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Prologue

NOW KATE HENDERSON was sure. She had seen the clean-shaven man with faded jeans, olive T-shirt and fawn trainers while she waited in line at the butcher’s shop on the square. And the woman with dark glasses, a lime sundress and what looked like a blue Chloé handbag had been paying for parking just in front of them when they arrived in the centre of town an hour ago.

Kate put down the giant aubergines she was about to buy, nodded regretfully at the wizened Frenchman behind the trestle table and wandered nonchalantly back along the market stalls until she was standing beneath the entrance to the Grand Cathedral, the Église Notre Dame de Bergerac. She glanced up at the clock and wove her way across the road and into the pedestrian zone beyond.

It was the kind of day the South of France had been invented for, perhaps 23 or 24 degrees in the sun, and she was grateful for the patches of shade as she turned left and wandered along a side street, gazing unhurriedly into the shop windows. She went into a store selling the most expensive stationery she’d ever seen and spent a few minutes trying out fountain pens at the counter.

When she emerged again, she didn’t look back and was careful to move with the same relaxed gait and rhythm. She walked on through a covered market, stopping to buy some pastries, and finally got back to find her husband and children still at the table in the little square, lingering over the dregs of their coffee.

‘Success?’ Stuart asked, noticing that his wife was carrying little in the way of groceries.

‘Yes. We need to go.’

‘Take a seat. I’ll order you a café au lait.’

‘We need to go now. Don’t make a fuss. Don’t argue. Don’t look surprised or shocked. Just get up, go in and pay, and then we’ll leave.’

They looked at her, dumbfounded. ‘What’s going on?’ Stuart asked.

She gave him a broad smile, swinging her back towards the cathedral, so that there was no chance any of her watchers could read her lips. ‘Just do as I say, Stuart. And please don’t ask any more questions.’

All three looked like they wanted to argue with her, to fight against this intrusion of the past into their fragile idyll, but they knew better than to try. Fiona and Gus stood at either side of their mother as they waited for their father to pay.

‘It’s getting hot,’ Kate said. Neither answered. ‘Even I might have a swim later,’ she added.

Stuart returned. ‘Most expensive coffee in history,’ he said easily. ‘Almost as bad as bloody Venice.’

Kate smiled at him and they turned down the cobbled street in the direction of the quay and the river.

And now she spotted a third shadow: she’d seen the young woman with a nose piercing and Crocs by the fig stall at the market around the cathedral. Or was she imagining things?

Kate moved faster. She took Fiona and Gus’s hands and they held on to her willingly. ‘Come on,’ she said. She wanted to run and was starting to pull along both her children.

‘What is it?’ Stuart whispered again. ‘What’s spooked you?’

Kate shepherded them across the road, which ran alongside the Dordogne river, sparkling now in the midday sun. The quay doubled as a car park. ‘Get in,’ Kate said, as they reached their rented Renault Clio. She took the keys from Stuart.

‘You’re not insured,’ he said, but she ignored him. She slid in behind the wheel, pulled the driver’s seat forward, glanced in the rear-view and side mirrors.

The man in the olive T-shirt was forty or fifty yards behind her, but moving fast.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Fiona’s voice was shrill with fear.

Kate reversed steadily, ignoring her daughter. As she turned on to the road, she watched the man get into a black Volkswagen Golf, the girl with the pierced nose joining him. ‘Damn,’ she said.

‘What is it, Kate?’ Stuart asked, as she spun around the corner, accelerated to the top of the slope and swung right on to the narrow old bridge that led away from the town.

‘I don’t know yet.’

‘Are we being followed?’

‘I think so.’ She glanced in the rear-view mirror at the Golf on their tail. ‘Yes, we are.’

‘Why?’ Fiona asked, fear in her voice.

‘Please, just give me a minute. I need to work out what’s going on here.’

Kate drove through the tiny hamlet across the bridge, then accelerated up towards the cemetery. She barely touched the brakes at the crossroads, prompting Fiona to squeal in terror, then hammered up the hill towards the vineyards that criss-crossed the slopes beneath the Grand Château of Monbazillac.

She was touching 120 kilometres an hour on the straight section of the narrow road and still at sixty or more in the tight chicane beneath the village, but the Golf stayed with her. As they passed the château, Gus turned to look back down the hill. ‘They’re still behind us, Mum!’

‘It’s all right,’ Stuart said calmly. ‘Your mother knows what she’s doing.’

Does she? Kate thought. It’s starting to feel like a really long time since I knew what I was doing.

She slowed to a crawl through the village, past the pretty church, the elaborate new mairie and what looked like a wine shop-cum-restaurant. Then she floored the pedal on the long, gentle slope beyond it.

Halfway down through the vineyards, the speedometer nudged 140. She hit the next set of tight turns a shade more slowly, but it was all she could do to keep the Clio on the road. Fiona screamed. Gus’s knuckles whitened as he clutched the grab handle just below the roof. Even Stuart’s face was draining of colour.

As she rounded the final corner, Kate yanked the wheel left. The Renault shot up a gravel track and flew off the crest. She hit the brakes as it landed and skidded to a halt beneath the cover of the trees.

The Renault’s dust cloud drifted away into the wood as they waited, Kate’s heart pounding.

They listened.

The Golf roared into sight on the road below them, slowed for the curves and accelerated again as it emerged from the stretch of woodland into the valley.

Kate finally exhaled.

‘Fucking hell,’ Fiona exclaimed. ‘You nearly killed us.’

‘Jesus, Mum,’ Gus said. ‘You are the man.’

‘Woman, I think you mean,’ Stuart corrected. ‘And, yes, your mum does know what she’s doing.’ He looked at Fiona. ‘Mind your language.’

Kate had closed her eyes. She would not, could not, go through all this again.
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KATE KNEW SHE was in trouble from the expression of rapture on her children’s faces. No matter how often she had repeated on the plane to Bergerac that this trip did not imply any kind of formal rapprochement with their father, they were now listening spellbound to his endless reminiscences about happy times in their past.

‘You totally owned him!’ Gus said.

‘The look on his face!’ Fiona added.

The story in question concerned an argument in a ski lift in Les Arcs a few years previously, triggered by Gus’s irrepressible determination to jump the queue. Stuart had faced up to an aggrieved middle-aged Frenchman with such force that the man had immediately backed down. Kate hadn’t much cared for the incident in the first place, and the story didn’t improve with the telling. But she didn’t interrupt. The meal had already proved a minor miracle and she saw no good reason to burst its fragile bubble. Fiona had eaten everything put in front of her without being prompted. Gus was more garrulous than he’d been for some time. He’d taken the opposite route to his sister: his pallid cheeks were fleshy from too much comfort eating, the impression of teenage puppy fat accentuated by the terrible helmet haircuts he allowed his sister to inflict on him. But his face was currently transformed by laughter. So, too, was Fiona’s. For a moment, Kate could forget the stark angularity of her daughter’s cheeks that betrayed the seriousness of her growing mental disorder.

After the chase this morning, they had seen no further sign of their pursuers. Aside from a brief conversation back at the rented farmhouse, in which Kate had said she couldn’t think of any reason why anyone should be following them, they’d all seemed to push it to the back of their minds, perhaps because the fear of slipping into the past was too much for any of them to deal with.

Only Kate remained firmly on guard. She tried to relax as she witnessed the pleasure the rest of the family took in each other’s company. She didn’t like Stuart’s goatee beard, or his attempt to relive his youth in tight T-shirts and jeans – he had clearly been working out in Moscow, if nothing else, while exiled there – but even she’d found herself laughing at some of his appallingly unfunny jokes, and his determination to be on good form was infectious. She realized she felt better than she had in months.

She could see, though, that Fiona and Gus considered this day as a curtain-raiser on a future longed-for reunion that must surely now be imminent. And Kate already dreaded the return journey, during which she would have to explain once again that their father’s betrayal of his family and his country still made any rapprochement a remote possibility.

Kate reached for the bill. Stuart, normally so quick to pay for everything in the past – their marriage had been curiously old-fashioned in that respect – looked sheepish. They both knew he didn’t have the means to pay for anything at all, these days. Kate was even coughing up for the farmhouse.

‘Thanks so much, Kate,’ he said.

‘It’s a pleasure,’ she replied, with as much sincerity as she could muster.

They tipped out of the restaurant and piled into the car. Kate let Gus sit in front beside his father, who shouldn’t really have been in the driver’s seat. But that was perhaps the least of their problems. She tried to keep her survey of the car park discreet. There was no sign of the black Golf, or any other vehicle that might have been ready to follow them.

‘Cool place,’ Gus said.

‘Nice food,’ Fiona added, without catching her mother’s eye.

‘Would we be able to go to school here?’ Gus asked.

‘Depends if you want to start speaking French,’ Stuart said. ‘Though I guess it would help in the next lift-queue bust-up.’

‘They have international schools, don’t they?’ Fiona asked.

‘I think they possibly do in Bordeaux. I haven’t looked into it yet, but I will.’

Stuart glanced over his shoulder. Perhaps he was looking for some sign of approval from his wife. Kate kept her counsel. She was far from ready to contemplate moving here to begin life again with her former husband. Not many people managed to betray their wife, their family and their country, and she was a long way from forgiveness.

Conversation dwindled, until it was drowned by the steady hum of the cicadas through the open windows.

They turned right past the sandstone church and wound their way through the village to a bumpy track that led past a coppice to the farmhouse, hidden in the fold of the valley and surrounded by its own vineyard.

Kate had barely removed the keys from the ignition when she noticed the dark Range Rover parked in the corner of the drive next to the swimming pool. A second vehicle stood under the trees. Both faced the exit. ‘Get into the house,’ she said to the others.

‘I’ll check—’

‘Take the children inside, Stuart.’

As Kate walked towards the Range Rover, the prime minister of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, James Ryan, and his cabinet secretary, Shirley Grove, climbed out.

‘Kate Henderson, as I live and breathe,’ the PM said. He’d put on weight again and looked older. His cheeks were puffed and saggy. His hands were thrust deep into his pockets and he wore a curious half-smirk, like a schoolboy caught stealing from the local sweet shop. It was his political stock-in-trade.

‘Good evening, Mrs Henderson,’ Grove said.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Good question,’ the PM said. ‘On the money, as always. Can we talk somewhere? Can’t be overheard by your husband, I’m afraid.’

‘No. We can’t. I’d be grateful if you could leave.’

‘We’ve come a long way, Kate.’

‘I don’t care how far you’ve come. I’ve retired. Mrs Grove can vouch for that.’

‘Indeed she can. But events have a habit of upsetting the best-laid plans, as you very well know.’

‘That’s not my problem any more.’

‘I’m afraid what we have to tell you may encourage you to change your mind.’

‘I don’t want to hear it.’ Kate began to turn away, in no doubt that she really, really didn’t. Not this time.

‘You have no choice because not to listen to what we came here to say could prove injurious to both you and your family.’ The prime minister gave a barely discernible nod towards the house.

‘Is that a threat?’

‘A fact, I’m sorry to say.’

‘Was it your people following me this lunchtime?’

‘An army surveillance team. We just needed to know you didn’t have any troublesome company.’

‘Why the army?’

‘It’ll make sense if you let me explain.’

‘Just hear us out, Mrs Henderson,’ Grove said. A thumbnail scratching at the sleeve of a woollen cardigan gave the lie to her calm, even impassive demeanour.

‘Wait a minute,’ Kate said. She went into the house where Stuart and the children sat anxiously around the kitchen table.

‘What is it?’ Stuart asked. ‘What did they want?’ He wasn’t doing a good job of hiding his nerves.

‘I’ve got to hear what he has to ask. Probably just something from the old days they need help or advice on. I’ll be back inside half an hour. Don’t wait up for me.’

‘You said you wouldn’t do this any more,’ Fiona said. ‘You promised it was over.’ She stood and backed towards the cooker, as if preparing for a confrontation.

‘And I have no intention of breaking that promise.’

‘Who was following us this morning?’

‘That’s what I intend to find out.’

Kate left before she had to field any further questions, and squeezed herself awkwardly into the back seat of the Range Rover, between Grove and the PM. ‘There’s a bar in the village,’ she told the driver and the personal protection officer in the passenger seat. They roared off, with the back-up car behind them.

The place was deserted, and its bearded, world-weary patron didn’t bother to hide his irritation at their appearance so late. They took a corner seat and ordered a bottle of rosé.

The PM waited until the less than genial host was out of earshot before he began. ‘Look, Kate, the reality is stark. Half of the world still thinks of me as a Russian spy, or agent of influence, or whatever term you want to use – a Moscow stooge, a traitor, a liar …’

‘That’s not my problem. I cleared you comprehensively of that charge in the inquiry Mrs Grove oversaw before I left MI6.’

‘It is your problem, I’m afraid. The idea that I might be a traitor stems entirely from that bug you put on the oligarch’s super-yacht in Istanbul all those months ago. Without you “overhearing” the “conversation” that first suggested I was a spy, this would never have emerged to tarnish my premiership.’

Kate couldn’t, and didn’t, argue with this.

‘Besides, I read your evidence to the so-called “inquiry”. It’s clear to me you still believe every word you heard on that yacht.’

Kate frowned. What the hell was this? ‘So you’ve come all this way to accuse me of lying to exonerate you?’

‘Just hold your horses a minute and hear me out.’

‘I don’t want to go over this again.’

‘I understand why you’d want to leave it all behind you. I also get why you’d hold on to the original idea. We know the Russians are trying to corrupt figures in our public life, and I accept that, from a certain angle, I seem a credible candidate – chequered personal life, opaque finances.’ He gave her a sheepish grin. ‘As you would see it …’

Kate did not smile back. She thought, once again, that this man had no shame.

‘So, for the purposes of this conversation, I want to go right back to the start. The man who first tipped you off about the meeting of Russia’s intelligence bigwigs on that yacht was a friend from your time studying in St Petersburg, correct?’

Kate stared at him for a moment, then got up. ‘I’m really not doing this again. Enjoy your wine.’

‘Wait!’ He leapt to his feet, face creased with worry, a far cry from the smooth talker she’d found so easy to dismiss. ‘Please, Kate …’

If he was faking his own concern, he was doing it unbelievably well. She sat down slowly again. ‘You have five minutes.’

‘We’ve been left with no choice but to go over old ground with new eyes.’

Kate didn’t answer.

He took her silence as leave to continue. ‘All right. This chap Sergei was a friend from your time as a student in St Petersburg, correct?’

‘It’s in the file.’

‘He ended up in London and it was clear to you he was working for one of the Russian intelligence agencies?’

‘Yes.’

‘And his previous assignment had been in Istanbul, so when he told you these intelligence chiefs were in the habit of gathering on Igor Borodin’s super-yacht in the summer there, you thought the information credible and the yacht a sensible target for a bugging operation.’

She nodded curtly. What intelligence officer wouldn’t? Where was this going?

‘But Sergei was your only source?’

She glanced at Grove. ‘Yes.’

‘Who knew of your prior friendship with him? I mean, within MI6?’

Kate shook her head. She couldn’t see the relevance of the question. ‘Anyone on the top floor would have had access to my vetting files. It’s in there somewhere. We have to declare any significant friendships prior to joining the Service, and I did so.’

The prime minister glanced at Shirley Grove, who had aged visibly since Kate had last seen her. The lines around her eyes were thick with accumulated fatigue. She gripped her reading glasses in her right fist, as if about to use them as a weapon.

‘Did it occur to you at the time that the tip-off might have been too good to be true?’

‘I admitted to the—’

‘I’m not interested in some crap inquiry.’ He leant forward. His anger matched hers, and even in the low light, his eyes were a deep, vivid blue. She had the briefest sense of why so many women lost their heads over him. ‘I travelled all the way down here to find out what you really think.’

She held his gaze for a moment more. Was this some kind of trap? ‘Yes, it occurred to me that the tip-off was convenient, if that’s what you’re asking, but I trusted Sergei. I’d known him a long time. I didn’t think he’d lie to me.’

‘You bug the yacht and it delivers the bombshell. But you lack hard proof of my treachery. So when you’re later told that a Russian defector has all the hard evidence to prove your theory, of course you’d jump at it. And the video of me “having sex” with underage girls in Kosovo looked entirely authentic and convincing.’

‘I was certain it was you in the footage, yes.’

The PM didn’t flinch, his gaze still locked on her. ‘I’ll tell you something, Kate. I may be many things, but I am not a paedophile. Nor have I ever paid a woman of any age for sex.’ The hint of that familiar smirk suggested he still believed he didn’t need to, but Kate didn’t allow herself to react.

At last the waiter brought the wine, uncorked the bottle and poured. Only the PM reached for his glass.

‘All right,’ Kate said, wanting to be away from there now. ‘I’ve been through this over and over again. I gave Mrs Grove everything she wanted and needed when I left MI6. I admitted I’d been set up, used, hoodwinked, fooled – pick whichever term you like. You were completely cleared. I left in effective disgrace. And the quid pro quo was that I’d be allowed to get on with my life.’

‘And meet your husband here in Europe,’ Grove said tersely. ‘An agreement we have adhered to, despite the one indisputable fact in this whole sorry affair – that he was working for the Russians and should actually be rotting in a British jail.’

Kate didn’t dignify this with an answer. ‘Just tell me what you came for.’

The PM glanced at Grove again. He took another sip of his wine and Kate joined him. She was clearly going to need fortification tonight. The PM put his elbows on the table once more and leant forward, as if to impart a confidence. ‘Something new has turned up. There’s a mid-ranking diplomat in our embassy in Istanbul called Tess Winkelman. Not one of your former colleagues, as I understand it.’

Kate shook her head. ‘Not as far as I know, but it’s a big organization.’

‘As part of her work, she’s our representative on a body called International Women in Business, which is a Turkish government quango. One of the other members she’s got to know is the Russian rep, who appears to be another mid-ranking diplomat called Natasha Demidov.’

‘Demidova,’ Grove corrected.

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘The women attended a conference up in Ankara and some drink was taken. In her cups, Demidova told a very strange story. She said she was in fact a senior officer in the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service and had originally been sent to Istanbul and tasked with seducing an agent in the rival service, their military intelligence agency, the GRU. His name was Sergei Malinsky. And the purpose of the seduction was to feed him the information that would set up the greatest hoax in intelligence history, which was that the man who was about to become British prime minister was really a Russian spy. But it had gone too far, she said. Sergei had died very suddenly on a train between St Petersburg and Moscow, apparently of a heart attack, though she said he had always been in exceptional health. Is this ringing any bells, Kate?’

Both the PM and Grove had their gaze fixed firmly on her now, but she didn’t blink. If they were looking for a reaction, she was determined they weren’t going to get one.

‘The last thing Miss Demidov—’

‘Demidova,’ Grove corrected again.

The PM shot her an irritated glance before he continued. ‘The last thing she said before disappearing into the Istanbul night was that Tess needed to get this information directly to me. On no account could it go through MI6, she repeated. Tess naturally asked why not. Because, Demidova said, there was a traitor right at the heart of MI6 in Vauxhall, Agent Dante, the most senior spy the Russian state apparatus had ever possessed in the UK, someone at the very top of the Service, a man, or woman, whom all roads led through, a mastermind who had helped plan this entire operation with the former head of the SVR, Igor Borodin, and his successor, Vasily Durov. If this information went into MI6, she said, she would meet the same end as Sergei.’

The sound of cicadas through the open window was suddenly deafening.

‘You appear to have gone very silent, Kate,’ the PM said.
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KATE HAD TO fight the urge to get up from the table and run, hard, into the night. Neither the prime minister’s nor Grove’s gaze had left her face. She took another sip of wine and stared out of the open window at a vineyard that sloped gently down the hill.

Grove broke the silence. ‘Isn’t it what you always suspected, Mrs Henderson, that there was a traitor right at the top of MI6? If someone at the heart of your organization had been helping orchestrate this from the start, it would explain why Moscow has always seemed several steps ahead of us.’

Kate didn’t answer immediately. ‘Agent Dante,’ she said. ‘It certainly would be neat.’

‘What do you mean, “neat”?’ the PM asked.

‘If everything I once thought was true …’ Kate stared right at him ‘… by which I mean that you were a Russian-controlled asset, or agent of influence, then wouldn’t you and your friends in Moscow cook up something like this to clear your name?’

He didn’t appear to take offence at her directness. ‘Yes. And that is why I need you to get to the bottom of it.’ The PM reached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of Silk Cut cigarettes. ‘You still smoke? I seem to remember you were once … partial.’

‘I’ve given up.’

‘So have I. Want to step outside and join me?’

The PM stood. Grove got up to go with him, but he forestalled her. ‘We’ll be back in a minute.’

Against her better judgement, Kate followed him on to the terrace that directly overlooked the vineyards, brightly lit now by the stars. She looked up. The sky down here was startlingly clear. He offered her a cigarette and she shook her head. He held the packet a moment longer and she weakened. ‘That’s the spirit,’ he said, and lit it for her.

For a moment, they smoked in silence. ‘What can I do to persuade you to join me in this quest to prove my innocence?’

‘Nothing. I’m done with all that, as I think I made clear.’

‘I am innocent, you know,’ he said ruefully. ‘I mean, guilty of plenty of things, of course, but not this.’

She was impervious to that schoolboy grin now. ‘I’m sorry you’ve wasted your trip.’

‘Oh, I haven’t finished yet.’ He’d adopted a new tone, shorn of the playfulness. ‘I need your help.’

‘Why me?’

‘Because you have no vested interest in proving my innocence. And we require someone who knows every street and back-alley within MI6, but who is currently outside the system.’

‘Call MI5.’

‘I said outside the system. Besides, if you come to believe in my innocence, so will everyone else.’

Kate sucked the smoke deep into her lungs. ‘No,’ she said, as she exhaled. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t. After Igor Borodin’s supposed defection went wrong and those Albanian monsters kidnapped my children, I promised them I’d walk away for ever, and I meant it.’

‘We saved them, though, did we not?’

‘We did, yes. But that doesn’t change the promise I made.’ Kate dropped her half-smoked cigarette on to the terrace and carefully trod it out. ‘I’m sorry I can’t be of more help. I’ll make my own way home.’

She’d reached the double doors before he spoke again. ‘I said I haven’t finished yet.’

Kate stopped, turned. The menace in his voice was unmistakable.

‘I need your help, Kate.’

‘This conversation has gone as far as it’s going to.’

‘I need someone whose integrity is not in question. Someone who knows every angle of this story, who is of the organization but outside it. We’ve taken a pretty lenient attitude to Stuart’s position so far,’ he said, ‘but I’m afraid your continued cooperation is the price you must pay for that.’

‘I’m sorry …’ Despite the cool night breeze, Kate could feel the heat in her cheeks. ‘What did you say?’

‘Your husband should be in a British prison cell. Instead, he’s living it up in balmy French sunshine.’

‘That’s the deal I made with Mrs Grove.’

‘It may have been, but times change.’

Kate had to resist the temptation to punch him. ‘You utter bastard,’ she said.

‘If you carry out the investigation, regardless of the conclusion, I give you my word – and I will put it in the form of a legal undertaking, if you wish – that I’ll leave you and Stuart alone for the rest of your lives. If not, I’m afraid we’ll have to revoke his freedom to leave Moscow. He will no longer be able to see either you or the children.’ He shrugged. ‘I can see you’re not pleased—’

‘Not pleased? You should probably call your protection officers before I break your bloody neck.’

‘Punchy.’ He smiled again. ‘Look, I don’t blame you. I’d be angry too. We’ll give you tonight to think about it. But we need to be on our way by ten tomorrow morning, so I’ll spin past your house beforehand for your answer. Want a lift home?’

‘I’ll walk. I need a little time to process your duplicity.’

‘That’s the spirit, Kate. All’s fair in love and war.’

Kate didn’t return his grin. She set off for the farmhouse without bothering to say goodbye to Shirley Grove, whom she was inclined now to view with even deeper contempt. So much for the impartiality of the civil service.

She stormed through the village, past the church and the shuttered windows of the tabac. But she slowed on the last stretch of the journey past the coppice and sat for a moment by the side of the road. She toyed with the stones around her feet.

The bastard. The complete, utter, total bastard. What on earth was she going to tell the kids?

She’d have to say no. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, shouldn’t go back. She’d promised them faithfully she’d left all the fear and terror behind them, that she would never do anything to put them at risk again. Kate thought of the video she’d been sent by the Albanians of Fiona and Gus, trussed and terrified. The fake footage of Fiona being beheaded. She stood, determined to tell the prime minister where to stick his new inquiry.

Fiona, Gus and Stuart were huddled at the kitchen table. She wanted more than anything to put her arms around them all and never let go. But the exchange she’d just had with the PM filled her shoes with lead. She dumped her handbag and went to turn on the kettle. ‘Anyone for night-time tea?’

‘Are you really going to do this, Mum?’ Fiona had her palms pressed together, her arms outstretched towards her mother. ‘Tell us what happened.’

‘Nothing happened.’

‘That’s fucking bollocks.’

‘Fiona! Seriously, please. There’s no need for that kind of language.’

‘You know, you’re the worst liar in history. I have no idea how you became a spy in the first place.’

‘It’s only you I’m no good at lying to,’ Kate said. ‘For which you should probably be grateful.’

‘Then tell us what that was all about!’

Kate popped a herbal teabag into a mug while she waited for the kettle to boil. She perched on a stool at the other side of the table from her family. It felt like an interrogation. Perhaps it was.

‘What did he want with you?’ Fiona asked.

‘It doesn’t really matter, because I said no.’

‘Tell us!’

‘I can’t. It’s a sensitive security mat—’

‘Oh, my God, I cannot believe you!’ Fiona stood, her gaunt cheeks red with rage.

‘Calm down.’

‘Do not tell me to calm down!’

Stuart clasped their daughter’s shoulders and guided her gently back into her seat. ‘It’s all right. Let’s just hear Mum out.’

‘There honestly isn’t much to say. He wanted me to head up another inquiry to clear his name. I said I’d already done that and hell would freeze over before I returned to any kind of government service. He insisted on coming here in the morning for my final answer. I said that was my final answer and left.’

There was a long silence. Fiona glared at her. Gus examined the table. Stuart had his hand on his daughter’s arm, shaking it gently to and fro in quiet reassurance.

‘What is it you’re not telling us?’ Fiona asked eventually.

The kettle boiled. Kate splashed the water on to her teabag. She glanced at the bottle of whisky Stuart had bought from duty free and forced herself to resist the urge to pour a slug into her mug. ‘I’ve told you everything.’

‘Bullshit.’

Kate breathed in deeply. If there was one thing Dr Wiseman, the psychiatrist who had been helping her navigate family breakdown, the implosion of her career and near total mental breakdown, had always been clear about, it was the need to avoid being drawn into the mental torment and drama that her daughter lived through daily. Be calm, be consistent, be clear. ‘That was all he had to say. He asked me for a favour. I told him no. I left.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘It’s not bullshit.’

‘There was something else. You’re holding it back.’

Kate moved to sit at the table. She looked her daughter in the eye. Stuart often said she was a chip off the old block and at times like this he wasn’t wrong: Fiona could be a fearsome interrogator. ‘No,’ she said. ‘That was it. Now, what are we going to do tomorrow?’

‘Nothing,’ Fiona countered. ‘Until you tell me what it was really about.’

Kate kept her temper. ‘I’ve told you. So let’s move on to happier things.’

‘You’re lying.’

‘I’m not lying.’

Stuart squeezed his daughter’s hand. ‘It’s all right. I’m sure Mum’s told you everything.’

Gus, who had done nothing but stare at the table, suddenly got up and darted for his room.

‘See?’ Fiona said. ‘Now look what you’ve done.’

‘I’ve told you everything,’ Kate fired back. ‘It was all about him being innocent, so I obviously have all the old questions bouncing around my head. Was I set up from the start? Was I suckered, tricked, made a fool of? And did I put my family in the most terrible jeopardy as a result?’ She managed to make her voice ring with sincerity because it was the truth, more or less.

Fiona, her face pinched, looked as if she’d come back at her, but ran for the door instead. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll go and see if he’s all right,’ she said, with heavy sarcasm.

She stormed out, leaving Kate and Stuart facing each other across the kitchen table. Just like old times, Kate thought. ‘That went well,’ she said.

Stuart headed for the whisky bottle. ‘Want one?’

‘Go on, then.’

Stuart brought the glasses to the table. He smiled at her. ‘Do I, Kate Henderson, detect more than a hint of cigarette smoke?’ he asked.

‘The least of my problems, I’d say.’

‘With the prime minister? Is that like sharing a spliff?’

‘I can think of about a million people I’d rather share a spliff with.’

‘You’ve never had one, so how would you know?’

‘I don’t think either of us needs to be reminded of just how wild and uninhibited I really am.’

Stuart sipped his whisky. ‘I kind of feel like one myself,’ he said eventually.

They waited to see if the kids would return, but the bedroom wing of the long, low farmhouse was shrouded in silence.

‘Shall we go outside?’ Stuart asked.

‘Sounds like an invitation at a school dance.’

‘If you want to look at it like that …’

Kate instantly regretted her flirtation. She didn’t know what had got into her. ‘Come on, then.’

They walked out on to the terrace. Kate led him to the pool and up the gentle slope behind it until they were well out of earshot. They had a view there of the house, the surrounding vineyard and the ancient trees of the valley. ‘It’s practically like daylight,’ Stuart said, peering up at the moon.

‘No pollution, I guess,’ Kate replied. ‘This is what living in the real country is like.’

‘It reminds me of lying out in the highlands in the summer.’

‘Apart from the drastic change in temperature.’

‘You don’t know what you’re missing, you know.’

‘I bloody do.’ Summer holidays in Scotland were an issue on which Kate and Stuart had fallen out early in their marriage. ‘Midges.’

‘The purity of the air! Grandeur. History.’

‘They wanted me to conduct another inquiry to clear his name.’

‘Yes, you said. It seems a strange thing to do.’

‘They have new intel,’ Kate said.

‘Like what?’

‘I’d better keep that to myself for now, but Fiona was right. There was a sting in the tail.’

Stuart took another sip of his whisky. He sat up straighter, bringing his knees to his chest. ‘Something tells me this is not good news.’

‘If I don’t agree to play their game, they’ll stop your visits to the West. Permanently.’

There was a long, long silence. Stuart didn’t move a muscle, but Kate felt the tension gather in him.

‘I see,’ he said.

‘Do you? Because I’m not sure I do.’

‘What did you say to him?’

‘I called him out for the ruthless, unprincipled bastard he is.’

Stuart didn’t answer.

‘I have no choice, of course,’ she said.

‘You do. You can and will say no. You – we – have to put the children first.’

‘Precisely. Not seeing you for a few months, let alone years, would break their hearts. So, even as I raged against him, I knew I had to accept. And so did he.’

‘And what do you think?’

‘About what?’

‘The prospect of not seeing me again.’

Kate had not expected anything so direct. She sat up, trying to overcome a stab of irritation. Why was it that men always wanted everything in black and white? No sooner had she started to feel something than Stuart wanted it itemized. ‘Shall we just not go there?’

‘I was so excited in the build-up to this trip. And, wonderful as they are, it wasn’t simply the prospect of seeing Gus and Fi.’

‘It was probably relief at the release from a life of tedium in Moscow.’

Stuart didn’t reply. He stared dead ahead. And something about his demeanour – his vulnerability, perhaps, the sincerity of his love – touched her again. She turned and rested her head in his lap. Stuart leant back against the slope so that he could cradle her more comfortably.

All Kate could think of was how much she felt like crying. Was that love, or relief, or fear, or regret at what they’d once had and might now have permanently lost?

She could hear her husband’s heart beating. There was a sense of excitement at being so close to him, which she hadn’t felt since they’d first become lovers half a lifetime ago.

Stuart began, with infinite gentleness, to stroke her forehead and curl her hair in his fingers, as he knew she loved.

Kate closed her eyes. The sound of cicadas, the crisp night air, the warmth of his touch beguiled her into a peace she hadn’t felt for many months.

He began to massage her neck gently and she knew she should tell him to stop. She was aware she sought some kind of clarity in these moments, or at least emotional consistency, but found only lonely confusion, as the comforting pull of familiarity wrestled the bitter taste of his betrayal. What wouldn’t she give to turn back time?

She soaked up the feeling of contentment for a few moments longer, then suddenly sat up. ‘I’m going to do it.’ The decisiveness in her voice surprised even Kate herself.

‘Kate—’

‘No, listen to me. I have to, for the children. There’s no way they could contemplate being unable to see you, and I think we can both agree that them coming to Moscow is not a good idea.’

‘But—’

‘I’m going to tell them the truth. I don’t want to go back any more than they want me to, and I think they get that. They’ll understand if they know what’s at stake.’ She paused, wondering at the wisdom of the headlong rush to an uncertain future she was about to embark upon. ‘But it’s not just for their sake. I was excited on the plane down here and not just for them. I can’t make any promises, but I’ve always loved you and that hasn’t changed. I want to give us the best shot at finding a way back, however rocky that might be.’

Stuart moved a few paces away from her and stared into the night. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’ve longed to hear those words …’

Kate waited, heart sinking. ‘But?’

‘There’s a … complication … from my side I have to own up to.’
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KATE FELT HER cheeks redden and her heart hammer. She heard herself say, ‘You’ve got someone else?’

‘No! No! For God’s sake, I haven’t got anyone else!’

‘Then what?’

He came back to sit beside her. ‘I’m not expecting any sympathy from you or anyone else. I should have anticipated it.’

‘The Russians want you to sound me out about working for them?’

He turned to face her. ‘How did you know?’

‘If you weren’t expecting it, I certainly should have been. I guess they took you quietly aside and said that if I’d left the Service under a cloud I might be susceptible.’

‘More or less word for word.’

‘What did they offer you if you succeeded?’

‘That’s where it gets complicated.’

Kate met his gaze. ‘Oh, hold on a minute. How stupid of me. They won’t let you leave Moscow unless you play along? Or, more importantly, unless I do?’

She took his awkward silence as confirmation. She stared at her hands. ‘But they can’t be expecting me to come and work for them. What they really want is a week or two holed up in a secure location somewhere so that they can squeeze me for every last piece of information and insight on my life and work in MI6. Do that, and they’ll leave us both alone for the duration to do as we please – and probably throw in some cash to tide us over for a year or two.’

‘They suggested meeting in Spain or even here in France.’

‘What did you tell them?’

‘That I didn’t think there was any chance you’d agree to it.’

‘And how did they respond?’

‘They said I might be surprised, that in their view you were still in love with me, and this was your Achilles heel. With enough … persuasion I could get you over the line. They promised the payments could run into many hundreds of thousands of pounds.’

The mention of money unsettled Kate. Was it possible that Stuart had given this proposal serious consideration? ‘Were you planning to tell me anyway?’

‘Of course. Just not on our first night together.’

Kate searched her husband’s face for any sign of deceit. But all she saw was the steady gaze of the generous, kind, sincere man she had once so loved. She felt, unaccountably, like bursting into tears, and cursed herself for it.

Ever since she’d left the Service, she had spent many hours cloistered with Dr Wiseman, as he mapped her mind, her background, her experience and the driving forces of her personality to eliminate or tone down the elements that held her back, and build on those that drove her successfully on. A few days ago, she’d never felt stronger or better, grateful already for the near breakdown that had persuaded her to leave her old life and commit to constructing a new one.

And now she was slipping back down the well.

‘What is it, Kate?’

‘Nothing.’

‘I’ve upset you.’

‘No. You’ve been honest. And that’s what makes me feel like bursting into tears.’

‘Kate—’

She raised a hand, shifted away from him. ‘It’s all right.’

‘I know how deeply I’ve hurt you. I don’t want to do that ever again.’

Kate stood. He joined her.

She raised a hand again. ‘It’s okay. I just need some time …’ She turned.

‘I’ll come with you,’ he said.

‘I’d rather be on my own, if you don’t mind. I need to think things through.’

Before he could argue any further, Kate walked on up to the dirt track that crested the hill. She stopped halfway along it and listened to the cicadas and the gentle sway of the trees in the cool night breeze. It was so clear, quiet, still.

She chastised herself for failing to see this coming. She thought of what Stuart had told her on that drive through Russia after Sergei’s assassination a few months ago: that his handlers in Moscow had neglected him to the point of disinterest. Tipping him into a state of desperation, no doubt. Clearly, once they had their hooks into you, they never let go.

She walked on. There were two questions now. Did she really want to remove their hooks from Stuart’s back (and, if so, why)? And how in hell would she achieve it?

There was a deserted house at the far end of the valley. The kids had come back from an exploratory walk this afternoon to say it gave them the creeps. They were both convinced it was where a serial killer kept his victims walled into a basement. If so, he had a particular talent for horticulture. The garden was very neatly tended.

She circled it until she found herself on the other side of the vines. The ground was softer there, from last week’s rain, and the mud stuck to her white sneakers. She stopped again and breathed in the peace and solitude.

Why had she just chosen precipitous action instead of further reflection? A relentless hunger for absolute truth in a world of grey had made her a successful intelligence officer, but she was less certain it was a recipe for happiness.

She knew no one could force themselves out of an emotional twilight zone. Was the promise she’d just made to Stuart some kind of test, to see if she could break free from the confusion of her own heart?

Her mind drifted back to the feel of him close to her on that bank above the farmhouse. Over and over their circumstances she went, the visceral force of her emotions on a collision course with her rational mind, which warned her not to step back into the orbit of the man who had betrayed her. For a brief moment, anger – or logic – held the upper hand. She recalled Imogen Conrad’s glib beauty, vanity and shallowness, and cursed Stuart’s decision to throw away his marriage for a few nights in her perma-tanned clutches.

She made her way back to the gîte, having resolved to let Stuart know with the dawn that he must fight his own battles. But that determination melted away on the perfectly manicured lawn, already damp with dew, and she found herself walking through the house to Stuart’s bedroom.

His French windows were open. She hesitated on the threshold. What on earth was she doing? Some kind of madness drove her on. Perhaps them spending time as a family, or the loneliness of her life since their parting, or the stillness of the night. She stepped into the room, kicked off her pumps and let her dress slip to the floor.

‘Kate?’

She slid in beside him. She ran her fingertips across the stubble on his chin and through his still thick, curly hair.

‘What are you doing?’ he breathed.

She gave her answer with the urgency of her desire.

Her hands ran across his newly hardened abdomen as they slipped into the sensual routine she’d no idea she’d missed so much. Only after he had peeled off her underwear and brought her to a climax did a discordant note from the past intrude. She raised her hand as he rolled gently on top of her. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘I’m not on the pill. We can’t.’

For just a moment, she felt his body tense, and knew well enough what he was thinking: that on the trip to Moscow a few months ago – when he had saved her life on the long drive to the northern border – she had shown no such restraint with her old friend Sergei.

She pushed him gently on to his back, her long hair brushing across his face, and kissed him again. She drifted lower, brushing her lips against his chest and his stomach.

‘Oh … God …’ he muttered, as the night enveloped them both.

It was not the dawn that let reality back in, but the piercing scrutiny of their sixteen-year-old daughter.

‘Fucking hell,’ Fiona said. Then, ‘Gus!’ Gus!’ as she thundered down the corridor.

Kate had barely had time to disentangle herself from her drowsy husband before Fiona returned, dragging her bleary-eyed brother behind her. ‘Look!’ she said.

‘I told you,’ he said calmly. ‘Why did you wake me up for this?’

But he didn’t retreat. They stood there, staring at their parents.

‘What?’ Kate asked.

‘What do you mean, “What?”’ Fiona’s expression was caught somewhere between jubilation and consternation as her teenage brain tried to process what this extraordinary sight represented. ‘You’re having sex again?’

Kate sat bolt upright, pulling the duvet up to her neck. Stuart did the same and they faced their children like unruly teenagers themselves, caught in the act, which Kate supposed wasn’t far from the truth.

‘Is someone going to say something?’ Fiona asked.
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