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To my much-loved children,

David, Kerry, Lisa, and Sally


You should understand, therefore, that there are two ways of fighting: by law or by force. The first way is natural to men, and the second to beasts. But as the first way often proves inadequate one must needs have recourse to the second. So a prince must understand how to make a nice use of the beast and the man.

—MACHIAVELLI
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MICHELE MARLOWE, or Ethel Bates as her mom knew her, was the proud owner of a 38-inch bust. She was also a bit tired. She was the last performer on the late-late show at the Lotus Strip Club, the fourth from the corner of London’s Soho Lane and Wardour Street. Unlike her sisters in show biz, the last act wasn’t the top of the bill because the late-late show generally brought in a handful of gentlemen who were more interested in the friendly haze than the art of the stripper. Nevertheless, off-duty waiters, drug pushers, and the flotsam of Soho knew a good strip when they saw one, but Ethel tended to rest on the laurels of her effulgent charms. She was aware too that the little bastard on the lights didn’t like her and there was a spotlight on a certain place that showed that Ethel had not had a steady hand with the razor—for Ethel, good mornings had not begun with Gillette—and all round, Ethel was not pleased.

It was nearly 2 A.M. when she got back to her place at D’Arbley Street, and as soon as she switched on the light she saw the money on the mantelpiece: four pound notes and nine 10p coins. The tenth coin was in her bag, a terrible reminder of London’s wicked ways. Only that afternoon one of her gentleman friends—anyone who stayed for an hour was a friend—had been short of notes but heavy on loose change. But she’d accepted the coins with charm—“It’s all bread, duckie”—and when he’d left she’d gone to stick one of the coins in the electricity meter, and it had split in two. It was rather well done, all hollowed out inside and a little piece of celluloid stuck inside like a motto in a fortune cooky. But Ethel preferred paper hats to mottoes, and she didn’t like jokes that ruined good money.

Early on Sunday evening Detective Constable Love-joy called on Ethel. Lovejoy was a member of the Metropolitan Police Vice Squad, but as a typical New Statesman reader he had a warm spot in his heart for “those rejects of a materialist society who gave up the unequal struggle”; he had quite a warm spot too for 38-inch busts. Some girls said if you once opened your legs for a copper there’s no end to it, but Ethel reckoned that her mom was right and a friend in need was a friend indeed. And there was no doubt that DC Lovejoy was in need—generally on Sunday afternoons.

Again, as Ethel often said, “When they’ve done it, all they want’s a cuppa tea.” It was while they were having the cup of tea that Ethel showed Lovejoy the phony 10p coin. He recognized roughly what its contents were in two seconds and took five seconds more to concoct a cover story for when he took his find back to Albany Street. He gave Ethel 50p in exchange.

In the stop-press column of the final edition of Monday’s Evening Standard there was a four-line piece which said that the assistant cook from the Polish passenger ship MV Batory had applied for political asylum in Britain as he “was disgusted with the policies of the Soviet Union.” The Home Secretary was considering the case. And although it was barely legible in most copies of the Evening Standard, they did print it, appropriately enough, in red.

For the fourth time in two days a man examined the metal tag that said Dianthus barbatus on a flowerbed in Kensington Gardens and for the fourth time said, “Cholera przekleta,” which is something not very nice in Polish.

The Polish Embassy in Weymouth Street was, as they say in the Royal Navy, lit overall. The departing French Ambassador was due at eight, and there was much to be done. The Polish Ambassador himself was never at his best on these occasions and always had half an hour of quiet in his own office to prepare a few bons mots in whatever language would be appropriate for the evening. After two years as Polish Representative at the United Nations, that gentle backwater had taught him that a good Latin tag was acceptable, in dire need, to all except the Americans. For the first ten minutes this evening he’d been weighing the merits of “beatus ille qui procul negotiis … paterna rure bobus exercet suis,” but there was a touch of Khrushchev about it, so for safety’s sake he settled on “auspicium melioris aevi,” at which he reckoned nobody could take offense.

He’d only just lit his cigar when there was a peremptory knock on the door. With a sigh he said, “Come in.”

To his surprise it was his chauffeur, Pawel Krezki, and even more to his surprise Krezki sat himself down without a by-your-leave and proceeded to pound his fist on the table.

“What the hell is being done about the man from the Batory?”

Up to this point His Excellency had been under the impression that he was one of the few Iron Curtain country ambassadors who had a chauffeur who actually was a chauffeur. But he’d been an ambassador for seven years and he could read the signs as quickly as the next man. He spoke very quietly.

“Comrade Krezki, I think you would be wise to establish your position with me.”

Krezki said, “If you look in your safe, comrade, you’ll remember a red envelope with seals—please open it.”

A few minutes later it was open on His Excellency’s desk. There was just a sheet of good, stiff, white notepaper which simply announced to all concerned that comrade chauffeur Pawel Krezki was also Major Krezki of Z-11, the Polish version of the Russians’ KGB. It didn’t go on to request help of any kind because it didn’t need to. Majors in Z-11 were not ten a penny in anybody’s currency. The letter went back in its envelope and the envelope back in the safe.

“So, Major, what about the defector? A protest has been lodged with the British Home Secretary, and of course we have asked for access. There is nothing more we can do at the moment.” He put his hands palm down on his desk as if getting ready to rise, but Krezki was red in the face with anger.

“Borowski, I want that man. I want him here and I want him quick, and that’s your responsibility. I don’t want to report adversely on your cooperation, so I want that man.”

But Ambassador Borowski was not without influence himself—in Moscow as well as Warsaw—and wasn’t to be bullied even by intelligence majors. So he stood up, put his arm around Krezki’s shoulder, and headed him to the door.

“Comrade Major, an ambassador has many responsibilities. We must not look too eager or the British will be suspicious.”

He was tempted to ask for his car to be brought around, but maybe that would be too provocative. Levitski in Paris had been clobbered for less.

When Lovejoy brought his little peace offering to Detective Inspector Lowrie, he had a slightly unpleasant ten minutes.

“And how come you were at this tom’s place on a Sunday afternoon, Lovejoy?”

“Well, sir, the girl has assisted me with inquiries on a number of occasions.”

“You’ve entered these facts in the Incidents Book on the appropriate dates, have you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Right. Let’s see it.”

A few minutes later the Inspector looked up from the ledger.

“I’ll tell you what, Lovejoy. There’s too many bloody Sundays for my liking.” He wagged one of Her Majesty’s pencils at the embarrassed Lovejoy. “I’m warning you, lad, you just bloody well lay off or you’ll find yourself in the bloody ‘News of the World’ one of these fine Sunday mornings, and I don’t mean a commendation from the Chief Constable either. It’ll be one of those investigations by ‘our special reporter’ that starts off about ‘lovely blonde starlet’ and ends up with ‘at this point our investigator made an excuse and left the premises.’ When you want it, have it on some other patch, not mine.” Then, perhaps feeling his underling might be regretting reporting his find, he added without looking up, “You’d not go far wrong in Brighton—have a word with Sergeant Watkins there. Now I want a written report on this lot before you go off duty tonight.”

A photostat of the report and the coin itself went off to Commander Bryant at Special Branch an hour later.
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THE THREE FRENCHMEN booked in at half-hourly intervals at the London Hilton but all on the same floor. They were registered as Pierrre Firette, commerçant, André Prouvost, écrivain, and Paul Loussier, ingénieur. They met together later in the tearoom, and after complaining to the waiter about the quality of the millefeuilles they got down to business. Prouvost confirmed that he was quite sure that Le Monde would print, provided they saw photostats of the documents. All three agreed that there would be no contact with the French Embassy. And Firette was to be the contact with the Poles.

“Let me just write down a few details, Miss Bates. It’s Miss Ethel Bates, isn’t it?”

“Ethel Sandra Bates in full, actually.”

“And where were you born?”

“Seventy-two Abinger Gardens, Stepney.”

“Age?”

“Twenty.” She saw him hesitate with his pen poised, and when he looked up she said, “Well, that’s my stage bit, like—legally, so to speak, I’m twenty-five—but,” she added, “I don’t mind you knowing, of course, Commander.” She rather liked the Commander, and she reckoned that Special Branch was a lot dishier than the Vice Squad.

“Now tell me about this man and what happened—just an outline,” he added hastily. When she’d said her piece he said, “You’ve given me a very good physical description. Now, what about personal mannerisms?”

“Well, I’d say he was foreign—you know, a bit bowing and scraping, like. He kissed my hand twice—that was beforehand, of course—and he wasn’t very good with the money. He knew the quid notes, but I had to help him with the coins.”

“And you’re quite sure you’d never seen him before?”

“No, he was new, all right.”

“And how did you meet him?”

“Well, I just went to the bottom of the stairs for a breath of fresh air and he kept walking past—about four or five times—and I could see he was interested, and then he came up and propositioned me.”

“Did he have an accent? What did he say exactly?”

The big blue eyes were lowered for a moment to her lap, but she looked him in the eye when she said, “He just said, ‘How much?’”

Commander Bryant closed his notebook. “You’ve been very helpful, Miss Bates. I much appreciate it.”

She brightened up immediately. “How about a nice cuppa before you go?”

“Never been known to refuse a nice cuppa, Miss Bates.”

She stood up, pushing down her skirt so that it almost covered her bottom, swept two enamel mugs from the mantelpiece, and marched across to a half-open door. She left it wide open, and Commander Bryant faced one of those tests of initiative that are not covered at the Police College. As Miss Bates bent over it became obvious that not only was she not wearing any pants but that she had one of the most luscious bottoms that he’d ever had the pleasure of regarding. But the initiative bit came when he realized that she’d just pulled the chain and was delicately cleaning the two mugs in the flushing toilet bowl. He rose hurriedly.

“Miss Bates, on second thoughts I ought not to accept your kind hospitality. This might end up with some publicity, and you never know what the papers could make of an innocent cup of tea.”

Thank God for a vigilant press, he thought. Where should we all be without their protection?

The Third Secretary at the Polish Embassy was the only member of the staff who was not a member of the Party, but Ambassador Borowski always found him most useful when dealing with the British. Third Secretary Suslik had been a fighter pilot with a Polish squadron in the RAF. He seemed to understand the British and their devious ways and could get things done that with more formal diplomatic approaches seemed to get bogged down.

When Suslik made an informal request to the Foreign Office to interview the defector from the MV Batory, he was invited to meet him in the presence of a senior official, with cups of tea all around.

At the FO they were used to the browbeating and threats against families that served as interviews by Iron Curtain diplomats with their defecting compatriots, so Suslik made a good impression. He had recognized immediately that the man was some sort of operator in one of the Z-11 apparats in Britain, but he kept the conversation relaxed and friendly. When he eventually asked for five minutes on his own with the defector, he was at least listened to.

“What have you got in mind, Mr. Suslik?”

“Well, I’m quite convinced that this man does wish to stay in this country, and bearing that in mind I feel I’ve done my duty and we should withdraw. His criticisms are not entirely unfounded—my country has suffered much and we are still struggling to survive; nevertheless, I’m interested in his real reasons because I’m sure we’ve only heard part of the story. I think he’d probably relax more on his own with me. I’d like to try. We’ve got to hear the dissidents if we want to improve things.”

The FO had already decided that the defector was probably getting out from under some emotional problem and was of no propaganda use, so Suslik was given his five minutes.

When the door had closed he leaned back in his chair and said, “Well, now that we’re on our own, Zygmund, tell me what it’s really all about I think I shall recommend that you are worried about something personal and that you should be allowed to stay. We can make things easy, you know, as well as difficult.”

Zygmund Kujawski already half regretted his impulsive move and thought he could now see a chance of keeping a foot in both camps. He lowered his voice almost to a whisper.

“I’d got instructions to place two coins in certain places,” he started, and then retailed the episode with the girl and the mix-up with the coins. Suslik memorized the details carefully, and they ended up laughing together at the silly things that could alter one’s life. He reassured Kujawski and then had a word with the FO man and told him that it was apparently some silly affair with a girl that had gone wrong.

The tape of the conversation was translated and transcribed into English about two hours later and was with Special Branch just after lunch.

And Ambassador Borowski passed on the bad news about Kujawski to Major Pawel Krezki.

In a third-floor room at the slum end of King’s Road, Pawel Krezki slit open the brown paper wrapper from a copy of Paris Match and turned to the first page of editorial. He held the page slantwise to the light and there it was, a shiny full stop. He touched it with a razor blade, easing it up from the glossy paper, and it came away smoothly.

There must be Communist agents who actually use talcum powder, because they all have a tin of the stuff. It’s the KGB’s standard place to hide a microdot reader.

When the reader was assembled and the microdot centered, Krezki shone the light across the thin film and the text sprang up clear and sharp. It was a letter from his wife, Ilse, the usual stuff—how much she was missing him, how well the boys were doing at school, could he spare another 200 zlotys a month, and had he found her a white dress with a tight bodice and sequins on the flared skirt? The KGB and Z-11liked to keep families in touch, but this was the second letter he’d had from home in two months and that was more than the usual going rate. He wondered what it all added up to. Could mean they were happy. Could mean they were having doubts. But they’d given him this special assignment—he was almost working for the KGB. They couldn’t have heard yet that the courier was with the British, unless that bastard ambassador had signaled back the news. Until he had the microfilm he couldn’t make a move. He couldn’t even contact the Frenchmen. He dropped the microdot into the stove. It hardly flared, even on the hot coal.

In Fort George Meade in Maryland it was three in the morning, and Hank Peters parked his Pontiac GTO in the staff lot and handed in the keys at the external checkpoint. It was going to be a fine day but hadn’t made it yet. One guard was checking his pass and identity card and the other stood by with a light machine gun pointing at Peters’ legs. The barbed-wire fence was ten feet high. The same procedure took place at the second guardhouse with a similar fence.

Ex-Naval Lieutenant Peters was a mathematician, not a sailor, and he had now worked eighteen months in subdivision ADVA, one of the five subdivisions of PROD, the most important part of the United States National Security Agency. There was always round-the-clock work at NSA, and Peters had been called in for a rush job and had booked time on the new Whirlwind computer specially developed for NSA as a number cruncher. It was reckoned that Whirlwind could break a code in an hour that would take a first-class mathematician at least three hundred years.

NSA breaks the codes of all foreign governments, friendly or otherwise. And with more than 2,000 radio intercept stations planted around the globe, it monitors radio communications in every country in the world. It was thanks to NSA monitors that Dulles knew two minutes before Khrushchev about the trouble which developed on Gary Powers’ U-2 when it was approaching Sverdlovsk; the monitors had taped the voices of the Russian gun crews reporting the plane’s maneuvers. Armies and navies have to communicate, and whether it’s in code or in clear, NSA listens and tapes. In 4.2 seconds it can give the whereabouts and activities of any service unit in any armed force in the world.

There was half an hour to go before Peters could access his terminal to Whirlwind, and he looked over the columns of five-digit numbers on the ten-by-eight-inch glossy photograph. It gave an impression of one of those one-word randomly added codes, but he was too experienced to let his first thoughts jell. He’d put it through the first three standard routines, and after that he could try some fancy stuff. He checked again on the typed instructions that came with the job. He already knew it was for the British through the CIA, and the instructions made clear that although it was routine because it didn’t have classification above Top Secret, it did have 4A’s priority. And it was to go by hand to CIA HO at Langley Field, Virginia, just outside Washington.

Then his red light was blinking and he tapped out the basic data on his terminal and left the computer to run through Programs 1, 2, and 3, which would involve accessing to several thousand million items of stored data 360 separate times.

The line printer was fast by normal computer standards, but even 1,000 characters a second left the printer working after the computer had finished all three programs. The computer took nearly ninety-five seconds and the printer took five minutes. Peters had been half right; it was a two-word random code, but there was something odd about it. He set it up to check the language, and the answer caused him to phone the Whirlwind computer control room. It was going to be a bastard—it was a two-language code. He’d need at least another two hours of computer time. He asked for a partition and got it.

It was, in fact, nearly three hours later when he broke the code. There had actually been two sets of twelve characters, each representing the same word in two languages, Pilkasniezna in Polish and Bouledeneige in French. In both languages it meant “snowball.” He decoded the groups carefully, raised his eyebrows at the final text, and double-sealed the finished material.

There were two messengers to take the package to CIA headquarters, which was normal routine. NSA trusted nobody, and all material that left the building was taken by two individuals who never left each other until the delivery was completed.

The fine day had definitely made it when the package arrived at Langley.

Commander Bryant was almost at the top of Sanderstead Hill when he stopped. He was not an emotional man, but he said out loud, looking up at the stars in the deep blue night sky, “What a stupid, stupid sod!” A lady with a poodle who was about to emerge from her garden gate backed slowly up her garden path.

As soon as he was home Bryant apologized to his long-suffering wife and phoned his office. The duty officer dispatched a car immediately, and an hour later he told the driver to stop in Shaftesbury Avenue and pick him up at the same spot in an hour.

When he got to D’Arbley Street there was a light on in the girl’s flat. He rang the bell and looked at his watch—3 A.M. He rang again and there was still no answer, but he thought he could hear voices. With the aid of a plastic credit card the lock came open, and he went up the stairs and listened outside the door. There were voices, but they were too indistinct for him to hear the words. He knocked on the door and then turned the handle. The door opened. There was a soft pink light from the bedside lamp, and the radio was tuned to the all-night program on France-Inter. It seemed there’d been a fatal accident on the Paris–Melun road. There’d been a fatality here as well. The girl was naked and lying on her side, her hands cradling her head on the pillow. Her lips were drawn back from her teeth in a rictus, and as he gently turned her on her back there was a rush of gases from the slit that ran from her sternum to her pelvis.

He sighed and turned to look for what he’d come to check on. The pound notes were still there on the mantelpiece, but there were only eight 10p coins. The front of the electricity meter had been smashed off, and on the floor in front of the meter were four shillings and one old two-shilling piece. The coins on the mantelpiece were no longer in a pile. And they were all genuine. After he’d phoned to Scotland Yard he looked around. There was nothing to interest him. He’d get the Murder Squad preliminary by the time he was awake.
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