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Author’s Note:

 


My fascination with Berlin
goes back to the mid-1950s when I first saw black and white
newsreels of the Airlift.

In early 1948, the Soviets
had blockaded railway, road, and canal access to those parts of the
city that were controlled by the other three occupying Allies, the
US, Britain and France. The western powers responded in April with
what became a 13 month, day and night, non-stop barrage of
DC-3/C-47 Skytrains (known fondly as Gooney Birds) and DC-4/C-54
Skymasters, stocked to the limit with supplies and food to keep the
Berliners alive.

The planes were flown into
the city along narrow air corridors – often accompanied by armed
Russian and East German MiG fighters with orders to shoot them down
in they strayed out of their own airspace - and into one of the
most romantic airports in the world – Templehof.

Situated right in the
middle of downtown Berlin, landing there meant being inch perfect
on the glide path because you came down so dangerously, and
thrillingly, close to apartment houses and office buildings on both
sides, that you could actually see people in the
windows.

This was the start of the
Cold War.

In 1961, the Soviets tried
again, this time persuading their East German puppet government to
build a wall around the Western sectors, completely isolating the
city from the rest of the world. The main crossing point,
Checkpoint Charlie, became the symbol of those darkest times, with
East German tanks and Russian soldiers staring back from their
side, and American tanks, manned by US soldiers and backed by
French and British soldiers, facing them from the other.

My first visit came ten
years later. By then, as John Kennedy had promised, we were all
Berliners. By then, Berlin was the place where the Cold War had
reached freezing point.

The tension in the air was
palpable. Berliners lived from day to day, never knowing when
someone would accidentally ignite the powder keg that could blow up
all of Europe. Over the next ten years, I found myself reporting
from there, on several occasions, including one trip when I was
stopped by the East Germans on my way back to the West through
Checkpoint Charlie, held in a small room and interrogated by a
young, sour faced Russian officer.

Today Berlin is a vibrant,
rich, cultured, sophisticated world capital with one of Europe’s
greatest art scenes. Everyone’s life is better that Berlin today is
not what Berlin was then.

I have returned often, and
have always love being there.

This novel was written in
the early 1980s. It was published first in Great Britain, then in
the US. It is a rare treat for an author to take a novel that is
more than 30 years old, tinker with it and, hopefully, make it a
bit more youthful.

Berlin divided was
something special. I have never felt so alive as I did then, when
all the powers were playing stupid games there and the possibility
of sudden calamity was so real.

The Wall was stark, the
guard posts were open, and you could look right into the eyes of
the soldiers manning them with their large semi-automatic
weapons.

If you were unfortunate
enough to hear gunfire coming from that side of the Wall, it was
sickening.

Ich bin
Berliner.
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Pan Am Jet Crashes All
Lives Are lost

 


Compiled from wire service
reports

 


FRANKFURT-A Pan Am Boeing
727 jet, with 86 passengers en route from
here to West Berlin’s Tegel Airport, crashed yesterday in East
Germany. According to ADN, the official East German news agency,
there were no survivors. The cause of the crash has not yet been
determined.

PA Flight 658 left
Frankfurt International at 3:35 p.m. in clear weather and on
schedule. Its route should have taken it on a straight line to West
Berlin. But ADN reported that the crash took place in the Thuringer
Forest some 30km (18 miles) south-east of the East German town of
Saalfeld on the border with West Germany. That would mean, if ADN
reports are accurate, the fated jet was more than 100km (60 miles)
off course. Tapes of both military and civilian radar in West
Germany are being reviewed by officials here. It was hoped by civil
aviation authorities that the so-called “black box” would be found
and thus provide a clue as to how the accident occurred.

Along with British Airways
and Air France, Pan Am services the air corridors from major West
German cities to West Berlin. Within an hour of the mishap, civil
aviation officials in West Germany petitioned the East German
government to allow West German and US aircraft accident
investigators onto the scene. A government spokesman in Bonn
refused speculation as to how the jetliner might have found itself
so far off course, especially on a flight path so regularly
travelled.

ADN said that every effort
would be made to return the remains of the crash victims to the
West as soon as possible. West German and US officials expect the
passenger list to be released later today, once next of kin have
been notified.
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In his mind, those were
black and white memories, like in the movies, so long ago that
there was no color and everyone seemed to be moving at the wrong
speed.

“Did you see the papers?”
Galaya bursts into his room, wrapped in a heavy coat, covered in
snow, with Viktor trailing closely behind. “Rosov, have you heard
the news?”

He looks up from his
books...
how
I loved it when I discovered trigonometry and realized that the
entire world was a function of triangles and
circles...“What news?”

“Look.” She is so excited
that she throws the paper at him. “They have banished Trotsky to
some place called Viernie.”

“Hello, Rosov,” Viktor
waves as he follows her in his room, the snow from his clothes
dripping on the old carpet that covers the wooden floor. “Have you
ever heard of Viernie?”

“No.” He motions to them.
“Please... the wet... my carpet...”

“Trotsky has been sent
there,” Galaya jumps onto his bed. “It’s too cold in here.” She
crosses her legs, Indian-style. “He will never come back from
Viernie.”

“It must be very far away,”
Viktor says. “It is in Turkistan.”

Rosov gets up from his
desk. “If you are going to stay, give me your coats. And take off
your boots. Look at the mess you are making.”

“Have you got vodka?”
Galaya asks.

He points to the
windowsill. “But hurry or we’ll freeze.”

“We are already freezing in
here,” Galaya says. “Viktor?”

So Viktor goes to the
window and opens it. Cold air rushes into the room while he pokes
through the snow that has built up on the ledge.

“Hurry.” Galaya wraps her
arms around herself. “Viktor, it’s freezing. Hurry.”

“I am trying,” Viktor says.
“It’s just as cold for me.”

“On the left,” Rosov tells
him. “Oh, never mind.” He pushes past Viktor to find the bottle
hidden there and then to close the window.

“Hurry,” Galaya says
again. “Why is it always freezing in your room?” She is two years
younger than the short Rosov, and two years older than the tall
Viktor. “How can you study in such a cold room? Maybe we should all
go to the Komedii and drink our vodka there with
Pirozhki.”

“Yes,” Viktor agrees. “Pirozhki is just what I need
now.”

“I can’t,” Rosov says. “I
need to study. And I will need my medicine soon.” He turns to
Viktor. “Go down the hall and fetch some glasses from the
kitchen.”

“Why me?” Viktor
asks.

“And bring my medicine.
It’s in the bathroom. Bring it to me?”

“Why must I always get
things. Why can’t we go to the Komedii?”

“Stop whining,” Galaya
says. “Hurry because I am about to turn as cold as the
vodka.”

“Why me?” He repeats as he
leaves the room.

Now Rosov turns to Galaya.
“Why must you always come with him?”

“I like him.” She nods.
“And he likes you. We all like each other.”

“I want you to come alone.
I love you.”

She shrugs it off. “Viktor
tells me that too.”

“But I do love you,” he
protests. “He is too young for you.”

“But I am not too old for
him,” she says. “Or you.”

“I love you,” he
repeats.

The door opens and Viktor
comes back.

“...in Viernie,” Galaya
says, as if she had been talking about that all the time. “It must
be very far away. No one in all of Leningrad has ever heard of
Viernie. I’ve asked everyone. I’m certain he will never return.
Trotsky is dead. Long live Trotsky.”

Rosov takes the glasses
from Viktor and pours vodka into two of them. “Here. These are for
you. I must take my medicine. If you don’t want to watch, turn your
backs.” He extends his hand to Viktor. “Did you bring
it?”

“Yes.” Viktor hands him the
hypodermic needle and stifles a giggle.

“Imbecile!” Rosov shrieks
when he sees it.

Viktor starts laughing
hysterically. “Tomato paste.”

Galaya looks. “Tomato
paste? You filled it with tomato paste?” She starts laughing now
too.

But Rosov is furious. “You
are an imbecile. I will have to clean it out. You don’t know what
it is like to need this every day. You can’t understand.” He storms
out of the room. “Imbecile.”

By the time he comes back,
Viktor and Galaya are pouring their second glass of vodka, and
still laughing about the tomato paste.

“It isn’t
funny.”

“Yes it is.” Galaya says.
“It is funny. Now... come sit down next to me. Don’t pout. Come
here.”

“It wasn’t funny when you
did it to me and it isn’t funny when Viktor imitates you.” He goes
to her. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

She puts her arm around
him. “Stop pouting. If you smile, I will give you a kiss.” She
swallows more vodka. “Will you smile for me?”

“You don’t know what it’s
like.”

“Smile for me.”

He forces a big grin.
“There.”

“That’s better.” She plants
a kiss on the side of his face.

“What about me?” Viktor
wants to know. “I’m smiling too.”

“Then come and sit on this
side of me and I will kiss you too.”

Viktor rushes to her side.
She puts her arms over his shoulder and kisses the side of his
face.

“If you smile,” Viktor says
to her, “then I will kiss you.”

She smiles and he kisses
her.

“Now you must kiss me,”
Galaya says to Rosov.

He hesitates.

“Come on,” she insists. “I
am smiling.”

So he kisses
her.

“This is a good game,”
Galaya decides. “Wait a minute.” She takes another glass of vodka.
“Yes, this is a very good game.”

“I like kissing you,”
Viktor says.

Galaya drinks more vodka.
“And I like kissing both of you.” She moves her face close to
Viktor’s to kiss his cheek, then to Rosov’s to kiss his. Viktor
leans towards her and kisses her. Then she looks at Rosov and says,
“You can kiss me too.”

His heart is pounding as he
moves towards her to kiss the other side of her face.

“I like this,” Galaya
says.

“I like this too,” Viktor
says.

Rosov smells her as he rubs
his lips and nose across the side of her face and then to her ear
and then down past the collar of her coat to the base of her
neck.

“Oh,” she sighs and turns
towards Rosov. For a moment, she stares at him, with a strange look
in her eyes, then she shuts her eyes and covers his mouth with
hers.

He kisses her for the
longest time before she breaks away.

Now she turns to Viktor and
kisses him like that.

Then she comes back to
Rosov.

Then she goes back to
Viktor.

And now they are both
holding her and kissing her, and as she squeezes her arms around
them, she leans back across the bed.

And they keep on kissing
her.

It was the day news reached
Leningrad that Trotsky had been exiled to Viernie in
Turkistan.

In his mind, those were
black and white memories, like in the movies, so long ago that
there was no color.

Everything was black and
white and everyone moved at the wrong speed.


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


 


It took Harry Thornton
nearly an hour to close the house.

Damn them for calling me
back like this.

Then he couldn’t get all of
his shirts into his small suitcase.

Daphne always packed for
him but Daphne wasn’t here, so he had to struggle with it alone
until he got so angry that he yanked every one of his shirts out of
the suitcase and stuffed them into a drawer.

Damn those
shirts.

Finally, just as he was
about to drive away, he realized that he’d forgotten the rolls of
film he shot there, so he had to return to the house to fetch
them.

Damn it all.

When he convinced himself
that he was ready, he climbed back into his dark blue 1966 Rover
and headed for London.

The drive home from the
cottage was never as pleasant as the drive up to the cottage. He
loved the winding roads when they took him into the Welsh hills. He
liked those same roads much less when they brought him down again.
The country was beautiful at this time of year. He always came here
for a week, except this year he had had to wait because Kingsley
was out of the office.

That would never have
happened in the old days, he complained to
the empty seat next to him. Not on your
life. Missing a few days of my holiday... especially for someone
like Kingsley... it’s an embarrassment.

He told himself,
maybe if Daphne had come along.

But in the past few years
Daphne always made excuses not to come. She used to love being at
the cottage when they first bought it. Now she said the drive
bothered her. It takes too long. That’s what she said. Except he
knew it wasn’t true. It took as long as it always took. She stopped
coming there with him the day Barbara divorced her
husband.

The day our daughter got
rid of that twit, that’s when Daphne stopped coming to the
cottage.

Frankly, he was glad to see
the back of the bloke.

Never liked him. Never
trusted him. He never looked straight at you when he talked to you.
Always reminded me of Kingsley. Or maybe it’s that Kingsley always
reminds him of Barbara’s ex.

Sometimes, he thought,
Daphne’s suffered Barbara’s divorce more than Barbara
did.

“It’s a terrible thing...
divorce...” Daphne told him. “When you think you’ve sent your only
child into the world and someone comes along to shatter your
child’s dreams so that she is no longer capable of handling her
life herself.”

“Nonsense,” he argued.
“Barbara is a grown-up woman with children of her own and she can
manage very well, indeed, thank you.”

But Daphne couldn’t accept
that. “Barbara needs us now.”

“No, she
doesn’t.”

“Yes, she does.”

“No, you only think she
does because you need her.”

“Of course we need each
other because she’s our only child and I am her only
mother.”

He always said that men
replace their mothers with their wives, but women live a different
game because they replace their husbands with their children and
eventually they replace their children with their
grandchildren.

There’s no way I can
win, he told the empty seat.
No way at all.

So he drove up to the
cottage alone on Saturday morning.

It rained.

Sunday, the weather was
fine.

Bank Holiday Monday had
been even better.

He rang Daphne to tell her
that the woods were filled with owls.

Daphne said that she and
Barbara had taken the children to a Punch and Judy show in Regent’s
Park. She said they were watching the puppets when Jamie spotted an
Arab fellow with his children. “He was wearing all those robes that
they always wear and Jamie walked up to him... honestly, Harry, I
could have fallen through the ground with embarrassment. She walked
up to this Arab gentleman and asked why he came outside wearing his
bedclothes like that, and did he have any with Snoopy on
them.”

Right after that the office
rang.

Damn
them, he mumbled, as he drove.

The skies that were just
slightly grey around Brecon turned darker and became rain by the
time he got to the Severn Bridge.

Radio 3 played
music.

It rained for half an
hour.

The rain stopped when the
music stopped.

Then there was one of those
Radio 3 discussions about something or other... he lost track
almost right away... and after that the music came back
on.

And so did the
rain.

He didn’t pay much
attention to either.

Why can’t they leave me
alone for a couple of days? Why do I have to come back now? In the
old days they would have sent a helicopter.

Then again, he decided,
maybe it was just as well they stopped doing that because he hated
helicopters. He didn’t like the way they flew at a forward tilt. It
always made him nauseous. Still, he still pleased that he had to
come home early.

He turned off the
radio.

The rain eventually
stopped.

Damn them for ringing me on
a Bank Holiday Monday.

He forced his thoughts back
to the cottage, to the forest, and to the owls.

The moping 
The
moping owl does to the moon complain. That was Gray’s Elegy. The
white owl in the belfry sits. That was Tennyson. The fatal
bellman...Shakespeare?

Yes. Those are the obvious
three. But there must be more. There must be others. The world
could not have survived this long without there being more than
simply three. Someday I really must walk over to the British Museum
Library and find out if there has ever been a book published that
is filled with writings about owls. Or better still, I’ll send
someone from the office along to Charing Cross Road, to all those
secondhand bookshops, and I’ll purchase a copy. One must certainly
exist. They’d know along Charing Cross Road if there was such a
book. And then, maybe if it was a really old book, out of date and
out of print, or maybe if there was no such thing to be found
anywhere in London, then maybe I could write one.

Owls in literature as
edited by Harry Thornton.

He said it out loud several
times.

It didn’t sound quite
right.

Owls in
Literature?

No? Then how about... The
Harry Thornton Anthology of Essays and Poems on the Owl?

Yes.

He quite liked the sound of
that.

Much better.
The Harry Thornton Anthology of Essays and Poems
on the Owl.

It would be just the right
kind of project for the days of his retirement.

Now he thought about his retirement, and wasn’t sure he liked that
idea quite as much. It was still two years away.

Or should I say, only two
years away? It’s
going too quickly. Only two years. Much too quickly. So quickly
that there might not be time to make one more grade before
retirement.

Damn Bathgate.

If you hadn’t married that
silly young girl whose father knows the right people. I mean, damn
it all, man, her father is our age. She’s younger than your very
own daughter. This is hardly a respectable way to act. But it got
you a promotion, didn’t it? One grade above me. Bathgate, we
started together. We’ve known each other since Winchester. Honors
and all that. How do you think it makes me look?

Harry drove on, still
damning Bathgate. Although, after a time, when he was tired of
that, he went back to thinking about his book on owls.

He could see himself
signing copies in Foyles.

No, Hatchards would be more
appropriate. They have the Royal Warrant so it should be Hatchards.
As for a press launch, the aviary at Regent’s Park would be a novel
idea. Better still, the Natural History Museum. Yes, those halls
have a certain quiet that would create a sense of dignity. I like
that. Of course, I’ll do most of my research at the British Museum
Library. And I can just see it now, writing the book, piles of
notes on the table in the sitting-room in the cottage in Wales.
I’ll work on it there. It’s the perfect setting. No one to ring me
or send me messages or insist that I return to London at short
notice. Tax break too, I imagine. Use the cottage as an office.
Claim 25 percent. Might try first for 30 percent and then settle at
25 percent.

It was late afternoon when
he got to Bedford Square.

He was weary, and his back
hurt from sitting in the car for such a long time, and of course
there was no place to park.

Whitehall wouldn’t let them
mark off reserved spaces because that might lead to talk in the
neighborhood. And Whitehall didn’t want that.

In the old days, he could
have parked behind the office, in Gower Mews... that’s all there
had been in Gower Mews in the old days, places to park and garage
space... but ten years ago the Ministry of Agriculture discovered
those garages behind the office and managed somehow to wangle them
away from the Foreign Office. They sealed off the garage from the
rear entrance of the office, and filled it with huge power mowers
destined to be shipped to some Third World nation in need of huge
power mowers. The shipment never happened. The garage was still
filled with huge power motors. And Harry had no place to
park.

There was no name plate on
the door at 15 Bedford Square. Nothing there said Hampshire
Wildlife Preservation Association, or the Friends of Rembrandt
Society, or the Jura Sound Fisheries Commission. Other offices went
in for such things. But the Foreign Office would never allow that
at this office. No title was the best masquerade of all, they
decreed.

In the beginning, Bathgate
said he liked it better that way. But just before he left for
Whitehall, Bathgate highhandedly joked that there was no title
because no one in the FO ever cared enough to invent a name to put
on a name plate.

Damn Bathgate.

Once there was a flagpole
on the face of the building... there were flagpoles at Number 14
and Number 16... but the flagpole at Number 15 had to come down
because someone somewhere decided that buildings with flagpoles
could possibly be government offices but buildings without
flagpoles weren’t government offices because everyone knew that all
government offices had flagpoles. The way the argument went, if you
were a government office, like all government offices, you had a
flagpole, which meant you had to raise and lower the flag daily
according to a set of regulations. But a government office without
a flagpole meant you didn’t have to follow the regulations that all
government offices had to follow if they had a flagpole. Therefore,
because you didn’t have to follow the rules that all government
offices had to follow, there was no reason for anyone to suspect
that you were indeed a government office.

No name plate. No parking
spaces. No flagpole. Just a fading green
door up four short steps into a dark brown brick building that
looked like all the other dark brown brick buildings along the top
of the square. Three stories, not counting the basement that had
long ago been converted into an archive, and the attic that had not
so long ago been converted into a briefing room.

It took him twenty minutes
before he found a place to park, three streets away.

Just as he got to the
office, he realized he didn’t have his keys. They were still in his
suitcase. And his suitcase was in the car. Annoyed with himself, he
rang the bell.

Two pints of milk were
sitting in front of the door. He picked them up and waited. Nothing
happened.

He rang the bell
again.

Suddenly, Kingsley’s
narrow, boyish face appeared through the curtains of the front
window. Seeing his boss, he mouthed the words, “Good
afternoon.”

Harry merely
nodded.

Kingsley mouthed the words,
“Welcome back.”

Now Harry said loudly,
“Would you mind terribly letting me in?”

“What?” Kingsley said.

“The front door.” He pointed to it. “Let me in.”

“Oh. Yes. Of course.” The curtains closed and a moment later
Kingsley came to the door and pulled it open. “Did you have a good
trip? Road conditions, I suspect, less than good. Last report we
had was that the rains washed out a few of the lesser
roads...”

He handed Kingsley the two
pints of milk as he walked past him, through the narrow carpeted
corridor to the stairs. He climbed them to the first floor, but
stopped there and turned around only to find the thin, red-haired
Kingsley staring up at him. “Put them in the fridge,” he
said.

Kingsley nodded. “Yes,
sir,” and hurried away.

Reaching the second floor,
Harry went into Miss Morrow’s office.

She was reading
The Evening Standard.
“Oh, hello.” She jumped up.

“Hello,” he said, walking
around the side of her desk and into his own office. “Now what is
this all about?”

She ditched her paper and
followed on his heels. “Well, you see, what with Mr. Bathgate gone
and all... well, we didn’t think you’d want us to call just anyone
at Whitehall about this. I mean, we thought it would be best to get
you back straight away.”

“About what?”

She pointed towards his
desk. “About that.”

A harmless-looking piece of
yellow paper sat on top of a brown manila envelope with an orange
label. The two were placed in the exact center of the
leather-enclosed green blotter that covered most of his otherwise
uncluttered desk.

He took the small yellow
paper and carried it into the light from the window behind his
desk... to the window with the view of the parking spaces and
garages of Gower Mews. It was a translation of a telexed message
from Leningrad to East Berlin, timed at 20.08 GMT, dated 27 May.
“ROSOV PIETROV. MUCH COAX HIM HOME GENTLY.
PESHY.”

That’s all it
said.

Putting it down, Harry
picked up the manila envelope. An orange form glued to the front of
it showed that Kingsley had fetched it from Central Records that
morning. The name on the orange label was “Rosov Pietrov.” Inside there was an old report and
a dozen newspaper cuttings, most of them in Russian with poorly
typed translations taped to the back.

“Tea?” Miss Morrow
asked.

“Yes. Yes, all right, thank
you.” He then sat down to look at the file.

His office was small.
Bathgate now had a very big room at Whitehall. Bathgate was also on
the waiting list for a room with a river view. But Harry had one of
the last of those old wooden desks... he liked that... and a
high-backed wooden swivel chair, and a moderately comfortable old
leather couch that always reminded him of his Rover’s front seats.
On the small table next to the couch, there were two stuffed little
owls... Athene Noctua, they’re called... the most prevalent kind in the UK. There
was another owl, this one a tawny, on the grey metal filing cabinet
in the corner of his room. And a fourth, a small barn owl, on the
window ledge behind his chair. He had always wanted to suspend an
owl from the ceiling... something like an enormous American screech
owl with its wings spread wide in flight... but he knew that sort
of thing would surely be frowned upon. He knew if he hung an owl
from the ceiling, someone somewhere in the FO would hear of it and
send him a memo in triplicate reinforcing the fact that a
regulation still very much on the books specifically forbade anyone
under the rank of Assistant Secretary from turning his
government-lighted and government-heated office into a natural
history museum.

Rosov Pietrov.

Nothing in the folder
struck him as being significant. Certainly nothing there warranted
an orange label. In the old days, this wouldn’t even get a blue
label.

Very low priority, this
Pietrov business. In the old days, we routinely threw better fish
than this back into the river.

“Who asked for my return?” He called to Miss
Morrow.

There was no
answer.

“Miss Morrow? And where is
my tea?”

He pressed a button on his
phone and within a few seconds he could hear Kingsley running up
the stairs.

“Who issued the order for
me to return?” Harry called to Kingsley.

“Yes, sir?” The young man hurried into Harry’s room, coming to
a halt at the edge of his desk.

Harry repeated the
question. “Who issued the order for me to return?”

Kingsley pointed to the
copy of the translated telex. “It says there that the Russians are
worried that this man Rosov Pietrov might be defecting to the West.
Says they’re very concerned. According to the file on him, that
file there... it is, after all, an orange label... well, it says in
there that we tried for him once before. I ordered the file up
because I knew you’d want to see it. And I read in there that it
was Mr. Bathgate himself who once went after him. It was in 1958.
In Helsinki. It appears that the contact was a failure. Well, when
I saw that, and especially with Mr. Bathgate having
left...”

“What?” Harry couldn’t
believe it. “Are you trying to tell me that it was you? That you
were the one who ordered me to return?”

“Me? Sir... I ah... well,
sir, the way I saw it, according to our established
procedures...”

“You ordered me back here?
Mr. Kingsley of the FO took it upon himself...” He shut his eyes
and tried to keep from shouting. “Do you recall what your rank is?
And do you also recall what my rank is? Are you aware of the fact
that my rank is quite superior to your rank? Has anyone ever
informed you...” His voice got louder as he spoke...
“that gentlemen of your
position do not issue orders to gentlemen of my position to return
from holiday simply because you happened to see an orange
label?”

Kingsley looked down at his
feet. “I didn’t mean to do anything wrong, sir. It just seemed as
if it could be very important.” His voice began to choke. “I
thought I was following instructions.”

That was precisely the
problem, Harry knew. They were all only following instructions. The
FO was overrun with Kingsleys who were only following instructions.
The world was overrun with Kingsleys.

Two more years and then I
can go to the cottage in the Welsh hills and think about
owls.

“I want you to understand,”
he glared at Kingsley, “that this kind of behavior will not be
tolerated in the future.”

That’s the best approach to
get out of this. The good old “never again” approach. It always
worked with Barbara. It always saved everyone’s dignity.

“Is that
understood?”

Kingsley said, “Yes, sir.
But I learned in training that...”

Harry decided it would be
best to change the subject, not allowing Kingsley to go on to
explain his entire life story. “Has there been any other message
traffic on this?”

“Not yet, sir. But I’ve
been in constant touch with Daleham...”

“Constant touch? Kingsley,
you make it sound as if Daleham wasn’t in the basement.”

“He is in the basement,
sir.”

“Yes, he is.” Harry took a
deep breath. “Go on.”

“We’re ready, with your
approval, of course, to see that the entire dossier is forwarded on
to the Ministry and then floated on stream and into the
ALN.”

“Floated on
stream?”

“Yes, sir.”

He had to ask, “And just
what is an ALN?”

“The Allied Liaison
Network,” Kingsley explained as if everyone knew that. “I guess,
sir, in your day they called it COMNATIC. You know, sir, the
Commonwealth and NATO Intelligence Channels. But these
days...”

“In my day?”

“Ah...” He fumbled with
his hands. “I simply meant that it used to be called
COMNATIC and now they’ve shortened it to
ALN. It’s more cost effective that
way.”

“Cost effective?” Harry
nodded. “Yes. Indeed. It would undoubtedly be more cost effective
as ALN instead of
COMNATIC, the way
it was... in my day.” He glanced at Kingsley who was agreeing with
him, then turned away and began thinking about Rosov
Pietrov.

He particularly liked the
idea that it was Bathgate who had originally failed to bring
Pietrov to the West.

“Who else has seen
this?”

“The folder or the message,
sir?”

“The message.”

“Only the four of us here.
I mean, we wouldn’t have dared show it to any other office without
your having seen it first. Especially with Mr. Bathgate gone. After
all, when he was here...”

“No,” Harry cut in. “I
mean, who else might have seen it before it reached us? Did it go
through the usual channels? It was sent... when?” He looked at it.
“The twenty-seventh. That’s four days ago. It reached you
when?”

“Yesterday.”

“So where has it been since
it was intercepted, before it got here?” He wondered if Bathgate’s
office was aware of it. “Who else has seen it?”

“Well, I
suspect...”

“Find out, please. I want
to know what other channels this is on.” He stared at the orange
label on the folder.

I wonder if we’ve caught it
in time. If we have, this might indeed be of interest. Especially
if no one in Bathgate’s office knows anything about it.

“See how far it’s got with
any parallel organizations. Have Daleham check all the message
traffic logs. But don’t either of you ring anyone directly to
ask.”

He told himself,
If no one else knows about this yet, especially
Bathgate, there might not be any sense in letting anyone
know.

Kingsley dared, “Is this
something very special?”

“No.” He dismissed
Kingsley, picked up his intercom and rang for his archivist, a
short paunchy Yorkshireman named Bradshaw. “Check all the usual
sources. See who else has a file on Rosov Pietrov. It seems there
was once an attempted contact. It was Bathgate who made the try. He
failed. Please cross-check everyone on the list.”

“It’s getting late,”
Bradshaw complained. “Will tomorrow do?”

Harry looked at his watch
and agreed that it was late. He wanted to see Senyk, who always
closed by 5.30. “Yes. Tomorrow morning. First thing. We’ll have a
meeting on this tomorrow morning.”

Bradshaw hung
up.

“Miss Morrow?” Hoping to
still get to Senyk’s before he closed, Harry gathered up the papers
on his desk. “Miss Morrow?”

She walked into the office.
“Sir?”

“My tea?”

“Oh...” She made a face.
“Yes. Sorry. I was in the ladies. Your tea. I’ll get it straight
away.”

“Not to bother.” He handed
her the folders. “These are for the safe.”

She went to file them
away.

He shook his
head... can’t even fetch me a tea on time,
anymore... then reached for the phone and
dialed his wife. “I’ll be home for dinner, dear.”

Daphne seemed surprised
that he was back in London. “I didn’t expect you till Sunday
evening.”

“They sent for
me.”

“Oh dear, they didn’t make
you ride in a helicopter, did they?”

“No, no. I
drove.”

“Thank goodness,” she said.
“I still remember those times when you were sick...”

“It was years ago,” he
reminded her. “And it really only happened once.”

“No, it didn’t. You don’t
remember but it happened on several occasions.”

“Well, perhaps it happened
twice,” he conceded. “But this time I drove. Now I should go. I’ll
be home for dinner.”

“You must be very hungry.
It’s such a long drive back. So many miles.”

“It is the exact same
distance in both directions, dear.”

“Of course it is Harry.
Although going there it is uphill and coming back is downhill.
Now,” she asked, “did you remember to turn off the water at the
house?”

“Yes, I did.” At least he
thought he had.

“And the
electricity?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Will you
be home for dinner?”

“Yes, dear, I will.”
Hanging up with her, he announced to Miss Morrow that he would be
in early the next morning.

She asked, “Are you sure
you don’t want that tea now?”

He said, “I’ll have it in
the morning.”

She said, “All right, if
you really want it then. Otherwise I’ll brew you a fresh cup in the
morning.”

“That will be very
nice.”

“A fresh cup,
then.”

He raised his eyes towards
the ceiling. “Yes, thank you, a fresh cup it is.”

She said goodnight. He said
goodnight. And she said goodnight again.

The sky was just about
ready to close in on London, so he hurried to the car and decided
he might as well drive to the small, dusty shop on Drury Lane. He
would double-park somewhere, and that way he wouldn’t stay too
long.

But he got stuck behind
buses on Gower Street and there was a lot of traffic in Bloomsbury.
When he finally turned into Endell Street, it seemed to him that
every street was now one-way going the wrong way.

It took him much too long
to get to the shop... the one with the words V. SENYK – TAXIDERMIST
IN ORNITHOLOGY in flaking blue letters across a faded red front...
and it appeared to be shut.

The lights were
out.

He pulled up on to the curb
directly in front of the shop, took the film from his suitcase, got
out of his car and peered into the shop’s dirty front
window.

Damn, it’s
closed.

Now he banged on the door
and waited.

Nothing.

He tried again, and then a
third time, and then, almost as a last chance, he reached for the
handle.

The door opened and chimes
rang loudly.

He stepped
inside.

“You’ll wake up the dead
with those,” he called out as his eyes adjusted to the darkness of
the one room, overcrowded with stuffed birds. “Are you
open?”

There were stuffed birds on
shelves, and stuffed birds hanging from the ceiling, and stuffed
birds crowding the top of the one long wooden counter that cut the
floor space in half.

The place was so confused
with stuffed birds that, from the door, it was impossible for Harry
to see the robust, mustached, bespectacled man behind the
counter.

“I heard you knock,” Senyk
admitted.

“Then why didn’t you say,
come in?”

“Because only bill
collectors and postmen bringing bills ever knock.”

“I’m neither.”

“That’s why you didn’t go
away when I didn’t say come in. Now, it looks to me as if you’ve
come back from your holiday. But too soon, no?”

Harry still couldn’t see
him. “Where are you hiding?”

Senyk’s head popped up from
behind a stuffed champion racing pigeon. “I am filing my bills.
It’s always a good idea to file bills. Not always a good idea to
pay them. But I like to file them. Of course you have more
film.”

“Yes.”

“At these prices, I don’t
blame you.”

“I will gladly pay
you.”

“But I wouldn’t gladly
accept.”

Harry walked up to the
counter and the two men shook hands. “Is business that
good?”

“For me, it is fine. For my
birds and my creditors, it is not so fine.” He shoved a pair of
stuffed falcons aside so he could lean on the counter. “What did
you discover in the country this time? Don’t tell me only owls.
There must be other birds in the world besides owls.”

“No. I promise you, in
Wales there are only owls.”

“How I wish I could go with
you,” Senyk said.

“You would be very
welcome,” Harry assured him. “But who would be here to feed all of
these birds?”

“That’s not the problem,”
explained Senyk. “My wife is the problem. For the past forty-five
years I have never been away from her. If I were to tell her that I
was going to the country for a week, and not bringing her along,
she would immediately suspect me of being unfaithful. I am
seventy-seven years old and she would think I am cheating on her
with a young girl. Hah.”

“You wouldn’t
dare.”

“Of course I would
dare.”

Harry smiled, then looked
back at his car. “I must not linger too long...”

“Why should I not dare?
Maybe you would not dare, but I would dare. It’s just that for me a
young girl would have to be someone about sixty-five.” Senyk
laughed.

“Ah, yes, of course.” Harry
nodded several times, then handed Senyk the two rolls of
film.

“Never mind. I am merely
bragging. It sometimes helps to brag, you know.”

Harry was nervous about
having parked so badly. The last thing he wanted was one of those
awful “Denver Boots” clamped to his car. So damned sadistic. It was
a mistake when the police started clamping cars for nothing more
than overtime parking. Or for harmlessly pulling onto a curb to
make a delivery like this.

He’d even written
to The Times. “It
reinforces a them-and-us attitude between the police and the
citizens who pay their salaries. So be it, if they clamp a vehicle
for unpaid fines. But to restrict the free movement of the
citizenry, when there are other penalties available and prescribed
by law, seems cruel and unusual punishment.”

The Times
printed his letter.

Of course they
would, he’d told himself,
because they love those kinds of
letters. And for weeks people would come
up to him and say, “Saw your letter in The
Times old boy. Well done.”

“Yes,” Senyk went on,
“Sixty five. But not sixty. Too young.”

In fact, so many people
saw it... even a few he had always suspected of being
Guardian readers... that
he managed to convince himself the police had seen it too and were
absolutely itching to teach him a lesson. Not all policemen
read The Sun, he
knew. So they were waiting somewhere to find him parking illegally,
and then they’d clamp not one, but all four wheels. He was certain
they knew his number plate and his address and were simply biding
their time for a chance like this. After all, who better than
someone in a position of responsibility with the government all his
life to know how vindictive minor civil servants can be.

“What about
you?”

Harry looked at him.
“What?”

“Would sixty be too
young?”

He shrugged, looked at his
car again and said the first thing that came to his mind. “I don’t
know. I mean, yes... but no, I’m not interested in
that.”

“Only owls?”

“Owls... are you positive
that developing these is no problem? I could always take them to a
chemist or a photo shop.”

“If it was a problem,”
Senyk tapped him on the chest, “I wouldn’t bother. I am too old to
have problems. When you have a son who works in a photo laboratory,
nothing is a problem. At least not two rolls of film. But tell me
something. You’re such a high official, why don’t you send your
films to the Foreign Office film processor? Surely there is such a
thing? Where do your spies get their film developed? Not at the
corner chemist.”

“The secret of working for
the government is very simple,” Harry said. “Never mix business
with pleasure.”

“Ah... no,” Senyk corrected
him. “The only way to live happily is to make certain that your
business is your pleasure. As the bishop said to the actress, it’s
business doing pleasure with you.” He made a face. “Or maybe it was
the actress who said that to the bishop. I never remember. But you
know what I mean.” He waved his hands towards the stuffed birds.
“These are my best friends. I don’t need a spring chicken of sixty
to amuse me. I can stand here and talk to these chickens all day.
It is a very nice way of doing business.”

Now Harry asked, “Tell me,
do they talk to you?”

“All the time. Sometimes it
gets very noisy in here. Sometimes even when I haven’t asked them
anything. They talk on their own.”

“Those two small owls I
bought from you?” Harry asked. “Last year. Remember? Well, I put
them in my office. But, actually, I’m afraid they never talk to
me.”

“Then you must speak to
them.”

“I pick them up sometimes
and stare at them. Maybe I should have tried that today. My people
called me back from the country because someone is missing. Maybe I
should have asked my owls if they could help me find
him.”

“They’re tawnies,
no?”

“No. These are the little
owls. Athenes.”

“Ah, yes, I remember. And now, at last, I understand the
problem.” He moved along the side of the counter, then came from
behind it. “Look here.” He sorted through one shelf of stuffed
birds, and when he found the one he was after, he yanked it down.
“Little owls are sometimes very shy. A tawny would talk to you. But
this one will tell you everything you want to know.”

It was a beautiful white
snowy owl.

“No, you don’t.” Harry had seen this one before. “Not today.”
It was such a magnificent bird, he had to admit that. But they had
been through this a dozen times. “I must be leaving. You can see
how badly I’m parked. Anyway, I told you three months ago that the
price for this one was too high.”

“The price could not be too
high,” Senyk insisted, “if he tells you what you want to know.
Snowies are very intelligent and aren’t shy, like Littles. Try it.”
Senyk pushed it into his hands. “He won’t bite. Ask him. Try it.
See what he says.”

The owl was much heavier
than it looked, but was so wonderfully proud sitting on its perch,
almost at attention, staring directly back at him. It was a noble
bird, its feathers incredibly soft, even for an owl.

“If...” Harry brought the bird’s face up to his own... “if you
tell me how to find my man, I will buy you and take you home to
live with me. But if they clamp my car, I will refuse to speak to
you ever again.”

The owl never
blinked.

“No, no, no.” Senyk took the owl. “There will never be any
answers if you treat him like that. You must speak with him
quietly. I see that I must teach you how to talk to your owls.” He
reached out to feel the bird. “Treat him with the exact same
respect you would reserve for a wise old man. Give him time to
think about your question, to contemplate it, and then he will tell
you everything you want to know. Don’t threaten him. This one is
majestic.” He paused and rubbed the side of the owl’s face. “You
know, I must confess that he was stuffed not by me, but by a man
who is the best taxidermist in the United Kingdom. He was stuffed
by a man who understands birds even better than me.”

Harry couldn’t take his
eyes off the owl. “Another Russian, I suppose.”

“Certainly,” Senyk said.
“With Russians it is handed down from father to son. The best
taxidermists in the world are Russian. It is inbred. Like music.
For some Russians, making a bird as wonderful in death as it was in
life is a great art.”

“Alas.” Harry took a deep
breath. “Too expensive, I’m afraid. Not today. Not for me. Maybe
someday but I shan’t today.”

“Inbred... like
music.”

“Tell me this then.” Harry
wondered, “Where do the best Russian taxidermists come
from?”

“Moscow,” Senyk answered
immediately. “But then I am from Moscow. If you ask someone from
Leningrad, you know that he will say Leningrad. It’s only
natural.”

“Leningrad. The man I am
looking for was born in Leningrad.”

“He is a
taxidermist?”

“No.”

“How old is he?”

Harry thought for a moment.
“Let’s see. I seem to remember that he is somewhere in his
seventies. About your age.”

“Then it was St Petersburg.
And after that, Petrograd.” Senyk put the bird back on the shelf.
“Have you ever been there? Such a city. Like Venice. Except it gets
much colder than Venice.”

“Yes. I’m sure.” He stared
at the snowy owl and thought to himself, this is the most beautiful bird in the shop.
“Your price for him is too high.”

“Someday you will give in.”
Senyk walked Harry to the door. “Someday you will pay my price. I’m
sure you will. That is why I won’t offer it to you for less. Why
should I? No one else will pay my price for him, so
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