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My life I never held but as a pawn

To wage against thy enemies; nor fear to lose it

Thy safety being the motive

King Lear (Act 1 scene i)






Prologue

THE QUALITY OF THE LIGHT WAS THE FIRST THING THAT struck her when she went to Madrid in the spring of 1960. The afternoon shadows were the deepest and darkest she had ever seen.

Like all old men, the doctor was a creature of habit. He always shopped for groceries on Saturday afternoons. She tailed him to a place near Atocha station that sold international food. He bought black bread, beer and slices of cured sausage that resembled Westphalian salami. He stopped to ask the shopkeeper’s six-year-old about his schoolwork, bending down with some effort and talking to the boy with unfeigned interest. He had always been good with children. The young ones in the camp had trusted him and called him ‘Uncle Erik’.

When he turned for home, she headed back the way they had both come. He walked with difficulty these days and she had some minutes to get into position. The apartment next to his was unoccupied, and she had burgled it the day before with the tip of a long, thin stiletto, leaving the front door unlocked so that, when the time came, she could walk through the empty rooms and out on to the terrace at the back. The removal men had left deep scratches in the wooden parquet floor and cigarette ends scattered across the brown concrete of the balcony.

Now it was late afternoon, and shadow covered half of the concrete. The woman stood in the corner, in a pool of darkness so black it was blue, watching the balconies and windows on the other side of the narrow street. She knew the idea that everyone in Spain took to their beds for an afternoon siesta was a myth – at least in this part of the country. But a pleasing stillness hung over the street and there were few signs of life. She scanned up and down, then slipped over the low wall that separated the balconies. The doctor always left his back door unlocked. She walked through the galley kitchen on stockinged feet. When she sensed, rather than heard, movement in the next room, her hand flew to the inside pocket of her thin cotton jacket. A tortoiseshell cat padded across the living room and butted its head against her shin as she stood in the kitchen doorway.

The doctor’s bedroom was on the opposite side of the living room. She waited just inside the door, watching through a crack as the old man entered the apartment. She saw immediately that reports of his chronic ill health were true. He held on to the wall to steady himself as he shuffled through to the kitchen, and it seemed to take him an age to unpack the groceries and stow them away. She could hear him clucking at the cat. When the doctor came back into the living room he was breathing heavily. He was facing the bedroom door that hid her. She pushed it open, and the cat trotted across and nuzzled her ankles again.

Erik Urban studied the intruder’s face and said: ‘“Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania.” Except that it is broad daylight. I see you have already met Kaiser – the shameless traitor.’

‘I think he likes my stockings. He’s making static electricity.’

‘It has been a long time since he had a woman to rub up against. I could say the same about myself. With your permission, I am going to walk very slowly to my favourite armchair over here. And sit down. So. I always knew this day would come. I did not know they would send you, O Queen of Cats! You are getting quite the reputation, you know?’ He winked at her.

‘I trust that you have only heard good things, Herr Doktor.’

He smiled at this, then followed the cat’s progress across the living-room rug. The smile weakened, and he said, in very soft German, ‘What will become of you, my boy?’

The woman moved to within a few paces of the doctor’s chair. Her feet were planted wide apart as she reached inside her jacket.

‘Is there a form of words?’ the old man asked. ‘I had heard there was a form of words. Otherwise, you could be … a common housebreaker.’

She took a breath. ‘I have been authorized to carry out an executive order issued by the president of the state of Israel. Do you understand why I have come to you?’

‘That’s very good,’ the doctor said, as if speaking to himself. Then he realized he had failed to answer her question and said quickly: ‘Yes. Yes, of course. I understand everything. It will sound strange to you, but I have been looking forward to this for a long time.’

‘Is there anything you want to say?’

‘I have tablets.’

‘What?’

‘I obtained tablets. I did not have the courage to use them, God forgive me. They are in the top drawer over there. I will not move a muscle. Will you permit me to take them? It will be easier for both of us.’

The woman found a white paper bag in the drawer containing a cardboard box with a bottle inside. She tossed it to him and watched him fiddle with box and bottle. His movements were so clumsy that she thought he was playing for time, but then she remembered he was supposed to be recovering from a stroke.

At last, he tapped the tablets on to the palm of his hand. There was a bottle of clear spirits on the side table next to his chair, with the glass he had drunk from the night before. He poured three fingers into the tumbler and took a small sip, followed by a proper mouthful. Then he froze. The hand that held the tablets was trembling. He looked at the woman pleadingly.

She nodded emphatically and said: ‘It’s time. Do it now.’ It helped. He swallowed the first pill. Nothing happened and he took another, gasping from the fire of the alcohol in his throat. He took the rest hungrily. The third, the fourth, the fifth, the sixth. She feared some kind of trick, but when he spoke there was nothing left in his mouth.

‘Do you see them when you close your eyes at night?’ he asked, sinking into the chair and letting his head flop back. ‘The others. The ones before me?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Mine come to me every night. When I lie down and shut my eyes, there they all are – waiting. Just like in life. They always waited so patiently. There were so many. But I remember all the faces.’

His speech was beginning to slur. His breath was a rasp that filled the room. The glass thudded on to the rug.

‘What do they say to you?’ She reached forward and took his wrist in her hand, feeling the slowing pulse. She had to know.

His eyes closed for the last time and it took him a while to process her words and form a reply.

‘Nothing!’ he said, with an effort. ‘They just look at me. I didn’t mind them at first. I used to shout at them – tell them to get lost. But in recent times …’

‘Yes?’ He was trying to say something, but could not get it out. She put her ear next to his lips. The voice seemed to come from far away.

‘They crowd around me,’ he whispered in German. ‘The small children. Die kleine Kinder.’




1

Lithuania, 2004

IN THE SPRING OF 2004, AN ELDERLY WOMAN TRAVELLED from her home on the island of Elba to the Republic of Lithuania, using three different passports to complete the journey.

Flying from Elba to Rome, she used a well-worn Norwegian document that gave her forename as Greta – the name she had answered to since childhood. From Rome to Berlin, she was, as far as any prying eyes would have been concerned, a citizen of the state of Israel with an entirely different first and last name. On the final leg of the journey, from Berlin to Vilnius, she used a stiff new Lithuanian passport that identified her as Zofija Jenseniene.

It was done from habit rather than any real need to cover her movements. The woman was seventy-seven years old and had long retired from the kind of dangerous work that required such precautions. She had reached the age at which few of her fellow passengers paid her any attention. If someone had studied her, they might have noticed that her eyes were a dramatic shade of green, with a hint of the Central Asian steppes in them. She had high, angular cheekbones that gave her face a cat-like quality. Her hair was white and thinning and she had cut it as short as a Roman soldier’s. She wore expensive technical clothing of the kind favoured by skiers and mountaineers.

At the airport in Berlin, Greta drank tea – English-style, with milk – and ate chocolate and salted almonds. She bought a postcard showing the Brandenburg Gate and wrote a message on the back to her eldest son that began: ‘Greetings, from the lair of the Fascist beast!’

When she hailed a cab at the airport in Vilnius, the driver popped the boot for her but did not help her with her case. She sat in the back and they drove south towards the Rūdninkai Forest. The country all around was flat and pleasant. There were lots of storks. When they were passing Žagarinė she noticed that the meter was already showing double the price they had negotiated.

‘What’s going on with that thing?’ she asked.

‘Tourist tax.’

‘I am not a tourist. I am from Samogitia.’

The driver thought this unlikely. The woman’s clothes and the way she spoke – with frequent pauses for forgotten words – made him guess that she was a wealthy Lithuanian-American. She had probably spent her life in Chicago and was seeing the fabled mother country for the first time. She was, he felt sure, destined for disappointment.

‘I pay what we agreed,’ the old woman said. ‘No more.’ They pulled up at a set of temporary traffic lights on the last good road before the deep forest began.

The driver shrugged and said these new guys (he meant the government) were stiffing everyone, Mother, and he had no choice but to obey the law, when he saw that the woman had put a hand on the back of his seat and was leaning forward. He reluctantly turned to meet her gaze while the engine idled.

She put her face very close to his and let him feel all the force behind her eyes. ‘Draugeli,’ she said. ‘My little friend. Do you think I am going to be cheated by the likes of you?’ He turned off the meter.

A friend of Greta’s son had told her about the memorial and given her directions. She recognized no landmarks now and would never have found the spot without his help. There were no roads in this part of the forest the last time she was here.

The young man had warned her of what to expect, so when at last she made it to the top of the steep slope and saw the marble slab, there should have been no surprise. There was no logical explanation for the stabbing sensation she felt in her stomach.

The inscription on the slab read: ‘This marks the spot where two young girls, members of the renowned partisan band Three Sisters, were buried in the summer of 1944. Lithuanian patriots, the girls were killed after a long gun battle with the German SS.’

Greta walked around, stamping her feet against a fresh breeze that raked the wooded hilltop. Then she sat awkwardly on a tree stump. Every so often she looked again at the words on the marble as though she had misread them the first time. In the car park at the beginning of the newly cleared woodland trail, the taxi driver would be sitting and smoking sullenly. Or perhaps he had driven off in disgust and abandoned her.

She held on to herself very tightly but, at length, the tears came. What does it matter anyway? she asked herself. Who else will cry for them? After a while, she wiped her eyes, and indignation began to build inside her. Everything about the monument was wrong.

On a computer in the business suite at her hotel, she searched for the government ministry responsible for it. She remembered the departmental logo that had been etched into a corner of the marble slab, next to the twelve stars of the European Union. She navigated her way slowly across the department’s web pages, struggling with the written Lithuanian language. She found a good likely contact, a Mrs Indrė Žukauskienė, and tapped out a message.

No one replied. Two days later, Greta wrote another message, then called the ministry. People asked her to hold on, then cut the line while she was waiting. They told her she had the wrong department. They said no one with the name Indrė Žukauskienė had ever worked there. They told Greta that she was supposed to fill in a form, not send an email. They told her Mrs Žukauskienė was on maternity leave and could not take messages.

Right at the end of her week in Lithuania, Greta received a call from Indrė Žukauskienė. The young woman really had been on maternity leave, the messages had only just been passed on, and could Mrs Jenseniene see her in Vilnius?

They met in a café near the castle. Indrė Žukauskienė ordered cakes and coffee for herself and tea with milk for the peculiar forceful old lady.

The waiter brought everything over. He paid the young woman a great deal of attention and Greta could not help but smile.

‘You seem too young to be a mother. I forget that people still get married and have children early in this country. It’s a good idea. I left it late and found it hard to keep up with my boys.’

‘You said that you grew up in Lithuania but emigrated to Scandinavia?’

‘There is a little more to the story than that.’ Greta sipped her tea and could not help grimacing. The water was lukewarm, and the waiter had heated the milk with the nozzle of the coffee machine. ‘Thank you for meeting me, and I don’t want you to think that I’m ungrateful for the memorial. It’s good that people want to remember what happened back then. But we have to get the details right.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Indrė. ‘Will you tell me what you think is wrong? I will make a full report.’

‘The first thing is that the girls were indeed Lithuanian patriots, as is written, but they were also Jewish, and that is too important to be left out. Also, there was no long gunfight. It was over in seconds, I’m afraid. And the men were not SS. They were Wehrmacht – regular German Army. That is an important detail too.’

The young woman was too professional to show any surprise. Her brow creased as she wrote on her spiral pad. ‘How can you be sure that the girls were Jews? There was a Jewish partisan group active in the forest around that time, but we think that the Three Sisters were Lithuanians.’

‘It was possible to be both of those things at the same time, my dear. That is something that some of you appear to have forgotten. I know they were Jewish because I grew up with them. Their names were Vita and Riva. And whoever found their graves must have known they were Jews, because I carved the Star of David into the rifles I left to mark the place. On the wooden bit, you know … I can’t remember the word.’

‘The butt? The butt of the rifles? You … carved?’

‘I didn’t have much time, but I scratched six-pointed stars into both rifle butts with a knife. I had taken it from a German soldier and stabbed him to death with it. The blade was notched where it had struck his collarbone, but the point was still sharp.’

The younger woman pushed her plate of apple cake to one side. An hour earlier, she had been singing a song to her infant son about a squirrel in a red hat.

Greta delved into her handbag and took out a folding map of Lithuania and a leather-bound organizer with half a dozen loose documents inside. Some were handwritten letters. She spread a paper napkin on the table and laid a black-and-white photograph on top of it.

Three smiling girls. The one in the middle was unmistakably a young Greta. Her arms rested on the shoulders of the others. They all wore rough clothes, like farm workers. The girl on the left, the slightest, had her hair up in a headscarf and a cigarette hanging from her lips. Her arms were crossed over her chest. She held a stubby Mauser semi-automatic pistol in one hand and a Luger in the other. The girl on the right was the tallest, and she had taken the most care with her hair and make-up in preparation for the photograph. She had a Schmeisser sub-machine gun slung across her body. None of the girls looked older than sixteen.

‘I was beautiful then,’ said Greta. ‘Of course I thought I was ugly at the time. That’s the way with women, isn’t it? I hope you know how beautiful you are now, Indrė, and that you enjoy it. So, you see how I knew the girls. We were not related by blood, but I am the last of the Three Sisters. I killed the men who killed them.’

Indrė continued to write carefully for some moments. Then she said: ‘I’m going to order more coffee. Would you like another tea?’

‘Yes, please, but first I need to tell him how to make it properly.’
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Tenerife, 1960

AFTER MADRID, GRETA SPENT TWO QUIET MONTHS IN south-west France, staying in a small hotel close to the Spanish border. Every Sunday she rang the same three numbers, one in Paris and two in London, using a different public telephone each time. On the first Sunday in July 1960 the calls took longer than usual. The next morning, she bought clothes for a beach holiday. Just before Bastille Day, two plane tickets and a counterfeit passport arrived at her hotel in a stiff envelope.

That evening, she drove to a small vineyard in the Corbières region and was welcomed like a long-lost daughter by the elderly couple who owned it. Madame was preparing Greta’s favourite meal: stewed boar with cognac and wild mushrooms. After dinner, Monsieur went to the bedroom where Greta always slept, took her ancient suitcase from the top of the wardrobe and left her alone with it.

Greta fingered the items inside: a necklace with a Star of David pendant, a scrap of handmade linen, an envelope stuffed with photographs and letters. It was all that remained of her mother, her grandmother and her childhood friends Vita and Riva. She felt emotion rising in her throat. She knew that it would overwhelm her if she let it. She put the things back and shut the lid of the case firmly, closing the locks with both thumbs. ‘Not yet,’ she murmured. ‘Not yet.’

Southern Tenerife was unbearable in high summer. It was cooler in the north. In La Laguna people had heard of Florian, but no one knew where he was. Greta caught the look of pity in their faces. It was not the first time a woman had come through, looking for him. She hired an asthmatic Seat 600 and took the slaloming road up to Taganana. She knew to take the downhill sections in low gear. The brakes would not last if you rode them.

The seasons changed minute by minute as the little car wheezed up into the Anaga mountains. Bands of cold mist gave way to blistering sunshine. She stopped at Casas de la Cumbre and ran her hands over the bark of the strange trees that clung to the hillside. These woods were very different from the forests of her youth but being among trees always calmed her.

A sudden squall of rain swept in and she ran into a doorless stone hut to shelter. She bit into a large bar of La Candelaria chocolate. An ancient shepherd put his head through the doorway and there was a little comedy of embarrassment as she rose quickly and tried to leave, and he insisted that she stay. He shared bread and olives with her and offered her wine from a tartan Thermos flask. If a traveller from Mars landed in these woods, thought Greta, the local people would offer them wine and bread. This was still Spain, even if they were closer to the Sahara than the Pyrenees.

At Taganana there was talk of Florian, and she drove around the coast to Benijo, following a hunch. She picked her way down the steep steps cut into the cliff face. She saw him over on the right, where the grey-black sand of the beach met rocks the size of houses. He was the only man she had ever seen who wore his hair so long that he had to tie it in a ponytail.

He was on all fours, performing callisthenic exercises, surrounded by ten or twelve young men and women aping his movements. Almost twenty years ago, at the height of the war, a British newspaper had called him The Most Dangerous Man in the World.

Florian was still handsome, though age had given his face a sour, patrician look. His mouth drooped slightly at the corners. After they finished exercising, his group ran into the sea and their whoops of delight carried to Greta on the breeze.

Afterwards, Florian sat bare-chested and cross-legged, and the others gathered close around him. She could not tell if they were performing a breathing exercise together, or whether they were listening to him dispensing some wisdom.

Before the war, he had been one of the first Europeans to travel to Tibet. He had enjoyed great success with a book that laid out the traditional exercises done by Buddhist monks there to keep themselves limber between long bouts of sitting meditation. He had changed his name and altered his appearance after the war. She wondered if his contacts in Germany collected book royalties on his behalf and forwarded the money to him.

He stood up and she saw that he was tanned and very lean, with the stomach muscles of a much younger man. When they broke for lunch, he draped a flowing linen shirt over his shoulders but did not fasten the buttons.

At the café in the village in the afternoon, Greta spotted two women who had been exercising on the beach with Florian. She walked past and complimented them gushingly on their dresses and their matching straw hats, which were made by local villagers in the traditional Canarian style.

One of the women asked Greta to join them. She was a Milanese journalist of about thirty. The other woman was from Holland: tall and handsome and very grave. She could not have been older than nineteen. The Italian told Greta that they were learning about Buddhism from a German academic who knew the secret of raising his body temperature at will by meditating and controlling the flow of his breath. The woman pointed out Florian to her as he passed them on the other side of the street, and Greta said: ‘Oh, my, he’s handsome.’ The Dutch girl looked at her and her eyes flashed.

That night Greta slept badly, curled up on the back seat of the tiny car. She rose at sunrise to bathe in the sea. She put on a flowing cotton dress that flattered her figure. It had deep pockets into which she dropped a handful of Spanish currency, a tiny glass bottle labelled as Murine eye drops and a knife that opened automatically. She looked at herself in the driver’s mirror. Her hair was below her shoulders now and the seawater made it wavy. Her skin always took a deep tan and held on to it. Her shoulders were slightly sunburned. The overall effect was tousled but attractive.

In the early afternoon she saw Florian and the Dutch girl arguing in the palm trees by the seafront walkway. She wasn’t close enough to hear what they were saying, but the girl raised her voice several times. Florian’s stayed calm and low. He drew the girl to him and kissed her on both cheeks but she pulled away in disgust and marched off. Greta saw her ball her hand into a fist and rub away a tear.

When the sun set over the ocean that evening, Greta took a walk along the beach, following the line where the tide made the black sand wet. She wandered close to the spot where Florian and his group were ending their second exercise session of the day. It was all very casual and natural. They were shaking themselves off after their workout and the Italian woman shouted a greeting and beckoned to Greta as she passed. The Dutch girl was nowhere to be seen. Greta walked up to the group. She smiled shyly and shook hands with a few people. Florian stood apart, shaking a towel. She glanced at him, making eye contact briefly, broke it off, then looked at him again, holding his gaze for longer.

There was a group dinner that night, and Florian told a story about Tibet while they waited for the food. When the lamas were in charge, before the Chinese invaded, the Tibetans were only ever allowed to wear two outfits, one for summer, and one for winter. The whole population had to swap from one costume to the other on the same day, which the monks decided by casting a horoscope. The spring might come late one year, but if a particular date was considered auspicious, everyone would have to stow away their yak-fur coats and go about shivering in summer tunics, even if the ground was still thick with Himalayan snow.

The waiters brought platters of grilled fish and small, wrinkled potatoes cooked in seawater. It was simple but good. An earnest, intense Brazilian man sat next to Florian and monopolized him for the rest of the meal. When the Brazilian left his seat for a few minutes, Florian leaned over to Greta and said: ‘I’m going to seize my chance to escape. Would you like to come back to my place?’

The apartment was sparsely decorated. In the corridor there was a teeming, garish painting of the life of the Buddha in the traditional Tibetan style. The Enlightened One was a huge presence in the middle of the canvas. Smaller versions of Him acted out scenes from His miraculous life in a circle around the outside.

Florian went through them one by one, telling the stories with great fluency: The Dream of the White Elephant; The Years of Austerity; The Bowl of Rice under the Banyan Tree. He stood close to Greta and leaned against the wall with one arm. He had been a great seducer of women in his time, but he was nearly sixty now. This guarded young woman had arrived out of nowhere and he could not quite read her.

Greta realized that this was the moment Florian was going to try to kiss her. She ducked under his arm and went past him, touching his back as she did so to soften the blow. She went into the kitchen and called: ‘Is there anything to drink?’

‘There’s whiskey in one of the cupboards.’

Greta found an unopened bottle of Black Bush and two good crystal glasses. She shouted: ‘I’ve never tried this kind.’

‘I don’t like the Scotch,’ Florian called back. ‘Bad memories. I prefer the Irish. More neutral.’ She heard him chuckle at his private joke.

When she came into the lounge with the drinks, he was sitting at one end of the sofa, his body turned in to the centre. He was wearing loose white cotton drawstring trousers and a cornflower blue linen shirt, open almost to the navel. His chest was nearly hairless and his stomach looked very taut. His long iron-grey hair was tied with an elastic band. He looked at her warily. His face was lined from age and exposure to the sun but he had fine cheekbones and a strong jaw.

She sat at the other end of the sofa, leaving a space between them. She raised her glass and took a big swallow. He did the same. Then he put the glass down firmly on the coffee table. She sensed again that he was going to try for a kiss.

Greta crossed the space between them on the sofa quickly, slipped her hand down his trousers and took hold of his cock. He was still a vigorous man, and she felt it swelling in her hand. He leaned back and closed his eyes, exhaling slowly. She said: ‘I’m in control. Understood?’

‘Yes.’

‘Men used to treat me badly. Not any more. We do this my way.’

‘Oh, yes.’

She picked up the glass and held it out. ‘Have some more to drink first. Take it! Or do you want me to stop? All right, then. Good boy.’ She watched him drink and swallow, then put the glass back on the table for him.

Greta stroked him rhythmically. His breath was deep and slow. Men are farmyard animals, she thought. Hold them in the right place and you can lead them all the way to the slaughterhouse. After a while she felt his erection begin to subside. His head rested on the back of the sofa. He was breathing very deeply.

She let go of him and pulled her hand out of his trousers. ‘How are you feeling?’ He did not respond. The clear solution she had dropped into his whiskey had taken effect. Greta waited for two minutes and spoke again, loudly and clearly: ‘How are you feeling now, my Obersturmbannführer?’ There was no flicker of response on his face. She allowed herself to give in to disgust and let her body shiver uncontrollably. She glared at the hand that had held him as if she wanted to cut it off.

There was nothing of interest in his bedroom. Nothing at the back of the drawers and no false bottoms. Nothing hidden behind the paintings. She threw clothes carelessly out of drawers and cupboards.

She found a small safe at the bottom of the wardrobe, hidden by shoeboxes. It had four dials, like a bicycle lock, all set to zero. She thought about shooting it open but the noise would wake the neighbours.

Greta knelt in front of the safe and stared at it. No obvious course of action suggested itself. She nodded. It’s time, she told herself. I am just going to have to kill him, without proof or confession. Sometimes it has to be this way.

A sudden thought occurred to her. She set the dials to two, zero, zero, four, then turned the handle. The door of the safe popped open.

Photographs of women. A French passport in a German name that was not quite his real one. American dollar bills. Stacks of coins packed into sealed paper tubes. Each held about ten coins and was very heavy. Greta tore the paper with her thumbnail and squeezed out a coin.

She stood up, stepping back into the light to look at it properly. It was pre-war – a twenty-mark piece with the German eagle on one side and the coat of arms of the city of Hamburg on the other. The coin was highly polished and she caught the reflection of movement behind her. Her hand flashed towards her pocket.

Some instinct of danger had troubled Florian’s drugged sleep, sounding a discordant note that wound through his dreams and took on the insistent tone of an alarm. He opened his eyes and the crushing heaviness in his body told him something was wrong. He tried to stand and found that he could not. Panic sent a surge of adrenaline through his system. It fought the sodium pentothal and propelled him to his feet. She had given him a respectable dose, but it could not overpower a lifetime of instinct and training. He shook his head to clear it and moved silently towards the bedroom.

He had wrapped his left arm all the way around Greta’s neck before she could stop him, so that his elbow was pointing forward, and the blade of his wrist was pressing hard against the side of her throat. She dropped the coin as he wrenched her backwards, lifting both her feet from the floor. He put his right forearm against the back of her neck and squeezed the biceps with his left hand. There was intense pressure on her carotid artery. She would be unconscious in seconds – but the knife was already in her hand.

The blade slid out and she sliced him across the knuckles, cutting deep. He let her go and stared at his hand, seeing white bone below gashed red flesh.

Greta flashed the knife in Florian’s face, cutting him from the corner of the mouth right out to the ear. His hands flew up instinctively and she stuck the switchblade straight into his belly, low down, just above the groin on his left side.

She butted her head into his chest, jumped back and drove forward until he was pinned against the bedroom wall. The hand holding the knife switched to a reverse grip, so the blade was closest to her little finger, the knuckles pointing up and the elbow flared out to the side.

She wrapped her other hand over the end of the handle and shifted her feet so she could get all her weight behind the movement as she dragged the embedded knife from right to left across his lower abdomen, ripping him open entirely.

Florian held his arms across his lower body like a mother cradling an infant, trying to prevent his intestines from spilling out. He slid down the wall and sat there, looking down. His eyes flickered up at Greta, but she saw the consciousness drain from them as he toppled sideways. She saw the bright glossy colours of his exposed organs. A cloud of damp steam rose from the open wound. His bowel emptied itself and the sour smell began to fill the room.




3

London, 1961

‘NOT EVERY JOB WILL BE AS HARD AS THAT, OKAY?’ SAID Yakuv. ‘Remember Madrid?’

‘That was a strange one,’ said Greta. ‘Like a dream.’

‘So you said. Do you want another of those? Ice cream and chocolate sauce?’

‘Cold vanilla ice cream, hot espresso. I’ve had enough, though.’

‘You’re practically inhaling it. I don’t want to get too close in case I lose a hand.’

She snorted with laughter, through a full mouth. He gave her a disapproving look, with his El Greco face – long and lean and Iberian, with the fussy little pointed beard. It was patched with grey now, and he was bald on top. When Greta had first met Yakuv, fighting Hitler’s armies in the forests of Lithuania, he had had a mass of black curls piled on top of his head. The story was that his Russian handlers had nicknamed him ‘Trotsky’ and he had cut his hair short ever since out of wounded vanity. He could not bear to lose the beard, though.

She wolfed down another spoonful and he winced. ‘How is your weight now?’

‘I’ve lost a few pounds. It always happens when I get ready for a show.’

‘What about the teeth? Let me see. Not bad.’

‘Thank you for the recommendation.’ She ran a fingernail across the surface of the enamel of her new white incisors. ‘They felt too big for my mouth at first. And sensitive. I couldn’t even eat ice cream.’ She pouted.

‘A woman must suffer to be beautiful. It is her fate.’

‘How profound. I always forget you’re a poet.’

Yakuv raised two fingers. ‘Poet and soldier, okay? Two jobs, like everyone at home. Like my brother-in-law is a dentist as well as a tank commander.’

Zampa’s on the Gray’s Inn Road, in the mid-morning lull. They had a corner table and sat sideways in their chairs so they could see all the entrances and exits. Yakuv looked sulkily through the big plate-glass window at the grey sky. The London winter drained the colour from everything and turned it into wartime newsreel. A woman stalked along the street past the front door of the café, dragging a child by the hand. She had the collar of her long black coat turned up against a swirling wind that made the rubbish dance along the pavements. Most of her face was hidden.

Greta lifted the glass to drink the melted ice cream at the bottom. A few drops escaped and ran down her chin. She saw Yakuv grimace with exaggerated disgust and she laughed. It had been a long time since she had let herself laugh like that.

Before she had finished, he leaned in and whispered: ‘Don’t get too comfortable. Someone is on your trail, little vixen. I hear things. You know what I hear? That the name Greta is never far from the lips of certain personnel in the Soviet Embassy in London. They do not have a photograph of you. They make discreet enquiries among acquaintances who might possess such a thing. I could make a lot of money.’

‘I can see those MGB oafs coming from a mile away.’

‘Perhaps. But listen to this. A man who belongs to the Fourth Directorate of Soviet intelligence has also been seen in various locations around this miserable island. A capable man, I might add. This is unusual. Where does he pop up? In London and in Cambridge. What a coincidence. Who do I know who spends her life running between those cities, flirting shamelessly with the toothless old professors, for reasons I cannot begin to guess at?’

‘Distant neighbours,’ said Greta, suddenly serious. ‘That is news. But I can’t see the Fourth flying over here to give the MGB a helping hand, can you? They hate each other more than they hate Russia’s enemies.’

‘The wolf hunting alongside the bear. You are right. They would claw each other to death first, would they not? And yet my source is impeccable. I don’t purport to have an answer to this riddle. I pass on what I hear, okay? This is how I pay down my debt to you, one coin at a time.’

He tailed off, peering past her out of the window. Greta turned to see what he was looking at: a young woman in a white raincoat standing on the opposite pavement, facing the café.

‘It’s not her.’

‘What?’

‘The woman waiting for the trolleybus. You’re wondering if it’s the same one who walked past a minute ago with the child, in a different coat. It’s not. The height is wrong, the shoes. This woman has bare legs too. The mother had stockings on. You can’t just whip them off like that when you’re out on a job.’

Yakuv looked at her for a few seconds, then said: ‘Fly back with me tonight.’ She nearly coughed a mouthful of tea into her lap. ‘There’s a house near the beach in Eilat I’m thinking about for you. I want you to see it. You have a bank account full of dollars that you never touch. I’m working on a passport now.’

‘I thought I was still on probation.’

‘Nonsense. It’s been three years. A couple more jobs? We’re talking full citizenship.’ He raised his mug in a salute. ‘The foreign minister of Israel sends her personal greetings.’

‘As if that lady would take an interest in some poor little Lithuanian shiksa.’

Yakuv grinned. ‘I walked past the Queen of England’s palace this morning. I wasn’t impressed. My queen? Lives in a very simple apartment in Rehavia. She invites me into the kitchen and prepares Turkish coffee while I tell her all about your exploits. With most of the details cut out, naturally, to preserve deniability.’

‘Naturally. How flattering.’

‘All I’m saying is that you have friends. Why don’t you let me help you? Whatever you’ve got yourself into here, I can help. You can always reach me through the shnayder.’

‘You mean you want to know if my personal business will create problems for your queen in Jerusalem. It won’t. It’s a small historical matter. And I have friends here who help me.’

‘Mindaugas.’ He snorted. ‘Is that the name? I remember him from the war. A farmer’s boy from Samogitia, catching flies with his mouth open.’

‘And you were a skinny kid with a bad chest from the Vilna ghetto. But you became strong. Mindaugas is solid.’ She rapped her knuckles on the cracked Formica tabletop. ‘Like a Lithuanian oak.’

Yakuv sat back in his chair and nodded reluctantly. His mother had been told he would not see his first birthday. He had gone on to stand in the wings of history, playing a hand in the collapse of empires and acting as midwife at the birth of a new country.

He looked out at the street again. A 543 trolleybus had arrived and the woman in the white coat was getting on.

‘You can’t stay in this miserable country for ever.’

Greta reached out and touched his hand. ‘I know you can’t stand it here. I appreciate you coming over. It’s difficult for me to get away just now.’

‘Cold, grey place,’ Yakuv said bitterly.

‘You just hate the British because they threw you in prison once.’

‘I don’t hate anyone. My philosophy? Forgive and forget.’

This time Greta did not manage to keep all the tea in her mouth and she had to snatch up a napkin. Yakuv could not help smiling at her reaction.

‘I am only half joking. Listen, okay? There is a serious point. You think I am in the business of revenge. No. Settling debts is my business. When they are paid off, I move on. Israel moves on. Vengeance is not a sufficiently developed moral principle. One cannot build a new kind of country based on it.’ He gave her a searching look. ‘A human being cannot construct a full life based on this principle either.’

She was dabbing at herself with the napkin and did not want to look him in the eye.

He said: ‘I mean it. I can do something else. What’s your second career? What are you going to do when this is all over?’

‘Some people have only one talent.’

He pointed to a spot on her chin. ‘You have a little … There. That’s it.’ Then he said: ‘Well done in Tenerife, okay? I know it was hard going. And handing in the gold? Much appreciated.’

‘I thought it might have belonged to someone. Maybe they can trace the owner.’

He smiled grimly. ‘You mean the owner’s distant relatives. They’ll certainly try. But the money? Not worth handing it in. It just creates extra paperwork for me. A bit of currency like that? Just put it in your pocket next time.’

After he had settled the bill and she was putting on her tweed coat, Yakuv said: ‘You never told me how you got the safe open in Tenerife. That was a clever piece of burglary.’

‘Just a lucky guess. Twenty oh-four.’

He looked at her blankly.

‘The Führer’s birthday.’

That afternoon, Greta ventured out into unknown territory: the stretch of the Central Line west of Marble Arch. It was busy at first, and she had to stand. She felt it once, twice, three times: a hand skimming her waist and hip. A man was tracing the outline of her mid-section lightly with his fingers. He wasn’t bold enough to squeeze her.

As they pulled into Notting Hill Gate she turned and gave him a dazzling smile. A Teddy Boy, though no longer a boy. Thinning quiff, grey sideburns, teeth like the rotting supports of a fallen pier. When he smiled back, she said: ‘If that hand comes near me again, I’ll chop it off.’ The man left the train.

Further west, she recognized some of the names. Northolt called to mind images of dogfights and vapour trails in the blue English sky. Someone else’s war is always a sideshow, she thought. The only real war is the one you fight.

At Ruislip Gardens she walked south-west, following a brook that ran along the edge of the airfield, until she reached the woods and the allotments. She saw Viktoras from a quarter of a mile away, over the top of a hedge. He was digging. He had the same bushy moustache, and his upper body was as bulky as ever. Greta came up behind him as he was bending down to peer into a long, low greenhouse full of cucumbers. ‘How are they looking?’

He did not turn immediately. He gripped the spade tight. When he looked at her, it was with a smile that did not reach the eyes.

She was wearing her long tweed coat and a beret. Both her hands were in her pockets. She let him see that something else was in the right pocket.

‘As big as torpedoes!’ he said. ‘I can show you a way to pickle these in fifteen minutes that tastes like you did it for months.’

‘That sounds good. Let’s talk. Put the spade down first.’

She could not get used to seeing Viktoras on his own like this. In her head, the big man and her wicked little uncle were an inseparable duo – a classic, mismatched music-hall double-act. A photograph of them taken in 1942 remained stamped on her memory, so that when she thought of one man, she always pictured the other next to him. They were standing hip-to-hip and propping each other up in the photo. If you looked at it from arm’s length, the men merged to form one grey mass, a single animal with four legs and two heads. Viktoras provided the muscle, while Greta’s uncle, she knew, was the malign brain of the beast.

It looked like whoever had taken the picture had made some crack just before the shutter closed because the men’s mouths were stretched wide with hilarity. There was a knock-kneed silliness about them: they were laughing so hard they could barely stand. Both were wearing the Feldgrau uniform and runic badges of the fifth division of the Waffen SS.

The shed at the top of Viktoras’s sloping allotment was the size of a double garage. They sat on camping chairs, two sword-lengths apart. There was a card table, the green baize stained and worn away in patches. He wiped his filthy hands with a yellow cloth, then poured himself a measure of clear liquid from a bottle with a handwritten label. Greta waved away the offer.

‘Your information was excellent,’ she said. ‘He was in Tenerife exactly when you said he would be. And he wasn’t hard to find, with that long hair.’

‘I hear he is some kind of guru now. Like Gandhi?’

‘Something like that. Viktoras?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s “was”, I’m afraid. Florian is in hell now, with all the others.’

He seemed to pride himself on not reacting to things like that, so she added, cruelly: ‘It was a difficult death. I had to perform a Caesarean section.’

Viktoras sipped at the grubby mug and wiped the moustache with the back of his hand. ‘I hope these Jew filth pay you well.’

‘You know they do because you take your cut. But it’s not all about money for me. You know that too.’

She produced a small red-and-black notebook from her pocket, like a rent ledger, and placed it on the table. She remembered what Yakuv had told her: they were in the business of settling debts. Well, here was an account book.

‘You told me about the Einsatzgruppen,’ she went on. ‘But I know you were in Viking Division too. I know you were at Bad Tölz.’

That got through. He gave a start, like he had been slapped in the face.

‘I know that you helped other SS volunteers get out after the war,’ she went on. ‘Lithuanians, Latvians, some others. At the very least, I need the names of all the Germans you know who made it to Spain. The Israelis won’t be interested in all of them, but they need a full list, so they can check it against their persons of interest. There’s a process. They don’t go after anyone without good evidence. I try to keep the Lithuanians out of it if I can.’

Viktoras put the mug down, and his hands gripped his knees. Something about his body language made her slip a finger into the trigger guard of the Baby Browning in her pocket.

But when he finally spoke, it was with a pleading tone.

‘All we wanted was to save Lithuania for you – our daughters and our sons. It was always the same, my whole life. We were the bone the dogs fought over. Pulled in every direction. Sure, I wanted the Jews out. All the rest of them too: Germans, Russians, Polacks. I wish I could have thrown them all on a bonfire. Burn the weeds and make the land green again. We took German guns to fight the Bolsheviks, sure. We needed training too. They offered it and I took it.’

‘I’ve seen photographs. A synagogue on fire. You and my uncle – close enough to warm your hands …’

‘The Jews of Lithuania were always working for the Russians!’ Viktoras shouted. ‘If you scratched a Jew, they were Russian underneath.’

‘But you did more than scratch them, didn’t you? You and your boys.’

She stood up and pushed the notebook closer to him. It was wrapped in rubber bands and it bulged in the middle. ‘There’s money in there. The same as last time. You’ll recognize my uncle’s handwriting. His memory failed him when it came to Lithuanians who joined the SS, but he was good on other nationalities. I want you to confirm all the names he wrote down and add as many others as you can.’

He picked up the book reluctantly, hefting it for weight. ‘You’re like a Jew landlord.’ He was his old hard self again. He had been in more interrogation rooms than she had fingers.

‘Every name you add helps keep yours off the list.’ She stood up and backed towards the door, both hands still in her pockets.

‘Not for me either,’ he said vaguely.

‘What?’

‘It’s not all about money for me.’

He studied his hands, spreading the thick fingers wide. They were caked with black dirt and there were rings of dried blood around the nails. ‘Sometimes when I’m finished here for the day, I look at these and I don’t know how I’ll ever get them white again. My daughter won’t let me in the house like this. She makes me wash in the yard, like an animal.’

‘Keep scrubbing, old dog. You need to scrub a little more before you get clean, and before you and I are done.’
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Moscow, 1948–61

WHEN YULIA SERGEIOVNA FORSHEVA WAS SEVEN, SHE WENT to her father and announced that she had learned the game of chess and had already beaten the boy who was supposed to be the best player in her class.

Sergei ignored her. He was lying on a sofa under a blanket drawn up to his neck, reading the chess column on the back page of the Komsomolskaya Pravda. He wrote notes in the margin with a pencil. He never read anything else in the newspaper. Most of the books he owned were stored in boxes then: the novels and volumes of poetry and short stories. He did not read for pleasure in those days, before the death of Stalin.

They were in the old flat, the one he had designed himself. Yulia knew that her father was an important man and worked on something called modular housing, among many other projects of great significance. The family did not have a dacha then. Sergei had the tired eyes of a much older man. He suffered attacks of what her mother called ‘weakness of the nerves’ in winter. He said that bad men had once taken him away to live in a place even colder than Moscow, and when that kind of cold sinks into your bones, it stays there for ever.

‘I will show you, Papa.’

A couple of minutes later, Sergei peered over the top of the newspaper and saw that the little girl had set up his chess set on a small table close to his elbow. She knelt on the floor at the other side of the table and looked up at him expectantly. She pushed a white pawn forward two squares. Yulia was an appealing child with plump cheeks and very large brown eyes.

Her father frowned and waved a hand. ‘This is not the way to learn.’

‘But I know all the rules.’

‘Congratulations. Now you can fritter away some idle time playing with your friends. Sometimes you will win, sometimes them. You may as well flip a coin.’

Yulia put her elbows on the table, rested her chin on her fists and stared at her father. He refused to lift his eyes from the newspaper. Eventually he said, very lightly: ‘Do you merely want to pass some time, or do you want to win?’

‘I want to win. Tell me how.’

Sergei was pleased but did not let it show. He folded the paper and wrinkled his nose. ‘You are not ready yet. Yesterday, when Mama was feeling ill and trying to sleep in her room, you made a dreadful racket in the passageway outside, even though I told you not to, and the two of you had a row about it. I heard every word.’

‘That’s not fair, Papa. I already said sorry.’

‘The point is that you did not consider how your mother was feeling. The secret of this game is that you put yourself in the other person’s shoes. You always think about what your opponent wants.’

‘Teach me, Papa. Please.’

‘Will you listen? Will you think about other people?’

‘I promise.’

Sergei removed all the pieces from the board except six. He set the remaining chessmen up in the corner. He moved first and had more pieces.

‘This is where we begin,’ he said. ‘It is called the endgame.’

Yulia was eleven, and about to walk into the kitchen of their second-floor flat on a bright morning in March 1953 when an unusual sight made her stop in the doorway. Her parents were holding each other in a silent embrace. She could not see her mother’s face, but Anna’s shoulders were trembling. Sergei said to Yulia: ‘There is no school today. Look outside.’

She realized that her parents were standing in a puddle of spilled milk and broken glass. As she went to the window, Sergei took his wife’s face in both hands and kissed her on the lips.

Yulia could see the faces of people gathering on the football pitch between their block of flats and the one opposite. Some clustered into groups, while others stood alone, swaying slightly as if drunk. Patriotic music was being piped from the loudspeakers that stood in the four corners of the sports field. Some wept openly, but not everyone who was crying looked sad. It was hard to tell what people were feeling. No one spoke or looked each other in the eye. Someone had propped a portrait of Stalin against one of the goalposts, and people were leaving flowers and other offerings around it.

‘He is dead,’ said Sergei. Yulia’s mother let go of her husband and ran from the room.

School was closed for a week. Anna stayed at the Kremlin for three days and nights. Sergei told Yulia her mother was like a sailor, trying to steer the ship in the right direction in the middle of a storm.

A year later, Anna became the first woman to join the Politburo of the Soviet Union. Her new salary was seven times that of a factory worker.

‘Only a general or marshal of the Red Army earns more,’ Anna announced over dinner.

‘They are the only ones who can kill more people than you with a bad decision,’ said Sergei.

Anger clouded his wife’s face, but she did not reply immediately. She chewed and swallowed three more forkfuls of food. She rinsed her mouth with brandy and said: ‘That is where you come in. That is why I need you.’

The family moved into a house in Barvikh that was four times the size of their old flat. There was no more queuing in shops. Anna was given a driver, and soon insisted on personal bodyguards too. She was allowed to choose the men herself. They were always handsome young soldiers.

The Young Pioneers gave a presentation at Yulia’s school that year. They were looking for new recruits. They talked about how children around the world were helping to build socialism. They told stories of the heroic Pioneers who had died after being sent into battle in the Great Patriotic War. Anna thought Yulia would look very fetching in a Pioneer uniform, posing for photographs alongside her mother. Yulia didn’t like the outfits of the girls who visited her school: their white blouses looked itchy and badly cut. Anna told her that such things could easily be solved by a visit to a place called the Black Market. People like them did not have to wear blouses made from scratchy polyester. Anna would have a beautiful uniform made for Yulia by hand out of imported cotton. Yulia asked what her mother meant by ‘people like them’ but Anna could not explain and became angry.

When they played chess that evening, Sergei told Yulia that he would buy her any of the things she had been pestering him for – a new bicycle, piano lessons, a trip to a summer camp – if she made him a solemn, secret promise: that she would never join the Young Pioneers.

Yulia was fifteen in the summer of 1957, when the influenza pandemic that was sweeping the world hit the Soviet Union. Sergei fell into a long fever, his temperature spiking above forty degrees. Anna told Yulia to stay away from him. She ignored this and sat by her father’s bed as he fretted and muttered to himself and looked around the room at people and things that were not there. It was the first time she heard him talk about the Zone.

The stories were disjointed and it was hard to make sense of them. He had been building a railway line. Logs rolled off a train one day and killed the men unloading them. The bodies were left out in the sun. The work schedule could not be interrupted.

The guards did not bother to watch the prisoners when they turned them out to work in the taiga – the endless wilderness that was more deadly than any penal regime. They knew the inmates would return at the end of their shift, preferring the cell walls to the bears and tigers outside.

A group of Kalmyks arrived late one night and were kept in a holding cell. It was an administrative error. There was no room for them in the camp. Sergei heard the head of security grumbling: ‘We are not made of rubber. The walls won’t bend.’

Guards stood around, patting their pockets for notes and coins, looking keenly at the six men in the holding cell.

The platoon commander slid a sharp pickaxe between the bars and it clattered on to the concrete floor. The Kalmyks looked down at the axe, then up at the platoon commander. He said: ‘I will free the one who survives.’

The women grew as coarse and aggressive as the male inmates. The men gradually became animals. They would do anything to distract themselves from reality. They made vicious, blinding methyl alcohol from boot polish strained through bread. Guards and prisoners alike played dice and cards incessantly. Gambling led the zeks into perilous webs of obligation. Men who could not pay their debts had to sever the tips of their fingers as punishment, or prostitute themselves to other men.

There were times when Sergei talked lucidly about his life in the camp, in great detail and without passion. He spoke of the climatic conditions: the waterlogged land that bred the swarms of biting insects; the air that formed over the tundra, much colder than Arctic sea air, which made the killing Siberian winter. Yulia realized he had lapsed into the habits of thought that had sustained him during his imprisonment. He had learned to step back from the horror of immediate experience and analyse everything like a scientist, looking for the principles and deep structures that might explain the brutal world of the Zone.

As his fever grew to its climax, Sergei began to give in to emotion and his voice weakened. It was not clear that he still knew who Yulia was as he spoke haltingly of the final phase of his prison term. Something terrible had happened in those last months, which he struggled to put into words. Sorrow and shame consumed him eventually and his voice gave out, but not before she had teased out the dark secret with gentle questions. Sergei’s record of good behaviour had impressed the camp authorities. Near the end of his sentence, they had made him an auxiliary guard. It was an honour reserved for the most trusted zeks: they became responsible for keeping order among the other inmates, in exchange for privileges, protection, and a uniform.

In the second half of 1957, the autumn of Sputnik 1, Anna became known as the hostess who threw the best parties in Moscow – raucous gatherings of great political value. The whole country seemed to be flying as high as the little satellite, and fellow members of the Politburo, their families and their courtiers flocked to the house in Barvikh every weekend. Sergei stayed away on those evenings. Yulia was allowed to attend, and her mother encouraged her to drink alcohol and dress in the latest fashions. She had always thought of the girl as a kind of attractive doll. As Yulia reached her late teens, she became an increasingly amusing companion, entertaining the adults with a wit and wisdom beyond her years.

Yulia remembered the night when her mother produced a magnum of real champagne, a gift from the French ambassador. The guests all crowded together in the kitchen. The new foreign minister, Shulgin, was given the task of prising cork from bottle. There was a cheer when the bang came. Yulia had never tasted anything so complex and beguiling, so alive with effervescence. Everyone rolled the wine around their mouths and looked at Anna. She loyally pronounced it inferior to the Soviet answer to champagne – sweet sparkling wine from the east of Georgia. All the




























TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Bantam Press
Penguin paperback edition published 2023

Copyright © Patrick Worrall, 2022

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover photographs © Getty Images and Shutterstock

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Lyrics on p.128 from ‘Spoonful’, written by Willie Dixon, first performed by Howlin’ Wolf.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

ISBN: 978-1-529-19082-3

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘Dazzlingly confident’

‘Incredibly impressive’ l

In the spy game,

every move matters

PATR





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





