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W. B. Yeats: The Countess Cathleen


1

As Petrov came out of the ground at Highbury he stuffed the programme into his pocket and looked around for a taxi. The crowds were still pouring out, and the traffic was virtually at a standstill. He made his way down Avenell Road, pushing his way through the crowds. At Aubert Park he saw a taxi, waved and hurried across the road. He gave the driver the address and settled back in the seat, closing his eyes. Trying not to think.

He had thought the game would take his mind off his worries, but it had only made them worse. He wiped his hand over his face where the tears had dried on his cheeks. It was only an end-of-the-season friendly. Arsenal v. Moscow Dynamo. But it had seemed like the old days when the blue shirts came out of the tunnel into the sunshine, kicking the ball about before the home team came on to the field. And after the kick-off he, like the rest of the crowd, had been absorbed by the football. When the band came on at half-time they’d played ‘Moscow Nights’ and ‘Maybe It’s Because I’m a Londoner’ and the crowd had loved it. When the final whistle blew he was delighted that his team had won 2-1. Not that it mattered, it was only a friendly. But when he heard the announcement booming over the loudspeakers – Moscow Dynamo 2, Arsenal 1 – it had been like an electric shock. Moscow Dynamo wasn’t his team. It had been, once. He had sat in the stand with Maria. A privileged spectator, because the Moscow Dynamo Club was sponsored by the KGB, and he, Anatoli Mikhailovich Petrov, was a KGB major. But whatever he was, he wasn’t that now. He was a defector to the West. A collaborator with his old enemies. Telling them all they wanted to know. And scared as hell of both sides.

Only two days before, something had happened that had been like a clap of thunder warning of an impending storm. He had gone over the pros and cons a hundred times, but his conclusion was always the same. Neither the people in Moscow nor the people in London would have any reason to let him live once he’d finished telling them what they wanted to know. Bringing them up to date. There were faint rays of hope. The British had sent him to the Harley Street clinic for cosmetic surgery. They’d straightened out his nose, pulled back his ears and taken the bags from under his eyes. And with the beard he had grown he certainly looked different. Younger, in fact. If they were going to kill him why should they have bothered? If it was just a gesture to allay his fears why had the surgery been so thorough? And if they killed him they knew that the word would eventually filter through, and there’d be no more KGB and GRU men defecting to the West. The intelligence grape-vine worked, and the British knew that as well as he did.

He opened his eyes and shivered, despite his heavy coat. He looked out of the taxi and wondered where he was. He knew the street-guides to London by heart but cities never looked the same on the ground. And then he saw the big statue and the roundabout. They were at Buckingham Palace and turning into Buckingham Palace Road. It wasn’t far now. He closed his eyes again. Not to block out his thoughts, but because his head ached from thinking. He had nobody to confide in. Only Silvester and the interrogator knew who he was. And then the tears came again as he realized that that was no longer true. The man had shown no sign of recognition and it had only been a fleeting glance. And they had worked together a long time ago. In the days when he was a successful operator. The man in command. He wondered if even Maria would recognize him now. As the taxi passed Victoria Station he put his head in his hands, slowly shaking his head in despair, as he remembered that scene three years before at the house near Edenbridge.
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Lawler had already packed the two leather cases and he sat on the bed checking the other bits and pieces. A ticket for a Lufthansa single flight to Düsseldorf, economy class; two hundred D-marks in fifty-mark notes; two paperbacks and a green-covered Republic of Ireland passport. As he leafed through the passport his face, looking slightly bug-eyed from the flash, stared back at him from the small photograph. And the name was there, beautifully handwritten, short and crisp – Patrick Keeler, born Skibbereen, Co. Cork. Skibbereen was one of SIS’s little in-jokes, and Patrick Keeler wasn’t his real name. Otherwise the passport was genuine, or had been when an IRA man originally squeezed it out of one of the clerks at Foreign Affairs in Dublin. After SIS had picked it up in Belfast it had been sent for a bit of face-lifting in the basement at Petty France, and now it was his. At least it was for the couple of months he would be in Cologne.

He slid the money and the passport into his jacket pocket and looked at his watch. It would be at least another fifteen minutes before the car came to take him to Gatwick. He picked up the two paperbacks. The very thin one was Elizabeth Smart’s By Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept, which he had read so many times in the past year. The thick, heavy one was Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, which he had never read. The Gibbon was a sort of first-aid kit, an insurance against being caught in some benighted place with nothing to read except some hotel’s fire instructions, or a railway company’s bye-laws. Apart from its latent reading pleasure it felt good and smelled nice when he opened it. That haunting, lovely smell of printer’s ink on thin, smooth paper that is like balm to avid book-readers.

With the comfort of the Gibbon heavy in his hands he looked around the room. Rooms, houses, gardens, places, no longer meant very much to him. Only people mattered, and this particular room was too recent an acquisition for him to have put down even the shallowest of roots. Apart from the books on the shelves there were few things in the flat that were his. The original Ansel Adams photograph of some rock formation in the Yosemite he had bought in New York. And beside the photograph, hung above the fireplace, was an oil-painting of a young girl in a long dress, her pale feet in a clear shallow brook as she sat on a daisy-strewn bank. Her long blonde hair emphasized the calm of her pre-Raphaelite face. He had bought it from a gallery in Bond Street. Alongside the hi-fi on the bottom bookshelf was a row of cassettes and a black and white photograph of a pretty blonde, set in an old-fashioned silver frame. And propped up against the cushions on the window seat was a doll, its silver blonde hair and baby clothes still pristine. He had bought it some months back when he thought Sarah was coming.

It was at that moment that the bell rang. He thought at first that it must be the driver at the street door then, as the ringing continued, he walked over to the phone and picked it up.

‘Yes?’

‘Lawler?’

‘I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong number.’ But he recognized Silvester’s voice.

‘It’s me, Jimmy, Silvester. Has the driver arrived yet?’

‘No.’

‘When he does, send him back. I’m on my way to see you. I’ll be round in about twenty minutes.’

‘What’s going on, Adam?’

‘Nothing. A change of plan, that’s all. I’ll explain when I see you.’

‘What about the flight?’

‘Facilities are dealing with that. Don’t worry. See you.’

Lawler stood with the receiver in his hand for a few moments before he laid it back on the cradle. Silvester was one of MI6’s Old China Hands, and was not given to panic, but there had been a faint echo of alarm in his voice. Operation Oberon in Cologne had a high priority, and he was Operation Oberon. All of it.

He walked into the small, neat kitchen and opened one of the cupboards. Silvester would want a Scotch. He found the half-bottle of Dimple Haig, dusted it off, and put it on a tray with a glass and a jug of water. Then he put the kettle on and made himself a pot of tea.

While the tea was brewing he looked along the row of cassettes, wondering what might soothe Silvester’s savage breast. He guessed that it would probably be Elgar or Delius. Silvester was very Brit, and TV documentaries about Britain’s rolling landscape always had ‘The Wand of Youth’ for background music as the clouds sailed over the hilltops. And nature programmes always had ‘The Walk to the Paradise Gardens’. But he wasn’t in the mood for either of them and he put on Glière’s Concerto for Harp.

He left the door to the small kitchen open so that he could hear the music. It reminded him of his father, although it was his mother who was the musician. Like Glière’s music his father wore his heart on his sleeve; not that his mother didn’t do that too, but her temperament was extrovert and flamboyant. His father was a quiet man; those who didn’t know him well concluded that it was the wife who wore the trousers in the Lawler household. But they were quite wrong. The quietness was the calm of a strength that yielded willingly to his affection and love for the Irish girl whose liveliness had kept him going in the days of struggle and uncertainty about his talent.

James Lawler himself was thirty-seven and unmarried, although that was not for want of wishing it otherwise. Recruited to the Diplomatic Service in his final year at Cambridge, he had served for two years at the Moscow embassy as Third Secretary and his already fluent Russian had made his transfer to SIS almost inevitable. And, as so often happens, his early years in SIS were spent in places where his Russian was of little use – Brazil, Washington, Cairo and the Caribbean. Only in the last two years, in Europe, in operations against the KGB, had his Russian been usefully employed. But by now he had worked for all five of SIS’s sections concerned with anti-KGB operations in Europe and the Americas.

As with his father, his appearance and demeanour were deceptive. A pale, lean, poet’s face and what seemed an easy-going personality gave a faintly academic air to a man who had learned early on how to survive in back-streets from Rio to Belize. He had learned from experience that you were more likely to survive if you trusted no one, and believed no one. There was no litmus paper that distinguished friend from foe or truth from lies. Just experience and intuition. The poet’s face and the amiable manner served him well.

He was still wondering what it was all about when the doorbell rang and he went down the steep, narrow stairs to let Silvester in. Operation Oberon was nothing to do with Silvester; it had been Dyer’s baby right from the start. And there was no love lost between Silvester and Dyer.

Silvester, in white tie and tails, stood on the pavement, one foot on the bottom step and one hand on the cast-iron finial of the railings. He looked handsome in his Brit sort of way. Big features, a square jaw, and an old-fashioned moustache that gave a nice balance to his face. As he made his way up the narrow stairs his broad shoulders seemed to fill the whole space between the walls.

In the sitting-room Silvester stood in front of the empty fireplace, a white silk scarf with fringes draped round his neck, his big hands in his jacket pockets, the thumbs outside. He stood with his feet planted well apart like heroes stand in boys’ adventure stories. It wasn’t phoney in any way, despite the fact that so far as Lawler knew Silvester had never needed to be a hero. In five more years he’d get his knighthood, and a fine figure of a knight he would make.

‘A whisky, Adam?’

‘Excellent, Jimmy. With soda, please.’

‘No soda, I’m afraid.’

‘No matter. Ginger ale will do fine.’

‘No ginger ale, Adam. Sorry. How about water?’

For a moment Silvester looked at Lawler’s face as if he might be having his leg pulled. Then, reassured, he shrugged, and said, ‘Well then. Water it shall be.’

Lawler poured the water into Silvester’s glass and the older man stared at the mixture with pursed, judicial lips before he held up the glass.

‘Cheers, my boy.’

There was a lot of genuine noblesse oblige about Silvester, and there were many who said that he would have preferred to serve out his time with his regiment rather than get mixed up in the cat’s-cradle of MI6.

Silvester slid off his scarf and looked around for a place to sit, and chose the big club armchair. It was leather, a man’s chair, unlike the tapestry settee.

Silvester looked at him over the top of his glass.

‘Got a problem, James. My prize Russian’s gone sour on me. You won’t have got wind of him. But his name’s Petrov. Anatoli Petrov.’

Lawler shook his head. ‘No. I haven’t heard of him. What’s the problem?’

‘Don’t rightly know. Hints about wanting to go back. Mother Russia and all that sort of thing. Understandable, but it’s definitely not on.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Forty-two, forty-three, something like that.’

‘What sort of man?’

‘You’d better read his file and make your own judgement.’

‘Who’s got it?’

‘It’s with my secretary. I’ve told her that you might be asking for it. It’s highly classified so you’ll have to read it in my office.’

‘Does he say why he wants to go back?’

Silvester leaned forward and put his empty glass on the coffee table. He settled back in his chair and looked at Lawler for several seconds before he spoke.

‘Oddly enough, he never says outright that he does want to go back. Just hints about it. Drags it into the conversation. What would we do if he wanted to go back. That sort of thing.’

‘And what do you say when he talks about it?’

‘I just try and smooth him down. I say that we should have to consider it if it ever arose. That sort of crap.’

‘And what’s his reaction to that?’

‘Seems to cool him down for a bit, but sooner or later he comes back to it.’

‘How do I come into it?’

Silvester’s thick forefinger stroked his bushy moustache slowly as he looked back at Lawler.

‘I want you to take him over. If he’s genuinely homesick you’ll have to help him settle down. Make him feel at home here. If it’s not homesickness then find out what the hell he wants.’

‘Why does he matter so much?’

Silvester shifted uneasily in his chair, reaching down for his fallen scarf, arranging it slowly and carefully on the arm of the chair. It slid back to the floor again as he turned to look at Lawler.

‘He’s probably the most important defector we’ve ever had. For the two years before he came over he was in Directorate “S”, responsible for all illegals in English-speaking countries. We’ve been de-briefing him slowly and carefully for three months. Up to a couple of weeks ago he’d been entirely co-operative. Right now we’re stuck.’

‘Why did you pick on me?’

Lawler could see the relief in Silvester’s eyes as he assumed that the question implied agreement.

‘We thought you were a bit like him. A bit Russian. And your Russian’s fluent.’

Silvester had the good grace to smile as he said it, but it obviously hadn’t been meant as a joke.

‘In what way am I like him?’

‘Romantic. You know what I mean. The arts, that sort of thing. Emotional ups and downs.’ Silvester waved his big hand limply, and let it fall on the arm of the chair.

‘How long is this for?’

‘As long as it takes.’

‘Any restrictions?’

‘Yes. Don’t let the bugger do a flit.’

‘Did anything happen that might have caused him to stop co-operating?’

‘Nothing that I’ve been able to pin down. He was talking all we wanted, and then he started being evasive. Couldn’t remember names, that sort of thing. I got the quack to check him over and he said there was nothing wrong that he could identify. It was the same interrogator all the time. We weren’t pressuring him. We hadn’t needed to.’

‘What sort of private life does he have?’

‘He’s got a small place in Ebury Street, and a girlfriend. He’s under observation of course but he can do pretty much what he wants. He gets a regular income.’

‘Is the girl-friend one of ours?’

‘No. She’s the genuine article but I understand she plays him up. He wants to marry her but she won’t have him.’

‘Would you let him go back if he insists?’

Silvester slowly shook his head without speaking. And somehow it seemed more definite than if he had said it aloud.

‘Is he in any danger?’

‘I don’t think so. He’s had cosmetic surgery and he’s got high-grade cover. We keep a good eye on him. Several good eyes.’

‘Does he know about me?’

‘I’ve told him that he needs a rest and that you’ll be looking after him. And I told him that you’re totally trusted and secure.’

‘What about his de-briefing?’

‘Forget it. It’s not working any more. It’s a waste of time.’

‘How many people know about him?’

‘I do. The Chief does. Tony Reid’s been interrogating him. And one of our people in Berlin brought him over. Nobody else knows who he is or what he’s doing. The Soviets have kept quiet about him apart from the routine protests. We’ve denied all knowledge of him. And it’s got to stay like that. The KGB have been nosing around but we’re pretty sure that even they wouldn’t recognize him now. But we’re taking no chances. Everything on paper is in my own safe.’

‘Has what he’s told you been useful?’

‘Yes. But it stops short, by about two years. He’s only up to ’68 and we’re desperate for the rest. He knows it. And he knows he can afford to play games. You don’t discuss this with anyone but me. You understand?’

‘Yes. What’s his cover?’

‘He speaks reasonable English and fluent German so we’ve given him documentation as a West German journalist. A freelance.’

‘What about Operation Oberon?’

‘What the hell’s that?’

‘The operation I was on.’

‘Oh, forget it,’ Silvester said dismissively.

‘Does Dyer know it’s off?’

‘He’s been told that you’ve been transferred to me until further notice.’

‘He doesn’t know what I’ll be doing?’

‘Of course not.’

‘And if he asks?’

‘You say absolutely nothing. Just refer him to me.’

‘How did he react when you told him that I was taken off Oberon?’

Silvester raised his eyebrows. He didn’t like understrappers enquiring into their elders and betters’ little fights. ‘I’ve no idea, James. But none of us is indispensable.’

Lawler wasn’t sure whether the implied dispensability was directed at him or at Dyer. But he didn’t dwell on it.

‘When do you want me to start?’

Silvester threw two keys on to the coffee table. ‘Tonight. He’s in our block of flats at the far end of Ebury Street. There’s one key for the main door, and one for his flat. Flat number 324. Both the porters are ours. Draw your cash from Cooper. Spend what you need, there’ll be no accounting within reason. Keep me informed. Cooper can always get me if I’m not at the office. Contact me any time. Night or day.’

Lawler saw Silvester down to the door. At the bottom of the stairs Silvester turned to look at him.

‘How are things with Joanna?’

‘Much the same.’

‘Anything I could do?’

Lawler shook his head. ‘No thanks. There’s nothing anyone can do.’

Silvester sighed. ‘You know that creep’s in drugs?’

‘I guessed he was. But I’d never be able to prove it.’

Silvester hesitated, and then said, ‘If you ever do want to prove it, see me.’

And then with a wave of his arm he walked down the four stone steps looking each way for a taxi.

Lawler walked slowly back up the stairs and tried not to look at the face in the silver frame. The bedroom door was open and he walked in. It took about twenty minutes to unpack and put his things away. He slid the pistol down into the toe of one of the black shoes in his wardrobe.

He checked the other two bedrooms and walked back into the sitting-room. The flat seemed even more alien now that he was staying. The latest in the series of temporary places that he had used in the last seven months. He had been lucky to get it, even with Facilities’ influence. But he had a year’s lease with an option to renew, and in the spring of 1970 that was more than most tenants had. It was clean and reasonably furnished compared with the tatty pads that he had used for a month or two at a time, but its reasonableness didn’t comfort his restless mind. He didn’t want to have any time to think about his life and the shambles of his relationship with Joanna. He had been so stupid, so unforgivably stupid. Stupid to care for her in the first place. He should have let her continue her Gadarene rush alone. He closed his eyes to block out the vision of three-year-old Sarah. That had been more than stupidity. Irresponsible and unforgivable. A small and charming, pretty ghost, to haunt the edges of his mind for the rest of his days.

He brought his thoughts back to the present. Over the years he’d had some pretty odd things to do in his time with SIS, but acting as wet-nurse and psychiatrist for a homesick KGB defector was something new. He didn’t really fancy it, it was a bit too open-ended for his liking. Too indefinite. It lacked … he tried to think of the word they so often used in crosswords … parameters. It lacked parameters.

He looked at his watch. It was seven o’clock, with an unplanned evening ahead of him. The driver hadn’t appeared so he guessed that Facilities must have got to him before he left the garage. He’d have a look at Petrov’s file before he met him.

At Century House the duty officer had checked with Silvester’s girl and then taken him up to her office. The file was in the safe but it took twenty minutes to get clearance for the combination.

As he sat at the desk and opened the thin file he realized that only the basic facts concerning Petrov had been included. Maybe that was all they had. Anatoli Mikhailovich Petrov had been born on 17 October 1928 in Leningrad, and until the German artillery had smashed the area to rubble, he had lived with his parents in one of the back streets behind the Finlyansky Station. In 1940 his father, an engineer at the waterworks, had been called up to a pioneer regiment and had never been heard of since. Petrov’s mother had been killed by an aerial land-mine towards the end of 1943. The fifteen-year-old boy had lived in the Leningrad ruins with other children for six months and had then been rounded up by a Red Army patrol and sent to an orphanage in Vologda. At the end of the war he had been sent to an orphanage in Kiev. After two years at Kiev University taking English and German he had shown such promise that he was transferred to Moscow University and registered as an officer candidate for the Red Army.

In 1949, aged twenty-one, he was sent to the KGB training school in Samarkand. Two years later he was posted to the Illegals Directorate of the First Chief Directorate. After almost three years’ individual training in Moscow Petrov had been sent to Berlin to take charge of all KGB networks into West Berlin and West Germany.

In February 1958 he had been recalled to Moscow with the rank of major in the KGB. By 1970, as a full colonel, his responsibilities had been solely for operations in Britain.

He had married in 1958, with special permission, a pretty Polish girl from Krakow. Despite the careful security checks into her background there had been a problem. Not in their relationship. They loved one another dearly. But as an all too often open critic of the subservience of Russians to their bureaucracy she had been a constant embarrassment, and finally an actual danger to them both. Much as he loved her he had eventually had to submit to the pressures from his seniors. And once the hint had been made that unless he divorced her she would be sent to a labour camp, he had reluctantly agreed to a divorce, and the girl had been shipped back to Warsaw.

Despite his sacrifice his status and promotion possibilities had seemed to be irretrievably damaged. The girl’s comments on Soviet life, and her Polish independence about the petty restrictions on even the privileged elite were neither forgiven nor forgotten just because she had been removed. It was suggested that he would be moved to either Sofia or East Berlin, but in the end he had been promoted and kept in Moscow in charge of all illegals in Britain.

He had made his first tentative approaches to SIS in West Berlin. It had taken six months of cautious negotiations before the arrangements were made for him to come over during a duty visit to Amsterdam.

There was no photograph and no physical description.
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