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In the spy trade we abandon first what we love the most.

– Smiley’s People, John le Carré




I can fake a Picasso as well as anyone.

– attributed to Pablo Picasso






Author’s Note: Writing Smiley

‘It’s a very impressive menu,’ my father’s first wife, Ann, once told a startled maître d’, ‘but the question is: can you cook?’

We’re about to find out. In some ways I already know: my family is happy with this book. If I’d written something that secured every accolade going and they hated it, that would be a very special kind of Hell. And I also know that there will be forgone conclusions in every direction. There will be people who love the book whatever it is, because their attachment to George Smiley and the Circus is so deep that any slight touch of his hand is enough to bring them joy. There will be others who, for the exact same reason, cannot conceive of reading it, and whose hackles rise at the mention of my absurd hubris. To those people, who will inevitably be given the book by well-meaning family members, and who will have to pretend to be grateful through an instinctive snarl, I can only apologise: I hope that, perhaps in your bath after a particularly dismal day, you pick up the neglected volume on the basis that things can’t possibly get any worse, and find that the appetite arrives in the eating.

There were always supposed to be more Smiley books. I know, because I was there. I was born in November 1972 – coincidentally or otherwise, around the time Control died – and I grew up with George. His presence, in various forms, was a friendly ghost at my table. First there was my father’s George, voice tight and sometimes raised in outrage, then a moment later coming from the gut to deliver truth, however dark. Next there was Sir Alec Guinness’s version, soft, wayward and thoughtful, as if genius could only ever step briefly from fog. Michael Jayston read Smiley in an abridged audiobook, and I listened to the cassettes every night to fall asleep. Then later my father read his own book in the same format, his cadences now mingled with Guinness’s – which was, he said, why he couldn’t write as many books into the sequence as he’d originally intended. The external Smiley had supplanted the one in his head. Much later again there was Denholm Elliott, then Gary Oldman, and others in different settings and all of them echoed in my ears as I sat down to see whether I could fit some sort of story into that ten-year gap between The Spy Who Came in from the Cold and Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy.

It was as if Smiley was there, waiting patiently, and I was slightly late. If you’re quite prepared, Nicholas, we may begin. My Smiley is my father’s, but he’s also the Smiley we collectively inherit. The character’s origins are obscure and much discussed. We know he travels without labels in the guard’s van of the social express; that he’s academic and not aristocratic; unplaceable, invisible and exceptional. There’s a school of thought that has Peter Guillam as my father and Smiley as Sir Maurice Oldfield mixed with Rev. Vivian Green, but any author will tell you that the centre of a novel is always the person into whom they project themselves, however reshaped and reimagined. Smiley was my dad: the too-watchful child, orphaned either in fact or by monstrosity, alone in a crowded room and happy only when, by what seemed like sheer chance, he was delivered into a place of emotional warmth. A brilliant mind on a grey, unrelenting day: let that skeleton be fleshed out by the syncretic body of Smiley seen through the performances of half a dozen superb actors. The voice was clear.

What about Karla? There’s a cast-iron rule that he’s unknowable. Karla is the opacity of the authoritarian regime, its capricious violence, its ubiquity, its weight. Like the shark in Jaws, he only becomes less alarming the more often you see him up close. And yet their enmity must have a starting point. The man must become the monster over time. Canonically, Smiley first tries to get Karla to defect in 1955, and when that happens his feelings towards this Russian officer – a single case among many – are almost collegial. Two decades later, they’ve become each other’s shadows, defining the decline of one empire and the stifling brutality of another. What happens in between? That’s part of what we’re here to discover.

And, of course, Smiley stories are not in the end about spying. Smiley’s Circus was the depiction of intelligence work, which for a lot of people – whether they know it or not – framed the Cold War. His was the grim, unrelenting and unacknowledged theatre of espionage, bounded by the threat of nuclear annihilation, fought through a mosaic of countries shoehorned into a binary international conflict, and ultimately unwinnable because victory of any real meaning lay in another arena entirely. The novels were both a snapshot of the moment and a window on the soul. Success, tacitly, meant something else: finding humanity in the deadlocked shadows, making the world better rather than worse as you go along, looking for a way to be kind in a context which favoured the cruel. My father’s later books are overtly and specifically political, but the Circus stories are every bit as angry – they just don’t restrict themselves to one target at a time. The Cold War as it was is over, so Karla’s Choice cannot on the face of things be an image of the now. On the other hand, the pressing need to choose compassion – be it for conscripted enemies, refugees, future generations or ourselves – has never been more stark. Eric Hobsbawn said the twentieth century was short, but you could answer that we’re still waiting for it to end.

In that respect, Smiley is again its definitional protagonist. The shape of his life is – to put it mildly, as he no doubt would – rather unclear. He was born in 1907 (Call for the Dead) unless it was in 1917 (arguably implied in Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy). But he’s also of the same generation as Karla, who served as a kitchen boy on a train in 1904 (also in Tinker Tailor) – from which one could put his birthday sometime in the late 1890s. And so it goes: things change, and what we remember with absolute clarity turns out to be a shape in the mist.

That’s very pretty, but what’s the hard line? Why does Smiley’s birthday move? On the face of it, because my father wasn’t building a franchise. The point for him wasn’t the professional’s perfect construction of a world but the artist’s telling of stories to make you feel. Go a little further, though, and you see something else: the critical dates of Smiley’s life change because his age, across books, stays the same. Smiley is in his fifties the way Sherlock Holmes lives in Baker Street or Poirot is Belgian. Karla’s Choice, therefore, follows a tonal rule of continuity: does it feel right? Is this Smiley as we recognise him? Can you read this book and move on to Tinker Tailor or back to Spy, and recognise the Circus as you might with another le Carré novel? As a practical matter, that means accepting the sweep of events and letting the specifics shift, so that the whole makes sense even if the details aren’t perfectly identical – which, in one direction or another, they can’t be. The perfectionist in me is outraged. The writer is delighted. The story comes first, the details must bend. The job is to produce a volume with a beginning, a middle and an end. It must move you, hold on to you and leave you wanting more.

Let’s see if it does.




Prologue

The boy was wild and perfect, standing on the central table and clapping his hands. He had the eyes of a saint, Frau Möller recalled afterwards, an earthly saint like Francis, or a great thinker like Galileo. She had noticed him when he came in, past her little alcove by the door. She was not there to oversee the youth club. The young were specifically enjoined by the Party to organise themselves. Spaces were to be set aside for self-education and cultural awareness, and music was a part of that. If these gatherings became rowdy and inappropriate – if they were not strictly what had been envisaged by the committee – that was no concern of hers. She was employed only to keep the coats and close up. She had no other role.

But the boy had caught her attention because he was beautiful. She did not think he was German; he did not look German. If she had to guess, she would say he was from further east, perhaps even Odessa. He had what she called in her mind an Eastern face, with wide cheeks and high, hard edges. The beauty was more than physical, but it was also physical, of the kind that is rare in men but extraordinary when possessed. She had seen it before and was sorry for it. Men with that beauty were often fools because they rarely if ever heard the word ‘no’. People made way for them and cosseted them without ever realising what they were doing, because the beauty was itself a form of compulsion. And also, sometimes, hurt them, for the same reason. Frau Möller had seen that too.

It was not a good night for music. The band was not good quality, but had agreed to come at the last minute because a Yugoslav group – probably no better – were supposed to be playing but had not arrived. Drugs, Frau Möller had heard: hashish in a guitar case. That was musicians: if it was not one thing it was another.

But the boy had not cared if the music was good or bad. He wanted only to have a high time and he had carried the whole club with him, the way such people do. He had begun to clap along with the indifferent guitar until others did as well, then to urge the band to be bolder in their choices; then to dance, and he had found a pretty girl to dance with and then all the boys were dancing with her and then all the girls were dancing with them. He had bought expensive drinks and then he had climbed up on the refectory table that ran across the middle of the room and begun stamping his feet. The beer in his hand splashed over his half-open shirt, so that he looked as disgraceful and salty as Aphrodite coming up out of the sea in the main room of the state museum, and the whole dingy little den had pulsed with the rhythm of a heart, and only then was he satisfied. He sprawled in a chair, looking up at the pretty chaos he had made, and Frau Möller watched his wild eyes and wondered if he were crying.

And when, at the height of the feast, three men had entered – serious men, older and quite humourless – they had not cared about the dissolute behaviour in front of them, just about the boy. They had beckoned him over and said something, and he had not been alarmed. He had nodded: of course. He would be delighted to accompany them. He had expected them earlier. Would they like to have a drink first? Which to her amazement they had, everyone drinking together. And then – after that one drink – they had all left in good order, the boy sharing a joke with her on the way out, of which she remembered only the punchline: ‘But, of course, Mutti, because until now everything was satisfactory!’

Still laughing, he had gone out of the door into the Prenzlauer cold.




1.

Crossing Primrose Hill on her way to the offices of Bánáti & Clay, where her employer Mr Bánáti presided over the careers of London’s less dazzling literary stars, Susanna Gero had the instinct that London was only now waking from a deep winter sleep. In the yellow windows of flats and houses along the lower edge of the hill, she could see people setting about the day. Low above St Pancras, the sun was doing its best. Her mother would have called it adequate, which was her favourite damnation. Many things were adequate, and none of them was any better than this Monday morning.

She turned towards Ormonde Terrace, shortening her stride. This was the price of walking to the top of the hill for the view: you had to come down again, along the slurried path which was perilous even in flat shoes. She kept her head over her feet and spread her arms, hoping no one was looking out of the terrace windows and comparing her with the penguins half a mile away in London Zoo. She had walked to school in snow every winter for the first half of her life; she would not now be defeated by mud.

When she reached the office, she expected to find Mr Bánáti at his desk, which was the one in the centre, her own to the left and the third to the right. Instead the door was locked and she had to open up and turn on the lights, which made her immediately uncomfortable. Mr Bánáti woke early – the army, he had told her – and performed a series of ludicrous exercises devised by a Swiss. Then he drank coffee, ate whatever they sent from the bakery on the high street and read books, mostly submissions from new writers hoping for representation. The office was as prim and tidy as the postbag was immense: there was an old English woman called Wright who came late three nights a week to dust, with an actual scarf tied on top of her head in the classic style. By the time Susanna arrived each morning there was always a stack of discarded typescripts on the right side of his desk for repatriation, and very occasionally one on the left side for her attention. The two piles would be separated by the eight-by-ten-inch portrait photograph that was his only personal affectation. It showed a boy and a woman, the print older than the modern frame, and its presence indicated a kind of punctuation mark in his discussion with himself: I have done this work, I have arrived at this point, and now I may rest – but only for a short time, because literature never sleeps. And then, when she arrived, they would discuss the submissions.

‘What do you think of our Miss Chancellor? Does she have what it takes?’ Or ‘Our Mr Simmonds: will he do well? Shall we admit him to the sanctum?’

‘No,’ she had replied with certainty, for Simmonds was on his third offering and each was worse than the last. Miss Chancellor, she allowed, was not awful.

This morning the desk was bare save for the photograph and a single soft pencil, Mr Bánáti’s editing tool of choice, awaiting the call to arms. This simplicity was as mendacious as it was complete. The composure of the office was superficial and ended at the scratched green leather desktop. In the drawers, which smelled of wood polish, was chaos: more pencils; cufflinks, biscuits in and out of tins, mints and a spare pair of braces; shoe cream, reading glasses, a stapler, bills and invoices; and a locked cash box, heavy with coins, to which he had lost the key.

She was still wearing her coat, but she was cold. The fog was in here too, invisible but sharp on the tips of her front teeth. She felt an urge to turn around and walk back out into the street, to be anywhere that was not here, and as always there was no hard boundary in her between the idea and the act. It is the thing that separates the displaced from others: the deeper understanding of flight. You don’t ask if it’s necessary. If it is unnecessary, you can by definition return. You walk out and just keep walking, and know that the world is burned behind you. You go to the edge of town and find a farmer’s truck, look up into the driver’s expressionless face and his unlit Bulgarian cigarette, like the barrel of a disinterested gun. Tell him your lie: my people are in Tatabánya, in Győr. I need to go home. It does not matter that he believes you, only that he can say he did. In the passenger seat you share space with his rubber overboots and his liquor, travel past cars sunk in the mud and over the rutted tracks of Russian tanks. Go around this village because they are said to be there, head for that one. The day becomes night and you get stopped at a roadblock by patriotic farmers with patriotic rifles, but which patriotism? To which Hungary do they belong? There are so many. Mihály the driver is a known face. When he says you are a cousin, they know he is lying but everything is better. They laugh: lucky Mihály. You get out near Fertőd, his lips brief on your forehead like a holy blessing as he points the way, his breath a puff of smoke. Sad eyes to watch you leave, almost in the shadow of the palace. Walk the last miles and cross the border among the trees, get where you are going without realising it so you’re still hiding and jumping at shadows, until you are stopped by a policeman in an Austrian uniform and you cry, cry, cry on his bemused shoulder, into rough wool lapels. Never see Mihály again, never try to find him because that will bring him trouble. Write to your mother and receive a message informing you of her arrest, of your father’s. Wait, and wait, and wait to hear of their release, and keep waiting, until you forget that’s what you’re doing, and just live.

She looked at her own reflection in the window glass. You are twenty-three years old, not sixteen. The window fits snugly in the frame, the glass cut to the right size and of respectable quality. This is London, not Budapest. The year is nineteen sixty-three. Stay, then, this time.

She picked up the cloth and the brass key on the window ledge and bled the air from the top of the radiator, hearing it gurgle, snatching her hand away as the hot water reached the lock and bubbled out. Warmth made the room less alarming, and the sun was high enough for the sixty-watt bulbs to make it brighter rather than darker. She put coffee on the stove and lifted a stack of novels at random from the third desk where they waited. This was Mr Clay’s desk, which was never used because Mr Clay was a ruse de guerre. People liked an agency better, Mr Bánáti said, if there were two names over the door, and better still if the whimsical artistry of the first, Mitteleuropäisch name was counterbalanced by Saxon practicality in the second. She sampled three offerings at random from the pile – never go from the top down, you’ll either dismiss what’s at the bottom because it’s all the way underground or overrate it because you’ve mined so far to get there – and put them aside. She stood in front of the empty desk.

The photograph was lying on its back as if he had been looking at it. For a moment she wondered whether he had taken the pencil and drawn a moustache over the glass, whether this morning whatever history was between them had come bubbling to the surface. Except, not this morning. Last night, it must have been, after she went home: he must have returned to the office and sat here, late. Perhaps he did it a lot, and she had never seen the traces before. But her instinct said that he did not, that this was new, and that it was the kind of new that meant trouble. And, as she reached this conclusion, there came a knock at the door.

Susanna had her excuses ready: Mr Bánáti is indisposed, a family matter. She had no idea if he had family. She assumed yes – the woman and the boy – but he had never spoken of them. She assumed also, from the name, that he was Hungarian, like her; that he had penetrated the meagre disguise of removing the letter z from ‘Zsuzsanna’ and that he had hired her on that basis – but it was not discussed. In their silence they had achieved, she thought, the kind of affection that arises from having no deeper obligations, so that each was, for the other, a refuge from more difficult things. They didn’t talk about the old country or why they weren’t there. Everyone has reasons and only a fool expects them to be the same ones.

She opened the door and said good morning, and the man standing there said good morning too. He smiled and she smiled, and they were both doing very well with the polite exchanges, so that she felt they were conspiring nicely to make everything normal, despite the empty office behind her and his impending disappointment when he inquired for Mr Bánáti, or asked whether his typescript had found favour. Not yet, she would tell him, take his name and promise to put the book at the top of the pile. Perhaps she even would, or perhaps Bánáti had already turned it down. It was all of a muchness: an ordinary day.

But then he broke ranks, completely betrayed her and their burgeoning complicity. His gaze travelled to her face and properly took her in for the first time, and – just as she realised she had noticed him through the window a few moments before and recognised him with a young but not inexperienced woman’s unfailing instinct for difficult older men – she saw or felt the bomb go off behind his eyes. His hand rose awkwardly, almost unwilled, towards her and she caught it, feeling the hard skin on the fingertips and acknowledging someone who had what Mr Bánáti occasionally referred to as a real job. She was staring at him just as he was at her, with a frank, un-English curiosity on both sides, as if a greater intimacy between them was not only inevitable but had in some sense already taken place. It was not, thank God, about sex. There was no hint of an embarrassing romantic aspiration in either his posture or his gaze. It was something entirely more disturbing and out of place: a fever of need which passed beyond lechery into the alarming territory of belief.

He was short and heavy and smelled of Ropotamo cigarettes, the unmistakable scent carrying to her as he first threw out and then withdrew the hand, with a brief flutter as it came back to his chest suggesting that even this retreat was unclear to him and might be revised. It was the same indecision that had attracted her gaze in the street outside, as he went first across the road from the bus stop to the butcher, then to the news agent, then finally from the news agent to the bus stop again, so that she had idly watched his progress while the coffee gurgled and he doubled back on himself, now reversing, now resuming, always glancing to the sky, to the ground, and into the eyes of any passer-by who might have whatever answer he was seeking, so intimate in his regard that they scuttled around him like good Christmas churchgoers around a tramp.

Then there had come a period of exhaustion or paralysis, when he leaned on a wall and stared down at his shoes: dark, modest shoes to match the cigarettes, and trousers which were good, but hardly fine. A long mackintosh, buttoned and undistinguished, hung from his hunched shoulders to his knees. A preposterous loden hat, probably Austrian because it looked expensive, completed the set. A worn, sad man going on sixty, with a craggy Slav face and inherited Slav pain written all over it. She thought of old boys in coffee houses still lamenting the siege of 1541.

And now those fingers, callused at the tips and swollen around the knuckles either from arthritis or boxing, or both, laced around one another in his excitement.

‘You are Ana, and your mother was Cintia, and your grandmother was Eniko, and in another life I was your father, and you are a sign from God.’ Having delivered himself of this information, he gazed at her, awaiting a suitable response. She did not immediately have one.

She supposed she was, or could be, Ana. Her mother and grandmother, though: those were wrong. She couldn’t speak with absolute certainty on being a sign from God but had strong reservations, so she began to tell him no – but when she started her denial he threw himself, to her vast embarrassment, down on the floor, making with his body the full pilgrim’s prostration, arms spread in the sign of the Cross as if she were a holy relic he had travelled hundreds of miles to see.

‘Miki!’ he said abruptly, to the worn, deep-green carpet and the moth traps. ‘I am Miki. I am here to kill your Mr Bánáti on the personal instruction of a senior officer of the Thirteenth Directorate of the Committee for State Security of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. But I have changed my mind. I am Miki, and God has told me I will not be a murderer any more.’

The next thing she did was – Toby Esterhase later told her, as if she hadn’t already known – completely mad. Looking at the moment in her own rear-view mirror, she concluded that it had been waiting for her since the night she had fled Budapest, and only now managed to get its teeth into her at last. She could, quite self-evidently, have called the police. Failing that, she could have required of Miki that he make his own arrangements, and report to her again when he had done so. He was, after all, a fully capable foreign spy, and he no doubt knew any number of ways to hand himself in. None of these required of her any personal engagement with the deeper circumstance.

In the event, she told Miki to stay where he was – actually to come inside and sit in one of the chairs – informing him that if he wanted to be useful he could read some of the slush pile. She locked him in, then took herself out and down the street, rushing the fifteen-minute walk to the mansion block where Mr Bánáti had his flat. She was furious with him for being in such danger, and for not telling her that this sort of thing could happen in publishing. She fully intended to give him hell about it, but it would wait until after she had made sure he was safe. She would not – could not – accept that he should be injured. That was, for reasons she could not at this moment properly express, quite unacceptable.

His spare key was on the office ring, and the concierge knew her from occasional social events for particularly exalted clients held on the premises. Taking the lift to the third floor, she found the light out and the day only somewhat seeping in along the east–west corridor. She walked to Number 6 and knocked. There was no reply. She knocked again, louder, wondering if Bánáti was alone or engaged in a personal matter. His social calendar was quite full, and he seemed especially popular with a category of English women over thirty who aspired to the description ‘Bohemian’.

‘Mr Bánáti,’ she called. ‘I’m so sorry, it’s Susanna. Zsuzsanna Gero, from the office. There’s an urgent matter. I’m afraid it won’t wait. Can you hear me?’ And, when no one answered, she added, ‘I’m going to unlock the door.’

She waited a count of five and put the key in the lock, waited another five in the hope that the door would open from within, then turned it. The door was light on its hinges.

Her mind offered images of what she might see. Bánáti sleeping on his own sofa in his underwear, his socks and suspenders visible at the bottom of the blanket. Bánáti naked, halfway to open the door. Bánáti with a hole in his face like the old man at the roadside halfway between Csorna and Kapuvár. Strangled, stabbed, hanged, poisoned, shattered: Bánáti as a museum of punishment, though she realised she still had no idea what sin he might be punished for. The promulgation of decadent quasi-erotic literature. Bad jokes at parties. Crimes against proletarian dignity, mostly his own. Because proletarian was what he was. Of that, she had no doubt. László Bánáti hadn’t come from one of the high estates. He wasn’t even from the city. He had told her he grew up in farm country, and she believed it. I grew up thin, he’d said, patting his stomach. The harvest was never as good as it should have been.

She hunched her shoulders, ready to turn away from a corpse or an unexpectedly naked employer, and went in.

She wondered if she should take off her shoes. There were slippers by the door, a basket of woollen ones for guests, with leather soles. Oompah slippers. Christmas Eve slippers. She left them where they were.

Grey winter light from modern, south-facing windows. White carpet, no bloodstains. No mud or heavy footprints in the deep pile. White leather sofa, chrome legs. Matching chairs, three black and two white. No spatter of red. And no middle-aged feet, no ladies’ undergarments. A long bar in dark wood, for serving breakfast or cocktails, or both. Bánáti was proud of it, of its novelty. He liked to be up to date. Glasses rinsed and put away. No open bottle of champagne. No ice pick.

By the window, an ashtray in thick brown glass, clean. A silver platter made of six small bowls, engraved and very fine, with nuts and olives in it. Magazines, ranging from the glossy to the crudely printed but high-brow. She called out again, this time not expecting an answer.

She felt a breath of movement in the air, and heard a sound, so low and indistinct that it barely qualified, and stopped cold.

Why was she here? Obviously, to warn Bánáti. But if Miki was to be taken at face value, why did Bánáti need to be warned? The source of the danger was presently sitting at her desk, in the grip of whatever pathological religious revelation had taken him. Unless Russian murderers, like the ones she had heard of as a girl, travelled not singly but in groups. In which case there might be one here, or more than one, and she was a fool.

The same soughing again, from the next room. She must leave, obviously. She must get out and call for help. Take refuge, let someone else deal with the rest of Miki’s story, let someone else find Bánáti’s body, or Bánáti alive.

She went forward instead. Cold air, indisputable now, washed along her arms and across the back of her neck. He has a cat. He has a dog. Someone, unrelatedly, is robbing him. I’m imagining everything.

She opened the door to the bedroom and almost screamed on seeing a tall figure standing just inside, wearing Bánáti’s Burberry and hat. She reared back, almost falling, clipped her elbow on the doorframe and yelped, then a moment later recognised her assailant as a coat rack.

She went in again, still shaking.

The window was open six inches, and the blinds were moving in time with the breeze. The bed had been slept in and remade. Halfway along there was a rectangular indentation in the eiderdown: a box, or, more likely, a suitcase.

She looked around for anything else. Bánáti, at the office, was only neat superficially. There would be a place – a cupboard, a room, a drawer – where his uncompleted thoughts and ideas were piled one on top of another. Or perhaps he had left a note.

There was a small study on the other side of the hall. She went in and sat down at the desk, opening everything at once. The same clutter: pens, chocolate, old pairs of spectacles. A silk tie an author had given him for his birthday. A stack of postcards, unmarked, from tourist spots. Bánáti liked to use them instead of plain ones when he was sending a book for someone’s consideration. Another copy of the photograph in an identical frame. More pencils.

And, held together by a single rubber band: a small bundle of letters in French, postmarked Vienna, and addressed to Mr László Bánáti, London.

She clutched them to her chest and ran like hell.

Just under an hour later, Susanna climbed the slippery stone steps of a corner building in West Hampstead. Miki trailed behind her, wide-eyed like a tourist, as if the ferns in pots were the equal of Buckingham Palace. She thought he probably wasn’t right in the head, and on the way here, first walking and then sitting with him on the lower deck of a juddering Routemaster bus, with László Bánáti’s letters clutched to her chest, she had asked herself repeatedly whether she should just tell him no. No to religious epiphanies and Russian spies, no to her unwelcome memories, and no to his ridiculous hat. But Miki had invoked a bond between them which – however fantastical and fevered – she also felt. The British talked about refugees, because refuge was what you wanted, and the Hungarian word was menekült, ‘one who has fled’ – but in German you were a Flüchtling, which was the same and yet also, more deeply, a citizen of the nation of escape. We are both sudden escapers, she thought, and accepted that she had obligations on that score.

Bánáti was gone. He had not called. Had stayed late on the Friday, which was against his habits, had packed a suitcase and disappeared. Had been, now that she thought of it, distracted for the last few days, as if he had known somehow of Miki’s coming. She had found nothing in her cursory and inappropriate search of his correspondence at the office, nothing in his wastepaper basket, nothing in the drawers; less than nothing, because the heavy cash box – ludicrous by its permanent closure but reassuring by its weight, as if the whole edifice of Bánáti & Clay rested stoutly on a brace of gold ingots held in that secret space – had gone.

Miki had watched her investigations with the politeness that professionals reserve for rank amateurs taking their first steps in the field, so much so that she had suffered a spasm of horrified conjecture, asking herself whether he might after all be on the hunt, might be using her to track down the missing Bánáti, having concocted this ingenious deception. In which case he must by now be realising that he had come to the wrong shop, because it was increasingly obvious that she had no idea where Bánáti might have gone, or who he was, or how to find him; and in which case surely he would now move to silence the witness to his failed plan. But he showed no sign of doing so, just sat meekly opposite her on the patterned felt seats, awaiting her next command. Like Faust, she conjured him: in the name of Ana, who I am not, and her mother, who wisely chose a different husband, and her mother’s mother, who no doubt also had views – do my bidding. And he did, which made no sense at all.

She had not the head for this – for hiding and jumping at shadows – not any more and perhaps never, and, if she was going to do the right thing in the end, the right thing now was to get help. She needed someone to trust, and Bánáti was by definition unavailable. She needed something like a friend.

And so to the corner building of the red-brick terrace in Broomsleigh Street which housed the Adams Secretarial Agency, wherein Genevieve Adams, a small and angular Nonconformist, had for two decades provided structure in the lives of the powerful with the stark and simple clarity of a plain carriage clock. She had with equal scrupulousness run the offices of a bishop and a titan of industry; two high court judges had been unable to function without her magical appointment book, and one had eventually graduated to the Law Lords and retained her for five years there, before a fall from a horse during a state function had sadly brought his career to a close. Miss Adams had then, under the will, been responsible for the retirement of the horse, until it too was returned to sender. Now she specialised in the supply of reliable administrative minds trained to a standard she considered sufficient, and took on not only British girls running from families that disapproved of education and careerism in young women but also recent arrivals with the dust of travel still on their shoes.

Somewhere along life’s road – from what source, exactly, was unknown, though everything from the Metropolitan Police to the back rooms of West End theatres had been extensively discussed – she had acquired a business partner who was as unlike Miss Adams herself as you were like to find.

Rose Jeremy was wide and strong, with large hands and a thick mop of curly brown hair that was only now going grey, and if she held to a religious doctrine it was uniquely her own. She grieved for someone, regularly and sitting by herself looking out of the front window, into what recollection or absence was not discussed. In her grief, as in the rest of her life, she was forthright and unashamed. You could bring Mrs Jeremy any problem that was too embarrassingly human for Miss Adams. She was a keeper of secrets and a mender of hearts, and, if the situation demanded, a thrower-out of undesirable lovers. Susanna had seen her do it, first politely and then with emphasis. The young man taken by the scruff and shown the door had barely touched the ground from the living room to the street. It was rumoured that Mrs Jeremy regularly won arm-wrestling contests in public houses; that she had served with distinction in the war; and that Jeremy had at one time perhaps been her first name. It did not matter if any of these things were true. Miss Adams would see you employed, and there was no snarl of paper, no ticklish issue of regulation or etiquette, however complex, that she could not in due time untangle. But Mrs Jeremy could answer questions you didn’t know how to ask, and, within the compass of her sight, no evil – however trivial or commonly accepted – could hold dominion.

Susanna, as a graduate and former inmate – the agency provided accommodation for unmarried girls on its middle floors – was always welcome and still had a key, but it was the rule that anyone bringing a guest should ring the bell. Male guests were notionally out of bounds in all circumstances, though this diktat was strictly applied only in the context of males who were not desired as guests. To Susanna’s mind Miki was not so much a guest as a misdelivered parcel, or a particularly alarming pet someone had asked her to look after, but in any case the bell was required. She leaned on it, and a moment later the door was opened by Mrs Jeremy, whose smile never wavered as her eye settled on the man, on the dark shoes and lined face, on something undefined under his left armpit and something else below the knee, and finally on his gnarled hands.

‘Oh, yes?’ Mrs Jeremy said.

‘He’s with me,’ Susanna replied. ‘Harmless,’ which was on the face of it absurd, but Susanna believed that in the immediate context it was true.

‘I am Miki,’ Miki said, and Susanna put her hand on his shoulder before he could add that he was a professional murderer seeking new employment and that she was a sign from God.

Mrs Jeremy’s brown eyes considered her and Miki both, summing up the distance between them, then searching Susanna’s face for reservation or concealed dismay. Finally she sighed.

‘Waifs and strays, is it?’

‘Yes,’ Susanna agreed, pleased to have it said aloud. ‘Waifs and strays.’

On the west side of the Circus main building was the switchboard, operated between six a.m. and midnight by the Housekeeping Section and thereafter under the purview of the night-duty officer. With the notable exception of the direct line on Control’s desk, which went to the Ministry and in wartime to Downing Street, telephone calls to and from the Circus were routed through this room. In times of crisis – of which the recent decade had thrown up more than was desirable, from Suez to Cuba and all points in between – as many as a dozen operators could work the board. In general it was restricted to four.

At five minutes after one, according to the log book, Lily Rippon answered a call to one of the numbers the Post Office kindly reserved for Circus use, while listing them, even internally, to fictional businesses in the North.

‘Anderson Ltd?’

‘I need to talk to Mrs Kemp,’ a woman said. ‘It’s about a friend.’

‘I’ll put you straight through,’ Lily responded; ‘just give me your number in case we’re disconnected.’ She listened and wrote down the number, which, if the woman was staying on script, would be her identifier, corresponding with a Registry entry listing the real name and address. Then she disconnected her microphone and opened an internal circuit. Kemp: Head of Section. Friend. Possible Russian involvement. ‘Mrs McCraig?’ she said. ‘It’s for you. The Chorus Line.’

The Housekeeping Section occupied an anomalous position within the Circus. Responsible in concept for no intelligence gathering at all, it operated notionally on the same level as Banking, where men no longer viable in the field but without the chops for planning or oversight were parked until they could draw a pension. Staffed for the most part by women who had put on a uniform during the war and never spiritually removed it, or by their daughters, it did the kind of work the more hot-blooded in the Circus hierarchy tended to overlook. It was Housekeeping that identified, obtained and modified domestic properties suitable as safe houses. It was Housekeeping that procured plane tickets, general-use vehicles and detailed survey maps, and maintained the absurd warehouse in Eltham which held among other things the public telephone directories of every nation in Europe; and Housekeeping also that in the first instance recruited and vetted clerical staff into the Circus pool and the embassies, and subsequently kept an eye on them in case they went to the bad – or, more hopefully, in case they should ever, in the course of their onward employment, run across anything that had, however diffusely, the smell of someone else’s tradecraft.

In practice, therefore, the Head of Housekeeping not only kept the Circus lights on and fended off the day-to-day miserliness of Treasury, but also presided de facto over one of the largest unitary passive security networks in the world. The Chorus Line did not propose to occupy centre stage, but from time to time it provided the absolutely necessary beginning or ending of a show.

‘Connect me,’ Millie McCraig said. ‘But stay on the line and take notes.’

A few moments later she emerged from her office and marched upstairs, carrying a tray of tea from the shiny catering urn in the kitchen. Ten minutes after that, she returned and issued a series of instructions. The first was that Lily was to misfile those notes until further notice, then take the rest of the day off. This, McCraig gave Lily to understand, came directly from Control. Second, she wanted an available safe house in the London area prepared for one occupant plus a babysitter. Then she went back into her office and placed a call to Oliver Mendel, newly returned to Scotland Yard’s Special Branch after some time in an undisclosed wilderness, asking politely that he get over to Broomsleigh Street with dispatch.

‘How much dispatch?’ Mendel asked.

Ideally an hour ago, Millie McCraig told him, but second best would be now.

‘All right,’ Control had said, in his meagre office on the fifth floor. The year wasn’t yet far enough advanced for the room to be too hot, so it was still bitter, and Control wore a lank wool cardigan which somehow failed to hide the shape of his ribs. When he turned his head, his spectacles caught the light of his desk lamp and his other features all but vanished. ‘I want him. But I want him to myself, you understand? Nobody else. As far as the rest of the Circus is concerned, he’s just another third-rater. And perhaps that will turn out to be the truth. For general consumption: an allied service burned him and he’s too flat-footed to go back in. Or maybe they were a bit public and he’s rightly frit. He’s low grade, hardly worth the investment of our time; we’re going to wring him out and get him a civilian job. Codename … something from Gilbert and Sullivan. Frederick. Marmaduke. Stanley. Process the paperwork as if you’ve got better things to do. Line him up for Sarratt as normal but we won’t send him till I’m ready.’

Millie McCraig nodded. ‘He’ll need a babysitter.’

‘Tom Lake from Travel. Get him up from Brixton and tell him I said so. Tell him it’s a punishment detail and he’s to make that clear. He’s offended me with his barbarous atheism. Is he an atheist?’

‘I don’t know. Probably.’

‘Well, if not, then I object to his snivelling piety. You don’t want to write that down?’

‘No need, thank you.’

‘One more thing: I want Smiley.’

‘I’ll get Sam Collins.’

‘I ask for Amadeus and you offer me Clementi. No, Millie, not Collins. Not Collins, not Haydon, not Esterhase, not that bloody fool Alleline. And not Bobby Maston either, or the publican at the Dog and Duck. George Smiley.’ He flapped an exasperated, almost translucent hand as if too tired for her disobedience. ‘Smiley. Cause it to happen.’

‘You realise you can’t just order him back?’

‘I’m not ordering him back. I’m ordering you to bring him back.’ Behind the spectacles, the nasty, knowing eyes looked direct into hers.

‘He’s not going to pack his life in just because I ask him to.’

Truth, alas. One dark autumn morning last year after all the bad things, from a standing start and in defiance of her own simple religious conviction, she had suggested that they might just pack it all in and run away together forever. They could go to New Zealand, she said, where her sister had a farm. Smiley had been very polite.

‘Indeed. But I fancy you can deliver him to me for a week or so. Even forty-eight hours. Can’t you?’

She knew she should deny it, and let George go.

‘Yes,’ she said.

The Circus, after everything that had happened, was enjoying a small heyday. Control’s preference for patient intelligence gathering over the interventionist American style only looked wiser in the light of Khrushchev and Kennedy, and if certain persons – he meant Bill Haydon – wanted to see more action, they could find ways to see it without overturning the world.

Haydon himself had handed the Cairo office to Percy Alleline, and where he was now headed no man knew. Venezuela, Roddy Martindale said with authority, running liquor into Cuba and seeding networks from Caracas to Recife. Nonsense, Brookes retorted: it would be Addis for certain; the Soviets were looking hard at Africa. To which Haydon when it was put to him replied he was fine with both, so long as there was canvas, women and wine, and the wiser sort of watcher deduced that it was neither.

But what about Smiley’s job, they asked instead, will he get that? Not yet, not unless, who else, and why shouldn’t he? And a dozen other questions and speculations that fed the grey gossips of St James’s between the fish course and the brandy, but shed light on nothing at all.

In August last year, almost on the anniversary of the Wall, a senior Soviet military man with superb access had offered his clandestine services to Great Britain in the cause of righteousness and Estonian liberty. His first product was an assessment of Baltic shipyard capacity and scope of air cover in the North Atlantic that made the Admiralty weak at the knees. Control recorded General Vladimir as four separate sources in Moscow, Leningrad and Riga, and allocated separate funds and lines of communication to each one, like a mother bear burying her cubs to the eyes in the snow.

Fate sought to balance the scales a month later when the network in Belgrade that Jim Prideaux had set up in fifty-seven was blown, and there were rumours of a new broom in the Soviet cupboard: a cold, sophisticated mind drawing together the disparate lineages of the Kremlin’s spies – but there were always rumours. In truth it looked like sheer carelessness on the Serb end; the network hadn’t been producing much since sixty-one, and there’d been talk of winding it up anyway.

A fortnight after that, the Circus was on the rise again, when a Czech trade delegation in France decided to attend a celebrated brothel, and compromised themselves with extreme thoroughness right under the nose of the Paris resident. ‘I couldn’t have arranged it,’ the resident reported. ‘I’m just bloody lucky, and so are you.’ He asked for, and received, a team of Czech-speaking inquisitors for debrief in place, and a line from the reptile fund for continuing exploitation. Economic mysteries behind the Iron Curtain shimmered and were laid bare.

The fly in the ointment was Hans-Dieter Mundt: senior Stasi officer, deeply secret Circus asset and acknowledged full-time bastard, personally responsible for the deaths, as October turned and the year grew dark, of Alec Leamas and Liz Gold.

It had been Control’s intention that Smiley should have the running of Mundt within the East German apparat, but by the end of the month it had become clear that other arrangements would be necessary. Control found himself with the choice – taking as a given that he did not wish to bring anyone else in on the secret – of appointing Peter Guillam to handle Mundt or assuming the role personally. But Guillam in Control’s eyes was still a young hothead, too enamoured of the mythology of the wartime Circus. At twenty-nine, he was barely even an adult. He had also loved Alec Leamas and now loathed Mundt.

‘How, if I asked you, Peter?’ Control wondered in his office, a week after Guy Fawkes Night. ‘How would that sit?’

‘Badly,’ Guillam replied. ‘But I’d still do it, of course.’

‘Of course, you would. But what about slip-ups?’

‘What about them?’

‘It wouldn’t require a lot, you see. A word out of place, and he’d be for the chop. It’s not as if they care much about evidence, Fiedler to the contrary. It’s all theatre of loyalty over there. The right slip-ups and you’d find justice for Alec lickety-split.’

‘We don’t do justice, though, do we?’ Guillam suggested. ‘That’s another department.’

For which questionable assurance he was rewarded with the directorship of Causse-Bergen International Furs, a respectable front company with offices on the grimmer bank of the Spree.

In Egypt, in Poland, in Japan, the networks thrived and the intelligence product flowed. Perhaps Control, in his tower on the fifth floor, still fretted at the wretched end of Operation Jackknife in fifty-nine, but he was alone. Intelligence work was not, the operations men told one another with a hint of pride, a safe drawing-room entertainment. They had not signed up to it for the avoidance of risk.

Of the fate of Alec Leamas a few scant months before, no one spoke. If Peter Guillam sat on Parliament Hill one dismal night and poured half a bottle of Scotch into the City of London’s grass, and raised the rest in toast towards the Post Office Tower and St Paul’s, his actions went unremarked. If Jim Prideaux, in the Czechoslovak capital of Prague, leaned on the icy Charles Bridge with his eyes on the river, and sang the ‘Anne-Marie of the Second Legion’ to a wary crow, even the Státní Bezpečnost were unable to draw informative conclusions – though no doubt reports were filed.

Shortly after her meeting with Control, Millie McCraig went out of the Circus to the narrow garage by the stage door of the Prince Edward Theatre where she kept her car. She also had said a private farewell to Alec Leamas during this recent winter, but it had required no particular place or ritual. Sometime between Christmas and New Year, walking to the shops or dusting her late husband’s office – not preserved, just unexorcised, and one day soon she would, she really would, sort all that out – she had added Alec to her personal list of the fallen, engraved him on a wall that existed only for her, and called him a bloody fool. When you keep house for secret soldiers, you have to live with secret funerals.

She started the car and took the Oxford road. The sun was washing the shop windows and potholes with fierce winter light. Inexplicably, in spite of death, the world continued.

Susanna, in Broomsleigh Street, was staring at Miki’s fingers. They had taken tea with shortbread – a marked concession on Miss Adams’s part, for whom shortbread was generally reserved for elevenses – and since Miki was feeling his religion, they had talked about God more than was entirely comfortable. Then they had moved on to home cooking and finally to cricket, with Miki politely uncomprehending but willing to learn. Now even that had fallen away. Miki had closed his eyes and seemed to be prepared to wait forever. In the silence, Susanna found herself fascinated by his nails. In contrast to the hard work in his hands, they were well-kept and pink, but curled around his fingertips to the midline so that they resembled the windscreen of a French bubble car.

She heard the main door open and a woman’s voice call out to let them know she was back. ‘I think I got it,’ the woman said. ‘They liked me, I know that. I’m worried about the shorthand, though. Can someone help me brush up?’ As she said ‘up’, she came through the door, sidestepping until she was standing behind Miki. She was tall, with broad shoulders like a swimmer’s. ‘Because I don’t think I’ve got it right, Miss Adams, I can’t keep all the Pitman in my head.’

‘Not to worry, Sally,’ called a man’s voice, ‘I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. There’s not so much call for it, nowadays, though they do ask.’ And now he was through the door as well, a slight figure in a blue suit, with a thin face and thin, greying hair cut close to the scalp. To Susanna he had the look of a professional mourner. ‘I’m Inspector Oliver Mendel,’ he said to the room at large. ‘And this is my sergeant, Sally Roberts. Welcome to London, Mr Bortnik, and thank you for staying quite exactly as you are.’

Sally Roberts laid her right arm like the diagonal of a three-point seat belt down and across Miki’s chest, the left side of her head resting gently against his own. Her other hand was on his left shoulder, or perhaps his neck. ‘Nice to meet you, Miki. Are you married? Don’t worry, I’m not after your virtue. That’s it. Nice and easy.’ Her hand slipped inside his coat to remove the gun, keeping contact with his chest as it moved back up so that the barrel lay down along his body. When she reached the collarbone, it went around his shoulder and into her coat pocket. ‘Now, is there anything else I need to take notice of, or are we an honest man?’

‘Left ankle,’ Rose Jeremy said, and Sally watched as Miki removed a short, wide-bladed knife in a sheath and laid it next to his shortbread. ‘Good lad,’ she said, as it went into her other coat pocket. ‘That the lot?’

Miki nodded.

‘Check, anyway,’ Mendel ordered, but she already was. He turned to Susanna. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘aren’t you having a day?’

And for the first time in a hundred years, she laughed. It came from the stomach, a witch’s laugh rather than a wife’s: another thing her mother would have sighed at. She saw Sally Roberts watching her. ‘What?’

‘She
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