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            For Frank and Joe, my brothers.


         
 

         

         


      


      

    


  






    

      

         

         
 

         

            From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, 
an iron curtain has descended across the Continent.

            
  

            Winston Churchill
 

            

                


            
 

                                                … nor love, nor light

            
 

            Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

            
 

            And we are here as on a darkling plain 

            
 

            Swept with confused alarms of struggle and fright, 

            
 

             Where ignorant armies clash by night. 

            
 

            ‘Dover Beach’ 
 Matthew Arnold

            
 

            

                


            
 

             Please allow me to introduce myself 

            
 

             I’m a man of wealth and taste … 

            
 

            ‘Sympathy for the Devil’ 
 The Rolling Stones

            


         
 

         

         


      


      

    


  






    

      

         

         Berlin, Soviet Sector: 17 August 1956. They were going to  put Brecht into a hole on the very edge of the cemetery. The grave  was wedged in a corner overlooked by two high brick walls at right  angles. The awkward position made it difficult for the diplomatic  delegations to get near, but Catesby pushed his way through because  he had a job to do.

         
 

         The funeral was bigger than the Volkspolizei had expected. More  than a million people had thronged the streets outside the walls of  the Dorotheenstadt Cemetery. But Catesby was an accredited diplomat,  so he was inside the walls. His official title was Cultural Attaché  for Film and Broadcasting. He even had an office at the British  Embassy in Bonn. But the CultAt post wasn’t his real job. It was his  ‘legend’, his diplomatic cover. Dip cover gave dip immunity. It meant  that if you got caught, they couldn’t prosecute you, they could only  throw you out. They called it being PNG’d, declared persona non  grata. It usually happened in places like Moscow or Warsaw, but one  Brit had been PNG’d from Washington. It was ugly when it happened  between allies.

         
 

         Catesby knew he had to write a report and that he ought to take  some photos, but he wasn’t in the mood for spying. He felt sweaty  wearing a black suit in the still August heat. And he felt sordid being  a spy at Bertolt Brecht’s funeral. Catesby admired the dead playwright,  but it was an admiration he had to keep to himself. Brecht’s  politics weren’t too popular with his bosses back in London  – and even less popular in Washington. Catesby looked around at  the mourners and realised that the US Embassy hadn’t sent a representative.  Not surprising for the funeral of a man who said that  setting up a bank was a bigger crime than robbing one.

         
 

         Catesby felt out of place standing with the diplomatic delegations.  He felt like a black-market spiv who had crashed the party to  pimp and sell dodgy jewellery. Well, spies were spivs. They weren’t  gents, not like the real dips. Catesby would have preferred a career as  a diplomat, but he didn’t think the Foreign Office would have him.  He knew they wouldn’t. 

         
 

         Catesby had pushed his way to the front so he could clearly see the main mourners. He was only ten feet away from Brecht’s widow, Helene Weigel. He remembered Weigel playing Mother Courage. The character reminded Catesby of his own mother, and her desperate struggle for bourgeois respectability. And yet, if it hadn’t been for his mother, Catesby wouldn’t be carrying a black diplomatic passport and making good wages. He certainly wouldn’t have gone to university. He would have left school at fifteen and become a ‘decky learner’ on a Lowestoft trawler or, at best, a fitter in a shipyard like his Uncle Jack.

         
 

         Catesby put on a solemn face and folded his hands in front of him. The pall-bearers were carrying the coffin through the crowd. They had finally succeeded in getting the coffin to the grave where they lowered it on to wooden trestles. There wasn’t a vicar or anyone religious, but there was a man in his fifties who seemed to be directing the practical side of things. The pall-bearers were joined by four hefty younger men who passed webbing straps under the coffin. It soon became obvious that a man who had devoted his life to theatre was being buried without any theatre at all.

         
 

         As the body was lowered into the grave, Catesby tried to identify the family and close friends who lined up to toss handfuls of soil on to the coffin. The mourners were led by Weigel and a daughter from Brecht’s first marriage; who were followed by the children from his second marriage. Catesby also managed to identify two of Brecht’s girlfriends, who seemed on perfectly good terms with Helene Weigel. Catesby envied them all. They could be what they were. They could even flaunt it.

         
 

         HUMINT, Human Intelligence, was an important part of Catesby’s job: it meant watching people. The day before the funeral Catesby had spent twelve hours going through photograph files. Catesby had a trick to help remember which names belonged to which faces. He created animal familiars based on their looks: Friederun the Ferret, Helmut the Hare, Renate Rabbit, Walter Vole and so on. The faces in the files were a Who’s Who of anyone who was anyone in the East Bloc. Sometimes the faces visited Catesby in his dreams, but not as humans. The previous night Catesby’s world had transformed into a woodland where Pigling Bland and the Flopsy Bunnies were trying to kidnap the Fierce Bad Rabbit. Catesby suddenly woke up and remembered something. That’s what they were trying to do to Kit Fournier. He wondered when they were going to call him back to London. If the usual crowd didn’t get Fournier and break him, they’d give him a bash.

         
 

         Catesby had kitted himself for the funeral with a pinhole covert surveillance camera. He needed to take pictures for updating the photo files or for adding new faces. The tiny camera lens was located in his lapel buttonhole and he operated the shutter by pressing on his belt buckle. Catesby thought that, since it was a funeral, he would spend a lot of time with his hands solemnly folded in front of him. He thought that touching his belt buckle would look less obvious than scratching or having a hand in his pocket. But after a few snaps, he became aware that a female Swedish diplomat was looking at him in an odd way. Catesby avoided eye contact – God only knows what the woman was thinking. He quickly removed his hands from his midriff. The Swede continued staring and tightened her mouth.
 

         Catesby watched as the last of Brecht’s inner circle approached the grave. The sandy soil of Berlin was so light that it trickled through the fingers of each mourner. The thin soil reminded Catesby of Operation Stopwatch. Together with the CIA they had dug a thousand-yard-long tunnel into East Berlin to tap the telephone lines leading to Soviet Military Headquarters. Catesby had been to the tunnel to help the technical staff decipher the German telephone engineering manual they were using to differentiate various cables. The beige sandy soil had reminded Catesby of the sand cliffs at Covehithe in his native Suffolk. He rubbed the fine sand between his fingertips and said, ‘It’s all going to fall into the sea, you know – just like Covehithe.’

         
 

         The technicians ignored his comment, but less than a year later Soviet troops burst through the roof and the monitoring staff had to run for their lives. The tunnel had been betrayed.
 

         As the last mourner walked away from Brecht’s grave, the delegations began to disperse and mix with one another. Catesby watched the UK Ambassador shake hands with Helene Weigel, who was elegantly composed and at ease. Walter Ulbricht, the leader of the East German government, was already walking towards his ZIL limousine.

         
 

         Catesby could see the Ambassador talking to the security officer, a lumpy retired Glaswegian cop. Presumably, the Ambassador wanted to make a quick getaway and was wondering how they were going to get the Humbers through the crowd. The cars and their drivers had been requisitioned from British Military Headquarters to ferry them from Templehof Airport. Catesby reckoned they were stuck for a long time. The East Berlin Vopos who could have cleared a way with their lumpy Volga patrol cars had disappeared.

         
 

         On the other side of the cemetery wall various groups had begun to sing Brecht-Weill songs. The funeral had turned into celebration. A woman with a deep voice was singing the Alabama song in a broad Berliner accent.

         
 

         

            

               Oh, moon of Alabama 

               
 

               We now must say goodbye 

               
 

               We’ve lost our good old mama 

               
 

               And must have whisky, oh, you know why. 

               


            


         
 

         Catesby wouldn’t have minded a drink himself: standing around at these things could be awfully boring. Suddenly, there was a voice next to him.
 

         ‘I think I know you from somewhere, London perhaps.’
 

         The speaker was obviously German, but spoke English with an American accent. He was a short balding man who looked about sixty. He was exactly the sort of nondescript person who passes unnoticed in a crowd or even alone – the ideal spy. Catesby recognised the face from one of the files – and from somewhere else too – but the man’s name fluttered around the edge of his consciousness like an elusive butterfly.

         
 

         Catesby smiled and said, ‘I think we have met, but I’ve a terrible memory for names. I do apologise.’
 

         ‘Please don’t apologise. I can’t remember your name either, but I’m sure we have met.’
 

         Catesby turned to face the balding German so he could get a good photo through the buttonhole lens, then he tapped the shutter release under his belt.
 

         The German smiled and said, ‘Cheese.’
 

         Catesby could see the Ambassador gesturing to him over the heads of the crowd. He gestured back, then said to the German, ‘Unfortunately, it looks like we’re about to leave. I wish we had more time to talk …’
 

         ‘Maybe we’ll meet again – and have a drink.’ 

         
 

         ‘I hope we do,’ said Catesby, but the inconspicuous man was already gone.
 

         On the other side of the wall, the husky voiced Berlinerin was now singing another Brecht-Weill song:

         
 

         

            

               Und der Haifisch … and the shark has teeth 

               
 

               And wears them in his face.

               
 

               And MacHeath has a knife

               
 

               But it’s a knife that no one sees. 

               


            


         
 

         It was nearly midnight when Catesby got back to the embassy in Bonn. The first thing he did was to remove the film from his miniature camera and pop it into the diplomatic bag, ‘priority air’. He tagged the film envelope with a ‘SECRET/Delicate Source’ label and the address code that meant it would be taken by a Signal Corps motorcycle courier from the Foreign Office straight to the SIS lab above the car pool garage in Vauxhall. Catesby asked the night clerk in the embassy mailroom to sign a bag receipt, he left nothing to chance. He then went upstairs to the registry where a clerk named Sidney briefly looked up from Sporting Life. ‘Doing overtime again, sir?’

         
 

         ‘Yes.’
 

         ‘I hope they pay you enough, Mr Catesby.’
 

         ‘I get by.’
 

         Catesby suspected that he was the only member of the diplomatic staff with whom the clerks and drivers dared banter. Sometimes he felt they were mocking him. They saw through him. They knew he wasn’t a member of the officer class. He had had the same problem in the army.
 

         ‘You want those photo ledgers again, sir, don’t you?’
 

         ‘How did you know?’
 

         ‘Because they seem to be the only things you ever take out.’
 

         ‘You’re on to me.’
 

         Sidney winked meaningfully, then walked into the vault to retrieve the ledgers. The FO and SIS still called document files ‘ledgers’ – as if they were books in a Victorian counting house. As he waited for Catesby to sign the classified document receipt, Sidney asked, ‘How’s Ipswich Town going to do this season?’
 

         ‘They’re going to win the league.’ 

         
 

         ‘You think so, sir?’
 

         ‘We’ll see, Sidney.’ Catesby picked up the photo-files.
 

         When Catesby got to his office, he put the photo-files on his desk, turned out all the lights and locked the door behind him. He then sat in his chair, closed his eyes and listened to the night. It was a counter-surveillance trick that he often used. Sometimes he would sit in a darkened office for an hour at a time – or more if he fell asleep. On a few occasions he had heard furtive footsteps in a corridor – and once, he was sure that someone had stopped to listen at his door. But it had never got as far as keys in the lock. He wondered what he would do if he ever caught anyone snooping. Would he wrestle the intruder to the ground and shout for help? Or would he reach for the revolver in his desk drawer?

         
 

         Catesby yawned and turned on the desk light. He sometimes wondered if he were going mad. Paranoia was an occupational illness – especially among the Americans. He listened to the night again. The only sounds were the whistles of trains and the horns of Rhine barges. Catesby sat perfectly still because he didn’t want to frighten away the butterfly that was flittering through his brain. Suddenly, the butterfly settled on a bare branch that was London, 1949. Catesby closed his eyes and strained to put a name to the bald German’s face; then suddenly said aloud: ‘Gerhard Eisler.’
 

         The interrogation had taken place in 1949 at a safe house in Oakley Street in Chelsea. Catesby was still new in the service and had been called in as an interpreter translator. In the end, his help hadn’t been needed because Eisler spoke excellent English. The safe house had been damp and freezing. The only heating was a single-bar electric fire in the sitting room where the interrogation was taking place. Catesby was exiled to the kitchen where he made cups of tea without taking off his coat or gloves. He could hear muffled voices coming from the next room, but couldn’t make out the words. From time to time Eisler laughed – he seemed a lot happier than the guys from D Branch and SIS. Finally, the kitchen door opened and Catesby was invited to join the group. Eisler must have guessed Catesby’s role for he looked at him and spoke German for the first time:
 

         

            

               ‘Herauf, herab und quer und krumm, 

               
 

               Mein Schüler an der Nase herum.’

               


            


         
 

          

         The D Branch man, an ex-policeman named Skardon, turned to Catesby. ‘What was that?’
 

         ‘It’s from Goethe’s Faust. It means he’s been leading his students a merry dance: “Up, down, sideways and bent …”’

         
 

         ‘That’s what we thought.’ Skardon turned to a technician who was packing up an Ampex 200 tape recorder. ‘Tell the goons he’s ready to go.’
 

         Five minutes later, Catesby was alone in the flat with Skardon and Henry Bone, the Head of R5 Counterintelligence. Bone was a former Olympic yachtsman who had a laconic and deceptively languid manner that clearly annoyed Skardon.
 

         After an awkward silence, Bone turned to Catesby. ‘Sorry, we had to keep you in the kitchen. We didn’t want the subject to know you were one of our chaps instead of just an interpreter. What do you think of him?’
 

         ‘He speaks with a slight Saxon accent – and seems sardonic and self-confident.’
 

         ‘In any case,’ said Bone, ‘we’re going to have to let him go.’
 

         At the time, Catesby had no idea why the interrogation had taken place or what the ‘subject’ had done wrong.
 

         Skardon rubbed his hands together. ‘Bloody cold in here.’
 

         Bone smiled wanly at Skardon. ‘You’re not happy, Jim.’
 

         ‘Letting this bird go is a big mistake.’
 

         Bone winked at Catesby. ‘Jim doesn’t like our man in Washington – you see it’s all our man’s idea.’
 

         Skardon suddenly snapped, ‘I think we should end this discussion now.’

         
 

         Catesby had long passed the point where he wanted to sleep. Sometimes staying awake sharpened the senses and made you aware of things you missed before. Oakley Street safe house was now playing through his mind more clearly than ever. There were two factors that set Catesby’s nerves on edge. The first was that ‘our man in Washington’, who had ordered Eisler’s release, had been PNG’d by the Americans two years later. This was the only time since the British Army burned down the White House in 1814 that a British diplomat had been declared persona non grata by the Americans. The same diplomat-spy was still the centre of an ongoing espionage scandal that had set MI5 against SIS and SIS against itself. Catesby would love to read the files, but the relevant ledgers were UK EYES  ALPHA with bells on.

         
 

         The other factor that bothered Catesby was why Eisler had singled  him out to make contact. It wasn’t just social. Catesby cast his  memory back over Oakley Street. Memory is like a clandestine tape-recording  that you keep rewinding to search for more clues. Each  replay ought to reveal something you missed before. But Catesby  couldn’t find a thing that would have led Eisler to make contact. It  must be something else. He finally opened the photo-file and looked  at the MI5 report that was stapled on the page next to Eisler’s photo.

         
 

         

            Born Leipzig, 1897. Decorated for bravery in World War  One. Prominent member of Communist Party in 1920s.  Reportedly made trip to China in 1920s where he was  known as ‘The Executioner’. Alleged to be covert leader  of Communist Party in America during Word War Two.  Centre of 1949 diplomatic incident between UK and US  when he stowed away on a Polish ship from New York.  Removed from ship and arrested in Southampton by British  customs, but then allowed to proceed to East Germany  by UK authorities. Currently head of East German state  radio. 

            


         
 

         Catesby knew the Americans had been outrageous over Eisler.  At least during the war, they had comported themselves like houseguests  even if they found the plumbing awkward and the beds too  small. But by ’49 they realised they were kings of the world. When the  Americans heard that Eisler was on a Polish ship docked in Southampton,  they virtually kidnapped him. The CIA Head of Station  and a US consul boarded the ship with an extradition warrant to be  served by a local magistrate and two police constables. But it turned  out to be quite a scene. Two consuls from the Polish Embassy were  already on board and protested that Eisler was under the protection  of the Polish government. There was a brief shouting match, but the  Americans shouted louder and in slightly better English. Eventually,  the magistrates took the US side and ordered the cops to arrest  Eisler – who surprised everyone by fighting back like a demon. The  plump little German managed to take out one constable with a knee  to the groin and sent another’s helmet spinning into the Solent. He was finally subdued with a truncheon blow and taken into custody. And then, Catesby remembered, there had been a big row in the House of Commons too.

         
 

         Catesby locked his office door and walked downstairs to the embassy library. It held nothing confidential, but public documents often reveal more secrets than the most protected EYES ALPHA ledgers. You just needed to know where to look. Catesby had to stand on a chair to reach the Hansard for 1949. He carried the heavy red volume to a reading desk and paged through the Parliamentary proceedings for May until he found the Eisler debate.

         
 

         

            Mr Gallacher: Then I will ask another question, Mr Speaker. Is the Home Secretary aware that it is a tragic situation when Ministers who claim to be socialists are responsible for such a shocking and shameless affair as the treatment of this anti-Nazi refugee? Is there any limit to the depths of degradation to which this country can be drawn at the command of America? 

            


         
 

         Catesby smiled. The dots were joining up. He had met Willie Gallacher at a party in the late forties. Gallacher was one of the two last communist MPs elected to the UK Parliament. It was a pretty drunken party, but Gallacher was more sober than most and had deduced, via an indiscreet host, that Catesby was in SIS. They had talked at length and the communist MP was surprised to find that Catesby was a lefty too. Catesby had, of course, laid it on thick to gain Gallacher’s confidence. It was all part of the game – Catesby had even written a brief report about the encounter. You needed to cover yourself.
 

         One of the library’s fluorescent lights began to blink and flicker. It made Catesby feel anxious, under surveillance. It was as if the light had discovered his secret self and was sending out a Morse code signal. Catesby now understood why Eisler had picked him out. His ‘fellow comrade’ pose with Gallacher had finally paid off.
 

         When Catesby got back to his office, he leaned against the plate-glass window. There was something about the Bonn embassy that made him uneasy. It was a modern post-war building with lots of glass and steel. The idea was to convey, falsely perhaps, the openness of Western democracy. But Catesby found it too light and airy, especially at night. Anyone passing by on the street could see him leaning against his office window and looking thoughtful. But what if they could read those thoughts?

         
 

         Catesby listened to the night. The nocturnal chorus began with the high singing whistle of a Rhine barge – and a second later the low base whistle of a steam locomotive. The great hulking iron mammoths of the Rhine seemed to have their own language. The thought of inanimate objects talking to each other made Catesby queasy. It reminded him of his own job. Espionage was a nightmare world of the unnatural. It was a Hieronymus Bosch hellscape where house plants have ears and fountain pens take pictures. There was no such thing as an innocent object. Every telephone was a predator waiting to trigger a tape machine. The human was becoming irrelevant. It wouldn’t be long, Catesby knew, before radar dishes spoke directly to missile silos. The human factor was too slow – and maybe too sentimental. Catesby hated the bomb, but he had to keep that secret too – because part of his job was spying on other people who hated the bomb.

         
 

         There was a new noise, one that was much nearer. Someone was knocking hard on his door and calling his name. When Catesby opened the door he found the NDO, the Night Duty Officer, holding a cable marked URGENT in his hand.
 

         ‘I’m glad we could find you, it’s always our fault if we can’t.’
 

         Catesby unfolded the cable printout. The perforated strips from the telex machine were still clinging to its sides. The message was simple, not a word wasted. It was typical of Henry Bone.
 

         RETURN TO LONDON IMMEDIATELY
 

         Bone didn’t need to say more. It was clear he wanted help with the Fournier op.


      


      





  






    

      

         

         
 

         

             


         
 

         Henry Bone was as cadaverous as his name: tall, slim, high-browed and hollow-cheeked. Catesby thought that the black cassock with velvet piping suited him perfectly. Bone wasn’t the sort of priest you’d find striding across a sheep-shitten hill in Galway. Oh, no. Monsignor Bone was every inch a Vatican inner-sanctum priest: ‘His Holiness will see you now, Ambassador.’ Just as the real life and secular Bone was an inner-sanctum spy chief. Catesby, on the other hand, wore his Roman collar with less assurance and wasn’t always sure when to turn the page of music.

         
 

         The two men were staked out in the organ loft of Brompton Oratory. It was an excellent surveillance post. You could see everyone who entered the church and hear every syllable of the most faintly whispered Hail Mary. Catesby had set up a pair of cameras with wide-angle lens that covered most of the nave. He operated the shutter releases with a foot control so that he could take snaps while still turning pages of eighteenth-century organ music.

         
 

         ‘Let’s try the d’Agincourt again.’
 

         Catesby leafed through the sheets of music until he found Dialogue du 2e Ton and propped it on the stand above the four rows of keyboards.

         
 

         ‘Do you like François d’Agincourt?’ said Bone.
 

         ‘No, he’s boring.’
 

         ‘You’re not very musical are you, Catesby?’
 

         ‘That’s not true. I like Jacques Brel and Charlie Parker.’
 

         ‘But not at the same time.’
 

         ‘No. They’re for different moods.’
 

         Just as Bone pulled out a stop and began to play, there was the sound of a door opening and the echo of footsteps from the nave.
 

         ‘He’s here,’ whispered Catesby, ‘keep playing.’
 

         Bone glanced down at a viewing lens as he held a long unstopped note. Catesby had got technical services to provide periscope pipes with magnification lens. The periscope eye and a wide-angle camera lens were hidden in the ornate wooden frame of a clock mounted on the organ loft railing. ‘Don’t turn around,’ whispered Bone, ‘he’s giving us a good look. But you need to turn the page.’

         
 

         Catesby folded back the music and watched the 6x magnified image of a man genuflecting in front of the altar. The surveillance target held his trilby in front of his heart in a gesture of piety. Meanwhile, Catesby took pictures by working the remote cable shutter release with his foot. When the man was standing again, he turned and walked to the right. Catesby worked his foot up and down to get a couple of profile snaps before the target disappeared from view.

         
 

         ‘He’s gone into the St Theresa chapel,’ said Bone. ‘That’s where they always meet, bad security.’
 

         ‘Shhh, this place echoes.’
 

         When Bone reached the end of the Dialogue, Catesby replaced the music with a Sanctus by François Couperin. Bone fiddled with a number of the organ’s 45 stops and began. Catesby remembered the words of the Latin mass that went with the music: Pleni sunt coeli et terra gloria tua. He’d had enough of that stuff as a child.

         
 

         Bone tried to play as normally as possible, but both he and Catesby were listening intently to the sound of rapid footsteps on the parquet flooring.
 

         ‘He must have made the drop,’ whispered Catesby.
 

         They both looked at the viewing lens and caught a glimpse of Vasili Galanin as he hurried through the nave. Galanin was the most important Sov agent in London. He was the rezident, the KGB Head of Station, and operated under dip cover from the embassy.

         
 

         ‘Our Russian friend,’ said Bone, ‘looks more like a poet than a spy.’
 

         As soon as Catesby heard the street door close, he put a hand on Bone’s shoulder and whispered, ‘Stay here and keep playing; I’m going downstairs to make sure he hasn’t brought his own watchers.’
 

         The nave wasn’t empty. There were three people. Two of them were bent in prayer. They were elderly regular visitors. Catesby and Bone had noted them during the previous days of watching and waiting. They were almost certainly ‘civilians’. The third person was a man in his thirties with a black moustache and heavily Brylcreemed hair. He wasn’t praying. He was walking around glancing at the dome mosaics and the Mazzuoli apostles as if passing time. His presence worried Catesby. He didn’t want the fellow hanging around while he ransacked the Theresa chapel for Galanin’s drop. He needed to get rid of him.

         
 

         Catesby stopped at a display table and picked up a handful of pamphlets advertising parish events and groups. The Brylcreem man was standing near the Lady Altar, described in the Oratory guide as ‘an extreme example of flamboyant baroque’. Catesby walked up beside the visitor. ‘Magnificent, isn’t it?’
 

         ‘What?’
 

         ‘The altar piece,’ said Catesby. ‘It was commissioned in the late seventeenth century for the Duomo Nouvo in Brescia, but seems to have ended up here among the buoni cattolici of Kensington.’

         
 

         The other man appeared to be biting his lip or chewing the end of his moustache.
 

         ‘I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before,’ said Catesby, ‘but that could be because I’m new to the parish myself.’
 

         The man put his hands in his pockets and shifted nervously.
 

         Catesby waited patiently for an answer. He wanted to hear the voice again; he thought he had detected a North American diphthong in the ‘what’. Catesby flourished a pamphlet. ‘I wonder if, perhaps, you would be interested in joining the St Philip’s Servers Guild. It’s a very worthy organisation indeed, and gives a layperson a rare opportunity to take part in the liturgy.’

         
 

         The man cleared his throat as if he were about to speak, but seemed to be looking over Catesby’s shoulder at something or someone else.
 

         ‘The Servers Guild,’ said Catesby, ‘is named after our founder, St Philip Neri – an extraordinary priest. After years of prayer, the Holy Spirit finally came to him during the feast of Pentecost in 1546.’ Catesby paused; then lowered his voice. ‘It happened in the catacomb of St Sebastian. The gift of divine love came as a ball of fire that entered his mouth and plunged into his heart with such force that it broke three of his ribs.’

         
 

         For the first time, the other man looked at Catesby. His face was cold and vacant, but his eyes were burning. The words came slow and deliberate. ‘Would you like to suck my cock?’
 

         Catesby put on a look of priestly disgust. ‘I think it’s best,’ he said, ‘that you leave the church.’ For the first time, he noticed that the organ music had stopped.
 

         ‘Father Emile, have you found those hymn books?’ It was Henry Bone. ‘They ought to be collected after every service. Have you looked in the Theresa chapel?’
 

         ‘No, Father, I’ll do it now.’ As Catesby walked to the side chapel he sensed the stranger’s eyes boring into his back. – and knew his cover was blown. He began the search in the back row. Unlike the nave, the Theresa chapel was fitted with pews. He moved slowly, genuinely searching for hymn sheets and missals; not wanting to give anything else away, not wishing to shed the last thin veneer of his priestly cover. Finally, there was the echo of footsteps and the sound of a door opening – once again, he sensed a final glance – and then the door slowly closing. Catesby peeped over the back of a pew and saw Bone looking down at him.

         
 

         ‘Did your friend introduce himself?’
 

         ‘Not quite,’ said Catesby, ‘but he’s an American. And I’m sure he’s from Grosvenor Square.’
 

         ‘Diplomat?’
 

         ‘No, he’s one of us – or one of the FBI guys that Hoover uses to spy on the dips.’
 

         Bone looked concerned. ‘They’re on to Fournier.’
 

         ‘It looks that way.’
 

         ‘We can’t waste time – we need find the drop before Fournier turns up. Look underneath the pews and I’ll keep a look out.’
 

         Catesby got down on his hands and knees to search the underside of the pews. He was surprised to see how many worshippers had used the space to stash their chewing gum. The chewing thing came with the war. He remembered the cry of schoolboys as soon as they spotted an American serviceman, ‘Got any gum, chum?’
 

         It didn’t take long to find the drop. Vasili Galanin had attached a brown envelope with a strip of brown packing tape. Catesby carefully peeled back the tape so they could re-use it. He then tucked the packet under his surplice and rejoined Bone. They then went back to the organ loft. Bone played Olivier Messiaen’s Transports de joie while Catesby photographed the fake passports that the KGB had forged for Kit Fournier, the CIA Head of Station, and his lover. Fournier was being very naughty and it was important that the Brits got to him before the Americans – and had the evidence to blackmail him all the way to the Ninth Circle of Hell, where traitors were frozen in ice for all eternity.

         
 

         As soon as Catesby had finished, he put the passports back into a brown envelope that was identical to the original. They had also brought genuine Soviet envelopes in case the rezident had used his embassy’s own stationery, but Galanin was too professional to make a mistake like that. This was an op where you didn’t want to leave any fingerprints.

         
 

         When they went back downstairs to replace the drop, Bone stationed himself by the Oratory’s only street entrance. He had a set of keys to lock the door, and a sign apologising for the closure, in case Fournier turned up too soon. Meanwhile, Catesby put the envelope back beneath the pew and carefully stretched the wrinkles out of the packing tape. The two elderly parishioners in the nave, an old woman with leg ulcers mumbling her way through a rosary and a threadbare man staring fiercely over his walking stick were oblivious of the drama around them. Catesby wondered if they were ‘civilians’ after all: the trade made you suspect everyone.

         
 

         Henry Bone now had to turn his own pages. Catesby had to keep out of sight because Fournier would recognise him. There was little room to hide in the organ loft because you could see through the railings. The only cover was behind the large clock that concealed the periscope and camera lens. It meant that Catesby had to lie scrunched on top of the periscope pipe, which dug into his ribs, and not move at all. As the afternoon wore on, there were more visitors, but still no Kit Fournier. The general rule with DLBs, dead letter boxes, is that you should pick up the ‘drop’ as soon as possible after the box is ‘filled.’ The risk that someone unintended will intercept the drop increases with every hour. Catesby looked at this watch; it was more than three hours since the rezident had made the drop and still no Fournier. He waited another fifteen minutes and whispered to Bone, ‘I don’t think he’s going to show.’

         
 

         ‘Shhh, keep your voice down.’
 

         ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Catesby got up and stood next to the keyboard.
 

         Bone frowned. ‘You shouldn’t have broken cover.’
 

         Catesby picked up Widor’s Marche Nuptiale and spread it across the music score holder. ‘Play that for Kit. People have been known to marry their honey traps.’

         
 

         ‘Very droll, especially if he turns up.’
 

         ‘He’s not going to turn up.’
 

         ‘How can you be so sure?’
 

         ‘Confessions begin in twenty minutes. There’s a confessional in the Theresa chapel, and there’ll soon be a queue of penitents not ten feet from the DLB. He’s not going to empty a box under the nose of an unshriven sinner. I’m going down to have a look around.’

         
 

         On the way to the Theresa chapel, Catesby picked up a couple of hymnals to keep up his cover as he briskly walked to the pew. He slid along the DLB pew as inconspicuously as possible; then put his hand under it at the very place where he had taped the envelope. It wasn’t there. He double-checked to make sure that he was in the right place; then looked underneath to make sure it hadn’t come unstuck and fallen on the floor. Still nothing. It was gone.
 

         Catesby made his way back to the nave and looked around. The man with the walking stick hadn’t moved and was still staring fiercely, but the mumbling old woman with the rosary was gone. At that moment the triumphal strains of Widor’s Marche Nuptiale filled the Oratory.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘What do you think of this umbrella?’ said Bone.
 

         They were in the middle of Green Park; no longer priests, but suited and bowler-hatted civil servants. Their walk back to SIS Headquarters wasn’t the shortest route, but it was the most pleasant. Catesby looked at Bone’s brolly. ‘It looks just like any other umbrella, except perhaps for being more expertly rolled.’
 

         ‘Look,’ Bone held his umbrella next to Catesby’s, ‘what’s different?’
 

         ‘It’s got a bigger handle.’
 

         ‘How perceptive. Now then, why would someone order a bespoke umbrella with a larger handle?’
 

         Catesby thought hard for a few seconds. ‘To make it distinguishable from other umbrellas, so you can easily find it among a dozen or so otherwise identical brollies in a stand or on a rack.’

         
 

         ‘Excellent, Catesby – that was Eliot’s idea exactly.’
 

         ‘Eliot who?’
 

         ‘T.S. Eliot.’
 

         ‘So,’ said Catesby, ‘you went out and ordered one for yourself.’
 

         ‘No, that would have been far too expensive. Eliot’s quite well off nowadays – he can afford such luxuries.’
 

         ‘You nicked it.’
 

         Bone raised the umbrella and gestured at Lancaster House, just visible through the trees. ‘It happened there, a couple of years ago. The British Council gave a little musical soirée for the diplomatic community – and Eliot was a guest of honour. I overheard him bragging about his clever umbrella idea to Sir Thomas Beecham – and something about Eliot’s tone annoyed me. So, I decided to have a look at the famous umbrella as I was leaving. It was, indeed, easy to find – and just as easy to pinch.’

         
 

         ‘Is this story top secret?’
 

         ‘In a way, it is,’ Bone held the umbrella in front of Catesby as if he were pointing at something. ‘What else is different?’
 

         Catesby looked carefully. ‘The spike on the end looks newer than the rest of the umbrella.’
 

         ‘That’s why I need to scruff it up a little.’
 

         Catesby guessed that a spring-loaded hypodermic syringe had been inserted in the spike. He’d heard that such a device was being developed. ‘Cyanide or ricin?’
 

         ‘Don’t worry,’ Bone smiled, ‘it’s not loaded. But, if it were, the boffs at Porton Down seem to think that ricin would be easier to administer. Pity, it doesn’t kill as cleanly and provides a long painful death.’
 

         ‘Why not VX, that swish new nerve agent?’
 

         ‘Fingerprints, Catesby, fingerprints. We’re the only chaps that have VX. If you use ricin for a wet job, you can plant false flags anywhere from Moscow Central to an obscure religious cult.’

         
 

         ‘And, if you leave that brolly at the scene, you can stitch T.S. Eliot.’
 

         Bone laughed. ‘I don’t think that’s on, but it is a tempting thought.’
 

         ‘Are you going to use that umbrella to kill Kit Fournier?’
 

         Bone paused and looked across the park. ‘How many trees can you name?’
 

         ‘The most numerous seem to be London plane, and,’ Catesby pointed behind him, ‘there are also lime, silver maple …’
 

         ‘But surprisingly few native oak.’
 

         ‘No, I haven’t seen any at all.’
 

         ‘The question is, Catesby, are you a native oak?’
 

         ‘Is this a way of getting at me because my mother is Belgian? I’ve had a stomach full of this. At every selection interview from officer training to Special Operations Executive it’s come up. And now this new Positive Vetting gang at Central Registry are having a go too.’
 

         ‘Maybe it’s because we’re trying to promote you, to give you more responsibility.’
 

         ‘Thanks, but maybe Vetting should pay more attention to your purebred native oaks – like Burgess and Maclean.’
 

         ‘It’s not the Belgian connection – there are other issues and you very well know it.’

         
 

         ‘I don’t vote Tory, so what? I’m a socialist – and don’t hide the fact.’
 

         Bone smiled. ‘That side of you is very useful, but it’s a legend that needs to be cultivated with care and cunning. And both sides need to be convinced, and absolutely sure, that you are a totally genuine product.’
 

         ‘We’ve had this conversation before – and it frightens me. It’s a big ask.’
 

         ‘But if we do ask it, we need to pump you up to make you more attractive. It might mean Head of Eastern Europe P Section, or even Controller Eastern Area. And to do this I need to convince Central Registry that you really are one of us.’
 

         ‘Who are “us”?’
 

         Bone laughed. He clearly wasn’t going to answer the question. Instead, he tapped the footpath with the umbrella. ‘I hope I don’t have to kill Kit Fournier with Mr Eliot’s umbrella, but it is an option. The Sovs, of course, would get blamed – and Washington would lean on us to expel a load of faux dips, among them of course, the rezident. And we don’t want that, do we?’

         
 

         ‘I suppose not.’
 

         ‘And we don’t want to kill Fournier. We don’t want him dead or alive. We want him dead and alive. How well did you know him?’

         
 

         ‘Obviously not as well as I thought I knew him. Otherwise, I would have stopped him killing Horst.’
 

         ‘But it was pure textbook.’
 

         ‘And totally unnecessary.’
 

         The killing of Horst was one of several incidents – including the recruitment of ex-Nazis as intelligence operatives – that turned Catesby against the Americans. The death of Horst had been unnecessary, but it had been a work of art. Fournier and his colleagues had kidnapped the supposed double agent and drove him away in his own car. They then faked a late-night autobahn breakdown, and pretended to let Horst escape before chasing him across the central reservation of the autobahn – except there was no central reservation, they were on a viaduct. They then siphoned the remaining petrol out of Horst’s car and left the scene. The police investigation concluded that Horst had run out of fuel, then accidentally fallen 300 feet to his death while trying to cross to the other carriageway so he could hitch a lift to the nearest town. No fingerprints.

         
 

         ‘If we get Fournier in the bag, we might want you as part of the interrogation team. How would you feel about that?’
 

         ‘Mixed. I liked Kit. He wasn’t like the other Americans. He was understated and modest – and loved poetry. In fact, he’s very fond of Eliot – be awfully ironic if you killed him with that brolly.’
 

         Bone tapped the path hard with the umbrella spike. ‘I don’t like Eliot – his politics are obnoxious and his poetry pretentious. But, I suppose, he’s the sort of thing Americans think of as serious culture.’ Bone leaned hard on the umbrella, as if trying to break it. ‘When Americans like culture, which fortunately isn’t very often, they want it with a capital “K” and lots of priestly portentousness.’
 

         Catesby smiled. Something had touched a raw nerve in Bone. ‘Well, Henry, if you take Kit alive, you can educate him and improve his flawed judgement.’
 

         ‘Not before we’ve turned him inside out. Harvesting the contents of Kit Fournier’s brain could be our best intelligence coup since the cracking of Enigma.’
 

         Catesby smiled wanly. Bone was off on a rant.
 

         ‘Don’t smile like that. You still haven’t any idea the extent to which Washington has kept us in the cold, treated us like lepers.’
 

         ‘I’d have to be stone deaf not to know.’ Moaning about the lack of intelligence cooperation was a constant background noise at Broadway Buildings, SIS HQ. The Americans had begun to be sparing about what they shared with the British in the late forties because they didn’t feel comfortable with Atlee’s ‘socialist’ government. But after the defection of Burgess and Maclean in 1951, the sharing of intelligence and military secrets dried up almost entirely.

         
 

         ‘And,’ said Bone, ‘the Treasury doesn’t like it either. Being left out in the cold is expensive. We’ve had to develop our own nuclear weapons from scratch.’
 

         ‘We shouldn’t bother – it’s a waste of money.’
 

         Bone pointed to a park bench. ‘Sit down.’
 

         Catesby sat down.
 

         ‘Watch what you say at Broadway Buildings. You know I’m trying to build you up, to be a member of the inner circle. I want the others to trust you – and accept you as one of us.’
 

         ‘You didn’t answer my earlier question, who are “us”?’
 

         Bone closed his eyes and leaned forward on his umbrella. ‘If you don’t know by now, you’re too stupid to be in the service.’ 

         
 

         A chill ran down Catesby’s spine. It was a warm early September day, but he began to shiver. He suddenly knew it was time to ask the question, a question that had been burning a hole in the back of his mind since Oakley Street. Catesby said a name. It was the name of someone who had been one of Bone’s closest colleagues. He then asked, ‘Is he a traitor?’
 

         Henry Bone gave a dry laugh. It sounded like a saw blade scraping a rusty nail. ‘Let’s go.’

         
 

         They walked in silence until they emerged from Green Park opposite Clarence House, the home of the Queen Mother. Catesby gestured towards the royal townhouse. ‘Someone once told me that you’re a friend of hers.’
 

         ‘Who told you?’
 

         ‘One of the women who works in Personnel. It was Ley’s leaving bash. She was a bit tiddly and, you know, the sort of person who’s impressed by that sort of thing: “Cor, there’s Mr Bone, he travels in very high circles, takes tea with the Queen Mum.”’
 

         Catesby noted that a nerve in Bone’s left cheek had begun to twitch. The twitch occurred on the rare occasions when Bone was worried, embarrassed – or caught out.
 

         ‘That’s an exaggeration. I’ve been to two dinner parties at Clarence House, hardly intimate affairs – a dozen or so guests.’
 

         ‘Did she ask you to arrange a wet job on the Duke of Windsor?’
 

         ‘You’re being banal, Catesby. No, she wanted to show me some enamels from her collection.’
 

         ‘To make sure they were the real thing?’
 

         ‘Yes, that is what Her Majesty wanted. And I was pleased to reassure her.’

         
 

         Catesby bit his lip to stop from smiling. Mental flashbulbs had begun to pop and sizzle. It was like that comic opera moment when you break down the bedroom door and start snapping those naked writhing bodies. But he wasn’t going to embarrass Bone further. He wasn’t going to mention the Cambridge classmate. He wasn’t going to say, I suppose he asked you to Clarence House to verify his own opinion as an eminent art historian … 

         
 

         They crossed the Mall and entered St James’s Park. Catesby felt he had to say something to break the awkward silence. ‘This used to be a royal zoo, didn’t it?’
 

         ‘That was during the reign of James I. Camels, elephants, exotic birds – he used to keep crocodiles in the lake. But in the Middle Ages it was a leper colony.’

         
 

         Catesby gestured to a large web-footed bird swimming through the overhanging branches of a weeping willow. ‘I like the pelicans.’
 

         ‘They were a gift from the Russian Ambassador in the seventeenth century.’

         
 

         ‘And they’re still here.’
 

         ‘And so are the Russians.’
 

         They started to cross the bridge over the lake. ‘D’you know,’ said Catesby, ‘I once saw one of them eat a pigeon alive?’
 

         ‘He must have been a survivor of the Siege of Leningrad.’
 

         ‘I didn’t mean the Russians, Henry, I meant the pelicans. It happened by that flower bed.’

         
 

         Bone stopped in the middle of the bridge and looked eastwards towards Horse Guards. ‘I’m worried.’
 

         ‘About Fournier getting away?’
 

         ‘No, about the Americans getting him first. That would be …’
 

         ‘Be what, Henry?’
 

         ‘The worst, the very worst outcome.’ Bone pointed over the lake. ‘This is, you know, one of the best views in London.’
 

         Catesby looked eastwards. The setting sun had bathed Whitehall’s Ministries of State with burnished gold. Foreign Office, Treasury and Defence seemed, for a moment, no longer British. As they rose above the shimmering waters of the lake and its exotic birdlife, the turrets, spires and roofs of Whitehall flowed into each other like the jumbled palaces of an exotic Oriental satrapy where silky courtiers stalked each other with long curved knives.
 

         ‘We need,’ said Bone, ‘to tame Fournier into a songbird who sings for us alone. Otherwise he could do a lot of damage.’
 

         Catesby had a good idea of what Bone meant by ‘damage’. He suspected that Kit Fournier’s still ongoing attempt to defect to the Russians hadn’t been orchestrated by the Russians alone. The truth could be embarrassing.
 

         ‘By the way, Henry, who were the gorillas in the black  Wolesley?’
 

         ‘What black Wolesley?’
 

         ‘The one that kept driving back and forth up and down the Brompton Road. Do you think they might have been from Five?’
 

         ‘Good Lord, I hope not.’
 

         Catesby wasn’t convinced that Bone was telling the truth. He rather suspected that if Fournier had turned up, the American would have got coshed and bundled into the Wolesley in front of all Kensington. It would have been a horrible risk. Fournier was a desperate man who carried a gun. But it looked like Henry Bone was a desperate man too.

         
 

         They descended from the bridge and followed the path out of the park towards Birdcage Walk. The streets were filling as most of Whitehall reached the end of its working day.
 

         ‘Is it true,’ said Catesby, ‘that Kit was widely tipped for the NSC – or even as future Director of the CIA?’
 

         ‘He may have had the brains, but not the temperament – as is now obvious. In any case, Fournier is going to be our crown jewel. The Americans owe us five years of withheld intelligence – and most of it is in Fournier’s brain. And we’re going to squeeze out every precious drop.’

         
 

         Catesby lowered his voice. ‘Do you suppose Fournier knows about the RYBAT business?’ RYBAT was the CIA cryptogram for ‘extremely sensitive’. It had only been used twice since the war.
 

         ‘What RYBAT business?’
 

         Catesby smiled. ‘Are you teasing me? You really don’t know?’
 

         For a second Bone’s face became so blank that it seemed his features had been erased. Then he said, ‘What do you know?’

         
 

         ‘One of the Yanks at BOB drinks too much. He tried to impress one of our girls by hinting that the American station chief was grooming the biggest defector ever. The Yank didn’t say anything else, but smirked and winked as if the awaited prize was the head of the First Directorate – or even Serov himself. The girl thought he was just telling tall tales so he could get his leg over. I told her that was certainly the case.’
 

         ‘Is that what you think?’
 

         ‘I did until the heavy drinking Yank disappeared.’
 

         ‘Sent back to the States as a security risk?’
 

         ‘Maybe, I don’t know. But the swiftness impressed me.’
 

         ‘On the other hand …’
 

         ‘It could just be chat up bullshit – or canteen gossip.’
 

         ‘I understand that Mr Fournier is somewhat of a gossip himself.’
 

         ‘It sounds, Henry, as if you’re trying to change the subject.’
 

         ‘Is Fournier a gossip?’
 

         ‘He certainly is. Kit knows everyone. He knows what they have for breakfast; who they shag over lunch; how much they drink and the secrets of their bathroom medicine cabinets. Fournier is the consummate Washington insider – he even knows where J. Edgar Hoover buys his man-size dresses and lingerie.’

         
 

         ‘Catesby.’
 

         ‘Yes.’
 

         ‘Next time you hear that RYBAT rumour, try to look even more bored and cynical than usual.’ Bone stared closely at Catesby. ‘Has anyone ever mentioned AV/ORIOLE and AV/CATCHER?’ AV was the CIA digraph that prefixed the code names of double agents.
 

         ‘No.’
 

         ‘Don’t mention them either.’
 

         ‘Are there two of them?’

         
 

         ‘I hope not.’
 

         As they emerged from St James’s Park, Birdcage Walk was filling with rush-hour traffic from the government offices of Whitehall. Black taxis for EOs and HEOs; Humber Hawks for SEOs and chauffer-driven Humber Super Snipes for Permanent Secretaries. Meanwhile, the lesser ranks plodded on foot to bus stop and tube station. Catesby wasn’t a lesser rank, but he preferred walking when the weather wasn’t filthy.

         
 

         They were at Queen Anne’s Gate, less than a couple of hundred yards from the Broadway Buildings HQ, when Bone suddenly stopped. ‘I’m not going back just yet. Would you mind updating the op ledger yourself?’
 

         ‘Fine.’ But Catesby knew it wasn’t fine; it was going to be a late night. First of all, he needed to go back to Brompton Oratory disguised as a pipe organ maintenance engineer to recover the surveillance gear they had left hidden in the loft – and then he had to develop the snaps he had taken of Vasili Galinin and the fake passports. None of this could be delegated to technical staff however trusted, it was all too sensitive.

         
 

         Bone smiled wanly, ‘Sorry to drop this on you.’
 

         ‘Not to worry.’ Catesby turned away and began to walk down Queen Anne’s Gate. After about thirty paces, he stopped and looked back to see if Bone was still there. There was something furtive about his senior colleague; he half expected to see Bone waiting to watch him disappear. But when Catesby looked back towards Birdcage Walk, it was full of identical men in bowler hats carrying identical rolled umbrellas. It was easier to pick out a guardsman on parade than identify a suited Whitehall mandarin in a rush-hour throng. Except if the mandarin had done something to annoy a taxi driver. Catesby didn’t see what happened, but it must have been outrageous for the taxi’s horn blast was long and full of self-righteous indignation. He then noticed that a black Wolseley had pulled up on the park side of Birdcage Walk – and someone in a regulation bowler was getting in the backseat. But Catesby couldn’t see more for one of the new Routemaster buses hove in to block his view. Two seconds later the bus was gone, but so was the Wolseley.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         Catesby had been given one of the desks reserved for officers on temporary duty at Broadway Buildings. There were, in fact, four desks – all grey steel – in a cramped cubbyhole of an office lit by two hanging fluorescent lights. There was one telephone, non-secure, and a small combination safe that was bolted to the wall. The combination had long since been forgotten. Catesby had wasted two hours the previous night trying to reset the combination. He began by sketching the ‘relocking devices’ to remember how they had been attached to the lock. Then he disassembled the ‘wheel curb’ and carefully aligned each new combination number with the index line. He was feeling pretty good about his efforts, but when he dialled the new combination it didn’t work. He then went through the process two more times, and it still didn’t work – whereupon, he slammed the door shut. And it was locked, for good. Catesby shouted ‘fuck’ so loud that the Broadway Buildings NDO came up to see what was wrong.

         
 

         When the NDO was gone, Catesby had a rummage through the three untenanted desks. It was a professional habit. The drawer of one desk, one of the big lower ones where you put hanging files, contained five empty bottles of Bell’s whisky. For a minute or two, Catesby toyed with the idea of finding out who had been using the desk – and then writing a confidential note to Vetting. But maybe, he thought, the tippler had enough problems – or maybe he just liked a drink. The finds from the other desks included a very dog-eared Farsi dictionary, a half empty packet of Polo mints, an Old Berkhamsteadian alumni newsletter, a copy of Racing Post annotated with tips, and some loose change in West German pfennigs. Catesby put the pfennigs in his pocket and hoped they belonged to the old Berkhamsteadian. 

         
 

         Catesby was tired and hungry, but the sooner he started the sooner he would be free. He began by phoning the motor pool in Vauxhall; they shared the garage with MI5. He needed an unmarked van for the Brompton Oratory tidy-up. The motor people were very good and would paint fake liveries on your vehicles if you asked. Catesby had decided a plain van would be fine; he wasn’t going to drive around London with Organ Servicing on his side panels.
 

         As soon as the van was arranged, Catesby went to the ‘props cupboard’ to find a flat cap, toolbox and stained grey mac. He had to look the part – and certainly felt more comfortable dressed as a worker than a priest. When Catesby checked himself in the mirror he felt he was looking at his real self – not the bowler-brolly impersonator. It had, after all, been Henry Bone who had insisted that Catesby dress as a ‘city gent’; otherwise, he wouldn’t ‘get on’. During his early days in SIS, Catesby had sported a trilby and his Montague Burton ‘Demob Suit’ with the loose-cut trousers of the period. Bone said he looked like ‘a bookie’s runner’.

         
 

         Catesby grabbed the toolbox and went down five floors of the dimly lit backstairs. When he reached the ground floor he pushed open a heavy steel door that led to a dank service area at the back of the building. Before shutting the door he checked his pockets to make sure he had keys and wallet, because once the door locked behind him there was no way he could get back in. Catesby hoped the driver had been instructed to meet him there – and had a set of keys to get through the gated alleyway. Otherwise, he was going to be trapped for hours in an urban wasteland with only a stray cat for company. It was a black tom with white paws and a white muzzle that was purring and rubbing against Catesby’s trouser leg. Catesby held out a finger and the cat rose on his hind legs to nuzzle it. He noticed that one of the cat’s ears had been bitten off – poor warrior puss.
 

         Catesby looked at the luminous dial of his watch. They were late. He wouldn’t have time to do a ‘surveillance detection run’. Whenever you go on an op, however routine, you’re supposed to make a dummy run to make sure you haven’t ‘grown a tail’. But it was, in Catesby’s view, usually a waste of time. If ‘the watchers’ were any good you probably wouldn’t detect them in any case. But sometimes, they really weren’t any good. Catesby remembered an MI5 surveillance operation that was blown when the target under observation noticed that a suspicious car parked outside his flat had a different registration number every day, and that the reg on the front bumper was different from the one on the back. Bone always sniffed at MI5 as a retirement home for dimwitted former colonial policemen. Or maybe he didn’t like them for other reasons.

         
 

         Catesby was relieved when he heard engine noises and the clank of the gate. And even more relieved when he saw the headlights of a second van. The extra motor meant he wouldn’t have to waste time by taking the delivery driver back to Vauxhall. The driver winked at Catesby as he handed over the van keys. ‘It’s got a full tank, sir. Can you make certain it’s full when you bring her back?’
 

         ‘Sure.’
 

         ‘Or just leave her in Russia.’
 

         ‘Cheers.’
 

         The van was certainly inconspicuous. It was a ten-year-old Z series Morris 8. Catesby could tell it was former GPO because it had rubber wings instead of metal ones; posties and telephone engineers weren’t always careful drivers. The British were pragmatists, not perfectionists.

         
 

         Brompton Oratory had closed to the public when Catesby arrived at quarter past eight. This meant he could get the stuff out of the organ loft without any, or many, prying eyes. The Oratory surveillance had been more than a secret op, it had been an illegal one too. It wasn’t just the Americans and Russians who needed keeping in the dark, but MI5 as well. SIS was forbidden to carry out clandestine operations within the UK – that was why the Commander Crabb debacle in Portsmouth Harbour had created such a stink. And chasing spies around London was strictly MI5’s job too. SIS turf began at Calais. For the SIS, spying on foreigners in London was almost as bad as spying for them. And Brompton Oratory itself was an extremely sensitive location. MI5 was perfectly aware that the rezindentura, the KGB section in the Soviet Embassy, used the Oratory as a post office. Nonetheless, Five refrained from putting the Oratory under surveillance for, if they did, the Russians would have scattered their dead letter boxes all over London. It was better to have spy traffic concentrated in one area. MI5 simply didn’t have enough watchers to cover all of London. It was almost a tacit gentlemen’s agreement where the Sovs said: ‘You don’t watch Oratory and Kensington Gardens too closely; we don’t go south of the river or north of Regent’s Park.’ Catesby knew that messing up this agreement would be like pissing in the punch bowl at the Queen’s garden party.

         
 

         Catesby turned the Morris up a narrow private lane that ran along the side of the Oratory and provided access to Holy Trinity, a much smaller Anglican Church squeezed into the shade by its larger Catholic rival. He parked, an atheist interloper, in the dark shadows between Rome and Canterbury. Catesby used a skeleton key to let himself in a rear door of the Oratory. The door opened directly into the sacristy, the room where the priests and their attendants vested themselves for services. The light was on and there was a strong smell of candle wax and mothballs.
 

         ‘Hello.’
 

         Catesby froze in place; then slowly turned towards the voice. A plain slim woman was standing next to a sink where she was measuring communion wine into a cruet. She wore a high-collared white blouse that was buttoned tight below her chin with a sapphire brooch.
 

         ‘You must,’ she said, ‘be here for the organ.’
 

         ‘That’s me all right; Morgan the Organ.’
 

         The woman laughed more than the joke was worth; rocking back and forth on her flat brogues and wiping her small shiny eyes with a cloth she kept tucked in her sleeve.
 

         ‘Well, Mr Morgan, I’m sure you know where to find it.’
 

         ‘Yes, it’s just a quick routine service. I won’t be long.’
 

         The woman had now finished with the cruets and was unhooking something from a wardrobe where vestments and altar linen were kept. As Catesby left the sacristy, the woman was stretched and bent over the vesting table as she neatly arranged a rose coloured silk chasuble and stole for morning mass. The woman was neither young nor pretty, but there was something strangely erotic about her posture and the way the coarse wool of her skirt stretched tight across her buttocks.

         
 

         Once in the organ loft, it didn’t take Catesby long to pack up the surveillance devices and camera fittings. He quickly put them in a long canvas holdall, but it was too soon to leave. The Oratory wasn’t as empty as he had hoped: doors opened and closed and footsteps echoed in the nave. Catesby took a screwdriver and spanner out of his toolbox and undid the panelling under the keyboard. If anyone turned up, he would say he was inspecting the mechanical linkages that connected the keys and stops to the pipes. Catesby beamed a battery torch around the mechanisms. Everything was covered in thick dust and rodent droppings; there were two huge mouse nests largely constructed of paper, string and wire. Catesby tapped a section of metal frame with his spanner for a minute or two to make workman-like noises, then screwed the panelling back into place. He heard footsteps on the spiral stairs just as he finished.

         
 

         As Catesby crawled out from beneath the keyboard, he found himself looking up into the face of a very young and fresh-faced priest. ‘How’s it going?’ The priest had the sort of Irish accent you usually heard in an academic seminar: friendly, but deadly earnest.
 

         Catesby put on the persona of a bluff workman in a hurry to finish. ‘Nearly done, just got to lubricate the blower.’
 

         ‘Well, I’ll let you get on with it then.’
 

         But the priest didn’t let him get on with it. He stood there silently watching while Catesby folded back the carpet to find the inspection plate that gave access to the air reservoir and blower. The priest was still there when Catesby began struggling with the bolts on the blower itself. Catesby was stalling for time because he hadn’t a clue what to do next or what to lubricate. In desperation, he let the spanner slip and scraped a knuckle. ‘Fuck.’ Catesby said the word under his breath, but it echoed through the Oratory like a pistol shot. He immediately covered his mouth and looked up at the priest. ‘Sorry, Father, it just slipped out. I’ll put a couple of bob in the collection box.’
 

         The priest’s face turned red, then pale. ‘Well, I’d better let you get on with it then.’ And this time the priest really did leave.
 

         

             


         
 

         Catesby left the Oratory the way he had come in. He used his torch to find his way through the now darkened sacristy. The London air was fresh and clean after the cloying odours of incense and candles. Catesby had enough of church; he was looking forward to pub and pint. He opened the van door and slung his toolbox and holdall into the passenger side. Catesby settled in the driver’s seat and pulled out the choke before turning the ignition. For a second, it seemed that the sweet cloying scents of the Oratory had followed him into the Morris van. But maybe not. Catesby flared his nostrils and sniffed the night air. Something was wrong. A shudder ran down his spine that signalled both fear and pleasure. The scent around him wasn’t burned incense. It was musky and sensual: jasmine, citrus, sandalwood. It wasn’t church; it was bedroom. Catesby remembered something that made him happy and sad. But the bittersweet reverie lasted only a second. It was broken by the cold steel of a gun barrel jammed hard behind his left ear.

         
 

         ‘Where are the passports?’ It was a woman’s voice. The accent was American, but the sort of softened American spoken by expats of long standing. It was the sort of voice you often heard at embassy functions or on ski slopes.
 

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Catesby, ‘I thought you took them.’ The last bit was a wild guess, but intended to confuse.
 

         ‘We don’t need them, Jennie.’ The new voice belonged to a man, an Englishman.
 

         ‘But I, I, would like to have them as a backup.’ She then spoke to Catesby. ‘Pass those bags into the back – and I will fucking shoot you if you do anything funny.’

         
 

         Catesby handed the bags back as gently and innocently as possible. He knew that she meant it. He then put his hands on top of the steering wheel to further assure that he wasn’t going to do ‘anything funny’. For a second or two he felt the pressure of the gun barrel disappear, he looked into the rear-view mirror to see what they were doing. They were busy emptying his bags looking, presumably, for the passports. Just as Catesby tensed up ready to leap, the woman’s eyes met his in the mirror. They were dark pools, empty of anything except madness and desperation. ‘Don’t,’ she said, ‘don’t try anything. Or I will kill you.’

         
 

         Catesby remained looking into her eyes and felt his stomach churn. All at once he understood what had happened to poor Kit; the wheel of unattainable desire on which every bit of him had been broken. It wasn’t just her beauty, every day one saw a dozen women just as pretty on the streets of London. It was the dark secret that no one could ever touch. Yes, she would give you her body in the sweetest imaginable ways, but would never release that dark secret – the only thing you had ever wanted. Catesby looked away: oblivion scared him.
 

         The couple had finished going through his bags. The man said, ‘They’re not here, Jennie, I don’t think he has them.’
 

         ‘Why,’ said Catesby, ‘don’t you ask Kit where they are?’
 

         Catesby felt the barrel of the pistol prod hard into the back of his head. ‘Why don’t you,’ said the woman, ‘close your fucking face?’

         
 

         ‘You shouldn’t swear – it doesn’t become you.’
 

         The shock hurt more than the actual pain. The woman had swatted the side of Catesby’s head with the barrel of the gun; the raised half moon of the front sight had caught his temple and opened up a small cut. Catesby dabbed away the blood with his fingers and started laughing. It reminded him of France. The first time that he thought he was going to die, he was completely terrified and almost literally shit-scared. Then one night, when things were totally hopeless, it ceased to be frightening and became a great cosmic joke. He was no longer a tragic figure falling into a dark hole that went on for all eternity; he was just an insignificant insect waiting to be crushed. And that was funny.

         
 

         Catesby listened to the couple having a whispered argument about what to do next. The woman wanted to shoot him then and there and take the van to make their getaway. The man thought that would be a mistake, but didn’t want to explain why with Catesby listening. Suddenly, there was a new gun sticking in the back of Catesby’s head. The van’s rear door opened and a moment later the woman was sitting in the passenger seat. ‘Start the engine – and don’t try flooding it by leaving the choke out.’
 

         Catesby turned the key and the old van shook into life. He felt something touching his crotch. He looked down and saw the woman’s pistol. ‘If you don’t do as you’re told I’m going to shoot your cock off and leave you to bleed to death.’
 

         ‘Okay.’ It was no longer funny.
 

         ‘Drive north out of London.’
 

         Catesby came out of the church slip road and turned left towards Mayfair. Before they got to Wellington Arch, the man said, ‘We want you to leave London on the A12 towards Chelmsford. Do you know it?’
 

         ‘Yes.’ There were few roads that Catesby knew better. It was the way home, to Suffolk. Were they going to end him where he had begun?
 

         The traffic was light and London and its suburbs slipped by like images from a half-remembered dream. It started to rain after Chelmsford. The barrel of a Smith & Wesson .38 was still prodding the base of his penis, but the hypnotic slap of the windscreen wipers created a mood of calm. No one had said anything since they left London. Catesby had begun to dare to hope that it would be over in the morning – and he would still be alive and un-mutilated. The serene rhythm of the wipers seemed to soothe the woman. It was as if the windscreen wipers were singing a lullaby. Catesby’s mother had never owned a car, but she did sing lullabies – and always in Flemish: Slaap kindje slaap, daar buiten loopt een schaap … Catesby heard the woman yawn and felt the pressure of the gun lessen. Slaap kindje slaap. 

         
 

         The place names had become more rural: Wickham Bishops, Little Braxted, Eight Ash Green. They weren’t far from Colchester. Catesby wasn’t surprised they were heading into East Anglia. He knew who his passengers were, but wasn’t sure what they had done. He knew that the man, Brian Handley, was Chief Scientist at the Orford Ness Atomic Weapons Research Establishment. He knew that both he and his wife, Jennifer, were trying to defect to the Soviet Union – and that Kit Fournier was desperately in love with Jennifer. This love had turned Kit into a traitor – and now he wanted to go to Russia too. Espionage had turned into personal tragedy and personal tragedy had turned into bedroom farce. Catesby didn’t know any more because that’s all, in his role as an operational officer, he needed to know. It was like reading a book with most of the pages missing.

         
 

         It got scary again after Woodbridge. They were now in deepest Suffolk. They had crossed the Deben at Wilford Bridge and were heading into a wilderness of dark woods, marshes and deserted beaches. It was a land that belonged to poachers, owls and eel catchers. As a child, Catesby had loved its wildness and mystery – and had never been frightened.

         
 

         They were driving through Rendlesham Forest when Brian Handley told Catesby to turn off the road onto a rutted Forestry Commission track. A pair of roe deer appeared in the beam of the headlamps before disappearing deeper into the wood. The eyes of other creatures briefly reflected in the beams; then they too scattered. Handley ordered Catesby to turn off the lights, but keep driving. They continued at walking pace for a hundred yards or so; then Handley told him to stop and got out of the van. Catesby knew that he was about to be shot and dumped and braced himself to try to escape. Jennifer seemed to sense his tensing and transferred the pistol barrel from his crotch to his head. ‘Don’t,’ she said, ‘be stupid, Brian hasn’t finished with you.’

         
 

         ‘Okay,’ Catesby was ashamed of his helplessness. He felt like a twelve-year-old giving in to the school bully. No dignity. He could see the beams of Handley’s hand-torch waving about in the undergrowth. Catesby closed his eyes: Slaap kindje slaap. It was the first time since he was three years old that he realised he loved his mother.

         
 

         ‘It’s here.’ It was Handley’s voice. It sounded near, towards the back of the van.
 

         Then Jennifer spoke, the gun digging into Catesby’s temple. ‘Do you want some help?’
 

         ‘No, I’ll manage. Keep your eye on whatsit.’
 

         Catesby smiled again; he was even less than an insect. He was a ‘whatsit’.
 

         ‘Listen, Brian,’ it was her again, ‘I don’t want you to throw your back out.’
 

         ‘Stop nagging, woman.’ For the first time Catesby noticed the flat Northern vowels: Warrington, Manchester?
 

         Whatever it was, it sounded heavy. Catesby could hear what sounded like a sack of combined barley being dragged along the rough ground. Brian was grunting and breathing hard; he obviously had never been a farm worker. You need a rhythm to deal with heavy objects, but Brian had at least managed to get it to the van and to open the rear door. The weather was now less overcast; the light of a half moon filtered in and silvered the van’s interior. Brian gave a great grunt as he hefted the leading edge of the object on to the rear floor of the van; then he must have put his shoulder under it for he managed to get the rest of it in. Catesby felt the van’s suspension sag as the object slid forward and bumped hard into the back of his seat. It was a lot more solid than a sack of barley. ‘All right,’ said Brian, ‘turn the van around and let’s get out of here.’

         
 

         When they got back to the road, Catesby was directed to continue towards the coast. They came out of the forest on to Hollesley Heath. After they passed the Stores Corner water tower, Catesby could see the lights of the Hollesley Bay Borstal in the distance. Just then the van went over a huge bump and something flopped out of the sack and landed between the front seats. Catesby looked down: a bloated hand on the end of a fish-belly grey arm was resting on the emergency brake lever. The limb was flecked with dirt and leaf mould.

         
 

         A minute later they passed the entrance to the borstal. Several of Catesby’s mates from his Lowestoft childhood had served time there. They had left school at fourteen and turned out bad. Catesby had won a scholarship to go to Denes Grammar – and then on to Cambridge where he studied languages. Some of the bad kids were probably in prison again, but some of the others probably had a decent enough life – kiddies, wives, coal fire and a few pints down The Anchor or The Drifter. But none of them were in that van with that dead body – heading towards … The sickly sweet smell of a ripening body now began to fill the van. Catesby wondered if they remembered him, ever talked about him at the pub. ‘Seemed an all right bloke, even though his mother was a foreigner. Didn’t see much of him after he went to the grammar – and that sister of his. She was strange, bit stuck up too. Reckon she needed a good shag.’ Poor Freddie, Frederieke. Would he ever see her again?

         
 

         They were now less than a mile from the sea and Catesby could see the loom of Sunk Sand lightship on the horizon – and the blinking lights of the Harwich Channel buoys in the near distance. He counted the red and white running lights of two ships leaving Harwich, and the green and white lights of two ships going in. No one could understand how much he loved that stretch of sea. Sometimes when he walked along the beach at night Catesby fancied he could hear the bones of sailor ancestors rolling in the tide. But they didn’t say much.

         
 

         Catesby noticed that the woman had become very subdued since they had picked up the body, but maybe that was hearse etiquette. The road dipped lower. He slowed down for the sharp left turn at Dum-boy Cottage. Catesby remembered the cottage from a childhood visit: it was where the cowman lived. He imagined that Friesian cows were still grazing in the dark fields on either side of the road.

         
 

         They finally came to the creek bridge. It would, Catesby thought, be a good place to jump out of the car. The bridge abutments were only a foot or two in height. If the tide was high, he could dive off the bridge into the creek and they’d never find him. If the tide were low, he would either break his neck or be hopelessly trapped in waist-deep Suffolk mud – the most glutinous and glorious mud of all. It wasn’t a good idea, even though the woman was crying and distracted. There was a high-pitched communal piping of oystercatchers as the van lurched over the bridge. They were almost there. Catesby could smell the salt tang and almost hear the gentle whisper of sea lapping on shingle.

         
 

         ‘Slow down.’
 

         Catesby was startled to hear a voice from the back of the van; he had forgotten that one of the rear passengers was still alive. They continued for a few hundred yards at walking pace. There was sand and marram grass on both sides of the road. They were nearly on the beach.
 

         ‘There’s a ramp,’ said Handley, ‘between those anti-tank blocks. Drive over it, towards the cottage.’
 

         Catesby turned off the road and wondered if there would be lights in the cottage. It was called The Beacon and overlooked the confused waters where the River Ore joined the sea. He had stayed there once, as a boy of sixteen, and had overheard a secret that utterly shocked him. At that age he still expected adults to be what they seemed to be. In later years, he got to know the person better – and began to understand, and even sympathise. How he wanted to see candles and Tilley lamps glowing behind the cottage windows – but there was only blackness.
 

         ‘Stop here.’ It was Handley again. They were halfway between the ramp and the cottage. It was as close as they could get to the sea, for otherwise the van would have sunk up to its axles in the shingle. There was a scrabbling noise in the back of the van as Handley opened the door and jumped out.
 

         The woman had stopped crying and had stuck the gun in Catesby’s crotch, but this time she seemed to be caressing his privates with the barrel. Or maybe she was just nervous and her hand was shaking. Her husband meanwhile was standing on a tank block and staring out to sea. A red glare of flashing light reflected on the shingle in front of him. Handley was signalling with a torch. Catesby watched and counted. There was a rapid group of six flashes, then a ten-second interval followed by a single long flash that lasted three seconds. Handley kept repeating the sequence for about fifteen minutes. Then he shook his head and came back to the car.

         
 

         The woman put her free hand on Catesby’s thigh as she leaned across him to talk to her husband through the van window. ‘Nothing?’
 

         ‘Nothing,’ repeated Handley.
 

         She sighed deeply. ‘I told you that we would need the passports.’
 

         Handley put one hand on the van roof and leaned down to the open window to talk past Catesby to his wife. ‘Jennifer?’

         
 

         ‘What, asshole?’
 

         ‘You can fuck off. Just fuck off back to London.’ Handley stuck a finger in Catesby’s shoulder. ‘Muggins here can be your chauffeur.’
 

         ‘You’re …’ She didn’t finish, she just sat back and put two fingers on the bridge of her nose. ‘I’ve got a splitting headache.’
 

         Handley turned away and walked back up the shingle bank. Then Catesby turned to Jennifer and said, ‘What should we do?’
 

         ‘Keep out of this.’
 

         Catesby looked down and saw her gently stroke the dead hand between them. She was crying again. Meanwhile Handley had resumed his futile signalling: five quick, one long; five quick, one long. Catesby watched the red flashes reflecting on the shingle, like coals in his mother’s cooker, and remembered that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but he wasn’t hungry at all. He closed his eyes, Slaap kindje … 

         
 

         Suddenly Handley shouted. There was triumph in his voice – and vindication too. ‘They’re coming, lass. I told you they would.’
 

         Catesby looked up and saw Handley running back to the van. He jerked open the driver’s door and stuck a gun in Catesby’s face. ‘Get out.’
 

         Catesby got out and raised his hands above his head. He could hear an outboard motor approaching from the sea. Jennifer was standing next to her husband. ‘Do they know,’ she said nodding at Catesby, ‘that he’s coming too?’
 

         ‘Aleksandr said it would be a bonus.’
 

         ‘But what about …’ Her voice was full of quaver.
 

         ‘We’ll do him first, there’s a pile of old anchor chain by the cottage. We don’t want him drifting around.’
 

         There was little sea running that night; the tiny waves were less than whispers. Catesby felt Handley’s pistol press hard in the base of his back. ‘Okay, I get the message.’
 

         ‘You’re lucky, Catesby.’
 

         ‘Why am I lucky?’
 

         ‘Because, even though it’s a pain in the arse to bring you along, Aleksandr wants you alive. He thinks you’re a good catch.’
 

         ‘I’ll probably be the only thing that trawler’s ever caught.’ The SIS called the trawlers IGAs, intelligence gathering auxiliaries, but the Russians still pretended they were fishing. There was always one off Suffolk.

         
 

         ‘You might,’ said Handley, ‘end up liking Russia.’
 

         It was turning, thought Catesby, into an awful irony. He’d always been considered dangerously left-wing by many of his SIS colleagues. He’d caused a stir when he first joined by trying to obtain trade union membership rights for SIS employees. He was nearly sacked, but escaped with a stern warning not to do it again. The ‘lefty’ label stuck which was probably the real reason he had been submitted to so many ‘positive vetting’ interviews. And now this. The corridors of Broadway Buildings would soon be echoing with a chorus of smug Blimp voices grunting, ‘I told you so.’ The Blimp mentality could never get its brain around the fact that it was possible to be a socialist and to love your country. Catesby looked south towards Bawdsey: the silhouettes of two Martello towers that had guarded England’s shores since Napoleonic times looked like sandcastles made with buckets. That’s how he had taught Freddie to make sandcastles, on North Denes beach just below their home in Lowestoft. Catesby knew he’d miss her more than anything.

         
 

         The whine of the outboard motor abruptly ceased. Catesby heard a boat crunch on to the shingle. He looked towards the noise and saw the shadow figures of two men jumping out and hauling a boat up the beach. They were probably less than thirty yards away. Handley shouted out in bad Russian, ‘We’re up here – and we’ve got a prisoner.’
 

         The two shadow figures didn’t answer, but started walking up the beach. Both men held their right arms rigid against their thighs. Handley shouted something else in his garbled Russian. It sounded to Catesby that he was asking for vyeryevki, ropes.

         
 

         Catesby breathed deep. The night sea air and lack of food had tuned his senses so fine that everything had suddenly turned champagne clear. The toll of the bell buoys marking the river entrances sounded like the clinking of crystal glasses. Even the stars were ringing and jigging. The steady crunch of sea boots on shingle came nearer. The men were wearing black oilskins and watch caps. Hunger had turned his senses so sharp that Catesby could even smell the thin layer of lubricating oil on the breach operating handles. The white knuckles of the men glowed like pearls in the dark. And below those pearl knuckles, still tucked so closely to their thighs, were the long silencer tubes of the Welrod 9mm automatics.

         
 

         Handley either hadn’t noticed, or thought the guns were normal kit for Soviet Naval Spetsnaz ex-filtrating agents from English beaches. But his wife was quicker off the mark: she knew, but didn’t get far. By the time the bullets hit the back of her thigh her husband was dead.

         
 

         It lasted less than two seconds, but to Catesby it seemed like a ballet coda that had been carried out in slow motion. He had watched, with bleak fascination, as the gunman on the left lifted up his Welrod to shoot Handley in the chest. Catesby stiffened and braced himself for pain, knowing that Handley’s pistol was poised to blow a hole in his own spine, but then – and it was a reflex action that must have lasted less than a quarter of a second – he felt the barrel slide across and away from his back. Handley must have been trying to defend himself. When the gunman finally pulled the trigger, the Welrod was almost touching Handley’s chest. Handley shouted ‘ouch’ and the Welrod made a dull bark, like a muzzled Alsatian. It’s not as quiet as other silenced pistols, but it fires a bigger, more killing bullet. Catesby remembered the Welrod 9mms from France – and how they jerked upwards when you pulled the trigger.

         
 

         While Handley was busy getting killed, there had been the quick rustle of someone trying to run on shingle, then two more Alsatian barks – and then the sound of a woman moaning. Catesby turned to see what had happened. The gunman who shot Jennifer Handley had turned her over. There was enough starlight for Catesby to see the two dark stains on her beige skirt: blood from the 9mm exit wounds. Just as the gunman raised his pistol to finish her, a voice next to Catesby called out: ‘Don’t kill her, not yet.’ The voice wasn’t Russian; it was pure South London spiv. Catesby turned to look at the Londoner, just in time to see him pump two more rounds into Handley, who had been lying on his back but still twitching. Finished with that, the Londoner looked over to his fellow gunman. ‘Can you give me a hand with this geezer?’

         
 

         ‘All right, mate.’ The second gunman had an unmistakeable accent too. Before going off he looked down at Jennifer Handley and said, ‘Don’t try walking on that leg, kleintjie, I’ll be back in two shakes.’

         
 

         Kleintjie. Catesby knew the word: it was the Afrikaans form of kindje, small child. He watched the two gunmen pick up Handley and begin to half carry and half drag him down to their boat. He then went over to Jennifer and kneeled down next to her. ‘I wish,’ he said, ‘that I could do something.’

         
 

         ‘You can get my gun – it’s in my handbag in the van.’

         
 

         ‘You want me to shoot those fellows?’ Catesby couldn’t bear to admit to her, to tell her, that it was pretty likely that he and the gunmen were playing for the same team.
 

         ‘No, I want you to shoot me.’
 

         Catesby touched her cheek with the tips of his fingers. Her tears had smeared streaks of mascara down the side of her face. He hated what he was doing, and the way he was going to do it.
 

         ‘Your husband,’ whispered Catesby, ‘mentioned Feklisov.’
 

         He knew full well that Handley hadn’t said Feklisov, he had merely said Aleksandr. And almost every other Russian boy of a certain generation was an Aleksandr, but was theirs the Aleksandr Semyonovich Feklisov who had been head of the London rezidentura in the early fifties? ‘Is all this Feklisov’s doing?’

         
 

         ‘I don’t know, I don’t think so. Aleksandr was a kind man. Now, will you please shoot me? Aleksandr would do me such kindness.’
 

         ‘You’re right. I don’t think it was Alex. I think it was … someone else.’
 

         Jennifer’s face contorted with pain. ‘Don’t make me laugh. It hurts my leg – God it hurts!’
 

         ‘I’m sorry.’
 

         ‘I can’t believe you’re so crass, so stupid. Why are you pumping me for information when I only want to die?’
 

         ‘Because you might want revenge – you might want to get the person who tipped us off.’ Catesby didn’t know what he was talking about. He was following instinct and making it up as he went along.
 

         Jennifer smiled. ‘What a stupid question. You already know.’
 

         ‘Me? I don’t know anything; I’m just an ignorant spear carrier. But maybe I want to be something else.’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘One day I’m going to stick the knife in and I want to make sure it goes through the right set of ribs. Kit must have told you – was it ORIOLE or CATCHER. Which one?’
 

         Jennifer shook her head. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
 

         ‘There’s a cuckoo in Section 3 of the First Chief Directorate.’ Catesby was improvising and guessing like mad. ‘Three’ was the Moscow Central section responsible for the United Kingdom and Scandinavia.
 

         ‘You stupid bastard.’ Jennifer was laughing and crying at the same time. ‘The parasitic bird you’re referring to won’t be flying out of Moscow.’

         
 

         For a second Catesby thought she might be off on a disinformation riff, but a deeper instinct said this was deathbed truth. There wasn’t much time; he heard heavy footsteps crunching back up the shingle. ‘Who is he?’

         
 

         ‘It is a he, but I don’t know his name. He’s one of Mischa’s boys.’
 

         ‘Who’s Mischa?’
 

         ‘You mean,’ Jennifer almost choked with laughter, ‘you don’t know who Mischa is?’
 

         The first gunman to arrive was the South African. He looked down at Jennifer. ‘You’re lucky, kleintjie, we’ve got some morphine for you.’ The South African pulled up her skirt exposing her stocking tops and underwear. He then took the top off the morphine syrette and pulled the wire loop to break the seal. It was a form of analgesia made for battlefield use. ‘Useful piece of kit,’ said the gunman. He then leaned forward and pushed the needle into the bare flesh of Jennifer’s unwounded thigh.

         
 

         The Londoner was now there too. ‘How are we going to carry her? I think you might have smashed the bone.’
 

         ‘No problem, mate, like a dead springbok.’ The South African grabbed Jennifer by the wrists and hoisted her on to his back. She screamed with pain. Her gunman turned to start off down the beach with his prize hanging on his back like a loose cloak.
 

         Jennifer looked at Catesby one last time. She still had enough strength to whisper. ‘Find him and get him – I want you to do it for me.’
 

         Catesby looked at her and mouthed a ‘yes’. He understood the wheel of desire that had broken Kit Fournier, for he was strapped on it too.
 

         The Londoner was shining a torch on the shingle and picking up the spent cartridges. When he finished counting them, he came over to Catesby. ‘I’ve been told, sir, that you have to go back to London.’
 

         ‘Who told you?’
 

         ‘The gaffer.’
 

         Catesby knew it was pointless to ask more.
 

         ‘Is the van all right, Mr Catesby? If you need petrol I can get you some.’ The South London accent had changed to Sandhurst cadet from a council estate who’s grateful for the chance, but not ashamed of his background. It was a familiar journey and Catesby knew the signposts because he had followed them himself.

         
 

         ‘I can manage, but there’s a body I’d like to lose.’
 

         ‘Another one? Where?’
 

         Catesby nodded towards the Morris 8.
 

         ‘I’ll give you a hand, sir, just leave it to us.’
 

         

             


         
 

         Without passengers and corpse the van was a lot lighter on the bumps, but it still carried the confused odours of putrefaction and bedroom perfume. The ghosts were still there. Catesby didn’t turn on the headlights until he got back to the main road. He’d only driven a couple of hundred yards when he stopped to admire a barn owl that was perched on a gatepost. The bird was caught in the full beam of the van headlights, but remained perfectly still for at least five seconds. Finally, the owl turned its head to look at Catesby, then flew off over the field behind the gate. Catesby’s eyes followed the soundless flight of the barn owl as it dipped and swooped in the moonlight. The owl disappeared, but something else reflected in the moonlight. It was parked on a farm track and its metallic glitter caught the eye. The car was partly hidden by an overgrown hedge, but it was easily recognisable as a black Wolseley. Catesby looked away and put the van back in gear and continued driving. Afterwards, he regretted not having taken the registration number. But later, when he thought about it more deeply, he was glad he hadn’t. There were a lot of black Wolseleys in the world – and some of them belonged to farmers.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         It was four o’clock in the morning when Catesby got back to London. He parked the van illegally in front of Broadway Buildings and reported to the NDO. There were no messages. He could see that the NDO was looking at his cut temple, but the man had been in the service too long to ask questions. Catesby dropped his holdall on the duty officer’s desk.
 

         ‘Firearms?’
 

         ‘No, cameras and surveillance stuff.’
 

         ‘We’ll sort it. Need a lift?’
 

         ‘I’d love one.’
 

         ‘I’ll wake up young Manton.’
 

         

             


         
 

         The driver was one of the Signal Corps dispatch riders who couriered for SIS. He was a tall lanky lad who was more used to motorcycles and had to push the van seat all the way back. ‘Where to, sir?’ he said.

         
 

         ‘Tachbrook Street, Pimlico.’
 

         ‘Near the Tate?’
 

         ‘That’s right,’ said Catesby. ‘Do you know the gallery?’
 

         ‘Yeah, I used to go there a lot. I wanted to go to art school, but you know how it is.’
 

         Catesby did know. Dreams were for others, but it didn’t have to be that way. ‘So what happened?’
 

         ‘I got a GPO apprenticeship and then the army …’ The dispatch rider suddenly flared his nostrils and started sniffing. ‘You know there’s a bit of a pong in this van?’
 

         ‘Yeah, I noticed it too.’
 

         They had just passed the coroner’s court on Horseferry Road. ‘What do you think of this Suez thing? My boss says I’ll probably get sent out.’
 

         ‘I think we’re going in. Eden wants to get rid of Nasser. Who are you with?’
 

         ‘14 Signal. I hope I don’t get deployed. I’m supposed to be going on a telecommunications course at Cranfield. I want to transfer to GCHQ.’
 

         It was, thought Catesby, a good decision. His own sister, Freddie, worked there. She was a bright girl who always made the right choices. Freddie had read Slavonic Studies at UCL and then joined GCHQ as an interpreter translator. GCHQ specialised in Signals Intelligence which everyone knew was the future. SIS specialised in Human Intelligence, which was sloppy, unreliable and old fashioned. Freddie and her friends worked in a shiny new building in the green fields of Gloucestershire. They didn’t have to get rat-arsed on vodka at three o’clock in the morning babysitting a contact reeking of body odour and self-pity. And in the end what did you get? Four hours of sentimental slush over-seasoned with long passages of Pushkin recited in the lugubrious accents of a stage drunk:
 

         

            It’s better to have dreamed a thousand dreams that never were Than never to have dreamed at all … 

            


         
 

         The young driver was just coming up to Tachbrook Street. ‘Which end, sir?’

         
 

         ‘Turn left, it’s the one with the bicycle on the black railings.’
 

         As Catesby got out of the van, he remembered something. He reached into his pocket and found two quid and a ten-bob note. He handed them to the driver, ‘You’ll need to fill her up with petrol before you take her back to Vauxhall, otherwise they’ll do their nut – and can you get a receipt too?’
 

         ‘What about the change?’
 

         ‘Keep it.’
 

         ‘Nah, I can’t do that.’
 

         Catesby could see he had hurt the young man’s pride. ‘Okay, put the change in an envelope and leave it with the NDO.’
 

         The young man smiled and put the van in gear, ‘Cheerio, sir.’
 

         The flat was located in the basement of a Regency townhouse that belonged to Catesby’s in-laws. He had lived there off and on with his estranged wife when they were not so estranged. After they started to split up, the wife said he could keep it on for a silly rent. Catesby said no at first, but then his sister Freddie told him she would like the flat for Tomasz. It wasn’t as complicated as it sounded. Tomasz was Freddie’s lover. He was an expat Pole who worked for the Polish Service of the BBC. Freddie stayed at the flat when she wasn’t on duty at GCHQ in Cheltenham. And, since there were two bedrooms, it gave Catesby a foothold when he was in London. He felt guilty about the arrangement and always tried to press money on his wife in exchange for his using the flat, but she always flung it back at him. It eventually occurred to him that she preferred the guilt to the cash. At least, reasoned Catesby, he was paying something.

         
 

         Catesby opened the railing gate and walked down the stone steps. He heard the electric hum of a milk float turning into Tachbrook Street. London was coming to life. As usual, the door key was attached to a piece of string that you reached by sticking your fingers through the brass letter flap. Convenient for burglars and it saved Catesby the trouble of using the lock-picking skills he had learned at Fort Monckton.

         
 

         He called out, ‘Tomasz? Anyone home?’ as he let himself in. There was no answer. Maybe Tomasz was sleeping. He walked over to the bedroom door and slipped it open to have a peep. The bed was empty beneath its candlewick cover and the curtains were drawn. Good, thought Catesby. He wanted to be alone and he needed a long hot soaking bath – even though the hot water gas geyser was as lethal as a flame thrower. Catesby didn’t much like his functional flat in Bonn, but at least you could have a bath without the risk of being napalmed.

         
 

         Catesby couldn’t remember how long he had been lying in the bath. He must have fallen asleep for the water had turned tepid. Something must have woken him. He sat up and listened hard: there were footsteps, and then the sound of someone breathing on the other side of the door. He waited. The door handle began to turn; then stopped. Catesby looked around for something that he could use as a weapon. The only thing at hand was the Lowestoft china jug that Freddie used to wash the shampoo out of her hair. Oddly enough, he was more afraid of breaking the jug than of being hurt. Freddie had won it for finishing top of her class in languages at the girls’ grammar. It was her favourite prize. Catesby remembered how her eyes had filled with tears as she clutched it to her narrow chest. The jug’s blue and white design depicted a chinoiserie landscape in which a woman carrying a parasol was crossing a bridge. To what?
 

         The person on the other side of the door now seemed to be leaning against it and listening. He finally cleared his throat and said, ‘Is that you in there, Frederieke?’ It was Tomasz.
 

         Catesby lay down in the cooling scummy bathwater and felt the tension drain. ‘No, it’s me.’
 

         ‘William, I didn’t realise you were in town.’ Tomasz was one of the very few people who called Catesby by his first name. Even his mother called him Catesby. There were, however, a few others – the closest – who called him Will. Apparently, his father had called him that, but Catesby couldn’t remember because he was only two years old when he died.
 

         ‘Sorry to trouble you,’ Catesby had to shout because he was running the water to clean the bath, ‘but I was called back rather unexpectedly.’ Catesby didn’t feel like explaining why he had spent four nights sleeping on a camp bed in a corridor at Broadway Buildings. Instead he said, ‘And where were you last night, Tomasz? If you’ve been two-timing my sister I’m going to horsewhip you.’

         
 

         ‘Ah, whips again. You want to convert me to le vice Anglais. But I am not going to give you the excuse for which you are searching. You are a wicked man. There is no other woman; I am on night shift at Bush House.’

         
 

         ‘You didn’t need to give a speech.’

         
 

         ‘What do you mean, give a speech?’
 

         ‘Never mind, it’s just my way of saying that you are a tedious bore.’
 

         ‘And you are very impolite and rude. But I have excellent manners, so I am going to ignore your insults and make some tea.’
 

         Dressed and combed, Catesby arrived in the kitchen to find a pot of freshly brewed tea and a table spread with bread, cheese, cold meat, honey and jam – a sort of Anglo-Polish compromise. ‘Thank you,’ said Catesby.
 

         Tomasz was staring at Catesby’s cut temple. ‘Being a Cultural Attaché must be a very dangerous job.’ Tomasz knew perfectly well that Catesby was a spy, but maintained the polite fiction of his cover story. The Pole poured the tea and said, ‘Have you seen this new play, Look Back in Anger?’

         
 

         ‘Not yet.’
 

         Tomasz laughed and gestured at Catesby’s injury. ‘It looks like one of those “angry young men” got angry with you.’
 

         ‘I cut myself shaving.’
 

         ‘What were you shaving with? A gun barrel?’
 

         Catesby felt a bit unnerved by the accuracy of Tomasz’s guess. He got up to toast some bread under the cooker grill and said, ‘I ran out of razor blades.’
 

         ‘I can lend you some.’
 

         ‘What calibre are they?’
 

         ‘Poor William,’ Tomasz seemed genuinely concerned. ‘They shouldn’t use someone like you to deal with common thugs. But I know you won’t talk about it.’
 

         ‘Maybe I got in a fight over a woman. It’s happened before, you know.’
 

         Tomasz whistled gently under his breath. It was an incident that friends and family pretended had never happened. The only person who didn’t seem embarrassed about it was Catesby. Tomasz placed a thin round of kielbasa on a slice of rye bread. ‘You know,’ he said to change the subject, ‘that Bertolt Brecht is dead?’

         
 

         Catesby sat down and buttered his toast. ‘I was at the  funeral.’
 

         ‘Ah, as Cultural Attaché.’
 

         ‘That’s right,’ smiled Catesby, ‘and, as you said, it is a dangerous job – all those intense young poets off their heads.’
 

         ‘Was Czeslaw Milosz there?’
 

         ‘He’s the one who hit me.’

         
 

         ‘That’s not true,’ Tomasz leaned forward and playfully prodded Catesby’s shoulder with his forefinger, ‘but I wish he had hit you. No, Milosz couldn’t have been there – they would have arrested him and sent him back to Warsaw.’
 

         ‘I’m not sure. It was all pretty civilised and there weren’t many Vopos around.’
 

         ‘You shouldn’t apologise for those regimes. You British are too soft on them.’
 

         Catesby bit his tongue. He didn’t want to get into yet another political argument. Tomasz was fanatically anti-communist and anti-Russian. And, perhaps, he had reason to be. Many of his family had been executed in the Katyn Forest when Lavrenty Beria ordered the Soviet NKVD to liquidate the Polish Officer Corps in 1940. Catesby looked at Tomasz. The Pole seemed to have gone into a little trance. His eyes were closed, but his lips were faintly moving.
 

         ‘Are you all right?’ said Catesby.
 

         ‘Shhh, I’m translating. Wait a second. Okay, now listen:
 

         

            

               Grow your tree of lies from small seeds of truth, 

               
 

               Show no contempt for what is real.

               
 

               Make your lie more true than truth itself. 

               


            


         
 

         What do you think?’
 

         Catesby shrugged his shoulders; then looked blankly across the breakfast table. ‘So what? That’s what we all do.’
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