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To past and present members of the Special Forces Club, London, and to all those members of S O E whose courage was so singularly ignored when it was all over.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


There were bright red poppies wherever you looked in the cornfield, and alongside the path there were white and blue cornflowers. It was only thirty kilometers from the centre of Moscow, and less than ten from the outer ring road. They had sat together on the headland where the beech trees and elms stood in a cluster at the corner of the field. The girl was wearing a summer dress. Pale biscuit coloured with white edging. The skirt was long and loose but had been pulled up to her hips, and the white buttons on the bodice were undone so that she was naked to the waist. As his hands fondled her breasts she was drinking vodka from a bottle.


Her head was back and the thick; long, blonde hair was like straw-coloured silk as it cascaded past her shoulders. Although she was almost twenty her pretty face had a sort of schoolgirl innocence, an apparent lack of awareness of her beauty and her attraction. The big blue eyes were almost closed against the sun, and the long lashes cast a soft shadow on her cheeks. The small neat nose was perfect, even if the soft red mouth could be considered too big. As she swallowed, the stem of her throat pulsed like a blackbird’s when it sings. Krasin looked at her and wondered how this young beauty had been born to such plain and humble parents. The father had died five years earlier, and the photographs had shown a typical clerk’s face. Her mother could only have given the genes for the beautiful blue eyes and the magnificent breasts.


With a final gulp she finished the vodka and one shapely, rounded arm drew back as she flung the bottle in a curving arc so that it fell into the waving corn. She turned to look at his face and then her eyes went down to watch his hands as they kneaded her breasts. She watched for a few moments and then looked back at his face. He was much more than twice her age. A handsome man in a world-beaten sort of way. Pouchy eyes that always looked amused, or ready to be amused. A full, firm mouth and chin, and, despite a receding hair-line, his wavy hair was at least as much black as grey. She had once seen a film with an English star named Rex Harrison who could have been his double. And Viktor Krasin had that same indestuctible charm.


Because of the heat of the sun and the effect of the vodka she lay back on the warm earth and left him to his simple enjoyment. Since she was fifteen, men had wanted her body, and for small favours and small presents she had let them have their way. She had never responded emotionally but that had not been a hindrance. But Krasin had sometimes seemed to care. From time to time he took her into Moscow, and she watched him perform at the theatres, or on television or radio. He took her to parties, and although he adopted no proprietary air, she turned aside the other Moscow propositions that came her way. She could never be independent of him in Moscow, because she had no Residence Permit, and that meant she could not rent a room or stay overnight except with him. But it had been Krasin who had fixed for her to attend the junior acting school, and it had been Krasin who softened the blow when after two terms they had thrown her out. They had been firm in their opinion that she was quite unsuitable on the grounds of instability of temperament. But as Krasin had emphasized, she had come out with a formal grace added to her natural animal litheness, and an exceptional talent for French and English.


Even with her eyes closed she could see the orange disc of the sun. It reminded her of a picture she had seen on a wall in Krasin’s apartment. It was a print of a painting by a man who signed his name as Vincent, and he’d made the sun look like a big yellow flower.


It was almost an hour later when he had walked her back to the village, and after drinking tea with the family he had motored off to Moscow. He reminded her to listen to him on Radio Moscow that evening. They were doing Uncle Vanya again.


Although he was in his early fifties he had one of those neat Scottish faces that look perennially young. The red hair went with the pink cheeks, the blue eyes, the freckles and the neat moustache. Sir James Hoult sat on the edge of the double bed looking through Hardy’s new catalogue. He wanted one of the new pattern spinning rods but he didn’t like the look of the prices. He closed the book and laid it beside him on the bed. Maybe next leave he’d make the trip to Alnwick and see if he could drive a bit of a bargain.


He stood up and walked to the mirror to tie the black tie. A few minutes later he was easing on his jacket. Without his shoes he was a little short for the mirror, but not so short that he couldn’t see the two rows of pretty ribbons that started with the DSO and ended with the General Service Medal. He was always surprised at how much the Russians loved the fancy dress bit, and the medals and decorations. Not that he didn’t agree with them about the medals. For Sir James, the world divided quickly and easily into those who had served in World War II, and those who had ‘skulked’ at home.


He was tying his shoe-laces when his wife came into their room. She was long ago ready for the fray and as she swept across the rooms picking up his clothes she said, without pausing, ‘Don’t put your shoes on the bed, Jamie.’ He looked up and across at her and saw that she was smiling.


‘I wish I’d known you when you wore a uniform, Jamie. You must have looked very chic in a kilt.’


She sat down on one of the embroidered chairs. Adèle de Massu made a very elegant ambassador’s wife, and His Excellency knew that if it were not for her his time in Moscow would have set a new low for the social niceties. If you grew up in the sharp social atmosphere of a house in the Avenue Foch and a château on the Loire, then the embassy in Moscow was child’s play.


She was searching through her linen handbag and he looked at her with smiling affection. For all the airs and graces she was only a grown-up girl doing what maman had always done. The light shone on the black hair as it swept to a chignon, revealing the childlike, gentle neck and the white, sloping shoulders. She looked up and caught him smiling.


‘Tell me why you’re smiling?’


‘Because you’re beautiful.’


She shook her head. ‘That’s a diplomat’s answer. The truth will be plainer but nicer.’


He nodded as he looked back at her. ‘You’re right, as always. You look like a very young girl getting ready for her first party.’


The brown eyes gazed back at him for a few seconds and then she said softly, ‘You know, you’re a very perceptive man.’ And she walked over and tucked her arm in his as they walked to the door. She liked this man, apart from loving him, he had wisdom and resources to spare. They all said he was the toughest Scot in a very tough bunch, but she knew better. He ought to have been a priest, not a soldier, and never a diplomat.


The KGB lieutenant was watching the control panel. It was a few minutes before midnight. There were six tape-recorders laid out on the bench. They were Revox A77 Mk IVs with extra-large spools. All the recorders were live but only two of them were moving, and their tapes wound slowly past the recording heads on to the take-up spools. From time to time they stopped, and then as the solenoids clicked they would start again. The solenoids were activated by sounds from the hidden microphones in the embassy. Number 3 was recording a conversation in the Trade Attaché’s office with a visiting businessman. He had been to the reception at the French Embassy with the senior British Embassy staff, and now he was asking where the action was in Moscow’s night-life. He was getting the standard warnings. On number 5 the Ambassador was dictating notes to his secretary about the conversation and gossip that had taken place at the reception. The secretary was new, and there had been much argument among the English-speaking team as to her accent. It had been settled eventually by the Professor of Phonetics at Leningrad University. She was from somewhere near Birmingham. But he had had to use oscilloscope traces before he could make the final pronouncement.


Like all the other embassies the British Embassy was monitored on a 24-hour basis, but normally the responsibility was Section III’s. But for four weeks the responsibility had been transferred to Section I, and a special English-speaking team had been seconded to the operation. There had been no hint of what it was all about.


There was a front-page piece with a photograph in the Kent Messenger. It showed Piers Hoult, the elder son of Sir James Hoult, presenting the blue registration book of a 12-metre fibre-glass twin-engined cruiser to the leader of Medway Sea Scouts. The report said that the boat had been presented by the Soviet Trade Mission to Sir James for his help in arranging distribution of the Soviet-built craft in Great Britain. He in turn had presented it to the Sea Scouts who were obviously delighted.


Although the main KGB complex had moved to the massive new building on the outer ring road, the old HQ at Dzerzhinsky Square was still used from time to time by the top brass. The old hands preferred it, especially for meetings.


The room was a mixture of Empire and William Morris, with a deep red, flock wallpaper, and beautiful tall, narrow windows. The shutters had been fastened back and the autumn breeze was gently flapping the hems of the long net curtains. At one end of the room was a massive stone fire-place and a circular table, set with bowls of fruit and nuts. There were eight comfortable leather chairs set around the table, and above the mantelpiece an old poster of Lenin, framed in maplewood. At the other end of the room was a long mahogany table, polished like glass, and set for five places with paper and pencils.


Four men were already sitting at the table and the one who was making notes looked up as the door opened, nodded at the late-comer, and went back to his writing. He sensed that the other three were annoyed at the man’s late arrival but he felt no annoyance himself. After all, it was typical Krasin. Typical actor. The late entrance probably gave him a sense of importance, an air of condescension. A few moments later he put down his pencil and shifted the files to one side. He looked up and glanced quickly around the others at the table.


‘There’s tea and coffee on the back table, and fruit and so on. Help yourselves as you need. Notes may be taken but they go in the shredder before we leave. The subject of this meeting is of absolute secrecy.’


He didn’t look around the table for agreement. He didn’t need to. Colonel Soloviev was that sort of man. He rolled the pencil a couple of times up and down the green file cover and then pushed it to one side as he leaned back in his chair. His head went back, resting against the chair, and his eyes closed as if he were trying to exclude some outside distractions from his thoughts. He spoke with a clipped Georgian accent.


‘About eight weeks ago we had a report from our London Embassy. The main point of it was that the British Ambassador to Moscow would be recalled to London in about eight months’ time.’ He opened his eyes and leaned forward, his arms on the table.


‘That’s six months from now. This report from our London people is also supported by a conversation that Gromyko had at the British Embassy in Paris two weeks ago. They were trying out a name on him. Their proposal for the new ambassador. A perfectly acceptable man by the way. Gromyko said the usual complimentary things about the present ambassador and it was strongly hinted that His Excellency was to have a new function, not just a new posting. It seems that he’s to be personal adviser to the Prime Minister on foreign affairs.’ He paused to let the silence underline what he had said. Then he continued. ‘We should like that man to be on our side. We have six months to make this possible and that is why I have called this meeting. Let me tell you the background that we know.’


He pulled over the files and eased out the thickest. He read for a few moments and then said, ‘Right. The basics. His name is Sir James Fletcher Hoult. Born 1920. Educated at Manchester Grammar School. Moderate academic performance. Served in Scottish infantry regiment for six years 1939–45. Demobilized with rank of major. Had several senior posts in the Control Commission in Hanover. Transferred to Foreign Office as special adviser on Western Europe. No family money. Married French woman Adèle de Massu, daughter of wealthy and influential financier. On marrying he joined a London Merchant Bank to advise on European investments for the bank and its clients. Appointed to the Soviet Union as British Ambassador two and a half years ago.’ He looked up and leaned back. ‘Those are very brief details. There is a five-page report on him that you can read later. I’d like to hear what Viktor has to tell us.’ He waved his arm towards Krasin, who half smiled as the others waited on his views. His dual role gave him enough edge to play things a little his own way.


‘I know them both well, Aleksander. She’s a sweetie, no doubt about that. Genuinely interested in the arts – theatre, painting, poetry – the whole thing. And she’s very, very attractive. As for him, well I’d say he doesn’t hate us and he doesn’t love us. I’d like to see some of his reports to London but I should guess he goes straight down the middle.’


Soloviev nodded and looked across at the man sitting opposite. ‘Read us the secondary background notes, Sergei.’


Sergei Kuznetsov never liked this part where facts were left behind and opinion and conjecture took over. He looked over the top of his glasses at Krasin and then Soloviev, and finally bent his head to his papers.


‘Firstly the question of the new appointment. We have received in the last fourteen days photocopies of instructions from the Department of the Environment to outside contractors for modifications and redecoration to the Prime Minister’s secretaries’ office. It has every indication of being converted for the use of a very senior member of the Prime Minister’s staff. The completion date is next February. That fits the date we have been given concerning His Excellency.


‘His Excellency has never been a member of any political party, but he has been a personal friend of the Prime Minister since school-days. Except for Sir James’s war service they have always kept in close touch. We have had many reports that the Prime Minister has frequently sought Hoult’s advice on both internal and external affairs. Despite this relationship he is not particularly sympathetic to the Prime Minister’s party. In fact there are many reports of very sharp comments by Hoult on both the leading parties. But there is no doubt that it was at the Prime Minister’s insistence that he was appointed Ambassador to Moscow. The career diplomats and the civil servants didn’t like it at all.


‘The regiment he served in is called the Black Watch. A Scottish regiment that wears a pleated skirt. We have pictures on file of uniforms, and of Hoult when he was an officer.


‘We have no records of any hobbies, or any sports, and no information regarding sexual activity outside his marriage.’


He put down his papers and pushed his glasses up his forehead. ‘We have checked on his finances. He has an account at a Tunbridge Wells branch of Barclays Bank. Four days ago his deposit account stood at seven thousand four hundred pounds. Current account seven hundred and ten pounds. He has a house in a village just outside Tunbridge Wells which has been valued at thirty-five thousand pounds. At the house there is a full-time house-keeper and a part-time gardener. He will be entitled to a pension when he retires of seven thousand pounds a year, at today’s values.’


He paused, and looked at Soloviev, who said nothing. Krasin spoke without turning towards his companions.


‘Have we tried any money games, Soloviev?’


Soloviev half-smiled and nodded.


‘Of course. We gave madame a camera for her first birthday in Moscow, a gold watch last Revolution Day, and a valuable ikon for her last birthday. Our people in London did a check. All the gifts had been put on the Foreign Office register. The same applied to all the official and unofficial gifts presented to His Excellency.


‘We asked him to use his good offices to help our London Trade Mission launch the new 12-metre power cruiser in Great Britain. We arranged for one to be registered in his name and we paid for a three-year mooring for the boat on the Medway. He made it public very graciously, and handed it over to the local youth movement in Chatham.


‘There were a few more things, but I can say quite definitely all the signs are that money will not get him. He’s very careful and cautious.’


Krasin nodded. ‘That’s what I would have said. And he’s not homosexual, I can tell you that. I can tell them a mile off, even the secret ones.’ He brushed an imaginary speck from his sleeve and then looked straight at Soloviev.


‘You’d better put us really in the picture, Aleksander, or we shall wander all over the place.’


Soloviev stood up and walked over to the small table and squeezed the big Comice pears until he found one he fancied. Taking a bite, he walked back to the table. He rested one arm on the back of his chair as he leaned towards the group at the table.


‘The Presidium sub-committee want this man to be either well-disposed towards us or under an obligation. They emphasize that it must be done with absolute discretion. We can have whatever resources or funds may be necessary and the operation has highest non-military priority. We are interested in the Ambassador not only because of his influence on the Prime Minister but because of the situation in Britain at the moment.’ He shook the pear juice from his hand before he pointed to the fourth man.


‘Levin has prepared a detailed evaluation of the political situation in Great Britain but he can give us a résumé good enough for this meeting.’


Soloviev waved his hand at the stocky man in the uniform of a KGB major who nodded and spoke without any reference to notes.


‘The views I am giving are those of Special Service Department. It is their considered opinion that Great Britain is now the most Marxist state in Western Europe. This position has been arrived at gradually, but not necessarily at the wish of the people.


‘From 1973 we enlarged our influence in the trade unions, the media, and with the politicians. We have maintained a continuous pressure on all these points and the progress made has been extremely satisfactory. Attitudes to worker control, to heavy taxes, to nationalization of companies, to censorship and control of the Press have been changed by subtle legislation and by politicians and the media making it seem acceptable. However we now have small signs of resistance, from Parliament and the people. The voting in the country has stayed fifty-fifty between the two main parties for many years, and that has not altered, but there is growing evidence of a backlash against recent legislation. The Opposition party is gaining support in by-elections and local government elections.


‘The Prime Minister has always given the appearance of keeping a balance between his party’s right and left wings. The Opposition were disorganized for nearly two years but they are now building support. The Press are muck-raking against the left and it is the department’s opinion that in six months’ or a year’s time the Prime Minister could resign or call an election because of this pressure. We want the Ambassador to hold him steady. We need another eighteen months to two years to consolidate and finalize our gains.’


He looked deliberately at Krasin, the outsider. Krasin pursed his lips and shrugged.


‘Do the British mean so much to us, comrades?’


It was Soloviev who spoke up quickly.


‘They do, my friend. We have big, big, Communist parties in Italy and France. And where does it get us? Nowhere. We have made more progress in London than the rest of Europe put together. We are very near to control of all energy, all media and all transport. Maybe we have no party to talk about but that is not what we work for. We could get control of Great Britain in two months by open revolution, but we should pay a big price for it. We should lose the rest of Europe overnight. If the control comes as it is coming now, quietly and unnoticed, then Europe will go the same way, and like it into the bargain. And all we need is time. Time for the last screws to go in.


‘The Ambassador will not be our only weapon, but he could be the decisive one. When weak men, ambitious men, are under pressure, then seemingly neutral advice can tip the scales. We want them to tip our way. The sub-committee have decided that every effort must be made to have this man on our side.’


There were a few moments of silence and then Krasin spoke.


‘Do you mean really on our side or just under our control?’ Soloviev nodded his head in approval. He pointed with a stubby forefinger at the actor.


‘Exactly, Viktor, exactly. We should like the first but we accept the second. That must be our concern in this operation. It is why the sub-committee insist on the highest skills being used.’ He paused and looked again at Krasin. ‘It’s why you are here, Viktor. On the one hand we make every effort to persuade this man about our policies but at the same time we take out the insurance of creating an obligation, a pressure point.’


Krasin stood up and stretched his arms. ‘There’s another piece of insurance we could consider, Aleksander.’


‘What’s that?’


Krasin turned round smiling. ‘Madame herself. She is more pliable, I suspect, than Sir James.’


Soloviev closed his eyes for a moment. His lips were pursed when he opened them again.


‘We should have to be very careful. We must not look too active. But you can be the judge of that, my friend.’


Krasin’s smile had broadened to a grin. ‘I have the feeling that you want me to mount this production.’


Soloviev was wiping his fingers on a fine linen handkerchief and he didn’t look up as he spoke.


‘That’s it, Krasin. Any ideas?’


Krasin folded his long body on to the chair and stretched out his legs alongside the table. His hands were thrust deep in his pockets and his teeth slowly gnawed at his lower lip as he sat thinking. When he spoke, it was slowly and quietly. Almost as if he were speaking aloud to himself.


‘It’s got to be “the swallows”. It’s not going to be money, it’s not boys, so that only leaves the girls. So what kind of girl? I’d say she’s got to be much like his wife. Elegant, educated, independent, with a talent, brunette, and very, very beautiful. Men either want the same again but a younger model, or the complete opposite. I’d say he would go for the same again.’


‘So who have you got in mind?’


Krasin for once looked serious. His hands were together as if in prayer, and his fingertips were touching his mouth as he thought. He rocked gently in the chair and his eyes were still, in concentration. They were all silent for long minutes and then the long tapered fingers laced together and locked in decision as Krasin turned towards the others at the table.


‘I think it should be Lydia. Lydia Ouspenskaya.’


And he smiled with pleasure at the niceness of his thinking. It was Soloviev who first spoke.


‘Is that the girl who was on “Novosti dnya” last week, talking about modern films?’


‘That’s her. I didn’t see that newsreel but she’s been used for nearly two years as a liaison when we have been negotiating joint film ventures with the Americans and the British.’


‘What joint ventures are these?’ Kuznetsov looked entirely disapproving and Krasin enjoyed his opportunity to annoy him further.


‘The film of Tchaikovsky was in collaboration with the Americans, and The Red Tent was with the British. The male star was British – an actor named Peter Finch.’


‘Is this true, Soloviev?’


Soloviev looked annoyed at the question. ‘If comrade Krasin says it is, then I am sure he is correct. Films are his business, Sergei.’ He turned in dismissal towards Krasin. ‘What would she want, Viktor?’


Krasin smiled and shrugged. ‘Money, sweet words, and constant approval from all and sundry.’


‘She’s very beautiful. Is she experienced?’


‘You mean in bed, comrade?’


‘Yes. And in these sort of matters.’


‘Very experienced in bed. Several generals, a handful of diplomats, and half the male leads at Tverskoi Boulevard. As far as this scenario is concerned she would do as I tell her. She would be ideal.’


Soloviev glanced at the others. ‘Any objections?’


Nobody spoke. He turned to Krasin.


‘Krasin, I want you to handle this. I want it really stage-managed. No false notes. Is that understood?’




CHAPTER TWO


Krasin had sat alone in the room with the files, reading them through with a thoroughness that would have surprised all his colleagues except Soloviev. It was past midnight when he stood at the top of the steps and looked out over the square.


The lights from Red Square were reflected on the low clouds, and as he walked across Sverdlova Place he could see the white front of the Bolshoi Theatre, washed clean by the massive floodlights. There were youngsters standing on the steps, looking at the photographs and programmes in the glass frames. And over to his left, the lights were blazing for the foreigners at the National Hotel. For a moment he felt an urge to be amongst lively people again, but it passed, and he walked up on Gorkovo Ulitsa to the block where he had his two rooms.


He turned the switch and looked around the living-room. He always had the ‘loner’s’ instinct to check his place over before he relaxed. Some day there would be another night of the long knives at the KGB, and he would come home and find that the wrong side had won. The furniture would be smashed and the wallpaper and carpets ripped up from the hurried search, and there would be the melted faces of the thugs from the Fifth Directorate as they smiled and waited for him to turn and flee. But everything was in its place.


He slid off his jacket and walked to the small cupboard. When he had poured himself a whisky he sipped it and placed it on the window alongside the piano. The elegant stool creaked as he sat down, but his eyes were on the golden frame and the gleaming crossed strings of the Blüthner grand.


He wasn’t a musician but he could play well enough to amuse himself. He rolled back his sleeves, and his fingers were tentative at first, until the left hand became alive and the little finger splayed sideways for those haunting tenths that so delighted him. As he played lazily through the counterpoint of ‘Manhattan’ he changed key as he merged into Chaminade’s little ‘Plaisirs d’Amour’, and then something that had a line that went ‘… le chaland qui passe’, but he couldn’t remember the next line. He stopped, reached for the whisky, and walked over to the radio. As he switched on they were playing ‘Kalinka’. That was the third time he had heard it, at about this time, in the last week. Probably the boys in Department 13 passing codes to some lonely ‘illegal’ in Paris, Hamburg, or London. The early hours of the morning could produce some pretty odd programming.
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