation of talents, ‘our archipelago of specialists’ as Corless once described it to me.


Those of us who were seconded to SOVINT from the Intelligence Service (Corless, Colin Maitland, Adrian Gardner, Arthur Gurney and myself) found it difficult to adjust to the broadness of our role until the arrival of Peter information, when Corless successfully forced through his plan for the Peter Committee. Our definition was now much tighter: we were the guardians of this rare seam of Soviet information, its richness and the accompanying secrecy being the cause of so much of the jealousy against Corless. In this role our group concentrated solely on Peter, its purpose being to decrypt and interpret Peter intelligence.


We were a small and disparate group, some long-standing players in the intelligence game (Maitland, Gardner, Gurney all ex-SOE and SIS), others like myself with only our wartime experience. We had what Adrian Gardner always described as our two minders, Guy Benton from the Foreign Office (‘too effete to sit with foot soldiers like us,’ Adrian Gardner used to say) and Gordon Boys-Allen, a serving naval officer now seconded to the Ministry of Defence, whom even the gentle Arthur Gurney dismissed as ‘nice but dreadfully dim’.


An unlikely collection with an unusual purpose, yet under Rupert Corless’s chairmanship, and with his dogged protection of our sphere of interest, we flourished. Painstakingly we built up a picture of tyranny, its people crushed into servility, its economy remorselessly directed towards the creation of a gigantic war machine on which the success of its political policy rested. Our central concern was the Soviets’ progress on their nuclear bomb. How close were they to emulating the Americans’ nuclear achievement? One year? Two? More? Any activity that speeded up the process was seen as strengthening the threat posed by the huge Soviet army which already cast its dark shadow westwards, a vast bird of prey. Slowly but inexorably we imagined it coming our way. Greece. Italy. France. Sometimes in my nightmares I heard tanks and the crunch of marching boots.


*


‘The question we are faced with,’ Corless tells us, ‘is which of our two professors is stealing secrets for the Soviets? Professor Geoffrey Stevens, nuclear physicist and Nobel prizewinner, or Professor Edgar Lodz, theoretical physicist? Both are leading lights in our thermonuclear development programme.’ Corless’s gaze settles on me. ‘Cambridge is your parish, Monty. What can you tell us about Stevens and Lodz?’


Unexpectedly I am the centre of attention. I am quite unprepared for this.


‘The first thing that anyone connected with the university will tell you is that these two men hate each other’s guts. They’re bitter rivals.’


I tell the Committee what I know.


Stevens is a professor of nuclear physics whose work in the ’thirties, with a Finn called Laurentzen, earned him a Nobel Prize in the year before war broke out. In his early years in Cambridge Stevens made his reputation working with Rutherford and Kapitza at the Cavendish before setting up his own laboratory with Laurentzen, a partnership that lasted until 1938. During the war, he did not go to America to join the Los Alamos Project, though he made a number of visits to New Mexico and is well known to Oppenheimer and his colleagues there. He is generally recognized as the source of inspiration behind much of British nuclear research. He and his small team are rumoured to be working on the initial design of a ‘superweapon’, a thermonuclear device of prodigious destructive capacity to replace the atomic bomb.


‘In your opinion,’ Arthur Gurney asks, ‘is Professor Stevens a likely candidate to betray secrets to an enemy?’


‘I have known Professor Stevens for twenty years,’ I reply. ‘He is many things I heartily dislike, but I cannot see him giving secrets to the Russians.’


‘Selling secrets?’ Corless asks. ‘He’s got a second wife, a young family. Does he have money worries?’


Even after years in the department I am still not used to the way in which, because of the nature of the work we do, any evidence, however intimate, is grist to the intelligence mill. I shrug my shoulders and say nothing. I make a note that Corless will expect me to check Stevens’s bank account.


‘What about Lodz?’


I tell the Committee that I’ve never met Lodz. What I know of him I have gathered second-hand from Stevens and my other Cambridge connections.


‘Eddie Lodz is Austrian by birth. Brought up in Vienna. Went to university in Germany, studied with Heisenberg in Göttingen, and came to England as a political refugee in the early ‘thirties just before things got tough for Jews in Germany. Cambridge snapped him up because of the reputation he had already established. Married an English woman, the daughter of the master of his college. Of the two, he’s reckoned to be cleverer than Stevens, but less pushy, less forceful. A kinder man, in every respect.’


‘He could be a communist. Vienna was a hotbed of communist activity before the war,’ Benton says.


I tell the Committee that there is no evidence whatsoever to link Eddie Lodz in any way with communism. Corless thanks me for my contribution and moves the discussion forward. Full reports on both men, including the state of their private finances, will be presented to the Committee within twenty-four hours. He has already asked Colin Maitland to get the Registry to dig out all files with any reference to either man.


‘If we’re in the hands of the Registry,’ Adrian Gardner whispers to me, ‘it will be twenty-four days before they can even spell either name correctly, twenty-four months before we get any reports. By which time all that will be left of the planet will be a huge mushroom cloud hanging in space.’


‘On the face of it,’ Corless sums up, ‘the idea of Professors Lodz or Stevens giving nuclear secrets to the Soviets looks unlikely. But we can’t ignore a message from Peter just because we may not like what he tells us.’


I am to go to Cambridge with a small specialist team and find out what I can. We are to work discreetly and thoroughly. Until I report back, Peter’s allegation is to be kept strictly within the Committee: it is not to be released to anyone, not even to SOVINT.


‘No formal action on Peter’s allegation is to be taken until we can confirm the charge.’ Corless reminds us that inaction, even if temporary, may be the best way of preserving Peter. For the present, we are to work entirely on our own on this one.


‘What about the minutes?’ Gurney asks as we push our chairs back into place. ‘We have a wide circulation list. Eyes only, of course, but many recipients. What do I do?’


This is serious stuff. We are stopped in our tracks. Gurney looks haunted with anxiety. What is to happen to the minutes?


‘Bugger the minutes,’ Gardner says, and for once the feeling of the room is with him. ‘They can wait. Peter’s more important.’


Gurney looks very unhappy. ‘It’s very irregular,’ he says. ‘I don’t think our masters will be happy about this.’


‘Stuff our masters,’ Maitland says, seizing his chance for ascendancy. ‘Lose them for a few days, Arthur. No one will notice.’


‘Who reads them anyway?’ Gardner whispers to me, with a wink.


Corless nods his agreement. Not a single word about what we are doing is to leak out. Gurney is to sit on the minutes until he receives further instructions.


‘Your decision, Rupert, of course,’ Gurney says. It is as close as he will ever come publicly to dissent.


*


We spent two weeks in an icy, mist-ridden Cambridge and found no evidence that Stevens had met any known members of the Communist Party, let alone strangely accented men in ill-cut suits; nor that he had corresponded with scientists in Moscow or indeed anywhere else in the Soviet Union, or had any contact with anyone remotely connected with Russia or the Russians. Indeed, no meeting of any kind had taken place that could not be completely and promptly explained as part of Stevens’s academic duties or his activities as a scientific adviser to the Government. The truth, however uncomfortable, was inescapable. Professor Stevens was clean.


By the time I got back to London a new message had come through from Peter. This time he named Stevens as the traitor.
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