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Such wilt thou be to me, who must

Like th’other foot, obliquely run;

Thy firmness makes my circle just,

And makes me end, where I begun.

A Valediction Forbidding Mourning

John Donne


Part One


Chapter One

The brass plate on the solid wooden door of 37–41 Gower Street said, simply, Blake Friedmann Literary Agency. It was, in fact, one of the several SIS safe-houses in central London. It was Cooper who had devised the name and the description and he sometimes wished that it was true instead of just a cover for informal meetings away from the files and computers of Century House.

He detested the Janus meetings. They had no purpose apart from keeping people quiet. Waring and Shapiro would say very little because they knew what was really going on. Rimmer would air his suspicions about Max Inman and find some way to drag in Inman’s girl’s life-style. Potter would, as Cooper’s deputy, fend off the criticisms and divert the suspicions. Cooper wondered if the KGB had similar meetings about their men, questioning their good faith and digging holes for them to fall into.

Security at Gower Street was discreet but efficient and the Royal Corps of Signals sergeant showed him the long list of ticked-off bugging checks that had already been carried out. He signed the form and the sergeant countersigned it. Operation Janus called for top security. It had grown from a rather amateurish experiment into what was almost the only up-to-date source of information SIS had on what was going on inside East Germany, the self-styled German Democratic Republic. The operation functioned and depended almost entirely on the character and talents of one man – Max Inman. His cover was as a freelance journalist writing on politics and economics. It wasn’t just cover, his pieces were accepted and used in a number of magazines and newspapers.

It was Cooper who had spotted the young Cambridge graduate who was still at Trinity taking an extra year. The student debate had been about the virtues and drawbacks of democracy and Max Inman had amiably but effectively showed democracy to be a ‘fool’s paradise’. Speakers had been given ten minutes but they had made Max Inman talk for almost an hour. They had loved it. When Cooper had spoken to him afterwards and congratulated him on his arguments which had undoubtedly won the debate, Max Inman had smiled and said, ‘That doesn’t make the ideas right of course. It just means I’m a better arguer than the others were. Just winning the argument doesn’t make you right.’ When Cooper learned that Max Inman spoke fluent Russian he lost no time in trying to recruit him.

People in SIS always described Frank Cooper as having ‘a safe pair of hands’. He had never been quite sure what it meant but he sensed that it was some kind of approval. He had been recruited into SIS after six years in Field Security and the Intelligence Corps and he had served successfully as an agent in Australia, Israel, Italy and New York. He had achieved a reputation for establishing good working relationships in difficult situations without ‘going native’. Both ASIO and the CIA had made passes in his direction and still maintained a good relationship with him when he diplomatically declined their offers. He lived in a pleasant flat in one of the side-roads off Kings Road, Chelsea. For almost ten years he had lived alone after his wife had left him for a merchant banker. An older man. The divorce had been uncomplicated and he saw the man from time to time at the Reform Club. They would nod if one caught the other’s eye. Cooper was one of the very few SIS directors who was trusted and respected by both layers of the organisation. His record as a field agent made him aware and tolerant of the pressures of an agent’s life. The loneliness, the uncertainties and the constant suspicion that could temporarily be diverted by boozy oblivion or the proverbial tart with a heart of gold.

Nobody was sure who had recruited Paul Rimmer into SIS. He had done quite a long stint on the other side of the fence in MI5 and had a reputation for suspecting everyone of being guilty of ‘activities against the State’. And the fact that a small proportion of them actually were, had given him a reputation for being uncannily perceptive. It was said that he had kept up his connection with MI5 and that they were the source of most of the information he used against his chosen suspects. He was respected but not liked by his colleagues in SIS.

Cooper’s right-hand was Potter. He had a law degree and had practised law for two years before someone in SIS had realised that Chris Potter was the nephew of a former DG of SIS and when they had looked him over they had offered, and he had accepted, a job as a senior in the Legal Secretary’s department responsible for giving guidance to officers considering the legal niceties of searches, surveillance and assembling evidence that would stand up in court. He had worked with Cooper on six or seven cases and Cooper realised that the young man was grossly underused in terms of his obvious talent as an administrator. He had been Cooper’s assistant for four years and they had become a highly efficient combination.

Cooper walked over to the windows. It was beginning to snow. Just light flakes blown about by the wind. With a bit of luck the meeting would be over in half an hour and he could get a taxi before the evening rush started. He turned as there was a knock on the door and Rimmer came in with Potter, nodding to Cooper as he pulled out a chair and put his notes on the table. No minutes were ever taken at meetings about the most highly secure operations and Operation Janus was one of them. A few moments later Joe Shapiro came in, apologising for being late.

Cooper settled in the chair at the head of the table.

‘There’s not a lot to report since last month’s meeting but Max Inman has passed me the names of all the staff at the Berlin Stasi HQ including private addresses and the telephone numbers at the offices. He also told me in a meeting we had in Berlin that there was a lot of tension between the Stasis and the KGB people at Normannenallee. He gets the impression that there is an equally frosty relationship between the East German politicians and Moscow. He’s also built up a good relationship with the Stasi guy in charge of their operations in West Germany.’ He smiled and shrugged. ‘They’re both football fans.’

Rimmer said sharply. ‘What’s he passing to them?’

‘Just the bits and pieces we give him. Some of it true, some conjecture.’

Rimmer shook his head. ‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again – I don’t go along with this operation. Never have.’

‘Why?’

‘First of all, double agents’ operations always break down sooner or later. It starts with both sides trusting the guy and ends up with him being suspect on both sides. Janus is suspect for me.’ He paused. ‘I’ve listened to his little talks on his views of Soviet attitudes concerning Germany and he’s always got some excuse for whatever they’ve been up to.’

Cooper intervened. ‘When we started this operation we knew nothing about what was going on on the other side. We now get a picture of public attitudes to conditions, to politics, and the security set-up.’ He paused. ‘We accepted that only somebody who was genuinely open-minded could get anywhere. Janus was just right for the attempt. His cover as a journalist seems to work and it’s genuine. His stuff gets printed and they’ve noticed that he gives them a fair crack of the whip which no other journalist does from this side. He’s made a lot of contacts and he’s more or less being accepted as genuine.’

‘I wouldn’t trust anyone in that situation and I don’t trust him either.’

‘Why?’

‘His attitude. Ready to criticise us but only praise for them. I don’t like the circles he moves in over here. All those bloody intellectuals.’

Cooper smiled. ‘You ready to give some examples?’

‘Yeah. The girl he lives with. What’s her name – Felinska – have you seen her photographs – all anti-war – all starving kids and corpses. I’ve done some checking on her and she’s a security risk by anybody’s rules. They’ve been together for years and they live in separate places. Why don’t they get married?’

‘You sound like some agony aunt, Paul.’

‘Do you know why they’ve never married?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’ve never asked him. It’s none of our business.’

‘Everything’s our business especially on an operation like this. Did you see that big piece she did about Russians in New York who missed the old country?’

‘They were refugees, Paul. They’d fled from the Soviet Union. But they missed their old lives. The Brit ex-pats in the South of France do too and the Poms in Sydney miss Liverpool and Manchester but they still left.’

Rimmer sighed. ‘It’s up to you, Frank.’ He pushed across a brown file. ‘But read that stuff.’ He paused. ‘By the way they’re both subscribing members of Amnesty.’

Cooper smiled. ‘So am I, Paul. So am I.’ He looked around at the others. ‘Anything else?’

But nobody responded. When Rimmer had left, Joe Shapiro said, ‘Don’t dismiss what that idiot said entirely. He’s paranoid about Reds under the bed but if Janus falls apart, which it easily could do, then friend Rimmer has put down his marker for having been agin it right from the start.’

‘What do you feel about what Janus has produced so far?’

‘It’s all useful background material and it’ll take time before he really makes headway. He’s already saved my people from two potential cock-ups and that’s enough for me.’ He smiled ‘By the way the Felinska girl is on TV tonight. I think it’s BBC 2.’


Chapter Two

Cooper poured himself a glass of Saint Emilion as he settled himself in the armchair in front of the TV. He looked at his watch. It was five minutes before the start of the programme he was going to watch. He reached for the Radio Times. Her picture was on the front cover. Just her face and her finger on the shutter-button of a Leica. She was very beautiful, there was no doubt about that, classic Garbo or maybe Rossellini, and when he talked with her he sensed that she was well aware of the effect that her beauty had on men, but was not impressed by their attention. If you are that beautiful, he thought, you must get used to it. When he saw the title of the programme come up on screen he reached for the remote control and brought up the sound. The title just said, ‘Katya Felinska – master photographer’.

The interviewer, Patsy Soames, had a style somewhere between Sue Lawley and Libby Purves. Not aping the interrogation of Face to Face nor the amiability of Libby Purves.

‘Katya Felinska …’

Felinska smiled and interrupted. ‘For heaven’s sake – let’s make it Katie.’

‘But Katya is such an unusual name and it is rather romantic.’

‘Maybe. But only my parents still call me Katya.’

‘Your background is Polish, isn’t it?’

‘My father was Polish originally but my mother is Italian and I’ve never lived in Poland.’

‘But you speak Polish don’t you?’

‘Of course,’ she said as if surely everybody could speak Polish.

‘Do you see much of your parents these days?’

‘Not often enough. My father is always somewhere else working on a film and my mother is the only one of us who’s mainly in the same place.’

‘Your mother writes those lovely children’s books.’ She paused. ‘You’re a very creative family. Why do you think that is?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ She hesitated. ‘I think maybe it’s because we have lived in so many different places that we’ve absorbed a lot of other people’s characteristics and cultures. We don’t belong anywhere and yet we’re at home everywhere. I was born in Vienna. I grew up in France and Italy. I went to school in California and to university here in the UK.’

‘But you’re now a British national yourself. Why did you choose to be British?’

Katya Felinska smiled and shrugged. ‘That’s a long story. It would take too long to explain.’

‘OK. Back to the photography. What made you want to be a photo-journalist?’

‘At first I just wanted to be a photographer. News photographer, portraits. Anything that involved a camera.’

‘With your father a very successful film director, did that influence you?’

‘I don’t think so. Subconsciously maybe. He was always looking at everything. Watching how the light fell on faces and scenes.’

‘You specialised in your early days as a photo-journalist in the world’s trouble spots where the fighting was going on. Why did you change?’

‘I was sickened by the film and video footage, and the stills for that matter, of men in uniforms killing other men in uniforms, and civilians too. I found it impossible to be any part of it, even as a witness. Despite what they say, there is an underlying glamour in war pictures. Bravery, even gallantry, men being men. So I decided to leave that side alone and take pictures to show the misery that they left behind them. Homes destroyed, dead bodies, starving old people, women and children and all the rest of it. The part that women have to play in clearing up the mess. The physical mess and the mental mess.’

‘Are you a feminist?’

She laughed. ‘If you mean do I hate all men. No way. What I hate is destruction but …’ she shrugged ‘… that’s mainly men’s work.’

‘Do you enjoy it or feel a bit proud when people refer to you as “a master photographer”?’

Katya laughed. ‘Forgive me for saying so when it’s the title of this interview but I think it shows a complete ignorance of the world of photography. There are a few people – Ansel Adams, Weston and maybe a few portraitists like Cecil Beaton and Karsh – who could be loosely described as master photographers because to them the photograph, the finished product, is what matters. Focus, definition, tone range and all that. But for me I just record a moment in the life of some people or somebody and to me it’s the emotion that matters.’

‘Can you give us an example of the kind of photograph you find moving?’

‘Yes. The photograph of the young girl in Vietnam running down the road towards the camera, naked and on fire from napalm. That haunts me. And it always will.’ She paused. ‘And there will be more like it until we get rid of politicians and diplomats.’

‘Why diplomats?’

‘The Foreign Office, our embassies and consulates overseas, won’t lift a finger to help you if you’re in trouble in a foreign country. They don’t want to displease what they call their “client” countries.’

‘Have you had personal experience of this?’

‘Many times.’

‘What should they do?’

‘Raise absolute hell to ensure that you get a fair deal. When I read that bit in my passport that says I should be allowed to travel “without let or hindrance” it makes me very angry. Such hypocrisy.’

‘According to the press-cuttings you’re forty-two. Is that right?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And you’ve never married?’

She smiled. ‘You’re right and to save you the trouble of trying to work out some subtle way to ask if I’m a lesbian, let me say – no I’m not. But I do prefer women to men.’

‘Any particular reason?’

‘Women are the same all over the world. Like I show in my photography, they clean up the mess the world makes. They deal with fundamentals. A female is a woman the moment she’s born. She just grows a bit bigger. But men are all bits and pieces. They’re never certain what they are or even what they want to be.’

‘You sound rather cynical. Are you?’

Katya frowned, thinking. ‘I’d say realistic. Just facing the facts. And hopefully showing the facts in my pictures.’

‘Your photographs are frequently of children. Would you have liked children of your own?’

‘No. My photographs all too often are of children starving, dying for lack of food or medicines. After what I have seen I couldn’t take the responsibility.’ She shrugged dismissively. ‘And I’ve got a job that’s twenty-four hours a day. Looking and thinking. Admiring real bravery – women’s and children’s bravery.’ She shrugged almost impatiently as if explaining should be unnecessary.

‘Do you have a special man-friend, a lover, at the moment?’

Katya laughed, obviously genuinely amused. ‘I guess the answer is yes but he’d hate being described as my lover. Lover is the kind of word that the Sun uses when the libel lawyers won’t let them go the whole hog.’

Patsy Soames smiled. ‘Fair enough. So back to your work. What sort of camera do you use?’

‘A Leica. Way back it was a Illb but for the last few years it’s an M3.’

‘Where’s your next assignment?’

‘I’m going back to Somalia, to Mogadishu, to see what’s happening there. And after that I’ll probably spend some time in Addis.’

‘Are you ever tempted to get involved – to be a campaigner rather than just an observer?’

‘No way. In my experience campaigners cause almost as much trouble for the survivors as the politicians do.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘For the general public to be told that two thousand people, civilians, have been slaughtered by some tin-pot army is meaningless. But show them a picture of the sad, pleading face of a mother holding a child that’s long dead up to the camera and they can begin to understand what is going on. It’s up to the public to take action or make the politicians and dictators stop what they’re doing.’

‘How can they do that?’

‘That’s for them to decide, not me. If I get involved I lose my credibility. I’d be rooting for one lot or another. For me they are all as bad as one another. Savages.’

‘What about the United Nations?’

Katya shrugged almost angrily. ‘Forget it.’

‘It’s not a very happy picture you give us of the world, is it?’

‘It’s how it is. You can always not look. Not wonder what it would be like if it was you in the picture with the dead baby.’

‘How do you keep sane after all this?’

‘I spend my time with ordinary people and you’d be amazed at how nice most people are, but unfortunately niceness won’t beat guns and psychopaths.’

‘What sort of people do you spend your free time with?’

‘Creative people. Artists, theatre people, musicians, writers. People with imagination. Emotional people. People like my parents.’

‘And when you’re alone and not working, what do you do?’

‘Read and listen to music.’

‘What kind of music?’

Katya smiled. ‘Romantic stuff. Violin and cello concertos. And blues jazz.’

‘Any advice you could give aspiring photo-journalists?’

‘Sure. Get out there with your heart on your sleeve and take pictures.’

‘Katya Felinska – thank you for coming on the programme.’

‘Thanks for having me.’

Cooper used the remote to switch off the TV and half-filled his empty wine glass. He’d read somewhere somebody’s comment that she was a very ‘feisty’ lady. He had never really understood what feisty actually meant but she was an extraordinary person without a doubt. So incredibly beautiful and yet so absorbed in what she was doing. So feminine in her observation but so harshly masculine in her judgments. She and Max Inman made an odd pair and he wondered what she found in a man like Inman, a man whose trade was deviousness and personal courage made tolerable by a great deal of charm. But she must be used to charm, both real and phoney. According to the files they had met at Cambridge and that was a long time ago. Still a pair but no sign of marrying.

He stood up slowly and awkwardly. Right now it was time for a last cup of tea before bed and a few pages of Ethel Mannin’s The Golden Road to Samarkand.
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