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  Chapter One


  Raven and Zaleski, Tuesday


  


  John Raven was lying flat on his back on the deck of the Albatross. His eyes were shut and he dozed like an animal, reassured by the familiar pattern of sounds. The bump
  of the houseboat against the heavy tyres that served as fenders, the drone of distant traffic, the raucous cries of the gulls overhead. It was evening but the heat of the day lingered on. A haze
  hung over the river and the gnats were biting.


  A new noise invaded his consciousness, the repetitive ringing of his telephone. He hauled himself up and padded barefoot across the deck in candy-striped shorts. The door to the big room was
  open. Summer light brightened the colours of the Klee hanging on the end wall. The shabby leather sofa was hot from the sun and he sat down gingerly. He picked up the phone. Hed long
  since given up announcing his name or number. Those who mattered would know.


  Yes?


  His caller identified himself. Casimir Zaleski.


  Raven scratched at a bony brown shoulder. Casimir Zaleski. Well now, its been a long time, Casimir.


  How are you? the voice inquired solicitously. How are you, my friend?


  Fine, said Raven, his face thoughtful. How about you?


  Good, said Zaleski. So why never coming to see me?


  Raven scratched his gnat-bites, pondering the question. It must be all of three years since hed heard the rasping accent. The voice had lost none of its confidence.


  I didnt know Id been invited, Raven said mildly.


  Zaleski sounded shocked. Invited! Old friends are needing invitations? Come on, now!


  Raven lit a cigarette. The skin on his right wrist where he wore his watch was pale.


  Old friends? he queried.


  Comrades, Zaleski amended. People are telling me Raven this, Raven that. No longer inspector-detective, they say. But from my comrade I hear nothing.


  Raven flicked ash at the carpet. Sunlight searched out the darns and mends in the faded Aubusson.


  Youve got it all wrong, Casimir. I think about you constantly. Youre not speaking from jail by any chance?


  Zaleski laughed like a man who has just been stepped on by a superior.


  Jokes from bloody policeman! Now listen, mate. Why not having dinner with me in Wielkapolska?


  Ravens mind leaped back into the dark airless restaurant, recalling the succession of herring dishes, pickled tongue with raisin sauce, the odour of sour beet juice.


  Ill tell you, he said, combing fingers through long brown-grey hair. I dont go out much these days.


  Zaleski hurdled the suggestion easily. But to Wielkapolska! Youll see  everything is changed, mate. Over two thousand pounds for curtains and carpets. New chef,
  French bastard. People are coming from high and wide to eat. I am losing bloody voice saying hello, goodbye, thank you. Youll come tonight and well talk of old times. Nine
  oclock, O.K.?


  Raven fitted a face to the voice, seeing the high cheekbones protecting deepset eyes, prominent nose and smiling mouth. There was something indomitable about the image, a romantic refusal to
  accept the reality of failure. Whatever else, Zaleski was good value.


  Whats the time now? Raven asked indulgently. His watch was in the bedroom and the grandfather clock had never adjusted to the movement of the boat on the river.


  It is precisely, Zaleski repeated the word with pleasure. Precisely twenty minutes past seven.


  Nine oclock, promised Raven and put the phone down. His towel was still on deck. He went outside, a tall narrow-shouldered man with the last of the sun on his
  back.


  Other craft were moored on both sides of Albatross, most of them connected by ramshackle catwalks. The river-steamer converted to restaurant anchored a couple of hundred yards downstream
  was a new venture. Diners reached it by launch. There was little noise and only occasionally a smell of cooking from the kitchen. Raven hauled in his dinghy and took out the oars. He stood for a
  while, staring at the darting fish he never seemed able to catch. Living on the converted barge had given him a sense of peace he had found nowhere else. He enjoyed the city without being part of
  it. He watered the hydrangeas wired to the bulwarks, took the last of the beef-stew from the refrigerator and threw it over the side.


  His trust fund was invested in stocks and something he didnt profess to understand had happened the previous January. The result was a windfall of three thousand pounds, tax paid. A girl
  he knew in the interior-decorating business had talked him into having his bedroom done over. The job had only just been finished and he still wasnt sure about the french-grey and charcoal
  walls, basketwork bed and patterned Venetian blinds. The one certain advantage was the step-in wardrobe that covered one entire wall. It was made of untreated cedar and imparted a faintly exotic
  aroma to his clothes. His bathroom windows overlooked the stern of the neighbouring boat. He could see its owner on deck, clad in a loincloth, facing the waning sun, his greenbearded head bent in
  apparent meditation. The Great Dane lying beside him was gently snoring.


  Raven showered and wondered what he should wear. Remembering Zaleskis elegance, he felt that his usual costume of jeans, shirt and sneakers lacked the style the Pole might expect. As a
  cop Raven had been given to velvet. He chose cream-coloured slacks, a rust silk shirt and brown-and-white shoes. He unlocked the Jacobean desk that had been his grandmothers and took twenty
  pounds from the secret drawer. Zaleski was given to sudden surprises when it came to money.


  The intervening years had gone quickly. It had been Ravens last case. A jewelled monstrance had been stolen while on exhibition. The circumstances were peculiar. The monstrance was
  technically on loan from the Italian government and the incident was on its way to creating a diplomatic squabble. Raven had broken the case in his own unorthodox manner, finding the prime culprits
  to be three middle-aged and raffish Poles of whom Zaleski was one. Stage two of the robbery involved a notoriously unloved thug that the Yard had been chasing for years. Circumstances and a liking
  for Zaleski had allowed Raven to let the Poles off the hook, concentrating on the professional villain. Zaleski appeared on television in the guise of public hero, accepting a cash award from a
  national newspaper as no more than his natural due. It was the last Raven had seen of him.


  It was eight-thirty when he locked both doors, one leading out on deck, the other at the embankment end of the gangway. An overhead garland of rusted barbed-wire discouraged the antics of local
  boy-burglars. He crossed the street, glancing by habit up the alley where his car was parked. His greenbearded neighbour owned the Herbarium and parking rights.


  The Citrens new spring paint job glistened back reassuringly. He walked north as far as Kings Road, exchanging smiles with the one-eyed newspaper-vendor and the girl who worked at
  Dapper Dans Dyers and Cleaners. It was days like this, he thought, that made England just about the best place in the world to live. It was the country not the people. Otherwise hed
  have taken off for the Azores or somewhere and thought about the book he would never write. He took his time, enjoying the mass of roses near the Chelsea Arts Club, the barelegged girls who hurried
  past smelling of scent and confident in crisp cotton dresses.


  His choice of direction took him past a small block of redbrick flats facing east. He turned into the forecourt on impulse and scanned the list of occupants underneath the voice-box. A
  visiting-card identified the resident in apartment 1 as CASIMIR ZALESKI, Count of the Holy Roman Empire. The pencilled scribble on the card had been partially erased but was still
  legible:


  
    in pub, Back in halfanhour or theirabout.

  


  Zaleskis curtains were drawn, blocking the view of the curious.


  A noise turned Ravens head. A tall girl emerged from the entrance dressed in a sleeveless brown linen frock. Her skin was splashed with freckles and dark-red hair complemented her green
  eyes. She rested her weight on one heel, gold hoops swinging from her ears as she looked at Raven curiously.


  Raven grinned self-consciously. Hello!


  Hi! she said easily. Is it Casimir you want?


  Only in a manner of speaking, he answered. Her accent was North American and she had the self-assurance that went with it.


  She frowned slightly. Are you a friend of his?


  Raven recognized the note of caution. Obviously she lived in the building.


  Im having dinner with him.


  Her face cleared. Then you want the restaurant. Do you know where it is?


  He moved away from the curtained windows. I know.


  He held the small iron gate open for her. She went through, wafting Calche, and then stopped.


  Thank you. Did anyone ever tell you that you have a highly irritating manner?


  Frequently, Raven admitted. I try not to let it discourage me.


  He took his time walking to Fulham Road, trying to think of a single word that would describe Zaleski. Rogue lacked the endearing quality that made people like that girl feel
  protective towards him. Rascal perhaps came closer. Raven waited at the junction of Fulham Road and Drayton Gardens, recalling the bitter night of three winters before. Television
  technicians, ashen-faced with cold, huddling in the lee of the sound truck, waiting to connect the power cables. A red-nosed and ear-muffed producer chatting nervously to a couple of uniformed cops
  while a small crowd stared at the faded curtains behind which Zaleski awaited his hour of triumph. He had entered it drunk, wearing a chaplet of spare-rib grease on his cashmere sweater, and with a
  bottle of vintage Krug in his hand. Later on hed sung a couple of arias from Verdi, denounced de Gaulle as a traitor to France and passed out in the ladies lavatory.


  The signals changed. A couple of hundred yards west, Raven stopped, startled by the changed aspect of Wielkapolska. The entire front of the restaurant had been repainted in gold
  and white. Gone the doorway littered with dead leaves, yellowed newspapers and empty milk bottles. The woodwork was stained and varnished. A crowned eagle hung above the entrance. Raven opened the
  door. The walls were hung with elegant silkworked scarves. A girl in a Polish costume was serving drinks to people at the bar. Raven scanned the crowded room till he found his host at a table near
  the window. Zaleski rose quickly and hurried forward, both arms outstretched. He was a foot shorter than Raven with the rolling gait of a deep-water sailor. He was wearing a blazer with silver
  buttons, cream flannel trousers and a scarf decorated with Lipizzaners. He rose on his toes and locked Raven in a close embrace, his hair exuding an aroma of eau-de-Portugal.


  Welcome to Wielkapolska! He stepped back, hanging on to Ravens arm and shaking his head with admiration. No different! Not bloody older! Fantastic!


  He led Raven to the window-table and released him reluctantly. They both sat. The bottle of vodka between them had been embedded in a block of ice its own shape. Only the neck was free. Zaleski
  filled a couple of glasses, his smile displaying new bridgework.


  So, mate, he said fondly. Bloody cheers!


  Raven raised his glass. It was difficult to stop being infected by the other mans artless welcome. He drank the vodka as his host had taught, throwing his head back and emptying the glass
  at one throw. He covered the glass with his hand as Zaleski tilted the bottle again.


  Let me get my breath first, he pleaded. The chilled spirit was already making a pool of warmth in his stomach.


  Attentive waiters flitted between the candlelit tables. Chopin tinkled from hidden speakers. There was an aura of prosperity, a smell of well-cooked food, expensive perfumes, Turkish cigarettes.
  Raven looked across the table.


  A change indeed. This is quite a production. How did you manage it?


  Zaleski waved airily. Bank is advancing money.


  The bank? Raven said incredulously. Which bank? You used to have to wear a false nose to get from one end of the street to the other.


  Everything different now, Zaleski said behind raised finger. Bloody bank manager is finally understanding. He unbuttoned his blazer releasing a roll of fat above his
  waist. He patted it, grinning. Is muscle.


  Raven groped for a cigarette. I passed by your flat. Do you know something, Casimir? I never realized that you were a count. I didnt think they had them in Poland.


  On my mothers side, Zaleski explained. Is difficult to explain to English people. Dont worry about it.


  He snapped his fingers for a waiter, his sleek black hair shining in the light of the candles. There was no grey in it.


  I have already ordered, he announced. Just eating civilized food. Serve! he said to the waiter.


  He fitted a monocle in the slot of flesh under his right eye and peered round the table at Ravens legs.


  Nice trousers. Very nice. Now you see in Cairo I was having uniforms made of same material.


  Raven winced. It all came back with a rush. Cairo, Jerusalem, staff cars, soldier-servants and the delights of the bazaars. Zaleskis war service was a springboard for memories of a
  privileged past.


  Its good to see you like this, Raven said impulsively. Im really impressed.


  Is luck, Zaleski said modestly. The other two wasted their share of reward. Bloody Poles. Now coming here eating for nothing. How is the beautiful Cathy?


  Raven wiped his mouth carefully. Shes dead, he said shortly.


  Zaleskis deepset eyes clouded. His voice was suddenly formal. Excuse me, mate. I am sorry.


  Raven shrugged. He had learned to live with the memory but to share it was impossible. He drank from his refilled glass.


  And your wife?


  Zaleskis mind was on other matters. Hanya is always well. Thank God.


  Raven thought of the generals daughter painting flowers on plates to help pay the debts of a man she no longer lived with.


  Is she still living in the same place?


  Zaleski dislodged a piece of bread from his expensive bridgework. I am making provision for Hanya. She reads and sees her friends. Once a month we go to concert. I have given Hanya best
  years of my life.


  Raven looked up sharply. The Poles gaze was unblinking. That must be something to remember, Raven said gravely. But as far as Zaleski was concerned the subject was
  closed.


  He talked non-stop for the next three-quarters of an hour, touching on the ingratitude of the British, the fallacy of democracy, a belly dancer he had known in Alexandria.


  Raven listened. Peppered steak was served with purple blooms of broccoli and pommes Lyonnaises. The Beaujolais was perfect. They were on the coffee when movement caught his eye in the
  mirror. He glanced across at the entrance. The girl he had seen outside Zaleskis flat had just come in and was going to the bar. Her escort was a thin-faced man with Tartar eyes and short
  white hair. Zaleski was watching the couple openly, thin-lipped and hostile. He blew the candle out and leaned across the table, beckoning conspiratorially.


  K.G.B., he whispered, mouthing each letter distinctly. His eyes flicked sideways indicating the couple at the bar.


  Raven blinked. Zaleski had put away five vodkas and his share of the wine and he must have been drinking earlier.


  K.G.B., repeated Raven.


  Zaleski signalled caution, a nerve pushing under the skin near his nose. He beckoned Raven into closer contact.


  This man sitting at bar. You see?


  Raven had an uncomfortable feeling that he was about to be embarrassed. It was some time since he had read Zaleskis Aliens Office file but certain details were clear in his memory. The
  Pole had a record of four arrests. Drunk and Disorderly. Drunk and Resisting Arrest. Insulting Behaviour and Disturbing the Peace. On the last occasion he had celebrated the birthday of Kosciusco
  with friends in a Chelsea wine bar. He left smarting from a deep sense of rejection and harangued a crowd of local football fans who were under the impression that he supported a rival team. Three
  plate glass windows were smashed. Zaleski was fined 50 and bound over to be of good behaviour.


  I see him, Raven said shortly.


  Zaleskis hooked nose thinned. Communist spy. Probably K.G.B.


  Youre drunk, retorted Raven.


  Zaleski shook his head. The man and the girl had moved to a nearby table. The girls hands were expressive as she made her points.


  You want to listen or not? demanded Zaleski.


  Raven shrugged. Do I have any choice?


  Zaleskis voice was urgent. The red-haired girl was Barbara Beattie, a Canadian working in B.B.C. research. Shed first brought her escort to Wielkapolska three weeks before.
  The couple had eaten there half-a-dozen times since. The man was a Pole called Henryk Lamprecht.


  Raven looked sideways. The girl was still doing the talking. Lamprecht, said Zaleski significantly. Is German descent. Pomeranian. I am spending my summer holidays
  there.


  Raven nodded. So?


  Zaleski looked right and left and worked himself nearer. So why mixing Russian with Polish? I have spoken with him. Barbara was introducing.


  Youre smashed, said Raven. Let me take you home.


  The nerve jumped in Zaleskis face. The suggestion seemed to have offended him. He rapped himself in the region of the heart, enunciating with some difficulty.


   Mr. Zaleskis behaviour exemplary throughout. Worthy of highest traditions of his race. Who is saying that, please?


  Raven shrugged. There were two ways of looking at it. He chose the one that related to the facts.


  A Central Criminal Court judge who didnt know that Mr. Zaleski was a melon-headed windbag who should have been in the dock instead of the witness box. A rascal copping a
  five-thousand-pound reward for public service. Public service! He shook his head sorrowfully.


  He wiped his mouth and folded his napkin. Goodnight, Casimir. Thanks for my dinner. My regards to your wife.


  Zaleskis hand shot forward. The grip on Ravens arm was surprisingly powerful.


  You dont want to listen?


  Raven sat down again. For crissakes, Casimir. O.K., Ill listen. Just dont expect me to get involved.


  Zaleski took the wraps off his story one by one using some strange and involved Slavic logic. Count one in his indictment was Lamprechts frequent employment of Russian idioms, count two
  the fact that Poles in London tended to know one another, by repute if not personally. Nobody had ever heard of Lamprecht, nor did he figure on the registry of ex-servicement kept at the Sikorski
  Institute. Raven listened with a sense of having been there before. It was after eleven but the restaurant was still doing business. He thought of the new batch of records waiting for him on the
  houseboat. He hadnt even opened the package. He sneaked another look in the slender gilt-framed mirror. Lamprecht and the girl were completely absorbed in one anothers conversation.
  Barbara Beattie had a trick of flicking her hair back with her hand as she talked.


  O.K., Raven said wearily. Hes a Communist spy and hes watching you. Wheres that supposed to get him?


  Zaleskis eyes slitted like blinds. You have not heard of Polish government-in-exile?


  But indeed, said Raven. I know the Foreign Minister. It was true, they drank in the same pub. Raven had once been invited to the house in Eaton Place where the cabinet of
  the ghost-government met every two weeks. They claimed to represent ten million Poles in exile but no one else recognized them. They continued stubbornly, unrealistic idealists, supported by money
  from Canada and the United States.


  These people are my personal friends, Zaleski said importantly. Lamprecht is knowing this.


  Ravens breath left in a sigh. Hed forgotten that Zaleski was immune to sarcasm. His host believed only what pleased him and then implicitly. Nothing shook his faith. The antics of
  the C.I.A. and K.G.B. might read like fiction but for Zaleski they were obviously real. He saw nothing incongruous in the fact that such peoples interest would centre on a bunch of raffish
  expatriates.


  Im going to give you some good advice, said Raven. Dont make a fool of yourself.


  Fool? repeated Zaleski.


  Background music filtered into Ravens hearing. A womans laugh, Chopin, a distant crash from the kitchen. Zaleski was a romantic from a different age.


  Listen, Raven said gently. Lets get this thing in perspective. People living on a border of another country are bound to have their accents affected. Why
  should people know the man? He could have come here from anywhere.


  Zaleski destroyed the suggestion with a monitory finger. The girl lives in Waverley Court.


  I know, said Raven.


  Zaleski poured himself another shot of vodka. The ice around the bottle was beginning to melt.


  So you are still being bloody inspector-detective.


  Not really, Raven replied. It was on my way. A kind of sentimental journey. I stopped outside your flat for the sake of the bad old days. She was coming out.


  The Poles shoulders rose and fell. His tone was compassionate. She is in love with me.


  This was vintage Zaleski. Of course, said Raven. Youre too yummy not to be loved. But shes not your type. I can tell. Youve caused enough havoc with
  women in your time. Give this one a break, he urged.


  Zaleskis voice and manner were stiff with drink but he rode the irony as a gull does stormy water.


  Lamprecht is using her. I ask you one favour, Pan John. Is not too much for old comrades.


  Raven spread his hands. It had been a good meal and there were times to be generous.


  What do you want?


  Zaleski uncovered a piece of paper hidden under his hand. He pushed it across the table.


  Two nights ago. Putting address on back of cheque. Ask your friends.


  The tablecloth slipped under the movement of his elbows. He just managed to catch the ashtray before it hit the ground. Raven looked down at the slip of paper. Justice Place.


  Im promising nothing, he warned.


  Zaleski was on his feet, folding Raven in a bear-hug. K.G.B., he whispered and belched. He rolled as far as the door with Raven.
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