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This is for Eleanor Wright – the pre-Raphaelite beauty of Tunbridge Wells – with love from us all.


Most espionage novels concentrate on the actions of an agent in some particular operation, usually involving guns and general mayhem. But in real life the operation of an espionage network is very different. In this novel I have tried to give an impression of the life of a man who runs a KGB network in the United States. With more emphasis on his life than the work that he did. The novel covers a long period and for clarity I have kept to the same name for the central character and ignored his obvious need for aliases.


Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.

F. Scott Fitzgerald – The Crack-Up, 1945

Vain hope, to make people happy by politics!

Thomas Carlyle, 1831

Man is a credulous animal, and must believe something; in the absence of good grounds for belief, he will be satisfied with bad ones.

Bertrand Russell, ‘An Outline of Intellectual Rubbish’, Unpopular Essays, 1950
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Mary Taylor wondered why they had banned the TV crews and limited the press conference to journalists and radio. Even still-photographers had been excluded. Most press conferences at Camp David had three or four network crews. It couldn’t be a security problem. Maybe he just wanted to limit the time he gave them. The TV people always used their weight and dragged things out.

They were still testing the microphones and recorder when he walked over to the dais. Blue shirt, no tie, grey slacks and Reebok trainers that looked as though they actually did some work. The wispy hair was lifting in the slight breeze and already that rather attractive lop-sided smile, as somebody moved the main mike. She’d always liked him even in the old days before he was Vice-President. He was really nothing like Reagan but in some ways they seemed much the same. Likeable All-American boys. But Bush was different because he had his hands on the levers and he not only did his homework but he understood it. His stint as boss of the CIA had seen to that. And he wasn’t likely to confuse Bolivia with Brazil. Not that Ronald Reagan lost votes because of gaffes like that. Most Americans couldn’t put their finger on Czechoslovakia on a map of the world. Reagan made voters feel that they really could be President of the USA if they wanted to.

There were all the usual questions about arms reduction and Star Wars, as SDI had been christened by the press. The features girl from the Post tried to hassle him about abortion but he gave her the smile and pointed to the man from The Times of London.

‘Yes, Mr Long.’

‘Mr President, there are some in Europe, and I understand in the USA too, who wonder if the White House isn’t dragging its feet now that glasnost and perestroika have changed the international climate. Are they right, Mr President?’

‘Well now – we’ve made considerable progress in our negotiations with the Soviets on arms reduction, the outlawing of chemical warfare weapons and troop reductions. I wouldn’t call that dragging our feet.’

‘Mr President, I was thinking more of the psychological aspects of glasnost. The world sees the Soviets stretching out the hand of peace and the US government taking a rather aloof attitude. Not ready to accept the end of the Cold War.’

The President smiled. ‘I’m delighted that the press are giving so much space to good news for a change. But let me make clear that this administration is responsible, as all administrations are, for the security of the United States and its people. We have had nearly forty years of Cold War – not, I hasten to add, of our making. We welcome wholeheartedly the changes in the countries of the Soviet bloc and in the Soviet Union itself – and we shall be only too ready to assist that progress to democracy. But in those countries you cannot go overnight from overbearing dictatorships to democracies – there are no organised political parties that are capable of ensuring that democracy prevails – it takes time and we must give them time – not rush in in a state of euphoria at the risk of being considered a destabilising influence. Yes …’ The President nodded towards a man in the back row. ‘… Yes, Ted.’

‘Mr President. With the new climate between the two super-powers is the administration aware that many Americans feel that it is time to end our commitment of troops and weapons to NATO?’

He got the old smile as the President said, ‘When we have made progress on the main issues, the question of NATO and Warsaw Pact forces will undoubtedly be discussed. We have to find out what the other side have in mind.’

One of the old China hands from PA-Reuters stood up.

‘Mr President, doesn’t your use of the term “the other side” show that the administration is reluctant to abandon its adversarial stance towards the Soviet Union?’

‘Mr Olson – it is Mr Olson, isn’t it? – right. Mr Olson, when two lawyers appear in court, one defending, the other prosecuting, they both refer to “the other side” and they each assemble the facts of the matter in court to suit their different cases. However – it is not unusual for the two of them to play golf together on Saturday afternoons.’ He grinned. ‘I suppose the diplomatic equivalent is making one’s points in arms reductions talks and then going for a walk in the woods together.’

There were a number of shouted questions but the President said, ‘I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen, but I have meetings scheduled. Thank you for your time and your questions.’

She saw O’Brien walking towards her. He was the President’s Press Secretary but she had known him way back when she was with NBC and O’Brien had been on Madison Avenue.

He pulled up one of the empty chairs and sat beside her. ‘Glad to see you, Mary. It’s been a long time.’

‘Will he see me?’

‘What’s your piece for?’

‘Nobody yet. I’m free-lance now but it could end up in one of the nationals.’

‘News or think-piece?’

‘Think-piece.’

‘OK. I can get you in in about ten minutes. He’s making some calls right now. But a couple of conditions.’

‘Like what?’

‘Only fifteen minutes and no direct quotes. Background for you and not repeat not an interview.’

‘I’m flattered.’

O’Brien looked surprised. ‘Oh, I thought you would be huffy. How come you’re flattered?’

‘Flattered that he’d talk with me off the record and trust me not to abuse it.’

He smiled. ‘You’ve got a good track-record, honey. How’s the small boy?’

She laughed. ‘The small boy’s at Yale doing law.’

O’Brien looked at his watch. ‘I think we could wander in now.’

The President smiled as he took her hand. ‘Nice to see you, Mary. I guess Sean already told you the ground rules. They OK with you?’

‘Of course, Mr President. I’m grateful for the time.’

‘Sit down, make yourself comfortable.’

When she was seated he leaned back in his chair.

‘Fire away.’

‘The so-called Eastern bloc countries and the lurch to democracy. What’s going to happen in the end?’

‘In the GDR there’s a chance that they could form new parties based on the political parties in the Federal Republic. And having the FRG alongside them and the possibility of economic and financial help from Bonn will help. But the Communists aren’t going to give up without a struggle. Not right away but maybe in a year or two’s time. Euphoria doesn’t last and if the new leaders don’t improve living standards people will be disillusioned. And in Czechoslovakia and Hungary they’ve got to go all the way back to square one. And that ain’t gonna be easy.’

‘And re-unification?’

‘Bonn want that and they’ll work hard to get it. But there are long memories in Europe. Whatever they say in public the French won’t like it, neither will the Poles and the Italians. Maybe in ten years’ time when the East Germans have worked their passage. If they rush into it it could turn out to be a real can of worms.’

‘What about NATO and withdrawing our armed forces in Europe?’

‘Moscow are already doing a great PR job about reducing numbers on both sides but it depends on what they mean. Just pulling out numbers equally isn’t on for us. It’s got to be the number of troops and weapons that are left. They’ve got far more of everything than NATO at the moment.

‘And you’ve got to remember that if things went wrong they’ve only got to roll across Poland or East Germany and they’re on the way to the Rhine. We’d have to send troops from the States. Could be over before we get there.’

‘Do you think that Gorbachev really means it?’

‘Oh, he means it all right. He doesn’t have any choice. The Soviet economy is crumbling to dust because of its corruption and inefficiency. You’ve got to remember that glasnost and perestroika didn’t start with Gorby. It started way back with Khrushchev when he denounced Stalin at the Twentieth Congress – in 1956 if I remember correctly. But the time wasn’t right. And Gorbachev has got problems beyond the economy. The new upsurge of nationalism is just as big a problem.’

‘What about the suggestion that we’re dragging our feet in ending the Cold War?’

‘They created the Cold War, Mary. Not us. And now they want to end it. That doesn’t mean they’ve necessarily given up their aim of sustaining subversion and expansion wherever they can. They’ve got a chaotic situation on their hands and I’ve got no intention of rushing in and ending up taking or sharing the blame when they make a mess of it – as they probably will.

‘The Western public have been the target of a superb PR exercise from Secretary General Gorbachev. What most of them don’t realise is that in all his public statements about glasnost he has at no time ever suggested, or even hinted, a set of reforms that would turn the Soviet Union into a pluralist society, nor has there been the slightest questioning of the supreme authority of the Communist Party. He’s a communist, Mary. Don’t ever forget that. And don’t let the public forget it either. Deeds not words are what they should go by.’

‘And what about Star Wars? They seem fanatical about us giving up that whole project.’

For long moments he looked at her then he leaned forward towards her and said, ‘No quote, no hint, not even a vague reference to what I tell you. OK?’

‘Of course, Mr President.’

‘They’re far ahead of us on SDI. They’ve already got it. It’s that kind of deceit and hypocrisy that I have to bear in mind when I hear the words glasnost and perestroika.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll have to go, Mary. It was good to see you. Stay and have a drink with Sean.’

Camp David had been cleared that night of everyone except Marines and Secret Service agents. Not even White House staff were allowed to stay.

The President dined that night with his wife and the old man. When it was time for the old man to leave the President walked with him to the door. He remembered what Malloy had told him about the old man’s arthritic hands and he took the old man’s hand very gently as he said, ‘You’ve helped clear my mind and I’m truly grateful.’ Then he smiled and said, ‘Da svedahnya a spasibo.’

The old man smiled. ‘Da svedahnya.’

Bill Malloy drove the Lincoln to the servants’ section of the main building and helped the old man into the passenger seat. They took the service road to the main road and then Malloy headed for the airstrip.

They sat in the car as the plane was checked over and Malloy said, ‘You don’t want to change your mind?’

‘No. I called it a day long ago.’ He smiled. ‘I hope we’ll still see you from time to time. Both of you.’

‘You will. I wish we could tell the world how much we owe to you – the man who won the Cold War.’

The old man shook his head. ‘Not won it, my friend. Just helped you people in a small way to make sure it didn’t become a real war. And that’s all that matters.’ He turned his head to look at Malloy. ‘You people have got a lot of things to work out, my friend. When you look at the new democracies remember what Bertrand Russell said.’

‘What’s that?’

‘If one man offers you democracy and another offers you a bag of grain, at what stage of starvation will you prefer the grain to the vote?’

Then they were signalling that the plane was ready for take-off. Malloy walked with him to the steps and waved back when he had climbed up to the entrance.

Malloy stood there long after the plane had taken off. It was probably the last time he would see him and he felt both guilty and sad about the old man. Despite all that he had done to help them it had been a wasted life. So lonely, even when he was with people. The mind that was so shrewd and yet so innocent. The heart that bled for all humanity but found no solace from individuals. Loved but not loving. A man to respect but not admire. He took consolation from knowing that although they had used him they had not abused his dedication. Jack Kennedy had said – ‘We will pay any price …’ and the old man had been part of that price. But it was Moscow who had drained the soul out of him for a cause that was crumbling to dust all over the world.

Malloy walked slowly back to the car. At least the old man had Tania who saw him as a saint and had love enough for both of them.


2

As the train made its way over the snow-covered plains of Poland he wondered if he had done the right thing. It had been bad enough when Rosa was alive, the chaos of Moscow: that mad monk in the Palace, the third Duma as ineffective as its predecessors and the evidence from every quarter that the Jews were going to be the next target. He had been warned that he should get out and take the family with him. The army would kill Jews just as ruthlessly as they had shot the workers. And then the news from the doctor that Rosa had only a few weeks to live. In fact she had struggled on for nearly six months. The police had stopped him as he left the synagogue. Checking through his papers, shouting question after question until Lensky had intervened. Lensky was a lawyer and a wealthy man with influence everywhere. But it had been the final warning that they had to go.

He looked at the children asleep on the opposite seat. He wondered what would become of them all. Andrei the five year old, Anna just four and Ivan the baby, only a year old. For years he had worked for the Party in his free time. Waiting for the day when the workers would rise and the Party would take over. There had been uprisings but they had all been put down by the Tsar’s soldiers. It seemed unbelievable, Russian soldiers shooting down Russian workers. He sighed and shook his head. One day it would happen but he wouldn’t see it. He wasn’t escaping because he was a communist but because he was a Jew. Not a good Jew, just a Jew, and that was enough. When he had talked to Lensky about going underground Lensky had pointed out that he had three young children to care for. And somehow he felt that Lensky was also telling him that being a Jew, even after the revolution, he wouldn’t survive. There were big men in the Party who were Jews. He wondered how they would survive. Lensky was a Jew but he was a rich man who knew influential people, not only in Moscow but all over the world. God knows what would have happened to him and the children if it hadn’t been for Lensky. But there would be work to be done for the Party in Paris. Maybe Andrei would be the one to see the dream come true. He’d teach him what it was all about. He was a good boy and quick to learn. Lensky had given him the tickets to Paris and enough money to live on until he found work. He’d heard that gloves were much in demand in Paris, and there were other things he could turn his hand to if he had to. Mikhail was going to sell their few belongings in Moscow and send the money to him when he had an address in Paris. The only things he had brought with them were clothes and his Party pamphlets and one book – the fourth German edition with Engel’s preface of Marx’s Das Kapital. There were pamphlets in Russian of translations of Value, Price and Profit and The Class Struggles in France.

They had left Moscow on February the 13th, 1913.

A woman Party member, a refugee from Latvia, had met them off the train and had taken them to a house in Montmartre. They had been given two attic rooms in an old house, thanks to Lensky’s influence. The woman apologised for the limited accommodation and Grigor Aarons had been quietly amused. They had had one room for the six of them in Moscow and the two large rooms they had been given were luxurious in comparison. And to add to his relief the woman’s daughter would look after the children while he was at work, and there was already a job for him in a small but stylish glove-maker’s workshop at the back of a fashion shop in Faubourg St Honoré. He tried hard not to think of how happy Rosa would have been in such circumstances. His efforts must be for the children now. And for the Party. Their day would come. It might take years but it was inevitable.

The children sat around the battered, folding table of the kind that rich people used for playing cards. He had done them a chicken soup with pumpernickel bread and he sat on the chair by the window as they ate, chattering and laughing about their poor friends at school who couldn’t speak Russian. There were two apples between them and as Grigor cut them in half and gave them each a piece it was Anna who turned towards him and said, ‘Anne-Marie at school asked me why we are here, Papa. Why are we here?’

It was Andrei who answered. ‘Because we’re Jews.’

‘We’re not Jews, we’re Russians.’ Anna looked at her father. ‘Isn’t that so, Papa?’

‘We’re both, little one. Now get on with your apple. And ’van, it’s your turn to wash up and fix the bed for tonight.’

With three young children to care for Grigor Aarons had not been called up to the French army when the war started and the shortage of able-bodied men had meant that he was put in charge of the workshop which was now making canvas belts and leggings for the navy and the army.

Eventually the war ended. Andrei and Anna were doing well at school and Grigor Aarons was now a junior partner in the glove business. The wonderful news of the October Revolution in October 1917 had been celebrated discreetly, but although the children had been told about the events in Moscow they were too young to understand what all the fuss was about, although they were used to hearing long arguments and discussions in the living room as they lay in bed. At home they spoke both Russian and French. Russian at meal-times and French when they told their father about school.

By the time Andrei was twelve years old his father talked to him every day about the struggle in Russia, telling him the names of all the important people involved. He learned about the struggle between the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks and the opposition of men like Trotsky, Zinoviev and Bukharin. And he heard about the Comintern who would bring Communism to all the workers in the world and help them in their struggles against the capitalists. Although his father never said so Andrei knew that these were things that should never be discussed with outsiders.

They were good years. France was beginning to recover from the war, and his father was doing well at his work. There were titled ladies and wives of government ministers who would only have gloves made personally for them by Grigor Aarons.

By the time Andrei was sixteen years old he was working for his father who had been made an equal partner in the glove business. In the evenings he spent his time with the young communists who sat in cheap cafés putting the world to rights and speculating on the outcome of the revolution in Moscow. He spoke reasonable French now but most of his companions were refugees from the Baltic States – Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. With a few French students from the Sorbonne and Italians who worked in restaurants and hotels. But his closest friend was Igor Serov. Not that either of them was much given to outward expressions of friendship but Serov seemed impressed by Andrei’s ability to convince wavering Party members that all was well with both the theory and practice of Communism. He never knew how Serov earned his living but he guessed it was some sort of administrative job. One didn’t probe too deeply in a community where forged papers and new identities were the means of survival. But there was no doubt that Serov knew far more about what was going on in Moscow than could be learned from the newspapers.

In 1928 the Party in Paris was shaken by the news that thirty senior Party members, including Trotsky, Zinoviev and Kamensky, had been banished from the Soviet Union and were living in exile. The official announcement had named no names, it was Serov who had told Andrei, whose father wouldn’t believe it, saying it was revisionist propaganda.

Grigor Aarons died in 1929, a week before Andrei’s twentieth birthday. An epidemic of ’flu had swept through Paris and taken a heavy toll. Andrei became the head of the family and he took to his new responsibilities conscientiously. The other two had jobs now. Ivan as a bell-boy at one of the big hotels and Anna as an assistant in a large department store. They all got on well together despite their different temperaments and Andrei was loved and admired by the two of them. Even Ivan, who had grown up to be rather independent and cheeky, did what he was told. Andrei was nearly twenty-one when his life changed dramatically. It was Serov who changed it as if it had all been planned long before.

They were sitting at a table in a small café not far from Andrei’s place.

‘Why do you always have hot chocolate, Andrei? Why not coffee?’

‘Coffee is for dilettantes. It’s just a stimulant. Hot chocolate is a food. I don’t need stimulants but I do need food.’ He smiled. ‘Anyway I like it better than coffee.’

‘Are you still at that dreary job in the glove workshop?’

‘If you want to put it that way – yes.’

‘I’ve been asked to talk to you about something more important.’

‘Oh. What is it?’

‘The Party want you to work for them full-time.’

‘Who in the Party said this?’

‘Somebody high up. You wouldn’t know his name.’

‘How do they know about me?’

‘I’ve told them about you.’

‘And what do they want me to do?’

‘They want you to go back to Moscow to a training centre for a few months.’

Andrei shook his head. ‘I couldn’t leave the family. They need me.’

‘The Party needs you too.’ Serov lit a cigarette. ‘I’ll look after the family while you’re away.’

‘What sort of training?’

‘You’ve heard of the Comintern?’

‘Of course.’

‘The Politburo run the Comintern and they’re having a big shake-up. A restructuring. They want Party members to instruct foreign Parties on how to go about organising the revolution in their own countries.’ He paused. ‘They see you as covering a number of countries. At least France, Spain, Italy and Germany.’

‘Surely I’m too young for anybody to take any notice of what I say?’

Serov smiled. ‘I’ve heard you at work here, Andrei. You’ve got a wonderful way with the doubters.’ Serov laughed. ‘You actually listen to what they say, and most Party zealots never listen. And then you’ve got such confidence in persuading them with your own views. It’s young people we have to convince now, Andrei. The old Party sweats are worn out. They’ve always just taken the Party line from Moscow and that’s it. They never argued – they just accepted it. That’s not enough these days.’

‘How long would I be away?’

‘Four months – maybe six. And you would be paid and the money would be transferred here to your family.’

‘Tell me who this high-up Party man is, even if I wouldn’t know his name.’

‘If I tell you, will you go for the training?’

‘Tell me.’

‘It’s an old friend of your father. Jakob Lensky. He’s a member of the Politburo now.’

‘But he’s a Jew and …’

‘So are half the intellectuals who are running the Party now. Anyway you’ll be Lensky’s protégé.’

‘And you’ll visit the family every day?’

‘I can’t promise that but I’ll be available whenever they want me. They won’t be a problem, Andrei, you’ve trained them well.’

‘I’m thinking about little ’van.’

Serov laughed. ‘Little ’van is sixteen or seventeen now and he’s quite capable of looking after himself. So is Anna. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on them. You’ll never have another chance like this to serve the Party.’

It had taken three days for the train to get to Moscow. The high arches of the Byelorussky terminal were hung with clouds of steam and fog. Lensky was waiting for him by the ticket office. As always, looking prosperous and important.

Lensky took him to an apartment on Tverskaye Street where they had eaten blinys and pirozhky. Lensky had offered him vodka as he waved Andrei to a comfortable leather chair and had smiled when Andrei asked for tea instead.

‘Your friend Serov has told me all about your excellent work in Paris. Your father would have been very proud of you. I wish he had lived to come back and see the Party in action.’ He made a sweeping gesture with his arm. ‘Turbulence, yes. Maybe even errors of judgment. But above all enthusiasm and dedication to what we believe in. But the revolution is for export. All over the world. And young men like you – with talent and with training – will show our comrades in other countries how to achieve our goals.’

‘I’m not sure that I am as talented as you seem to think, comrade Lensky.’

Lensky smiled. ‘Leave it to us to judge that, my friend.’

‘Where do I have the training?’

‘Moscow Centre have taken over the old Kuskovo estate. It’s about ten kilometres outside the city. Rather primitive conditions but the training is excellent. Only the most promising are sent there. You’ve been nominated by me so I want you to do your best.’ He smiled. ‘I’m sure you will.’

Kuskovo Palace and its vast park had been the summer home of the Sheremetiev family, one of the oldest Russian noble families of statesmen and soldiers. But now it was surrounded by a six foot high fence covered with barbed wire. An ancient car had taken Andrei to the gate which was flanked by two armed soldiers. In the guardhouse a man asked him his name.

‘Aarons. Andrei Grigorovich.’

The man checked a list of names and then reached for a row of tags on hooks, taking one down and handing it to Andrei.

‘We don’t use names here. Your number’s three nine. Thirty-nine. You’ll be in the Dutch house, comrade.’ He pointed through the barred window. ‘It’s quite a walk. The first house is the Hermitage, then the grotto and then your place.’

As he walked across the parkland towards the buildings he thought of what the taxi driver had said as they stopped at the gates. ‘You know what this place is, comrade? It’s where they teach the bloody niggers how to make revolutions. All the money they want but not a bloody kopek for the likes of me.’

The man at the podium looked like an academic, and he was. Lank hair, a pale face and heavy glasses. He held up some pamphlets as he looked at the students.

‘You must read and absorb these thoroughly.’ He pointed at the titles one by one. The rôle of the Marxist-Leninist party in the revolutionary process. The struggle for the unity of the world communist revolution and Party members and the struggle for national and social liberation. He looked across at them. ‘This is going to be your task in your own countries, comrades. You never deviate from the principles laid down in Moscow.

‘You will have instruction in motivating local Communist Parties, trades unions, students, workers and in using radio and newspapers to create a sympathetic attitude towards the Soviet Union. There is much to be done and you are the men and women who have been chosen to do it.’

Two of the thirty students, and one of them was Andrei, were to get additional training, but this was training by the intelligence service in Moscow. But they, like the other students, had been told that Comintern members would never be used for intelligence work.

The days of the extra training were long and exhausting. Walking the streets of Moscow in the rain and snow learning how to throw off somebody who was following him. Learning the use of codes and identifying places where signs and messages could be left. How to use signs so that they could only be recognised by the contact and how to use cut-outs so that nobody but the agent in control would know who was in the network and what they did. Then there was the system of messages broadcast on Radio Moscow on long-wave, disguised as letters from listeners. Words emphasised when giving the titles of songs requested by overseas listeners.

Finally there was instruction on the short-wave transceiver that could operate as far as Moscow from Paris or Berlin for urgent messages and instructions. Somebody who could use a Morse-key and service the radio would be available wherever he operated.

There was a week at the Moscow Film Centre where he was taught how to use a small camera and light-stand for copying documents. He was taught how to develop film but was told that unless there were specific orders exposed film would be passed on without being developed.

A specialist officer showed him how to pick simple locks and how to immobilise motor vehicles.

Like everything that he was taught Andrei absorbed it conscientiously. Time and money were being spent on him by the Party and he had to make sure that it wasn’t wasted. He didn’t see an immediate use for the spy training in doing his Comintern job but if people above thought it was necessary they would have good reasons.

Although he had vague dream-like memories of Moscow from when he was a child, the six months he spent there had been a wonderful opportunity to look at all the places his father had talked about. When his day’s training was over he’d walk around the city, admiring the beautiful old buildings and talking with men like his father working on the roads and building sites. But when he talked about the changes since the Revolution he found them suspicious and reluctant to talk. When he had mentioned this to Lensky he was surprised when he had warned him not to talk to strangers. And there was even a hint that he shouldn’t discuss politics with the people who were training with him.

On his walks at night he always came back to Red Square to stand looking at the light on the flag on the Kremlin building. That deep red flag with its hammer and sickle always moved him as it streamed out in the wind against the dark sky. It was like a beacon for all the peoples of the world.

The other student who was given the special training was a girl, a Spanish girl. They shared accommodation with an instructor in an old house near Manège Square. She was in her early twenties and although she was very attractive he found her too extrovert for his taste. Seemingly ready to take risks when caution would be more successful. She told him he was too cautious and too aloof. She obviously liked him and he found her company strangely comforting. Her optimism a counter to his caution. She was obviously well thought of in Moscow and knew people of influence and it was she who told him about Lensky.

They were drinking tea and reading their notes in the apartment one evening when she looked over at him and said, ‘Are you going to be Comintern or intelligence?’

‘Comintern.’

‘But you were sponsored by Lensky.’

‘So?’

‘Lensky is intelligence.’

‘I don’t believe it. He’s a lawyer.’

She laughed. ‘You’re really rather an innocent in some ways, Andrei.’

‘In what ways?’

‘About what goes on inside the top layers of the Party. The struggles for power. Lensky for instance. Being a lawyer doesn’t stop him from being a spy.’

‘And you. Will you be Comintern or intelligence?’

She smiled and shrugged. ‘The same as you.’

‘What’s that mean?’

‘Haven’t you worked it out yet?’

‘No.’

‘The spies don’t trust even Comintern members. Especially non-Russians. They want you to tell them if you come across doubtful members. They trust you for several reasons. Firstly because Lensky trusts you, and secondly because you were the most intelligent arguer of the Party line on the instruction course. And they trust you because you’re a Russian.’ She laughed. ‘And they trust me because they desperately need someone who speaks Spanish and who will take some risks in the cause.’ She paused. ‘You’d better be aware, Andrei, that despite the revolution the big boys are still struggling to see who holds the reins.’

‘That’s nothing to do with me.’

‘It may be one day, sweetheart.’ She laughed. ‘Ask Lensky if you don’t believe me. Whoever wins Lensky will be up there at the top.’

Lensky was standing by the window looking at the lights of the city as the snow fell steadily in big soft flakes. He didn’t turn as he said, ‘There’s a man I want you to meet tomorrow before you leave. His name’s Spassky. Gene Spassky. He’s only about five years older than you but he’s going to be very important. He knows about you. Later on when you’ve settled into the work he’ll be your controller.’

‘Is he a spy?’

‘No.’ Lensky hesitated. ‘Well, let’s say he has intelligence connections. He is a senior man in the Party and his work straddles the security service and the Comintern. You can trust him. If you’ve got any problems he can deal with them.’ He waved his hand towards the low table where Andrei was sitting. ‘The two packets on the table are for Anna and Ivan. Give them my love.’

It was the man named Spassky who had carried his canvas bag for him as they walked to the station. He had asked about Anna and Ivan. Would they be willing to be part of his team in Paris? Were they committed? Had he mastered the code they would use to him when they wrote to him? How well did he know Serov? Spassky didn’t seem particularly interested in his answers as they trudged through the snow. And his last question, just before the train pulled out was how he was going to convert the gold into francs. He seemed satisfied with the answer. Spassky neither waved nor said any farewell as the train started its long journey.
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