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Peace dies when the framework is ripped apart. When there is no longer a place that is yours in the world. When you know no longer where your friend is to be found.


Saint-Exupéry, Flight to Arras




To John Bryant with love




1


As Hoggart stood waiting for the double stream of traffic to clear he looked across the street at Century House. It was a glorious summer day but not even the bright sunshine could make the tall building look anything but grim. Perhaps it was appropriate that the headquarters of MI6 should look implacable and forbidding in its public face. But it gave a false impression all the same. The people inside, like the staffs of any large government organisation, were just people. There were flowers in vases in the typing pool, there were disputes about holiday rotas, rivalries and even long-historied feuds. The most modern pieces of high technology still had to give way sometimes to no more than the hunch of an experienced man. There was loyalty and ambition, and sharp academic minds that probed the accumulated field-wisdom of experienced agents. There were love affairs and mild sexual harassment, prejudices and deviousness, and evidence of most of the frailties that human beings are prone to. There were strict upholders of the law of the land and others who deemed justice more important, and recognised that they were not synonymous. There were several scores of people who knew more about what was going on in the world than most heads of government knew; and there was a handful of people who knew enough to bring to an ignominious end the careers of at least fifty public figures. Strangely enough, the knowledge led to a tolerance of behaviour in others that would have been unacceptable by their own scales of values. But none ever confused tolerance with trust. Newcomers learned early on that trust was not valued in the ranks of SIS. Trust was like belief, and implied an absence of fact. And in SIS even facts were subject to double and quadruple checks. Both elements, the law and justice, required it.


It was almost five minutes before Hoggart was able to thread his way through the temporarily halted streams of cars and lorries to the other side of the street.


He showed his ID card at Security and waited as they logged his arrival before taking the lift to the ninth floor, and the office he shared with David Fletcher.


It was mid-afternoon when Hoggart came in, exchanging brief greetings with Fletcher before settling down at his desk.


Hoggart was reading a file, turning the pages slowly, once or twice turning back to read the text again. He had the build of a good lock-forward so that although he always wore snappy clothes his bulging muscles seemed to make his jackets look a couple of sizes too small, even when they were new. He had a big, haphazard sort of face but it was his hair that you always noticed. Jet black and brushed straight back from his forehead, it always seemed lank, as if it needed a shampoo, and it never lay flat, so that it looked like the raised hackles of an angry dog.


Then Hoggart looked up and saw Fletcher watching him. He pointed at the file. ‘Have you read this?’


‘What is it?’


‘The surveillance report on the suspect KGB guy at the Soviet Trade Mission.’ He looked at the file cover. ‘Barakov. Igor Barakov.’


‘Yes. I’ve read it.’


‘D’you remember the physical description?’


‘More or less.’


‘So what the hell does etiolated mean?’


Fletcher laughed. ‘That’s a bit of original Anthony Renshaw. He edited the report. It means – pale – wan – kind of washed-out.’


‘Jesus wept. Has he ever done any actual fieldwork himself?’


‘I don’t think so. He had the usual training courses way back. But he’s always been an administrator. Looking after the likes of you and me.’


‘How the hell do you get a job like that?’


Fletcher grinned. ‘You have an old man who’s head of a merchant bank. Then Eton, Balliol, a stint in the Foreign Office, Washington and Bonn. You speak fluent Russian. You are naturally charming. You mix with the top people who are old family friends – and you work very hard.’ He paused. ‘He’s very good at his job. And he’s at arm’s length. He doesn’t get emotionally involved like we do.’ Fletcher paused. ‘Somebody has to, you know.’


‘He’s like something out of P. G. Wodehouse or a Noel Coward play. He even looks like one of those creeps in a Dormeuil ad in the Sunday magazines.’


‘What does it matter what he looks like? We do our jobs and he does his. That’s all that our lords and masters expect of us. We put our fingers in the holes in the dyke but he has to have a wider view than we do.’ He paused and smiled. ‘If it was left to the likes of you and me every Russian in London would be in the Scrubs.’ He stood up, pushing back his chair. ‘Are you taking over the Barakov surveillance?’


‘No. I’m working for Renshaw doing my share of decrypting the last material from “Needle”. He says you’re doing the second batch.’


‘Is that the …?’ Fletcher waved his hand because his sense of security even inside Century House was too ingrained to let him go further.


Hoggart nodded. ‘Yeah. That’s the one.’


Fletcher stood up. ‘I’m going for a coffee. D’you want one?’


‘Thanks. Same as usual. Half and half with two sugars.’


The street of grim Victorian houses was at the back of Euston Station. Once the houses of artisans, they had been crudely converted into flats of various sizes. On the top floor of one of them a small boy sat reading a tattered copy of The Wizard. He was pale, with thick black hair and a bruise on the side of his face. He heard the voices and footsteps on the bare, wooden stairway outside and then the sharp, peremptory knock on the door. The boy ignored the knock, standing up to look out of the window. There was more knocking and then the jangle of keys and the door opened. A large woman and a police constable were standing there.


The woman smiled, and said, ‘Hello Eddie. I’m Mrs Hopkins – d’you remember me?’


The small boy stayed silent, and the smiling, stout woman edged into the room. ‘Where’s your Ma, Eddie?’ The boy pointed to a closed door and the woman walked over slowly and opened the door to the only bedroom. A woman lay on the filthy bed, smoking a cigarette, tapping the ash into a cup of cold tea. The stout woman said quietly, ‘I’ve come for Eddie, Mrs H. The court order you know.’ She paused. ‘Can you hear me, Mrs H? We’ve got to take him away.’


Mrs Hopkins waited and the woman on the bed slowly turned her head to look at her. For long moments she looked without speaking, then she said harshly, ‘What you waiting for, you stupid cow?’


‘We’re taking young Eddie into care, Mrs Hoggart.’


‘Tek the little bugger, he’s no bloody use to me.’


For a moment, Mrs Hopkins hesitated, nonplussed. She was used to mothers who fought like wildcats to keep their children. Screaming abuse, calling on the saints, cursing her and those she might love, praying that she might die slowly and painfully. Cancer was their favourite choice. And then she gathered her wits and turned to the boy.


‘Collect all your clothes and your toys, boy. Everything you’ve got.’


Ten minutes later the pitiful possessions were wrapped in a couple of pages of The Sporting Life. Two vests, two shirts, a pair of socks, two tattered boys’ comics and a Christmas card.


The estate agent’s details had described it as a ‘maisonette on three floors’. Anthony Renshaw referred to it as his ‘pad’ but it was a bit more than that. With two reception rooms and three bedrooms and in King’s Road, Chelsea, it had been a good move when he had taken the last twenty years before the lease ran out at a price that amounted to £1,000 a year all in. And these days he could probably sublet it for that much a week if he threw in the carpets, curtains and a bit of furniture. Most of the furniture had come from the second floor of Austin’s of Peckham Rye. That wonderful emporium, known only by word of mouth, where the shrewder members of the upper classes and the Diplomatic Corps furnished their houses. Renshaw’s flat was essentially a male domain but not aggressively so. The photographs on the wall of the music room were mainly of jazz musicians and members of London orchestras past and present. The maleness came from the obvious comfort of the place. The leather of the settee and armchairs was soft and yielding rather than the stiff, buttoned leather of club furniture. There was one original nude by Annigoni in sanguine but the rest were mainly signed limited editions of modern prints, traditional rather than experimental.


The most obviously lived-in room had polished floor-boards and plain white walls. The Bechstein grand was piled with music. Mostly standard classics with a preponderance of Chopin and Brahms but a leavening of jazz, some of it in manuscript, and ranging from Fats Waller arrangements to Scott Joplin originals with handwritten annotations that softened the master’s precision.


A woman came in daily to clean and tidy and they left each other notes. Hers written in careful capitals and his with Greek ‘e’s and precise punctuation.


Tall and lean with an actor’s studied movements, he both dressed like and resembled a young man from the era of flappers and tea-dances. But in fact he was approaching his forty-sixth birthday. His voice was not quite a drawl but the mixture of languid delivery and precise choice of words had not endeared him in his earlier years to some of his rather earthy superiors in SIS. But the talent was too obvious to be permanently ignored and several new brooms had raised dust to his advantage. He was now in charge of all operations involving penetration of the KGB and the GRU.


When he had first moved in to the flat he had been able to park his Austin-Healey 3000 in King’s Road itself but these days, even for loading his kit for the weekend on the boat, he had to park at the far end of Royal Avenue.


He stood for a few moments looking slowly round the sitting room and then picked up the canvas hold-all and the cellular phone.


It was a Friday night but the traffic out of London and down to the coast was comparatively light, and he was on the outskirts of Chichester just under two hours later. A few miles down the A286 he turned off at the cottage that marked the lane to Birdham and a few minutes later he was at Birdham Pool. He drove cautiously, trying to avoid the permanent potholes on the jetty, and parked directly behind his boat, which was moored stern-on with an alongside pontoon on its starboard side.


Aquila was a fifty-foot twin diesel cruiser on a Halmatic hull built to Lloyd’s 100 Al specification with fuel capacity that could take her down to the Med. But Renshaw used her mainly for day trips to the Isle of Wight and weekend trips across to France and Belgium. He was a regular and considered a competent skipper by the locals.


There was another two hours tide he could use and he ran up the engines as soon as he was on board. As he checked the warps to the for’ard piles he stood looking across the pool towards the lock that led to Chichester channel. There were lights on a lot of boats and a faint sound of music from the Birdham clubhouse and its Friday night hop. And just enough wind to set halyards and sheets clinking and clanging against metal masts. Twenty minutes later he eased her into the lock and threw one warp to the keeper and then the second, holding the tail of both when they were looped round the bollards and turned back to him, as the water level went slowly down.


‘Where you off to tonight Mr R?’


‘Only across to the island, Mac. I’ll be back on the midday tide tomorrow.’


‘You notified the coastguard?’


‘I’ll go through Channel 16 as soon as I’m over the bar. Have you had any Admiralty chart changes this week?’


‘No, Mr R, but the Harbour Board said the bar had shifted and they’ve put a temporary can to mark the new entrance.’


Renshaw laughed. ‘A bit late if you ask me. See you tomorrow, Mac.’


‘Good trip, sir.’


‘Thanks.’


As Renshaw slowly eased forward the throttles he put on the searchlight to observe the portside piles marking the narrow channel that led to Itchenor Reach. There were a few boats even at that late hour making their way up towards Bosham but by the time he was level with the East Head beacon he was on his own and heading for the Nab Tower.


The small studio flat was in one of the old buildings in a street just off Arbat Square which marked off the old part of Kalinin Prospekt from the new. But she knew that she was very lucky to have it, and even luckier to have a Moscow residence permit. The residence permit was her own work. A reward for gaining a one-year scholarship to the Bolshoi from her home town of Tula, 180 kilometres south of Moscow. Tula has few claims to fame but is recognised as the home of the best sweet biscuits in the Soviet Union, Tulskie Piyaniki. It is also respected for its iron foundries. Her father was a leading official in the foundry workers’ union and that might conceivably have helped a little in the award of the scholarship. She had never been certain whether the afternoons she spent with the director of the Youth Theatre had made any difference or not. But in his untidy room at the back of the theatre on Kominterna Street there had been half-promises of influence that might be used, in the intervals of their love-making. It was certainly her beautiful face and her lithe young body that had got her Yuri Lensky, and through him the studio flat.


Lydia Malikova was twenty years old and her beauty and a comparatively small talent would have ensured her a reasonable standard of living even in Tula, so Moscow had turned out to be something of a disappointment. Small talents seemed even smaller in the rarefied atmosphere of the Bolshoi, and the female dragons of the ballet school saw beauty as no more than a distraction from total dedication.


She had met Yuri Lensky at a Kremlin reception for the musicians of the Czech National Orchestra. He was one of a group who were discussing Smetana and Dvorak and he had suggested that it was time that somebody choreographed a ballet for the furiant from The Bartered Bride. The others in the group had said it wouldn’t work. It was too fevered to sustain. But she had contradicted them vehemently and as she was the only dancer in the group they had given way gracefully.


He had taken her for a meal at the Rossiya after the reception and a few meetings later she had spent the night with him at a dacha at Kolomenskoye. Right from the start he had made clear that he was not only married but happily married with a daughter whom he very dearly loved. Had he been some other man, she would have found the relationship abhorrent but he was not only a very attractive man, he also had a charm that was in no way contrived. She had no idea what he did but he was obviously a man with considerable power and influence.


She was wearing the dress he had bought for her at a recent stop-over in Tokyo. It was his favourite. White silk, with a faint pattern of pink roses on the skirt.


They were seldom able to go out together because he was determined not to risk disturbing his relationship with his wife. He never talked about her but always answered questions about her with what sometimes seemed undue honesty. But he didn’t treat her as most of the Kremlin’s oafs treated the young girls they slept with: making it brutally clear that it was nothing more than sex. And sex that was no more than a few minutes of crude animal lust. But Yuri was quite happy to spend a few hours with her, talking and listening to music on the hi-fi. He actually listened to what she had to say as if it mattered, and although he sometimes disagreed or laughed at her views on life and destiny, it was gently done.


He never said that he was a journalist, he just talked as if he were. But she knew that he wasn’t. Not even an editor would have his freedom and self-assurance. She guessed that he was probably KGB although he didn’t fit the usual stereotype of a KGB officer. But she knew that they weren’t all thugs. Like many of his generation, the war babies, he knew almost nothing of his parents and could remember very little of his childhood but he seemed to take it all in his stride. Not like some of them who wore their misery like medals for all to see.


She hurried to the door at the first ring of the bell, and there he was, his face impassive but his grey eyes smiling as he kissed her cheek and gave her the small posy of flowers.


As they sat drinking tea and eating sweet pastries Lensky said, ‘What was all the excitement about across the corridor?’


She grinned. ‘The people next door have got a new car. They can’t stop talking about it.’


‘What is it?’


‘It’s only a Zhiguli.’


‘What are you doing at the theatre now?’


‘I’m giving talks to the juniors about dedication and all that crap.’


‘You don’t go along with dedication?’


‘Not if it really means being eternally grateful for the Party kindly allowing you to use your only talent.’


Lensky smiled. ‘So be dedicated and forget about the Party. Just get on with your work – and your talent.’


For long moments she looked at his face, and then she said softly, ‘Because I don’t have a talent, Yuri. Not by Bolshoi standards.’


‘Is there anything else you’d rather do?’


She shook her head and then said, ‘Tell me you love me, Yuri. Say something nice.’


Lensky put his arms around her, holding her close and as she rested her head on his shoulder he gently stroked the long black hair. ‘Lydia Alexandra Malikova. You’re very young and very beautiful. And I love you very dearly. Moscow isn’t very far from Tula on the map but it’s very far from Tula in its thinking. This is a tough city, my love, and the first thing you have to learn is not to inhale. Just relax and enjoy being here. Be an observer for a bit, not a participator. You’re very intelligent and in some ways very naive. You’ll succeed some way if you’re patient.’ He kissed her mouth gently and then drew back to look at her face. ‘Are you worried about you and me?’


She sighed, ‘Yes, a bit.’


‘What bit?’


She looked at his face and said softly, ‘I think you know which bit.’


He nodded slowly as he looked back at her and then said, ‘Is it Halenka and Katya that worries you?’


‘In a way it is, and yet it isn’t them.’


‘So what is it?’


‘It’s you. I can’t understand you.’


He half-smiled. ‘What can’t you understand?’


‘How can you love Halenka and me at the same time. It isn’t possible to love two people at the same time.’


‘There are different kinds of love and different kinds of obligations of love.’


‘Tell me.’


‘Do you think your parents love you?’


‘Yes, I’m sure they do.’


‘Do you love them?’


She thought for a moment before she said, ‘Yes, but not as much as they love me. They think about me all the time and I go for weeks without thinking about them.’


‘You remember telling me about a dog you had – a shepherd dog called Khan who was killed by a car?’


‘Yes. It was the first time I really felt sad.’


‘Why were you sad?’


‘Because I should have taken better care of him. He was mine and I missed him terribly. We went for walks every day together. He used to come and meet me out of school.’


‘Did your mother love your father?’


‘Yes. She adored him from when she was sixteen.’


‘But she loved you too.’


‘Yes. But not in the same way.’


‘So you think that there’s more than one kind of love? More than one kind of loving?’


‘Yes. Of course.’


‘Except for me. You don’t think I should have different kinds of love?’


‘You tricked me, Yuri.’ But she smiled.


‘No. I just explained something as best I could. I love Halenka, I love Katya, and I love you.’


‘In that order?’


‘That’s the chronological order. You’re last because you came last into my life. But I’ve got enough love for all of you.’


‘I can understand Katya, she’s your daughter. But not Halenka and me at the same time.’


‘I love Halenka because she is my wife. We’ve been married a long time and she has always been a good wife. If I were not married already I would certainly ask you to marry me. I think you would be a good wife too. But I am married and I would no more want to hurt Halenka than I would want to hurt you. I have responsibility to you both. Different responsibilities.’


‘Have you had a mistress before?’


‘No, never. I’ve had sex with women other than Halenka. But that’s all it was.’


‘You’re a strange man, Yuri. I don’t properly understand. But I love you very much.’ She smiled. ‘Let’s go to bed.’


Lensky had only been twice to KGB headquarters at Dzerdzhinski Square since the days when he had been a captain. And that was nearly five years ago. Neither did he ever wear his uniform. His special ID card had a different name and a serial number that precluded anyone from questioning what he wanted or what he was doing, whether they were KGB, GRU, police or militia. Apart from the family apartment in the modern block facing the Moskva River, he had four other places that were set aside for his use. A room at the Moskva Hotel was permanently available for him, and on the opposite side of Marx Prospekt he had a room in an old house in a small street, Georgyevsky Pereulok. Yet another place was in a block in Red Square near the GUM building, and the dacha at Kolomenskoye was also his to use.


There were at least a dozen senior officers who worked for Directorate S of the First Chief Directorate who had similar responsibilities. Directorate S was responsible for the control and operation of all ‘illegals’ and Lensky was concerned with both the First and Second Departments covering the USA and Britain. Officers like Lensky were known only to a handful of KGB officers whose rank was at least full colonel, and they all had several identities, names and documents. These men were administered by a small and tightly secure staff from offices in a concrete basement complex under the Nikolsky Tower in the Kremlin.


The meeting with Ulianov had been planned to last the weekend but there were still things to discuss by the Monday afternoon. Lensky was glad that they had arranged the meeting at the dacha. It meant that they could walk in the woods between sessions and get some fresh air. Although they were both colonels, Ulianov was the senior. He was in his early sixties and had been a colonel for at least ten years. They got on well together despite the differences in age and attitudes. Ulianov went by the book: for him it was bureaucracy that preserved the security of illegals’ operations, but he seemed to accept that in Lensky’s operations bureaucracy sometimes had to turn a blind eye. Men in hostile environments thousands of miles from Moscow’s support could not always see the wisdom of restrictions that seemed to hamper their operations. There were lessons to be learned from both sides and Ulianov accepted that what looked efficient from an office in Dzerdzhinski Square didn’t always work on the ground.


When they decided that they would have to carry on over to the Tuesday they had taken a break and walked to the lake. It was a perfect summer evening and they sat on the trunk of a fallen tree watching the rings on the water from fish rising. But even in that setting Ulianov’s mind was on work. He had reached down and picked a wild orchid and as he looked at it he said, ‘What did you think of the report on the Walker case in America?’


‘I think our people let it get out of hand.’


‘In what way?’


‘First of all old man Walker was doing it solely for money, and with that kind of informant you’ve got to watch his life-style. They aren’t savers, they’re spenders, and sooner or later somebody’s going to notice.’


‘Go on.’


‘That relationship had gone on for years and it’s easy for both sides to get complacent. They get away with it for so long that it seems like it will go on for ever. They keep to the routines of dead-drops and contacts but it’s all become a ritual. They don’t expect anything to go wrong.’


‘But it was the wife who gave him away.’


‘Like I said, they should have watched his life-style. He was a wife-beater on one hand and going with young girls on the other. And he was a boaster. There were at least ten people who knew what he was doing. Sooner or later somebody was going to talk. Our people kept to the rules on procedures but they should have watched his private life.’


‘Maybe we should accept that there’s a limit to the useful life of any informant. A couple of years and then we cut off?’


‘No. That’s a waste. It takes a long time to establish a top-grade informer.’ He shrugged. ‘It depends on the person. Old man Walker got about three hundred thousand dollars out of us but we got information on their submarine operations that was so valuable that you couldn’t put a price on it. It’s a matter of temperament. Walker was cunning but he wasn’t intelligent. He was a moron and we should have recognised that. He was greedy so he was controllable. We didn’t control him.’


‘Is it possible to do that continuously?’


Lensky shrugged. ‘I do it with my people in London. It’s in their interest. It’s insurance. And it keeps both sides up to the mark.’


‘At all levels?’


‘Yes. No exceptions.’


‘Including the top man?’


‘Yes. But he’s no problem. He’s in the business and he knows what it’s all about.’


‘What’s he like?’


Lensky threw a pebble into the lake as he thought about what to say without giving offence. Ulianov hadn’t used the code-word that preceded any exchange of information about the man. He turned to look at the older man, smiling as he said, ‘I keep my own rules too, colonel.’


Ulianov smiled and stood up. ‘We’d better get back.’




2


Despite the sunshine the gusty breeze had made the girls and young men wear jackets and sweaters around their shoulders as they sat eating their brown-bag lunches in Farragut Square. And the gusts of wind gave the sound of the US Marines band playing a selection from Oklahoma a strangely distant uncertainty.


The man in the light mackintosh sat watching the young office workers eating, talking and laughing. The girls in bright colours, the men more soberly dressed until the evening. They were strange people, the Americans. Tough and ruthless but strangely naive, with childish enthusiasms. So ignorant of the rest of the world unless there was some current news story that made them realise that Europe and the Middle East could affect their own lives and prosperity. Capable of great generosity and warmth for the underdogs but strangely antagonistic if an underdog eventually became capable of looking after itself. What they lacked was not energy or determination but a sense of destiny. They were all going in different directions. But that was what democracy was all about. Every man was his own political party. And Moscow was going to bury them, just as Khrushchev had once told them openly. They were going to learn that innocence can be another name for ignorance. The British understood the realities of life. They’d been at it for years. They were getting bloody noses from the KGB all the time but they would recognise the truth when they heard it.


He looked at his watch and stood up. Tomorrow was the day. He walked up to Massachusetts Avenue, past the British Embassy and its huge statue of Winston Churchill, and back to his room at Hotel 1440 on Rhode Island Avenue.


Sir Roland was standing talking to the Polish Ambassador as he watched the dancers. He had decreed that there would be none of this modern pop stuff. It was going to be good music: Kern, Irving Berlin, Rodgers and Hammerstein and that sort of thing. Thanksgiving seemed to be a mixture of harvest festival without the hymns and the sort of do’s the Queen gave for the staff at Christmas at Windsor and Buckingham Palace. Until he became Her Majesty’s Ambassador in Washington he had never been too clear about what Thanksgiving was all about. But he’d checked on it and thought it was rather a nice idea. Typical of the Americans to make it always a Thursday. That meant at least five days’ disruption, if you counted a day of preparation when most of the embassy and at least half of its staff were away from their duties. There would inevitably be more trouble from Angela about the meanness of the Foreign Office.


Poor Krelski was in one of those periods when the American Poles were ostracising him. Some trial of a dissident in Warsaw or an insult to the Pope. They were always feuding about something or other. As they chatted away he wondered how it was that naval attachés always got hold of the prettiest girls. They were always so young, the girls, so cuddly and yet so sexy. Tracy Lords look-alikes.


And then he saw Patton, the First Secretary, pointing towards the alcove. He excused himself and made his way to where Patton was waiting for him. When he had closed the door Patton turned and said, ‘We’ve got a walk-in.’


‘A what?’


‘A walk-in, sir. A Russian defector.’


‘Oh for Christ’s sake. Why couldn’t the stupid bugger wait until we open tomorrow?’


‘He’s KGB, sir. Or claims that he is.’


‘Where is he?’


‘We’ve put him in the annexe with Mason.’


‘What’s the chap want?’


‘Wants to see a senior intelligence officer.’


‘Well Mason’s not one of them, is he now?’


‘No, Your Excellency, but Pritchard wouldn’t see him. Says it’s not policy for these chaps to meet an intelligence officer until their bona fides have been established.’


‘Why not, for heaven’s sake?’


‘The walk-in could just be checking on the identities of our intelligence people.’


‘That’s more than I can do with the Foreign Office in cahoots with them half the time.’ He paused. ‘What does Pritchard want us to do?’


‘He suggests that the Russian has a preliminary debriefing with Miss Pollard.’


Patton saw the first glimmer of hope on Sir Roland’s face. ‘That should teach the bugger a lesson.’ He shrugged. ‘If that’s what Pritchard wants then I approve. But they don’t do it here, they take him to one of their places. Make that very clear.’


‘I’ll do that, sir.’


The house in Cleveland Park had been built in 1905 and it still had an air of rural peace despite the fact that it was only a short walk from the Metro station. But inside it had been gutted to suit its current owners, a company based in the Channel Islands called Mivi Investments. A title devised by a Times crossword fanatic in one of the more mundane departments of SIS.


The room used for de-briefings looked much as it had originally looked in 1905. Apart, that is, from two wide-angled video cameras secreted in twin sconces of wrought-iron, painted white and shaped like full-blown roses, in different corners of the room. And an array of microphones at several levels in the cornices, walls and wainscoting of the room. The adjoining room was like a recording studio with video recorders and players, Revox tape recorders and a control panel set in a custom-built desk.


Pritchard had arrived half an hour before the Russian was brought in and he had checked the equipment and set up the control panel ready for recording. He lit a cigarette and made himself comfortable as he heard them coming upstairs to the next room.


Vera Pollard was in her early fifties, Deputy Cultural Attaché at the embassy for the last five years. A handsome woman whose gentle face was deceptive. A double-first at Oxford, she had played hockey for her college and for England, and had one of those calm, analytical minds that the Foreign Office so rightly treasures.


The Russian looked as though he was also in his early or middle fifties. Tall and thin with a dark complexion and thin black hair, he looked as if he was likely to be originally Armenian or perhaps Khazakhstani. He was wearing a grey woollen shirt and a brown jacket with baggy trousers that gave him an old-fashioned appearance. He had a worn leather brief-case which he held on to as Vera Pollard pointed to one of the armchairs. When he was seated she sat down facing him.


‘It’s Mr Yakunin, isn’t it?’


The Russian nodded. ‘Yakunin, Igor.’


‘Would you like something to eat, Mr Yakunin? Or a drink maybe?’


‘No thank you. Maybe later.’


‘How can I help you?’


‘You are an intelligence officer?’


‘No. But I am an embassy official. We felt I should talk to you first. Just to make sure that we are in a position to help you.’


‘It’s me who helps you people, not you helping me.’


‘Tell me,’ Vera Pollard said softly as she smiled at him.


‘I am a major in the KGB. I work for one year here in the United States and I wish to defect to the British.’


‘Where have you been working, Mr Yakunin?’


‘In Los Angeles and in New York.’


‘And what were you doing?’


‘I have Canadian documents and I have run two networks of agents in the United States.’


‘Why didn’t you talk to the CIA? Why us?’


‘They’re too clumsy. And the most important information I have concerns the British not the Americans.’


‘What kind of information is that?’


Yakunin shook his head. ‘That’s only when I’m sure of your people. I risk my life but they risk nothing.’


Pritchard pressed the button and he saw Vera Pollard glance briefly over the Russian’s head to where the red light blinked silently to tell her to end the interview.


Vera Pollard had taken Yakunin to one of the security bedroom suites, shown him the various facilities and a Royal Marine from the embassy had reported to Pritchard to act as guard for the night.


When Vera went into the control room to see Pritchard he was listening again to the tape of the brief interview. As she sat down he switched off the recorder.


‘Thanks, Vera. What did you think of him?’


‘He’s tense but I guess anybody would be tense doing what he’s just done.’


‘He could be a “plant”.’


She smiled. ‘I’d still be tense if I were a “plant”. I’d wonder if I were going to be exposed and what would happen to me if I were.’ She paused. ‘What would happen to him?’


‘Depends on how long it took us to rumble him.’


‘He’s going to be a difficult client.’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘I’d say he’s an arrogant man. A bit full of his own importance. Quite sure that he’s bringing over the Crown Jewels and expects a lot more than three cheers for handing them over.’


Pritchard smiled. ‘There’s a car to take you back to the embassy. You must be tired.’


She nodded and stood up, walking to the door when she turned to look at him.


‘What are you going to do with him?’


‘London are checking on him. If he’s positively identified I’ll fly over with him tomorrow. They’ll take him over.’


‘Will you have to stay?’


‘No. I’m not a Russian speaker and I’m not an interrogator either. And a de-briefing can take months.’


‘See you when you get back and I’d love to know how it all works out.’


Pritchard smiled. ‘I refer you to Section 2 of the Official Secrets Act, my dear. My lot are very fussy about it.’


She raised her eyebrows. ‘Saving it for their memoirs no doubt.’ She closed the door behind her before he could reply.


Hawkins met him off the plane at Heathrow. They didn’t go through immigration or customs. They didn’t even enter the terminal building. There was a silver grey Rover 2600 drawn up on the tarmac. They went straight to the safe-house in Kent.
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The outside of the old Victorian house just off the Fulham Road looked as unprepossessing as the day it was built. It stood four-square to the road with its small front garden and jutting bay window, defying the march of time. But inside the battle had been lost in the early eighties when its ample interior had been converted into four studio flats, the current euphemism for one largish room with a small bathroom and kitchen. To say that the conversions had been lovingly done would be an exaggeration, but they had been done with a touch of affection here and there. The flat that was occupied by David Fletcher and Rachel Meyer had a well-polished pine floor and white walls, and old-fashioned second-hand furniture that was assembled in a single area of the room, near the window. At the other end was an upright piano and plain shelves stacked with the scores of almost every concerto, sonata and trio that had ever been written with a cello as its principal instrument.
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