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			Her name was Mrs Golubova and she was seventy-eight years old. 

			Three hours before, just as the airplane prepared to pull away from the gate in Stockholm, a flight attendant had come slowly down the aisle, followed by an old woman carrying a cane. Thump, thump, thump – with each step the woman brought the stick down hard on the floor, loud enough to be heard over the hum of the now-idling engines. When the attendant stopped by his row, Weaver watched with a sinking heart as she pointed to the empty seat beside him.

			By then he could see the old woman clearly. She wore a wool skirt, rough as a horse blanket, that hung down to her ankles, and a sage cloak-like coat with buttons that were undone. Her hair was tied in a bun, and a pair of ancient spectacles dangled from a silver chain around her neck. A classic-looking country babushka: all she needed was an unruly bunch of chickens and a pail of corn.

			The attendant reached for her bag, and the woman reluctantly handed it over, watching intently, her jaw set, as it was put in the overhead compartment. 

			By now Weaver had stood up and moved back in the aisle to let the old woman take her seat. Although the plane was almost empty, the seat by the window in his row was occupied by, from the blond looks of him, a Swedish businessman, spruce in a suit and already yawning. Weaver had planned to move to an empty row once the plane was airborne, but this prospect soon evaporated once the new arrival sat down, introduced herself, and began to talk. 

			Irina Nikolayeva Golubova was Russian – a Muscovite, she explained – and on her way to London, where her daughter was living with her husband and three small children. She gave no explanation for why she was flying via Stockholm, though Weaver assumed she had flown there to circumnavigate the ban on direct flights from Russia to the UK. And she did seem happy to tell him pretty much anything else, including the full names of all three grandchildren. Her English was patchy, so he switched to Russian, which seemed to make her happy and sealed his fate – with Mrs Golubova in full flow, it would be rude to change seats now, especially since her only other possible audience, the Swedish businessman, was either asleep or doing a good job of pretending.

			

			For the duration of the flight, the old woman barely drew breath, only interrupting her narrative to pepper Weaver with questions. How had he come to learn Russian so well? He explained the mix of family background and education that accounted for this. What had he been doing in Stockholm – had it been a business trip? Yes, he said, wanting to leave it at that. But she continued – Where did he work? When he told her, she seemed impressed – The American government? He must be an important man – a ‘big shot’. He didn’t think so, he replied lightly, hoping the questions might cease. 

			Fat chance. Was he married? Not any longer. Were there children? No – given his divorce, a good thing too.

			His answers were brief because he was not by nature forthcoming – an old girlfriend had once said he should have been English rather than American. He was also tired, and his thoughts still focused on the strange events in Stockholm during the previous day. 

			After landing at Heathrow, when the plane reached the gate, he stood up to get the old woman’s bag down. She thanked him and said, ‘You are very good looking for someone so polite and tall.’

			‘Flatterer,’ he replied in Russian, and she laughed. There was no sign of the cabin crew coming to help, and he didn’t feel he could abandon her now. He had been brought up to feel obliged to help the old. His ex-wife had always found this embarrassing. ‘Sanctimonious’, she had called him, adding scathingly, ‘You only do it because it makes you feel good about yourself.’ Actually, it was to keep himself from feeling bad.

			So he carried Mrs Golubova’s bag and his own down the aisle, pausing to make sure she was keeping up. Mrs Golubova had said that her son had arranged for the provision of a wheelchair, but there was no sign of it outside the plane on the gangway. When he asked a quartet of airline minions, none of them knew anything about a wheelchair, nor seemed very willing to learn. He was about to remonstrate when Mrs Golubova tapped him sharply on the arm. ‘I can walk,’ she said firmly. ‘I like to walk.’ Once he saw the expression on her face, he didn’t argue. It combined bewilderment with a surprising determination, as if to declare that, should the chaos of the immediate world prove overwhelming, Mrs Golubova would nonetheless go down swinging.

			

			It took them thirty minutes to make it to the arrivals hall, by which time Weaver wondered what on earth she had in the bag he continued dutifully to carry. Jars of sauerkraut? A samovar made of lead? They stopped frequently so the old woman could catch her breath. ‘You are strong and fit,’ she said at one point, wheezing slightly. ‘Not like my son-in-law,’ she added witheringly.

			At passport control they waited a further twenty minutes before reaching the head of the line. There Weaver let Mrs Golubova go forward first, saying he’d bring her bag through for her. But once through passport control, there was no sign of Mrs Golubova. Was she in the ladies’ room? Or had she gone through in search of her luggage? Weaver figured he could always come back up to look for her, so went down the escalator and into the baggage reclaim hall. The terminal seemed fresh and spanking new; he missed an air of English dowdiness, the faint scent of cheap disinfectant.

			He checked the carousel number on a monitor and soon found Mrs Golubova. She was looking slightly stunned as the bags moved past her like the slow-moving floats of a small-town parade. He collected an empty trolley and waited with her until at last she spied her own suitcase approaching; it was a large, battered leather case, with seams starting to split at one end. Weaver lifted it off the conveyor belt with one colossal jerk, then put it on the trolley with their carry-on luggage. 

			

			They walked slowly together through customs, emerging untouched, though he was used to getting pulled over – a cousin of his father had worked for immigration at JFK, and Weaver asked him once why he was so often stopped. ‘You probably look too sure of yourself,’ the cousin had said. ‘People think it’s nervous people we’re looking for, but that’s all wrong. It’s the calm, confident ones we pull over.’ 

			Not that Weaver was feeling calm or confident today; he was still edgy after his time in Stockholm, still shaken by what he had both witnessed and listened to. 

			‘You will be long in London?’ Mrs Golubova piped up.

			‘No,’ he said, which wasn’t strictly true, but he sensed what was coming.

			‘I would hope to thank you for your kindness to me. I believe tea at the Goring Hotel is said to be most pleasant.’

			‘Thank you, that is kind of you, but sadly I will be in the countryside with friends.’

			‘A great pity.’ She added after a moment, ‘My daughter and son-in-law live in Surrey, but can easily arrange for me to come into the city. Should your plans change, kindly let me know.’

			‘I will,’ he said. He was not about to point out that he had no way of contacting Mrs Golubova. 

			They moved into the arrivals hall, where a line of blue-suited chauffeurs stood, most holding up handmade signs with their passengers’ names. Suddenly there was a large cry. Three small children rushed forward, brushing past Weaver and embracing Mrs Golubova in a spinning wheel of tiny limbs. Behind them stood a couple, presumably their parents. The man was short and plump, dressed in a sloppy suit; beside him stood a handsome woman dressed in the universal uniform of the international rich: dark designer jeans, smart white jacket, and the inevitable oversized sunglasses. Nearby a uniformed driver was waiting; now he came forward.  

			Weaver handed the trolley over to him after first taking off his own bag, then nodded at the couple. Waving goodbye to Mrs Golubova, he decided to leave it at that. Any further exchange would just be awkward. Instead, he made his way through the crowd of people waiting for arrivals. Just short of the terminal’s automatic doors, he stopped and took out his mobile phone. 

			

			‘Yes,’ said a man’s voice a few seconds later. In the background, there was a mixed duet of wind and water; he must be on the river. 

			‘It’s me. Weaver.’

			‘Where are you?’

			‘Still at Heathrow.’

			‘Then you better hurry up, friend. The evening rise waits for no man.’

			He ended the call. Most of the chauffeurs were still there, looking bored and a little impatient. There was another man standing there; not a chauffeur, for he didn’t hold a sign and he was dressed in a summer suit the colour of old chalk. His profile was familiar. Weaver remembered him from the private house in Stockholm, barely twenty-four hours before. Russian security. 

			What was the man doing in England? Was it just coincidence that he was here, or was he waiting for someone – like Weaver? Had he missed him in the little throng of Mrs Golubova and her family?

			Weaver didn’t share his friend JP’s untrammelled Anglophilia, but he knew the country well enough to feel at ease there – and to feel safe. Which was why, later on, he was surprised that it was England where they came gunning for him.
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			It had all kicked off four days before. 

			‘Have you ever been to Sweden?’   

			At first he thought the query came from Mac, two workstations along, next to the window on the seventh floor. Mac had nabbed the seat when they’d moved floors six months ago. Weaver had feigned disappointment, yet was secretly relieved, since the windows were floor to ceiling. He could get vertigo just standing on a chair. 

			But the voice came from closer to home. Turning round, he looked up and saw, not two feet away, the lean face of Pauline Fullerton, raw-boned product of a West Virginia mining town. A place dedicated to ‘fighting and fucking’, as Mac, who hated Pauline, succinctly characterised it. Pauline was a manager, brought in to run the small unit of interpreters and translators employed by the State Department in New York City. A gifted bunch, at least linguistically, well-paid and secure in their berths. 

			The group was collectively and often individually maverick, perhaps unsurprising given they were people who spent their time thinking in a minimum of two different tongues. From a management point of view, they were a nightmare: unreliable, rarely modest, and prone to insubordinate forays that ranged from downing tools (an act whose expression, paradoxically, was muteness) to playing the most juvenile practical jokes. Speaking twelve languages didn’t necessarily make you act like an adult. 

			Hence the need for Pauline, who had a coldness in her carriage, a flintiness that made even the most ascetic New Englander – and Weaver knew more than a few – seem downright soft. She showed little appreciation for the work she supervised, and was happy to admit she spoke no language other than English; though Mac, in his cups, liked to say she was fluent in Pig Latin – ‘and stronger on the Pig’. 

			

			Now, in answer to her question, Weaver said, ‘No, I haven’t been to Sweden. Why do you ask?’

			‘Because you’re going.’ She paused. ‘Don’t look so excited.’

			He turned in the swivel chair and looked out the window along 42nd Street, long enough to glimpse the distinctive art deco tower of the Daily News building. When he passed it each morning he would think invariably of Superman, swapping his cape for the humdrum suit of Clark Kent. Weaver yearned to reverse the process, and shed his own humdrum suit for a cape that would give him the powers to fly out of New York, and work on something more noteworthy than Russian statistical accounts of their natural gas reserves.

			These were aspirations he did not share with anyone, not even Mac, his closest friend among his colleagues, for to do so suggested a lack of commitment to his job that Pauline would never tolerate. He had moved to Manhattan unwillingly, at his now ex-wife’s insistence, but the fact remained that in his last year of living in Vermont he had been laid off by a sporting goods company, translated two books by obscure Russian poets, and enjoyed a gross income of seventeen thousand dollars. Now he was on a State Department salary of $187,000 a year, with full benefits; even in New York City this was more than adequate. He lived in a small but comfortable apartment on the Upper West Side, and despite the depredations of his recent divorce could take cabs and eat in restaurants; more importantly, he could afford every year or so to add to his collection of Tonkin cane fly rods, and travel north at weekends to use them. As he had planned to do in four days’ time, travelling to his boyhood home in Vermont for his first fishing of the year. Until Stockholm raised its ugly head. 

			He cocked a doubtful eye at Pauline. ‘What about the Gorky project? I’m only halfway done.’ Ukraine’s wheat harvest had failed more than once in the 1950s, and a secret Politburo report about it had never been put into English. Such was the excitement of his line of work.

			

			‘You’ll be interpreting at the G20 Summit.’

			‘Which meetings?’

			‘The trade subcommittees. The Russians weren’t invited, of course, so you’ll be doing French and backup stand-in for Italian. Tractors should be high on the agenda, so brush up your agri-vocab.’

			‘Why me?’ He wasn’t asking in order to be flattered; he would not have been in this office if he were not a good interpreter, though his initial accreditation was as a translator – a distinction lost on the world but fundamental in the business. ‘And why such short notice?’

			‘One of the DC crew’s dropped out.’ 

			‘Who’s that?’ he asked, trying to think of a reason he couldn’t go. Trade talks were very dreary work. Though exacting: if you said a hundred kilos instead of a hundred tons, you could find half a country’s steel exports dumped in the Med by mistake. Unfortunately, the trout fishing season was not an adequate reason to decline the assignment.

			‘Percy. He’s got the flu.’

			Percy was a fabled long-server in DC, who in his very first year had been the interpreter for a meeting between Nixon and de Gaulle. But now through old age, a charmless manner and, frankly, a failure to keep up (languages moved with the times), he had been relegated to Trade and Commerce, where Weaver also toiled. ‘Won’t he get over it?’

			‘Too big a risk. You fly tomorrow. You can join the flight from DC if you’d rather. The plane will be full of our contingent.’

			‘No thanks.’ He had friendly colleagues in DC, but a direct flight from Kennedy beat a change anytime. Besides, the DC bunch always liked to drink on long-haul flights, and remembering the Italian for ‘tractor combine’ didn’t mix well with a hangover.  

			‘Am I in cattle class?’ he asked. ‘It’s a long flight.’

			‘Afraid so. But I got you an aisle seat,’ she added brightly, though without cracking a smile. But then she rarely smiled for anyone, and almost never for Weaver. ‘And you’ll like the hotel.’

			

			‘Really?’ His head filled with an image of another soulless tower block, one of many in the hi-tech ghettos that ringed the airports on the outskirts of many European cities. IT companies had a lot to answer for. You could drive half an hour from, say, Munich International Airport, passing the inventors and vendors of every conceivable digital device, without seeing a single grocery store. 

			Pauline went on, ‘It’s the Grand Hotel. That’s where the talks are being held, and where most of the summit leaders will be staying. Somehow Percy swung a room, and now it’s yours.’

			‘Is the President coming?’ 

			‘No. He’s going to the UK instead, or at least that’s what Washington tells me. He’s visiting Wales – where is Wales?’ she asked.

			‘Next to England. How many days will the meetings last?’

			‘Just two.’

			‘I’m off next week, you know.’ He could go to JP’s in the UK and fish there. Fishing from the bank: no wading, genteel, but difficult, and in its own way as good as anything in Vermont.

			‘I know. See you in ten days. Though you might have picked a better time,’ said Pauline, which was not the response he wanted, but it would have to do.

			Later he would realise how sharp a preconceived image he’d had of Stockholm – an island-filled Venice of the North, with trees; an even more watery Vermont – yet how little he actually saw of it. He’d had no time to reconnoitre. Within minutes of arriving at the hotel, he was thrown into tense and detailed territorial negotiations between Americans and the EU. Neither was prepared to give ground – or ice, rather, since the territory involved was the Arctic Circle. 

			When the meeting adjourned, he decided to walk around the neighbouring Gamla Stan, or Old Town, but he was intercepted. A DC colleague named Donitz had missed the plane from Washington, and Weaver was told to work a session with the Italians concerning cheese imports. This was challenging; his Italian was rusty. As a graduate student more than a decade before, he had spent a summer in Rome doing an intensive course to supplement his undergraduate courses in the language, and back then its gracious musicality had proved easy. But even his love of Dante didn’t help much in translating on the fly the differences between authentic and lookalike kinds of parmesan (Parmigiano-Reggiano, he learned at unnecessary length, was the only true bearer of the name). So Weaver struggled. 

			

			Worse still, the meeting carried on almost until seven, and he had to run through a fog of jet-lag fatigue to get to the Interpreters’ Dinner, a first-night tradition among the veterans at international conferences. Punctuality was a group rule, and anyone late for the meal had to pick up half the wine bill, which for Weaver meant out of his own pocket, since Pauline would never approve that kind of excess on his expenses. 

			The invitation to join the traditional first-evening dinners at these summits had come the year before and indicated he had arrived, now accepted in the small, pedantic and, to be honest, pretty wacky cadre of international interpreters. But he was flattered enough that he didn’t want to blot his copybook now and find himself unarrived. In the event, he was just on time, taking his seat near one end of the table as the last arrival, a hapless interpreter from France named Jean Calvert, was coming through the restaurant’s front door.

			The dinners had a history that stretched back to the UN’s inaugural meetings in San Francisco in 1945, and had until recent years been boozy affairs. Bertolini from Italy, known to all as ‘Bert’ ever since the younger President Bush had got his name wrong, had once overindulged at a dinner held in a Hamburg beer cellar. He showed up the next morning at the conference, dapper as always, and translated without hitch or hesitation the German Chancellor’s plenary address – which was not much use to Italy’s delegates, since Bertolini translated the entire speech into Estonian.

			

			Now in the woke spirit and sombre professionalism of the times, they dined sparingly. Gravadlax was followed by some kind of fillet – reindeer? Weaver wondered as he chewed through its accompanying unknown berries. Nobody drank very much: a glass of wine or a tall glass of beer. By the time the entrées had appeared, Weaver was struggling to stay awake. 

			He was sitting next to Elek Tomic, a Hungarian whose parents had arrived in America after the Uprising of 1956 without so much as a spare pair of socks. He too was employed by the State Department, and seemed to know every European language spoken east of the Rhine. Unsurprisingly, given his antecedents, he had an implacable hatred of the Russians, but was otherwise a happy kind of man: balding and built like a bowling ball, entertainingly indiscreet, especially when he’d had a few, which on any evening was more often the case than not. He liked to tease Weaver about the latter’s spoken Russian, which Tomic claimed was last heard during the time of the tsars. 

			Soon they were all talking shop and swapping notes on their inevitable travel travails – some of the Europeans were on the road forty weeks of the year – when another, smaller party entered the restaurant and walked past their table. Among these new arrivals was Sam Blanchett, the DC-based boss of Pauline and overall director of the State Department translation sections in both DC and New York. A slim figure of average height, probably ten years older than Weaver, he was a Midwestern transplant brought east by the White House Chief of Staff, Henry ‘Hank’ Hofstadter – they had worked together before in Silicon Valley. Blanchett had suspiciously jet-black hair and wore very expensive clothes, which Mac, a terrible dresser who had last worn a tie for his bar mitzvah, maintained must cost twenty-five per cent of the man’s salary, though to no great effect. ‘You can take the boy out of Kankakee, Illinois,’ Mac had declared scornfully. ‘But even a Paul Stuart suit doesn’t take Kankakee out of the boy.’ 

			Like Pauline, Blanchett was no linguist, and knew nothing about how interpreters operated. He was open about his ignorance, however, and professed an eagerness to learn, asking questions that those interpreters who had been cornered by him found near-inexhaustible – and near-moronic. Weaver supposed there was something admirable about Blanchett’s rabid curiosity, though he was glad never to have been subjected to a one-to-one interface with the man.  

			

			But Blanchett was not the reason why the table now fell silent. Also walking past was Hofstadter. Watching him, Weaver thought he looked much as he did on television – not always the case with the famous when spied in the flesh – with a box-like face that was tanned from his vacations in Hawaii. 

			Hofstadter was probably the most prominent member of the White House (except for its elected inhabitant), and he figured constantly in the press, defending the President’s positions on everything from Israel to ice-cream cones. An ex-marine who had an MBA from Harvard Business School, he had enjoyed a roller-coaster career in West Coast start-ups before entering the White House. Unlike the President whom he served almost slavishly, he was always good copy, helped by a ropy personal life that involved what Hofstadter himself once described as ‘booze, broads and several tolerant wives’. After a deal maker for a President had wreaked havoc in the White House, this President was at pains to act above the fray – leaving Hofstadter to live for a place in the fray instead. He did the President’s dirty work; cynics suggested, since the President was so detached, that Hofstadter did most of the clean work as well.

			When the new arrivals had gone by, Tomic broke the silence. ‘I see the Chief Wild Man has graced us with his presence. The President himself is said to be in Wales with the First Lady.’

			‘Why Wales?’ said Angela Rottmann, a tall and prickly German woman, whose face contorted when she spoke, as if she’d discovered a lump of cheese in her wine glass. 

			‘Maybe his wife wants to buy it,’ said Tomic, and they all laughed. The President’s wife, his second, was known in her own right for her business acumen – and wealth, which had been consolidated rather than crippled by the failure of her first marriage and the resulting highly lucrative divorce. She had been introduced to the President by Hofstadter, for a time her colleague in a Silicon Valley start-up, and the President was said to have fallen head over heels for her. Until then a notably staid and prudent figure, he had seemed to find personal liberation in the glitzy lifestyle of the woman – enough to have left a wife of twenty-seven years for the new arrival. 

			

			‘Is she really so rich?’ asked Rottmann.

			‘Who knows?’ said Tomic. ‘I am suspicious of any fortune made in the divorce courts. As for Hofstadter, I’m told he was close to going bust before he joined the administration. He had to be rescued, or he couldn’t have taken up his post.’ 

			‘Who bailed him out?’ Weaver asked. ‘They must have known they’d never see their money again.’  

			‘Unclear,’ said Tomic. ‘Some anonymous benefactor.’

			‘He was not at the summit today as far as I know,’ Rottmann noted. 

			Tomic shrugged. ‘He gets to do what we’d all like to do.’

			‘What’s that?’ Weaver asked.

			‘Leave when he wants to.’

			Rottmann nodded gravely. She said, ‘The Chancellor doesn’t like him. Your President always brings Hofstadter with him when they meet.’

			Tomic said, ‘Interesting. Though since President Morozov seems to be surrounded by bruisers, I think he’d like Hofstadter more than he’d like the American President. Not that those two are going to meet anytime soon.’ He went on, looking thoughtful, ‘I have a distant cousin from Hungary. In 1956, after the Uprising was put down, his parents moved to the Soviet Union – that tells you what kind of people they were. The son – that’s my cousin – works in the Kremlin. Perhaps surprisingly, we get on very well, despite the different paths our parents followed and our own different views. He has a dacha in the Valday Forest; very nice at this time of year. President Morozov has one nearby.’ Tomic added with a sly smile, ‘Slightly grander, I believe. Sometimes my cousin sees him there. He told me Morozov has a good sense of humour and can be witty, but also icily cruel.’

			

			Tomic stopped talking and looked at the table where Hofstadter was holding court. Turning back to Angela, he said, ‘You know, if both Blanchett and Hofstadter are here, then something’s up.’ 

			‘Really?’ the German said, sounding as if any irregularity was disturbing to contemplate. ‘Even though the President isn’t around?’

			‘He’s sent Hofstadter instead,’ Tomic said sharply. ‘Something’s definitely going on.’
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			Weaver had an early night, returning straight to the Grand when dinner was over, resisting Tomic’s entreaties to have a drink in the Cadier Bar. He collected his bag from the front desk, and took the lift up to his room on the top floor. He soon learned why Percy had managed to nab a room in the hotel, for though his room was beautifully if simply decorated, it was extremely small, with one of the few views in Stockholm that was not of water. 

			Checking his phone, he found a text from JP in the UK, who sounded well into the after-dinner brandy:  

			Saw two big browns I decided to save for you. 

			As if. It went on:

			Dinner party Saturday night. Don’t worry. Fishing first.

			Oh Jesus. JP’s efforts to integrate into English society, even after almost ten years there, were inevitably painful, especially for his guests. 

			There was also an email from Mac in New York, or rather an email forwarded by Mac; it was from Weaver’s ex-wife: 

			Dear Mac, hope you are well. As you know, Weaver kept Parker as part of the divorce settlement, but with the clear stipulation that I could have visiting privileges. I now find Parker is effectively in your custody – NOT part of the agreement. Please bring Parker here this Saturday so I can walk him. Shall we say 11 o’clock? Here is my address in Battery Park…     

			

			Mac had simply added in a note to Weaver: I can’t make Saturday anyway, and have said so. I hope this isn’t going to be a regular request. M.

			The custody battles of a failed marriage. In this case, canine custody. How could she be doing this after not wanting the dog when she’d moved out of their home and in with her new boyfriend? He hit reply and typed in vigorous capitals: SOME THINGS BEST IGNORED – LIKE HER REQUEST, then hit Send.

			By the afternoon Weaver was running out of steam, hungry after a croissant-only breakfast and long morning session on French exports. The queue for the lunch buffet had been too long to contemplate, and he had gone instead to a side table, where the waiter had served him a single small shrimp sandwich.

			Now he sat on the aisle next to Tomic, waiting for another presentation by a multi-lingual panel. Weaver was covering the Italian delegate again. While waiting, he fiddled with a pen Mac had given him. Mac was mad about technology, and forever buying new digital devices during his interpreting travels abroad. This pen, for instance, doubled as a digital recorder. It was sleek and would have been elegant had it not also been the bright red colour of sour cherries. Mac had given it to him when Weaver had stopped by the office before heading for the airport. ‘Your consolation prize for missing the fishing in Vermont,’ he’d said lightly. ‘You can take notes and record a session at the same time – without anyone knowing you’re recording them.’ 

			Weaver idly flicked the recording button; there was no telltale light and he wondered if it was working, but there seemed no way to be sure and he could not exactly play it back out loud in the middle of a session. Usually, he worked with a dedicated recorder, an Olympus, tiny but with lots of memory. He had it in his pocket, but there seemed no reason to record any of this session, where the French delegate was now quacking on in the nasal singsong of Provence.

			

			As he made a note to himself for later – to double-check the terms the EU used for cubic grain capacities – he noticed one of the pairs of doors at the back of the auditorium swing open and a man come through, late for the session. It was Sam Blanchett, and he stood behind the last row of desks, seeming to scan the ranks of the interpreters rather than the delegates grouped on a small stage at the front of the room. Blanchett’s eyes were moving methodically, and when they came to Weaver, they stopped. Then he pointed in Weaver’s direction. 

			Weaver’s first instinct was to turn around, to see the object of Blanchett’s attention. But there was no one behind him, only a side wall of the hall. Blanchett, he realised, was pointing at him. He looked back at the director and mouthed a soundless me? Blanchett nodded, then crooked his finger and motioned him to come.

			Weaver got up and walked towards the back of the room, ignoring Tomic’s questioning look. When he neared Blanchett, the man gestured for him to follow and went out the swing door into the corridor. 

			There, Weaver joined him. ‘You know who I am?’ Blanchett asked tensely, and Weaver nodded. He was taller than Blanchett, who was hunching both shoulders as if trying to deny this. 

			‘Good. Come with me,’ Blanchett said, turning away to go.

			‘The Italian delegate’s about to start.’

			Blanchett spoke without looking back. ‘Tomic can do it. I’ll text him.’

			‘But he’s handling the Polish submission.’

			‘He can do both,’ said Blanchett impatiently, turning his head around to look at Weaver. ‘This is more important. Come on,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a little trip ahead of us.’

			They walked to the rear of the hotel, going through a set of doors bearing a decal of the international sign forbidding entry. They passed a laundry room, where two women in maids’ uniforms were folding sheets, and then walked through the cleaning store of the hotel: an army of buckets and mops, vacuum cleaners, and squat floor-polishing machines. Pushing the bar on an exit door, Blanchett led the way outside, where a black BMW saloon was sitting with its engine running. They got in the back, the driver separated by a glass partition that was pulled shut. 

			

			They headed north, joining light mid-afternoon traffic, travelling away from the water, though it was hard to call anything ‘inland’ in a city built on an archipelago of eleven islands. They sat in silence, Weaver full of unspoken questions, until they came to a large circle of park with a central fountain. ‘Ṏstermalm,’ said Blanchett, pointing out the window as they circled halfway round and continued west, towards the lowering sun. ‘The fancy part of town,’ he added. He squirmed against the leather of their seats and turned slightly towards Weaver. ‘But you know that already, I guess.’

			Why did he think that? Weaver had never been to Sweden before. What was this about? Bemused, he said, ‘Are you sure you’ve got the right guy?’ It would make a good story at the next Interpreters’ Dinner if Blanchett had got it wrong.

			‘What do you mean?’ Blanchett was irritated. ‘You are Weaver, aren’t you?’

			‘Yes. But I’m not a diplomat or an analyst. I’m an interpreter.’ They were on a long boulevard now, bifurcated by a wide tree-lined pathway, where a couple were towing an obstinate dog on a lead. This was Karlavägen according to the street sign, and reminded Weaver of Commonwealth Avenue in Boston, where his stepfather’s mother had lived years before in an elegant apartment building.

			‘You’re one of Pauline’s, right?’

			Is that how they were known on high? ‘Yes.’

			‘Then I’ve got the right man. I talked to her an hour ago; I need an interpreter. The one we normally use, Mrs Macauley, had a fall and broke her leg. So you’re coming in off the bench. But don’t worry: it’s not going to take very long.’ 

			Weaver nodded, but he was puzzled. Mrs Macauley was the State Department’s senior Russian interpreter. In the old pre-sanctions era, when the two nations still met, Mrs Macauley would invariably get the call, especially if it involved the two respective presidents. But there were no meetings with the Russians these days, not even low-level trade talks, and thus no Russian work for the likes of Mrs Macauley, much less Weaver. As a sop to her veteran standing, she was given the occasional German trade meeting to work; this despite her German being deeply second rate, according to Mac at least. But Weaver didn’t have even second-rate German – he had barely any at all – so why was he being called upon to stand in for her? Maybe she had a side-line in French or Italian; he certainly hoped so. 

			

			They had turned off the boulevard now and were driving through a residential neighbourhood, a kind of upmarket Queens of low-level apartment blocks. The sequence of buildings finally gave way to greenery, with small fields flanked on three sides by woodland. Houses came into view, perched at a distance on a low ridge facing the road. They were large houses – villas, really; some the size of hotels. Weaver had lost his bearings. He had no idea where they were.

			Slowing almost to a halt at the entrance to one of the villas, they went through a pair of open gates before pausing at a sentry box manned by a solitary uniformed guard. The BMW must have been expected, for the man barely glanced at the car before waving them on. 

			They went up a paved stretch of drive, lined with silver birch trees, their fresh green leaves just beginning to unfurl in the spring sunshine. Through their sparse branches, Weaver caught glimpses of a large mansion. It was the size of the main lodge at a resort, with windows running across the front; from the oblique angle of the drive, Weaver could see the building was almost as deep as it was wide. Characteristically Swedish, it was built out of wood and painted pale yellow ochre; on the third and highest floor, there were protruding dormer windows. There was something peculiar about it. Then Weaver realised there was no one on the porch or in the grounds; no sign of anyone at all.  

			

			‘Where are we?’ Weaver ventured, as the car came to a halt. 

			‘A German banker lent us this place. It’s his vacation home.’ Blanchett seemed to regret these disclosures, adding sharply, ‘Enough with the questions.’

			They both got out, Blanchett on the side nearest the mansion’s front door. As Weaver circled round the back of the car, Blanchett quickened his pace, almost trotting as he went up the steps and through the front door, which had been opened by some invisible hand. Baffled, Weaver followed more slowly, noting a CCTV camera held by a bracket above the entrance.

			Inside he found himself in a large entrance hall, an atrium two storeys high. In one corner stood a towering blue-and-white-tiled kakelugn, the traditional Swedish stove used to heat houses. Following Blanchett, he crossed the pale parquet floor to the impressively wide staircase that rose to the next floor. The house was spookily empty. Whoever had opened the door for Blanchett had disappeared. 

			On the next floor they proceeded down a long corridor; the doors on either side were all closed. Turning a corner, they at last encountered someone: a man in an olive suit standing in the corridor, talking intently, seemingly to himself. Then Weaver noted the wire of an earphone emerging from his jacket collar. 

			Seeing them, the man broke off his conversation and stepped forward as they approached.

			‘Is their guy here?’ Blanchett asked. 

			‘Just arriving now. They’ll bring him through the back.’ He jerked his head towards a closed set of double doors on one side of the corridor behind him. ‘The Chief’s already in there.’

			‘Good. No sign of anyone else?’

			‘Some English guy tried to follow us from the hotel. A reporter, I think. We put a stop to that.’

			Weaver pictured a comatose Englishman dumped in a Swedish hedgerow, then told himself not to be melodramatic. Blanchett’s tension must be catching. 

			‘Let me know if he reappears,’ said Blanchett. They had almost reached the set of double doors when they opened and a man came out. Tall, with a grey pallor to his skin, he had distinctive high cheekbones and a long nose that had clearly been broken at some stage. ‘He’s translator?’ he asked, pointing to Weaver.

			

			‘He’s not here to serve lunch,’ said Blanchett. ‘Now let us through. He’s wanted inside.’

			‘I must search him,’ the man said. There was no uncertainty in his voice.

			Weaver moved forward. ‘Fine,’ he said. After all this drama, he wanted to know what was on the other side of the doors. 

			The Russian man came and patted Weaver down carefully, running his hands along every inch of both legs. He stood up, and said, ‘Empty your pockets.’

			Blanchett interrupted: ‘He went through security at the hotel. He hasn’t been anywhere else, and they’re waiting for us inside.’

			The Russian considered this. ‘Okay, you may go,’ he said, staring at Weaver as if memorising his face. ‘But give me your phone.’

			Weaver looked at Blanchett, who shrugged. It was not an unreasonable thing to ask, since phones were often banned from meetings. Weaver reached in the side pocket of his jacket and brought it out. ‘And your recorder,’ the Russian said. ‘You will not be using that.’

			Weaver dipped a hand into the same pocket, and retrieving the Olympus handed it to the Russian. The man stood aside and Blanchett went through first, followed by Weaver. 

			Towards the back of the room, Hank Hofstadter, the White House Chief of Staff, was sitting in one of a pair of ornate high-sided Empire armchairs that were slightly angled towards each other. A smaller straight-backed chair was placed between them, set back a foot or so. There was no one else in the room, which was itself immense and formal and light. The pale walls were decorated with indifferent oil landscapes; three tall baroque mirrors hung between the four windows. Opposite them was a marble fireplace with a solitary piece on its mantel: a cobalt blue porcelain lyre clock, crowned by a gold sunburst. The clock was working: it was a quarter past three.

			

			Hofstadter didn’t get up as Blanchett led Weaver towards him. ‘Chief,’ said Blanchett, ‘this is the interpreter.’

			‘Where’s Mrs Macauley?’ Hofstadter demanded.

			‘She had a fall.’

			Hofstadter clicked his tongue in disapproval, as if Mrs Macauley should have been there anyway. ‘So who’s this guy?’ 

			‘This is Mr Weaver. He’s from the State Department, like Mrs M. Excellent credentials.’ He paused, then asked, ‘Do you want me to stay, Chief?’ 

			‘No,’ said Hofstadter. ‘The General should be here any minute now. I don’t want anyone else in the room. Except for Weaver here; my Russian’s a little rusty.’ He gave a small laugh. 

			So Weaver would be working in Russian. Normally this would have cheered him, but instead he felt agitated at the prospect. To be thrown into a confidential confab, conducted – half of it, anyway – in a language internationally proscribed, was unsettling.

			As Blanchett left, Hofstadter motioned Weaver to sit down. He went and perched on the little upright chair and looked at Hofstadter. The suit the man was wearing could not be faulted, for it was a dark rich blue and beautifully tailored, making its hefty wearer look impressive rather than fat. With it, Hofstadter wore a white shirt with a blue tie that was studded with little vermilion arrows. But it was the hair that was most striking, swept back behind the ears in twin sheaves, like wheat pushed up by a combine just before the cut. 

			Half-reclining in his chair, Hofstadter stretched out both legs. ‘So, where do you hail from, Weaver?’

			‘I’m based in the New York office. In the UN Building.’

			‘Okay, but where were you raised?’ 

			‘Vermont.’ 

			‘The Coolidge state. The quiet president, a model I want you to follow.’

			

			‘Sure,’ said Weaver mildly, taken aback. ‘Can I ask who we’re expecting to join us?’ 

			Hofstadter said casually, ‘Nobody you would have heard of. I’m not sure what he wants to discuss, but you can be confident it’s more important to the Russians than it will be to us. They’re the ones who are hurting these days. From our point of view, it’s a glorified courtesy call, and you just happen to be the interpreter. It won’t take long.’

			Weaver nodded obligingly. ‘I see,’ he said, not at all sure he did. 

			A door opened behind them and then closed. Weaver heard hard steps on the wood floor. Weaver started to get to his feet, and Hofstadter followed suit, though more slowly. The new arrival, a large man in a suit, waved a flat palm to indicate they should stay seated, though there was nothing cordial in his manner.

			‘General,’ said Hofstadter. ‘Good afternoon.’ The man nodded and sat down in the other Empire chair. He looked briefly at Weaver and nodded again, more curtly. The General was not in uniform, and seemed awkward in civilian clothes. His suit did not look inexpensive, but it didn’t altogether fit his bulky frame – he was tall but corpulent. 

			Weaver realised there was something familiar about him. What was it? This man wasn’t a top military figure (generals were two a penny in the Russian forces) or a member of the Politbureau. Those people Weaver knew because once that had been part of the job, and even after the recent ostracising of the country, he always read the State Department’s Russia reports, complete with identifying photos, just in case the situation changed. Had this man featured in one of them? Weaver wasn’t sure, but he had seen his face before. 

			As the man settled into his chair, his jowls moved in a wave down his chin and onto his throat. Then Weaver remembered who he was. They called him Morzh – ‘the Walrus’, nicknamed for these pendulous folds of skin. His real name was Kuzmin. A big bluff character of the old school, reminiscent of the military figures so prominent during the Brezhnev regime. If Weaver remembered correctly, he had recently and unusually been transferred from the military to Intelligence – the SVR. Probably not for any expertise in Intelligence matters, but for his unquestioned allegiance to Morozov, who needed someone both ruthless and unquestionably loyal to snuff out any dissent in that most secret and least transparent part of the regime. 

			

			Weaver realised this wasn’t his usual world of semi-obscure trade talks; he needed to pay close attention. And as if going back and forth between two world-famous principals speaking different languages wasn’t difficult enough, there was the added problem of what Tomic called ‘The Third Man’. It was as if another person, invisible to everyone but the interpreter, was there on the sidelines, acting as a distraction; soon the interpreter would find his thoughts straying – finding  himself noticing one of the interlocutors’ gaudy ties, or thinking about which restaurant to visit that evening, or wondering if the attractive receptionist who’d issued his credentials was single, even available. There could be none of that now. 

			He sat back deeper in his chair, so the man on either side could see the other. He took out a little notebook from the inner pocket of his jacket, along with the red digital pen he’d been using in the trade talks. 

			But then Hofstadter said firmly, ‘No notes.’ The look he gave Weaver was glacial. Weaver slid the notebook back into his jacket pocket, along with the pen. He had unwittingly violated the interpreter’s precept that Waverly, an elderly translator now residing somewhere in a bilingual heaven, had often cited: ‘You should be of no more notice than the furniture.’ 

			Fortunately, Kuzmin began to speak, in the sterile prefatory greetings of diplomacy, thanking Hofstadter for meeting with him. He sounded solemn, and conventionally insincere. His Russian was educated but essentially standard and accentless, once a necessity for a successful servant of the Soviet State. There was a hint of St Petersburg, which must be his native city – a few pre-stressed reduced vowels and a bit of the famous ‘o’ roundness in his intonation. He turned to Weaver for the first time, still speaking in Russian. ‘You must tell me if I speak too fast.’

			

			Weaver replied that it was not a problem, and then Kuzmin asked where he was from. Weaver told him Vermont, which didn’t seem to mean a lot to the Russian, who said, ‘You speak excellent Russian. Like a native, if perhaps one from the last century.’

			Weaver smiled briefly, in acknowledgement of the truth in this mild insult. ‘Unlike the legendary Mrs Macauley,’ Kuzmin went on, to Weaver’s surprise: if Kuzmin knew the interpreter, then perhaps these two men had met before. Kuzmin was smiling to himself, as if enjoying a joke only he understood. ‘To be truthful with you, she was getting on in years,’ he said, and gesturing at Hofstadter added, ‘the last time she sat with the two of us, her memory was not so good. But at least it meant I did not worry she would reveal anything of confidence.’ He was speaking in Russian and didn’t smile, but was watching Weaver’s reaction to this carefully, as if gauging the new interpreter’s own discretion. 

			Hofstadter looked disgruntled by the conversation going on without him. ‘You know,’ he declared impatiently, ‘we would never have risked meeting you if you hadn’t said it was important. But I haven’t got long.’ He looked pointedly at his watch. ‘I’m seeing the Chinese right after this, back at the Grand. About the proliferation meeting next month in Rome.’ 

			This seemed curiously undiplomatic, like telling your girlfriend you were taking someone else on vacation, then detailing the good time you expected to have with the other woman. Was Hofstadter trying to wrong foot Kuzmin somehow? After Weaver finished translating this, Hofstadter continued more gently: ‘Naturally, as I said last time, we will want to make sure your interests are addressed.’ It seemed an obvious effort to sound respectful, but the effect was condescending; the sentence landed like a bone thrown from a dinner table where the Russian had not been invited to sit. 

			Disconcerted by the silence, Hofstadter went on: ‘If you have any requests for items you’d like us to bring up with them, then please tell me now. I was assuming that’s what you wanted to discuss today.’ 

			

			The General still said nothing, and his expression remained inscrutable. Hofstadter shifted in his chair and stared crossly, first at Kuzmin, then at Weaver, who felt powerless; it was not as if he could make the General start talking.   

			‘I made a special trip for this,’ Hofstadter complained. ‘It wasn’t easy getting here, you know.’  

			Kuzmin suddenly sighed. He spoke at last. ‘I think you’d find the complications of my travel arrangements here rather outstripped yours.’ He added, ‘I’ve never been an Austrian before.’ 

			Of course. Kuzmin must have travelled incognito, using false papers and even, it seemed, a false nationality. To travel that way was risky, even for a spy; it meant the meeting must be important for the Russians. 

			Kuzmin went on: ‘Let me clarify at once: I am not here to ask you to pander to the Chinese on our behalf. We have our own confidential relationship with them, which I do not propose to discuss with you.’

			This sounded like a mix of bravado and wounded pride; it was also pretty rude by any standard, diplomatic or not, and Weaver paused momentarily before translating it. ‘I am not here to ask for favours,’ Kuzmin added. His tone was snappish, almost hostile, and Hofstadter stiffened, his face reddening when he heard the translation. He looked increasingly wary, like a boar catching the scent of a hunter in the woods. 

			Kuzmin paused, then said deliberately, ‘I am here about a debt.’

			Hofstadter said, ‘Well, if you mean the Germans, they had their money—’

			But Kuzmin interrupted, saying, ‘I am not here about the money, which I understand was repaid some time ago. And there is no problem with the German bank, which is prospering, like so many Western banks. Especially when the dirty clothes that go to them are made clean as new linen. Like the “clothes” you were supplied with.’ Kuzmin’s voice was now artificially soft. ‘But the money was guaranteed by a foreign power; we are no longer talking about Germany. A foreign power that looks on you with friendly eyes, despite our recent misunderstandings. That said, I doubt sincerely your House of Representatives would approve of the country’s generosity to you and your… colleague.’

			

			Weaver hesitated, wondering how bluntly he should put this in English; he sensed that Hofstadter reacted badly to threats. But Kuzmin was having none of it. ‘Go on,’ he ordered Weaver in Russian. ‘Tell him what I said. That’s your job here, so do it.’

			Weaver did as he was told. The ensuing silence was painfully long. ‘So,’ the Russian said at last, ‘I wanted to see you here to remind you of the help we gave you. The bank of Galkin was involved in name only. The true debt was to the guarantor.’

			Weaver wasn’t sure he had heard this name correctly – was it Galkin or Caulkin? A surname, or a financial term he had never heard before? The Galkin Exchange perhaps – it could have been a Len Deighton novel, the kind his father liked. He said the name indistinctly as he translated Kuzmin’s words, and Hofstadter looked momentarily puzzled. But Kuzmin was now talking again, so Weaver could hardly ask the Russian to repeat himself. 

			‘Of course, to be candid, the debt was to our President.’ He switched to English unexpectedly. ‘Naturally, he is aware of the other individual’s involvement. I am referring, of course, to—’

			‘Stop,’ Hofstadter interrupted, raising his voice for the first time in Kuzmin’s presence. He looked alarmed. Weaver wondered why. ‘Not here,’ Hofstadter said tersely, looking at Kuzmin but tilting his head in Weaver’s direction. 

			Kuzmin stared back at Hofstadter, and said, ‘We are willing to stay silent about this history, but in return we want the arrangement we proposed last time honoured by your President. I have mentioned it before; it is a minor matter to you, and easily accomplished.’

			Hearing Weaver’s translation, Hofstadter looked uneasy, as if he suspected a full house in the other player’s hand. ‘Go on,’ he said. 

			

			Kuzmin continued. ‘Our understanding is that an announce-ment is imminent. We want a place on the list.’

			‘Pardon,’ said Hofstadter. 

			Weaver was surprised that Hofstadter had not understood him; he was taking pains to speak clearly. He was about to repeat his translation of Kuzmin’s words when the Russian interjected, exclaiming crossly in English, ‘Yes!’ 

			Yes what? 

			Kuzmin added, ‘There is one particular name we wish to see put on the list.’

			‘You mentioned this last time. Why do you want it so badly?’ Hofstadter asked, blunter still.

			Kuzmin said, ‘We have our reasons.’ Hofstadter looked about to protest, but Kuzmin added firmly, ‘The individual’s importance is to us, not you.’ 

			Hofstadter was shaking his head. ‘I have come here as the representative of the President of the United States, at his request – and yours. Yet you seem to want my government to help you in an entirely unusual way, one you won’t explain.’

			‘No, I will not.’

			Hofstadter shook his head with fake regret. ‘Then I’m afraid the answer is still no.’ 

			Weaver supplied the Russian words carefully, but Kuzmin looked unperturbed, and his voice was steady and cold: ‘I have only one superior, Mr Hofstadter. I too am here expressly on his behalf.’ 

			As Weaver finished translating this, Hofstadter was shaking his head again. ‘How is that relevant?’

			Kuzmin said, ‘Can’t you tell? You see, if you decide to keep this individual in the US of A, then Comrade Morozov will not be satisfied, but you will be even less happy.’

			Hofstadter made a show of shrugging once Weaver put the words into English. ‘I don’t think publicising an arrangement made years ago is going to strike the world as earth-shattering, even if
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