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– for Olive, who wasn’t there –





Seltsam, im Nebel zu wandern!

Einsam ist jeder Busch und Stein,

Kein Baum sieht den andern,

Jeder ist allein.

– from ‘Im Nebel’ by Hermann Hesse, 1953

Curious, to wander in the fog!

Solitary is every bush and stone,

No tree sees the other,

All of them alone.







Our too-young and too-new America … hugs the easy way of damning those whom it cannot understand, of excluding those who look different, and it salves its conscience with a self-draped cloak of righteousness. Am I damning my native land? No; for I, too, share these faults of character!

– Richard Wright, Black Boy (1945)






1

Smiley

Caroline Richards leaned hard on the door and lifted slightly as she turned the key, feeling the heavy iron bolt slide into its housing in the frame. Then she took two steps back and hauled the security grille across the old black-and-white tiles until it too rattled into the recessed housing along the south wall. Looking instinctively for a reaction – to be honest, for a passing grade – she glanced over at the marine, Tuttle, and got nothing. Tuttle did not comment on the doings of the officer class unless they made a complete hash of something, so she was inclined to take his silence as approval. She walked back towards the Circus interior and heard him nudge at the grille, then, finding no fault, clump the dozen steps to his nook and drop on to his cushion. Departing the entrance hall, she could still make out the distinctive pop of his brown camper’s thermos flask as he opened the lid and poured out a cup of what he called ‘a proper fighting man’s tea’, which Toby Esterhase had told her was mostly suitable for repairing boats. As she left him behind, she listened to the soft fall of her footsteps on the corridor carpet, to the sound of her very own empty Circus – her responsibility, her domain.

In early June, London was in the balmy glass-slipper days when the weather fits just right: no longer so cold as to creep into your bones however many layers you have on, but not yet so hot that office attire becomes an exercise in penance. The sun, at gone six o’clock, was still firmly in the sky: a white fire resting on the rooftops and blinding anyone driving west for the weekend. The long hallways of Housekeeping section were lit like a church pulpit from the windows high up above her head, their glass grimed and specked to cast shadows on dismal surplus paint and worn avocado-coloured carpet, so that the whole ground floor became a processional of invisible and nameless saints. If you were the sort to take buildings as you found them, from leaking roof to venerable furnace, the Circus was very nearly beautiful – and from this moment until eight on Monday morning it was all hers.

For the next sixty hours she was duty officer: the first response to any station, agent or ministry that might call in the watches of the night – though what she was to say, in practice, was ‘Please don’t take any action at all until I can find someone who knows what they’re doing.’ And after you said that, you damn well found the right someone. Circus folklore described in excruciating detail the fate of a young hopeful who had roused the head of North Africa section from his slumbers with news of a looming rubber strike in Medan, discovering only from the man’s unfavourable reaction that Medan was the capital of Sumatra, and not Somalia.

By the switchboard she stopped. At the top of each bank of switches was a single patch cable connecting the master to Extension Number 027, which was a grey Bakelite telephone with a modern-style handset resting on the desk in the duty office. Her hands twitched towards the cables, wanting to nudge them in and make sure they were properly connected, but that was an instinct she would not allow. The switchboard was the domain of Housekeeping, and she was not a housekeeper. She made herself walk on by, and a moment later leaned her body on the wood frame of the duty office doorway.

It was a strange feeling, and somehow inside out, to stand here with a sense of ownership. She had seen any number of old and new Circus hands put their files and bags down by the safe, or rest cups of tea on the mantel over what in the last century must have been a servant’s fireplace. She had watched them take a seat and settle into that brief, total governance of all the world’s secrets. She had worked towards the moment when she would do the same. Now that she was here, the experience was unearthly.

The walls above waist height were covered in Anaglypta paper. It was the same Alexander pattern her mother had, the relief stained by strata of tobacco smoke. Still she stood in the doorway and did not go in, but turned to wander along the corridors she had known for months, taking the time to sightsee, to peer into corners and acknowledge the flaws and idiosyncrasies which normally she would rush past, lest some superior chide her for wool-gathering. Know the terrain, the lecturers at Sarratt had said, again and again. Know yourself first, and then everyone else. Know the detail, and the rest will follow.

Fifty feet on along the corridor was the secure Telex Room, and Glenn had advised her – Glenn who had been duty officer many times but somehow never anything more – to prop the door open so she could hear the machines if anything started to come in.

‘Nothing happens,’ he’d told her mournfully, ‘you think it will, but it never does. But if it ever did, it wouldn’t be the phone because that’s not secure, not properly. You’d hear the Telex first. Decypher yourself.’ He’d said it twice, as if these words were sacred, and would with sufficient repetition admit you to deeper mysteries.

You didn’t want anything to happen. No emergency was ever a good thing. But if there was going to be one anyway, you wanted it to happen when you were duty officer and not anyone else, because you might have a chance to do something worth while, to show a bit of quality, and that might open doors. Operational doors. Field doors. Proper Circus work.

But Glenn was right, because the only reason they’d let her do this at all, Caroline Richards of the graduating class of about twenty minutes ago (for which read, actually, last year, and let it be noted that before that she’d been to a few places and done a few things which were not entirely unrelated to intelligence work), was that all was quiet on the Eastern front and indeed every front anyone knew about, and it was Derby Week.

‘So, young Caroline, have you placed your wager yet?’ Lauder Strickland had asked a fortnight ago, standing too close behind her chair. ‘Or is the Derby more about the dress and the hat for you? Meeting unsuitable young men?’ Somewhere further away, Millie McCraig called him to heel, like a dog.

‘I don’t suit hats, Mr Strickland,’ she replied. He wasn’t touching her, but she could feel his body six, seven inches from her back.

‘Lauder,’ McCraig said, this time without humour, ‘ask the girl your question or get off.’

The sense of him ebbed as he shifted his weight away, and Caroline imagined his hands in the air as if McCraig had a gun on him. He turned avuncular, which was almost worse. But she didn’t want to drive him away, because she thought she knew what he was getting at, and – all appearances to the contrary – it wasn’t sex.

‘Is there something I can help you with?’

‘What I’m hearing is that you’re not a racing woman?’

She had placed an early bet on Sea-Bird at three to one and considered it a steal after the Prix Lupin. Anyone who was betting elsewhere might as well just throw their money away.

‘Do you mean horse-racing?’ she asked, with what she hoped was plausibly vacant interest, and when he said yes, she shook her head and made her eyes as big as possible. ‘Oh, is it one of the big ones?’

The proper Derby was on Wednesday, with a special race on the Saturday after to commemorate the late, great Sir Winston Churchill and his love of the turf. The combination was expected to be quite the social event.

McCraig, in the background, was doubled over with silent mirth. Caroline held her doe-eyed expression and waited.

At which point Strickland had suggested that she might wish to take the duty officer slot over that weekend since he wasn’t all that attached to it, and if she wasn’t heading to Epsom like everyone else, and she had said she could probably move things around.

She walked back to the Anaglypta and the empty desk. She had food for this evening, and for tomorrow there was money in the cashbox for reasonable expenses. Glenn, once again with the voice of experience, had advised on sandwiches from Eddy’s Bakery in Neal Street. Tuttle, Glenn said, knew the counter staff, and they worked extra hard for him. In the meantime, she had her own thermos with soup in it, and a small farmhouse loaf. No alcohol, because she wasn’t a fool, and no cigarettes because she didn’t smoke. Though she could, if espionage demanded it. She knew how, and how to make it look right. At Sarratt there’d been a Frenchwoman, Camille, who had taught Appearances, and taken Caroline aside and told her if she really wanted to turn heads, smoke a cigar and make direct eye contact.

‘They will die for you,’ Camille said. ‘Yes. Just like that. Don’t even smile.’

She sat down behind the desk, too quickly. She had been meaning to savour it, but now here she was, it was happening: duty officer. She waited for the world to acknowledge the moment, perhaps a flicker of the lights or a distant storm. When nothing happened, she realised that was the point. Nothing would. Spying, proverbially, was waiting.

From her new vantage, she looked around again. To one side of the little room there was a cot with sad springs and a military blanket, and a basin with a few flakes of shaving foam clinging to the overflow. The chair was a wooden swivel with arms, halfway between a typist’s seat and a dining-room carver. Housekeeping had prepared for her, done actual housekeeping: in the small of her back was a green pillow which belonged on the bed. She wondered if McCraig had told them to move it, or if they did that for everyone. Settling in, she instantly felt too hot: a single bar of the electric fire was already lit.

‘Don’t turn it off,’ Glenn had warned her. ‘The Circus gets bloody cold after midnight. You’ll be glad of it then but it doesn’t come back on. Only McCraig knows how to make it work.’

McCraig knew a lot of things, including how to be an officer of the Circus, which by and large did not so acknowledge its women. Yes, there were agents – especially lamplighters – and researchers, and the whole place would fall over on its face without the secretaries who mothered the boys’ clubs of Satellites and the sections; and half of the field office women did the real job while their male colleagues ran around playing at spy; but few women went to Sarratt and fewer still officially ran stations. McCraig, as she put it, had been grandmothered in: a wartime spy who simply refused to be downgraded, and so here she was. And a widow too, with a steely Scottish gaze: let any man who dared tell her she might not sit at high table.

‘I want to be like you,’ Caroline had gushed, in a private orientation interview on her first day in Cambridge Circus, and McCraig had shaken her head in denial.

‘Be like you,’ she’d said. ‘And if you get very good at it, you can have people like me work for you.’

Well and good, but the first step had to be getting somewhere to do something, and thus far it hadn’t happened. No Berlin, no Istanbul, no Hong Kong. Unsuitable for our present operational profile. She wanted Moscow. Everyone said they wanted Moscow because it was Moscow, but the truth was they didn’t. Moscow was denied territory. You couldn’t move there, do anything there, the Russians were always watching. Except perhaps you could if you were young and pretty and too obviously empty-headed to be a spy. Her first thought was that she should carry a baby, but people were understandably unwilling to lend them out for operations. Perhaps if you walked a ridiculous dog and rode a bicycle and picked flowers and you were silly and a little stupid, you could carve out an hour, once every so often, when no one was watching, and in that time you might clear a dead letter box and bring back gold. You’d have to live it every second. It would have to be almost true, almost all the time, to the point where the Sovs sent men to seduce you every other week and everyone in the embassy believed the legend and they were forever on the brink of sending you home as a bloody fool.

That had been her pitch to Bill Haydon, anyway, and he’d said it was pretty good. Try it out on Prideaux, he’d said. Maybe Prague would be good practice. Then Moscow, if they won’t let you go there first. Dickon, in Moscow, was an old stick-in-the-mud, Haydon said. Even Control thinks he’s over the hill, and Control must be pushing a thousand himself.

She read the paper and listened to the radio. She read a novel and drank some soup. At ten fifteen she went to see Tuttle, who was engaged in a complex calculation of his son’s outgoings, which Mrs Tuttle said were excessive. Between sums, he informed her that he would change over with another man, Rigg, at midnight, and then come back at noon. She mentioned Eddy’s Bakery, and Tuttle shook his head.

‘You’ve been talking to Glenn,’ he said. ‘What do you think of him?’

‘He seems fine.’

Tuttle raised his hand as if conceding a point. ‘Fine like ordinary.’

She shrugged and tried not to make it ‘yes’.

‘Saturdays you want the Taj Mahal lunch,’ Tuttle said firmly. ‘If you’re all right with curry food. Are you?’

She said the Taj Mahal lunch sounded wonderful, and left him to it.

In the duty officer’s room, she sat, and listened to the water in the pipes, and the sound of the wind, and when she looked at the clock it was after midnight. Tuttle had handed over to Rigg, whom she had never met. He turned out to be a thin man with a disapproving face, and barely nodded as he went by on his round. She lay down on the bed to sleep, but couldn’t. Her mind presented her with images of herself at school, and any number of remembered disgraces which still made her cringe – though, in retrospect, most were hardly her fault at all, and meant nothing. And then, just as she was finally closing her eyes, she heard quite improbably the sound of geese, indistinct and curious, shuffling along the corridor.

She sat up and realised, with the sharpness of a sudden awakening for which one has prepared at length, that she actually had been sleeping. Her mind felt lucid and supple, with a confidence she distrusted. Go slower. Get it right, first time.

All around, the city was as quiet as London’s West End ever gets, but there was definitely something, some noise, some sound out of place. Shuffling, and a quiet back and forth which was, yes, quite like geese calling softly to one another when they are not alarmed. She splashed water on her face, and reached out to touch the telephone in case it was ringing with a broken bell. The Bakelite was flat and cool under her hand: silent, even to the touch. Somewhere, the geese were puffing up their feathers and padding about – and they were not geese, obviously, but, if not, then what? Pigeons in the roof? Burglars? Russians?

A fine fool she’d look if she summoned Rigg for pigeons. It would go in his report. And, likewise, a fool indeed, if she didn’t call on him for an actual invasion.

There was, according to legend, a firearm and ammunition kept in a lockbox in the right-hand-bottom drawer to provide for this unlikely event. She ducked down and opened it, finding – as she had rather expected – nothing. Then the left side, nothing again. Working deftly and at speed, she ran through the other drawers and found little of use beyond a heavy stapler which she thought would do quite well for a burglar, if needs must. All right, then – but, stapler in hand, as she set her palm to the door and prepared to do battle, her mind at last came to full awareness and she knew what she was hearing. Not geese, and not Russian invaders, after all, but the sound of a roll of paper being drawn up on to the drum, and the rattle of hammers on the carbon ribbon.

She looked automatically at the clock: message incoming, four fifteen a.m. Telex: secure. Origin: to be confirmed. Contents: to be confirmed, urgent.

We are operational. We are live. Now go.

The Telex Room was twice the size of the duty office and smelled of unnatural solvents. The machines lined up along the wall were to typewriters what spies were to business travellers: the same, only more. They were arranged in rows, one above the other and offset, each with a little basket underneath to catch the paper as it chattered out. The top four had hammered green metal shells and worked over the public phone system and shortwave radio, receiving messages from agents in the field who could access the civilian telegraph network or, at best, unsecured consular machines. Anything arriving on them would be obfuscated with code phrases and pre-agreed signals or, more rarely, entirely encoded using a one-time pad. At the beginning of the middle row was a fixed line connected directly to the Cabinet Office, locked with a physical key so that it could receive but not send without the oversight of a senior officer. Next to it was the dedicated machine for the Americans, and this was likewise locked. The remaining seven were finished in a rough grey, with strange copper accents around the mechanical decryption boxes, and made her think of depth charges. These were wired to an automatic board maintained by technicians from Nuts and Bolts division, so that, in a full-blown crisis like a war, the main floor could receive incoming from seven locations at once and never miss a beat. Somewhere in the vaults there were other machines with magnetic tape spooling from one reel to another, recording messages for the archive and – in theory, though it had never happened – allowing for the possibility that there might be eight or more separate disasters in the world at once. The codes were changed on a rolling, irregular basis and overseen by Control personally. Going by the griping in the corridors during the day, he was ordering them shifted more and more frequently, making work for the gnomes.

It was one of the embassy lines which was printing now, chest high on the right. She reached out to the message still spooling off the drum, needing to know, aware that she had to wait. Wait for the whole thing. Wait until they send the END code to reply. Wait until you know exactly what to say. Spying is waiting, even if you do it hopping from one foot to another.

She leaned over the machine to read the number of the originating station. She had learned the list by heart. Berlin: M01, for Mitteleuropa. Moscow: N12, because Northern covered a lot of ground. Washington: 09, the Americas. Sofia was in Satellites, so S03. EA04 was Khartoum; SA02 was Delhi. She’d played a game with some of the others at Sarratt: name them all, first mistake buys drinks. When the instructors found out, they’d changed the rules: you had to get drunk first and then name as many as you could, and the lowest score picked up the tab for everybody.

N06. What was N06? Not Leningrad, not Murmansk, not Riga. Oslo: 03. Copenhagen: 04. Stockholm was 05.

The machine stopped, and she reached out to pull the message across the sharp edge.


HELSINKI TO LONDON, URGENT, REFER

LEWIS REPEAT LEWIS INVOLVED SHOOTING

SEND REPRESENTATIVE

DETAIL TO FOLLOW



And detail there was, a lot of it, and they had taught her how to take it in, how to engulf the whole business in a single bite under pressure so that tomorrow, or the next day, it would all still be there, ready on her tongue. She was typing a response, because that too was in the training. You don’t leave the other station hanging on your reply. One day they may be waiting for your counter-sign before they run.

Her fingers tapped.


ACKNOWLEDGE URGENT, ACKNOWLEDGE REFER



To which her heart appended a more secret message she trusted they would hear without needing to see it sent.

I’m doing it. Trust me. I’m here, I’m listening!

Always before, when she had thought of danger in service, it had been she who was at risk, choosing peril on her own account in the name of whatever it was she believed in. It hadn’t occurred to her, yesterday, as she closed the door on the world, that today it would be the other way round. Someone else was in trouble, and they needed the Circus – and this morning, until she could find someone on the REFER list, that was only her.

In the duty office again, she kicked the chair out of the way and slammed open the ledger with the updated list, marked up for the weekend. Control was at the top, like a dare. Will you wake the Chief himself, and risk being the bad example pour encourager les autres? If her courage wouldn’t stretch, there was Oakmoor next, but she knew Oakmoor. He’d come to Sarratt to share his experience, and the instructors had treated him with a respect they reserved exclusively for people in whom they had no faith. When Steed-Asprey had come, a scant few weeks after his wife’s funeral and still with a black band on his narrow upper arm, they’d hailed him as an old warhorse and demanded he stay late, drinking with whoever could keep up, and talk about his mistakes. The implication was that his successes were too obvious to name. Oakmoor, though, had come and gone like the sun in March, as if glad to survive his own lecture.

There was no time for this. Control had put himself on the list, at the top. He intended to be there, which was as good as an order, however daunting.

She tried the number and got no reply. She tried again, imagining a house for him: a don’s residence made bigger, one room after another of books and dark wood, green velvet curtains. He would not sleep next to the phone, she told herself, watching the second hand on the clock tick by. Still no answer, and her index finger began to tap on the desktop. There was a rough patch, she realised, a plucked angry lesion in the leather where – over time – dozens of fingers had twitched and itched with nerves.

I am the Circus tonight. This is what it means, this intolerable uncertainty is the life.

ACKNOWLEDGE URGENT, ACKNOWLEDGE REFER.

Replying was the acceptance of a trust. There was a man down in Helsinki, and time mattered. The clock ticked and the phone still rang.

Control was not a nervous man, could not be. Therefore the sound of the bell might not wake him, or it might take a little while, and then he must find his spectacles and walk – in his slippers – down into the hall. He was married, she had heard. Perhaps his wife would answer. How would a wife respond to a young woman calling in the middle of the night? How would Caroline address her?

‘Hello, this is Caroline Richards, I need to speak to –’

It sounded peremptory, and she realised she didn’t know his name. No one did. No one needed to. He was Control.

But she wasn’t sure how you asked to speak to a woman’s husband if you didn’t know his name. If anyone ever answered, which – tick tock – they still hadn’t.

‘Good morning, I need to speak to Control. Are you his wife?’

Who else, at four thirty on a Saturday morning? The question was offensive. And then: Circus rumour said she wasn’t even read in, that she believed her husband worked for the Coal Board. It sounded absurd. It didn’t matter, because he wasn’t answering the phone, and nor was Mrs Control. Deborah. Charlotte. Agatha. Valerie. What name suited a spymaster’s wife? Why wasn’t it on the list?

Still no answer. She rang off.

Oakmoor, then. But, instead, her finger slid on down the page, looking between the neatly ruled lines for something better. Esterhase. Collins. Even Steve Macklevore, in London for six weeks before returning to a final tour in Jakarta. Macklevore was practically an institution in the Circus, a two-fisted operator in the buccaneering style – the rough sketch from which a later artist had modelled the more civilised Jim Prideaux.

But still her finger travelled, and she realised she was not browsing but hunting, and she didn’t find the name she was looking for until she turned over the page.

‘Mr Smiley, sir? I’m sorry.’

George Smiley awoke in an unfamiliar and too-soft bed, staring up at a ceiling that wanted to be Venetian and couldn’t quite get there. The voice was young and extremely apologetic, and Smiley was suffering from the disorientation of one who was expecting Bywater Street and solitude, and found himself instead in some ghastly in-between which could only be his club in St James’s, with the night boy, Lawrence, face very pale in the pre-dawn, leaning around his door.

‘I’m sorry,’ Lawrence repeated. ‘She says it’s important. Said if I wouldn’t wake you, she’d come here and do it herself.’

‘She?’ For a moment, Smiley had high hopes of Ann, though he knew better. If Ann were presently disposed to call on him after midnight, he wouldn’t be in the club in the first place. He’d be at home, with her. Instead, because he had been a bloody fool, he was here.

A woman unafraid of the disapproval of porters at London clubs, of the sanctity of the men’s upper rooms; whose voice said she was fully prepared to climb the hallowed stairs, against the strenuous and bowler-hatted objection of the staff and into the teeth of an asinine implication of sex – as if the only central London venue for an illicit tryst in this year of Our Lord were a small and far from cosy occasional room above the club library, with a trio of furious commissionaires and the membership secretary banging on the door. McCraig, then, or Connie Sachs. Gero, even, with her knack for trouble.

‘It’s a Miss Richards,’ Lawrence said. ‘She says I’m to tell you there’s been a fire at the church.’

‘Which one?’

‘She said you’d ask, sir. She says the one at Lewes. She says she thinks it’s all right, but you need to go there straight away. There’s no one else on the committee, she says. I hadn’t realised you were a churchman, sir.’

‘A lay member only,’ Smiley said, refusing to react to the name. ‘Even God needs bookkeepers, these days.’ He swung his legs down out of bed, feet very pink on the dark wooden boards. Lawrence politely turned away. English gentlemen past a certain age do not share their nudity without cause.

‘Will you be needing anything? She said she was sending a car.’

His admiration for the Church of England in crisis was clearly growing.

‘Coffee,’ Smiley murmured. ‘If there’s some in a pot somewhere. I shall be ready in a few minutes.’

Less than an hour later, Smiley met Control in his vile personal lift to the fifth floor, and they went up together.

‘Tell me,’ Control said, as the doors shut them in, and the reek of fossilised tobacco smoke licked around them like the memory of a dog.

‘Bill Haydon’s been shot,’ Smiley said.

Later, recalling Control’s expression, Smiley was glad they’d been alone. How should any leader respond to that news? Not what orders should he give, nor how should he balance compassion and exigency; those things were movable, and could be told and retold until they acquired whatever moral the foot soldiers needed from them. The question was more fundamental than that, and the answer was worse: Control had not been surprised. He had not been expecting it, but his face, in the very first instant, had shown not shock but resignation, and a weary acknowledgement that this had been the inevitable next thing.

For a year, the Circus had been in the doldrums. They had all the tools, but they couldn’t build a boat that didn’t sink. A few months after Smiley’s wretched journey to Lisbon, Control’s source at the top of the East German apparat was gone, whether snuffed out or fled they had no idea. One of the Scalpel team claimed to have seen him in Santiago but couldn’t confirm, and it hardly mattered. Then in November, the best of the Czech networks had failed, and there’d been a spate of executions and expulsions. Jim Prideaux, by dint of his own skill and caution, had emerged unscathed, but – as he put it himself – ‘blind in one eye’. For several months after that, Control had kept the Circus to the deeper shadows, receiving information from existing sources, tightening its standing orders and aggressively vetting its Whitehall customers, to a degree they found personally offensive. There was brief excitement in the early autumn of nineteen sixty-four, when Control had been able to warn the daylight diplomatic service of the coming war in Mozambique, and by Christmas the operations men were allowed (as the section heads would have it) to tie their own shoelaces again – but, in March, Sam Collins had made an offer to a notably dissolute Chinese military officer in the private rooms at an outrageous Eastern casino, only to be politely rebuffed: your team isn’t winning, sir. Your country is not rising. Mine is.

And that was the point. You could argue the toss over whether the Circus was really struggling, or just holding the line while awaiting its next triumph, but the whisper was categorical: Britain was in decline, and her spies were not immune. The team wasn’t winning, and sometimes it even seemed Control didn’t expect them to be. He was removed, bearish and irritable, and ever more prone to keeping secrets. Barnes, at the Middle East desk, had asked for access to a file from Banking, and been told he’d have to wait for Research to make it ready.

‘I don’t need the redacted version!’ Barnes had stormed. ‘I need the original material!’ But, according to Control, he didn’t, and when he asked around, he found he was far from alone. Stay within bounds, observe demarcation, don’t ask for secrets laterally: everything must be cleared, and very little was. Did Control not trust them? Did he think his own people were the enemy? Barnes wanted to know. Because that was no way to run a service. The opposition wasn’t staying within bounds. They didn’t restrict themselves to particular theatres. When you ran across a money flow that started in Bern and ended in Basra by way of Cayman, you couldn’t work it without access to other sections, which meant apparently he couldn’t work it at all.

‘I’ll talk to him,’ Smiley had said, and he had, but by then the opportunity was past.

In other words, they needed a win. The Circus had to get up and land some punches. In Smiley’s judgement it was not just time, but long past time, to make the other fellow taste the canvas, and let the boys and girls – from basement support departments like Nuts and Bolts and the wranglers all the way up to the fifth floor – remember what it was like when things just worked.

Instead, here was Bill – one of the few, if you believed the chatter in Mayfair and indeed in Whitehall, who might be able to bring back what had been misplaced since Suez – shot, in a foreign land, condition unknown.

The taxi journey from the airport into Helsinki was shockingly short, and the driver chatted amiably in poor English all the way.

Smiley had been in too many hospitals and they were all different and yet all the same, with the same too-bright corridors and narrow windows; the same smell of disinfectant and endings. This one had the bombastic certainty of the Classical Revival, and occupied the undesirable landward side of a park near Helsinki’s southern tip. It looked, he thought, like an American building, leaning hard on a Platonic dream of human life made tidy by perfected intellect. Sickness, under this tutelage, became almost a moral failing, and Smiley wondered how many people left chastened as well as healed. It was an unsuitable place for Bill Haydon by definition, but, given what had passed, he was lucky to be there. And lucky also to be, for the present, immune to the embassy’s incandescent fury.

‘I think we better talk when you’ve had some time with your man,’ Biles, the Head of Chancery, had said. In the normal run of things, the Circus did not greatly trouble itself with the emotional well-being of the diplomatic corps, but even Control had had to acknowledge that there were limits. Biles had made clear that these limits were presently within very easy reach.

‘You are family?’ the nurse at reception clarified, when Smiley petitioned for entry.

‘He’s my oldest sister’s son.’

She regarded him without favour. ‘You do not look alike.’

‘To my great disadvantage,’ Smiley agreed, and then had to rephrase, because the joke was past the edge of her English, and – as it turned out – considerably less funny in the second telling.

‘Follow me,’ she said, and he did. The uniformed Finnish policeman at the lifts noted him down. Haydon was not under arrest, but nor – as the sole survivor of a public shooting incident in their capital who had yet to give a proper account of himself – was he greatly in favour with Finland’s security services.

They entered a private room for two, one bed screened off and the other empty. There was a view of the park: avenues and grass and what might be an artificial hill, or some remnant of natural land. The outlook was eastwards to the water and the big ships in the harbour, but you could barely see it for the trees. Somewhere over that way, in a not-so-long straight line of one hundred and eighty miles, was Leningrad.

The nurse went to the bed and pulled the curtain back around herself as if she was trying on a gown. She had a fine Finnish face and very pale eyes.

‘Mr Redfearn is here,’ she announced. ‘Your uncle.’

‘About bloody time,’ Haydon said. He looked quite ordinary, as if he were reading the paper on a sofa at Sercombe Hall, but his eyes had the wary, cornered look of a spy tethered to one place and too clearly seen.

‘Not too exciting,’ the nurse cautioned Smiley. ‘He has an infection.’

‘Bloody typical Finns,’ Haydon said. ‘I’ve been shot and all they want to talk about is antibiotics. Get the bullet out, why don’t you?’

‘It is out,’ the nurse said. ‘Last night.’

‘Then why can I still feel it?’

‘Because you have an infection.’

‘Bloody Finns,’ Haydon repeated. ‘They show you a woman like this when you’re too sick to do anything about her.’

‘What sort of infection?’ Smiley asked.

‘Not serious. From the entry wound. It is normal. The antibiotics will take care of it. They make him sleepy and a little stupid. The course will finish in a few days.’

‘And he can come home?’

‘He can leave tomorrow, if you like. Better the day after. He is not sensible, he will need good advice. He should not work until next month. Rest, food. Plenty of fluids, but of course no alcohol. This is medical. I do not know about the police. They were very insistent to speak with him earlier. The doctor allowed it only for the briefest time.’

‘We all have our responsibilities. May I take a few moments with him?’

‘You are family. But if he wishes to sleep, please allow it. Probably just a nap, so you can wait and see. He pretends but he is very tired. And remember: he is not sensible.’

‘I’m afraid that’s true.’
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Smiley

‘I won’t ask if you’re all right,’ Smiley said, settling into the visitor’s chair. ‘It must have been very frightening.’

Haydon shrugged, then winced. There was a fold of bandages just above his left hip, and the movement must have dragged the offended flesh. Even through hefty pain relief, it would hurt like hell.

‘All happened very fast,’ Haydon said. ‘One minute: shopping. The next, a lot of shouting and jostling. Came out of nowhere. Bang, bang, and down I went. I had to tell the embassy fellows I didn’t really remember much of it. And the Finnish police, of course. Made them both tetchy, but it’s the truth.’ He looked more tired now, or more something: sad, scared, guilty, or another emotion that might or might not belong. Gunfire did strange things to the mind, even if you’d seen it before. Even – or especially – if you’d been hit before.

‘I brought you a sketchbook,’ Smiley said, indicating his attaché case. Bill, when not targeting the Soviet nuclear threat, was prone to art. ‘In case you were here for longer. You can have it anyway, of course.’ It was quite expensive watercolour paper, accompanied by a travel set of Caran d’Ache Prismalo pencils. He handed it over, and Haydon ran his fingers across the middle pages. For a moment, his face had a naked look, like a child caught in the act of coveting some forbidden toy.

‘This is very kind, Uncle.’ His voice was unusually earnest, and Smiley thought he had very nearly said George instead of Uncle. ‘Thank you.’

They talked about watercolours for a while. Many painters, according to Haydon, regarded them as a second-tier medium, with oils greatly to be preferred. They were imprecise, so you could neither fully reproach yourself for the flaws nor take credit for the best. The complaint, Haydon said, was naive to the point of narcissistic. Life was imprecise. Humanity was. If you made art without flaws, you had become a machine. Smiley made him drink, and nodded along until Bill ran out of steam and rested his eyes. When he was sure Haydon was sleeping, he dipped into the attaché case and read something conspicuously financial for the benefit of the hospital staff and anyone else who might be watching.

‘Pass me that, to lean on,’ Haydon said half an hour later, as if there’d been no interruption. Smiley gamely took one of the prints off the wall and handed it over. It was glazed but unframed, the glass polished around the edges. Haydon selected an emerald pencil and drew a few experimental lines. In quick succession he sketched Smiley, the nurse, and the coast which was nearly visible outside his window, grey water and little islets eastwards to Laajasalo. Then he began doodling, little scenes which came alive in a few lines, a magic Smiley always found mysterious and enviable. Considering the image of his own face, Smiley saw sorrow and fatigue, and wondered if he really looked that old. Haydon propped the flattering outline of the nurse on his side table where it was visible from the door, then returned to the doodles, accenting them in red and orange.

‘I’ve read the embassy summary,’ Smiley said. ‘So I understand how it was. You were attacked in broad daylight. Well, early evening, but I suppose that is broad daylight here. Quite shocking. The family is very concerned.’

‘I bet they are. How’s Mother?’

‘Well, worried, as I say. Happily we had it all at once, as it were: both that you’d been hurt and that you weren’t dead. But you know what she is – left to herself she’ll come up with all manner of notions about why something like this might happen.’

‘Oh, Gawd. She’ll be worse than the Finns. Tell her it wasn’t anything to do with me.’

‘She told me to ask if it was love. She’ll forgive anything for love, as you know.’

Haydon looked mulish. ‘The woman’s dead. So if I was in love with her, that’d be a pretty bloody insensitive question.’

‘You saw that?’

‘The Finnish police told me. They had the same notion. They fancied I might have shot her myself in a jealous rage. They’re probably listening now.’

‘I suppose you’re right. Police business can be quite distasteful.’

‘Can’t it just?’ His voice rose in brittle offence. ‘You said the embassy people told you the whole thing. You know what happened. I’m sure the family do too. So tell them there’s nothing to say. I was shopping. Some mad bastard got it into his head to kill his girlfriend. I was in the way. The end.’

The nurse reappeared, face reproving.

‘Mr Redfearn, I remind you not to be exciting.’

‘You tell him,’ Haydon growled. ‘Here, Uncle, have this. Study it as you would a text.’ He passed over the landscape with a staged pomposity. Smiley thought it was really very good. The nurse’s eye caught on the shape of her own hips in the sketch on the side table, and stayed there for a moment.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ Smiley said. ‘When you’re rested. We can discuss bringing you home. I’m assuming you’d like that.’

Haydon said yes, he very much would. ‘If I see another fish-and-bacon cake, someone’s going to get it.’

He settled as if to get comfortable and carry on speaking, but his eyelids drooped, and after a moment, to the strained approval of the nurse, Smiley made his way out.

The policeman in the corridor peered at the picture in Smiley’s hand.

‘Ei paha ollenkaan,’ he said, with the generosity of someone who knows they won’t be understood.

‘Well, then, you can explain it to me!’ Biles snapped, in the Ambassador’s conference room. His face lurched close to Smiley’s to find his eyes and glare into them, like a stupid schoolteacher with a child who is still trying to understand. ‘Your man turns up here and spends a couple of days carousing and fornicating, then feels the urge to pull out a gun in the middle of the street and blaze away like a cowboy! Nothing was gathered, it was hardly covert, and certainly not intelligent. Was it a deliberate provocation? A favour for the Americans? Or just incompetence? Well?’ He was still so close that Smiley could feel his breath when he spoke.

‘Stephen,’ the Ambassador murmured.

‘No, Leonard,’ Biles said. ‘You indulge their nonsense, but this is too much. The Finns are hopping mad. They’re already drafting a formal note and that won’t be the end of it. Who’ll have to deal with the aftermath? Not him.’

Smiley removed his glasses, careful not to touch Biles with them as he patted his pockets for a handkerchief and, not finding one, located instead the narrow end of his tie. He opened the fold to expose the lining, then cleaned each lens and put them back on. Finding the other man still close, he apparently assumed it must be some mistake. His hand rested lightly on Biles’s shoulder and moved him to a distance more suited to moderate disagreement.

‘What if the Sovs are involved?’ Biles demanded, almost plaintively. ‘What if they start grabbing people off the street?’

‘Can they do that here? Take people, as they would in Riga or Tallinn?’

‘No,’ the Ambassador said. ‘Or, rather, yes, probably, but not without its making a stink, so they don’t. We would all prefer that restraint continue untested.’

‘I’m very sorry,’ Smiley responded, talking to the Ambassador. ‘Stephen is quite right. This is far, far out of bounds.’

This fourth, or perhaps fifth acknowledgement of fault seemed abruptly to make an impact, and Biles withdrew to a safer distance and collapsed into a chair.

‘It’s a bloody nightmare,’ he complained. ‘I suppose we’ll sort it out. No thanks to you.’ But the antagonism was suddenly for the sake of form, and they were all on the same team again, at least for now.

As far as the Circus was concerned, Haydon’s trip to Helsinki had been distinguished by an acute triviality. In a fortnight he was due in the United States to discuss ‘Avenues of Shared Interest into Denied Territory’. Control’s seemingly magical ability to secure agents in country was perhaps the last redoubt of British access to the American intelligence marketplace. The Cousins had had bad experiences trying on their own and wanted to learn the way of it; the British government, still making up ground after Suez, had agreed that they should; and Control, with an ageing conjuror’s certain knowledge that he has only so many tricks in his hat, was determined that they wouldn’t. Thus, Bill, whose knowledge of Control’s sources in Moscow and Leningrad was limited by his status as a field agent to the denatured reports produced by the Washerwomen – Connie Sachs’s junior apprentices, set to master the trade of uncovering secrets by learning how to hide them in the first place. Bill, inevitably, had not been happy, and Control had had to buy him off with the promise of future riches – in this case, promotion, and they could discuss where and how when he got home.

In the meantime, there was an elderly, low-level network, ALPINE, which ran from Finland up into the back of the Soviet beyond. It gathered gossip from trappers and woodsmen, and once in a while yielded something worth knowing from the interior of north-west Russia. In truth, ALPINE was barely a Circus entity at all, but rather a second string for a smuggling operation which was also past its prime, and was increasingly prone to backbiting.

In the early fifties, a pair of enterprising Lappish brothers known as Poastta-Niilas and Poastta-Máhtte – the Postmen – had found a small gold seam somewhere north and – importantly – east of Rovaniemi, in the vast and dismal expanse where you could know that the border definitely existed and roughly where it ought to be, but only irregularly where it was. Given the Soviet attitude to personal wealth, the brothers had determined that discreet transport of the gold west and south was their best financial strategy. Since no good businessman travels with an empty suitcase, on the way back into Russia they took whatever luxuries they could buy in the Finnish capital – a precaution which made them look, superficially, like a perfectly ordinary black market operation, of the sort a self-respecting border guard might reasonably ignore in exchange for booze and instructively decadent photographic magazines.

In the general way, Haydon used the monthly contact in Helsinki as a light training ground for his greener boys and girls, but a network could only go so quiet before you just admitted it had stopped being a network at all, and ALPINE, since sixty-two, had been tight to the line. With that reality uppermost, Haydon had put himself on the docket to meet Lara Koski, codename MUSE, and decide whether something could be done, or if it was time to put the whole thing to bed. Koski was the link between the smuggling ring and the Circus; in her photograph, she was a handsome woman just shy of forty, with very dark hair and wide, high cheeks. She had been married and widowed by the age of twenty-five, and was now the owner of a bar which doubled as the smugglers’ meeting place on the lee side of the border. In Smiley’s judgement, she was exactly the sort of woman – fierce, capable and strong – who might turn the head of a visiting spy, although it was hard, with Bill in particular, to know what would bite. His tastes were quietly variable. As to what she might see in him, that was unknowable as well. An adventurer; an artist; an English bloody fool. All or any of the above might pluck at the heart of a widow, even in the north.

The file was, as always, achingly complete up until the moment at which you needed it to be, when it became nebulous and dim. Koski’s life for the better part of a decade was here. Her last month, not, because that was what Haydon should have had yesterday, and instead it all went wrong. And yesterday, barring Bill’s necessarily constrained account – which, in the circumstances, had to be treated with a degree of caution – was a perfect blank.

It was certain that Bill had arrived on the Wednesday in the guise of Adam Lewis, a dealer in imported spirits serving London’s racier restaurants. Sam Collins, between postings a few years back, had helped put the Lewis cover together, and guaranteed its robustness in the context of drink and sin. Lewis had checked in to a pleasant but not outrageous hotel, made his obeisance to the consular trade team and taken them for lunch in search of local connections, then by their good graces made a pitch to a respectable distillery. The following day, he met Koski for lunch, notionally as two fellow toilers in the vineyard of the hospitality game. To Haydon’s surprise, MUSE had claimed to have something very important, and wanted to trade. ‘The Russians are hunting,’ Koski had said. Hunting what? Whom, she replied, but that was the secret, and it wanted paying for. Haydon had gone to the embassy and sent a message to Oakmoor, who – Control being busy and Smiley being on his way back from a seminar at Sarratt – agreed that he should go ahead. He’d set a second meeting for the Friday night, when Koski would bring the material and Haydon would pony up. The cover, if anyone asked, was that they were discussing a joint business venture – for which almost anyone, Smiley imagined, would read that they were or were about to become lovers. It was a good story, though in the present context it looked less well – unless, of course, it was just true, in which case it looked even worse.

From there on, the Circus cupboard was bare. A broad outline of events had been provided by the KRP, the criminal police, but operationally could not be trusted, because it would undoubtedly have crossed the desks of their cousins in the Supo – the new Finnish intelligence service created from whole cloth in forty-nine, after its predecessor was determined to be the tool of the Soviets. Hail to the new spies, but were they the same as the old ones?

According to the KRP report – or, at least, the witnesses they admitted to – Adam Lewis and the woman had been walking together through the market like lovers, afrighting the morality of respectable basket-sellers. Like a waltz, one woman had said. Like a witch leading a woodman. Like a magic prince dancing with his princess. First she drew him towards her, then he spun her around and followed, first him, then her, then her, then him. The pretty leading the fine. And then the violence, sudden and very bad, and the stallholder had lain on one of her baskets and pulled her whole table down around her, with bullets whistling through the square and she was screaming like it was nineteen thirty-nine. No one in the crowd was killed. It was a blessing. But the other man, and the woman: that was terrible. The blood, and worse, and the one survivor on his back, screaming as loud as she had, and more blood coming so fast from his side.

The next bystander said something else. They had all arrived at the same time, she insisted, but separately. She thought no words had been exchanged, or only a very few, and perhaps just between the woman and one of the men. Then that fellow – that is, the Estonian one – had produced a gun, and everything thereafter had been confused. But no, a third disagreed, that was quite wrong: it was the woman who had begun the shooting, had tried to kill them both. Probably she was a drug addict. Such people were dangerous, and irrational. It was known.

Eyewitnesses, Oliver Mendel had once remarked to Smiley, definitely had eyes and definitely had witnessed something, but more than that you couldn’t really be sure about. Smiley missed Mendel now, with his unflappable boredom. Mendel couldn’t see round corners or into shadows. Instead, he saw what was right in front of him; on a given day, it was the highest form of art.

Meanwhile, the Station Head in Helsinki was a clubbable incompetent named Hayle who was noted for caring more about grouse than espionage, and was thank God at an out-of-town hunting lodge with no telephone for two more days. In the operational log, this was marked as ‘cultivating political resource’, which meant that a boozy Finnish parliamentarian was along for the ride. One of Oakmoor’s cronies, Hayle survived because he was propped up by Miranda Keith, a senior secretary who’d been in place since just after the war and did all the actual lifting. While Hayle blundered, Keith walked in the parks, gave romantic advice to the clerical pool and played cards socially with a dozen embassy wives. For which read: as far as Helsinki went, she was everywhere, knew everyone and everything, and was one of the most valuable assets of soft intelligence gathering in the European theatre. She personally did not meet with agents or clear dead letter boxes, but the station juniors, with Hayle’s orders taken from her lips, were sharp, effective and invisible.

Finland, Keith had told Smiley, was not simple, not simple at all. Not simple for anyone, least of all the Finns.

‘What’s their interest? Their direction of travel? In London, people worry they’re looking East.’

Keith was narrow, with pale, almost sallow skin and puckish brown hair that fell over her eyes. It was the only thing about her that was modern. On the smallest finger of one hand she wore an engagement ring. Some of the women who couldn’t call themselves war widows did it, if they’d never moved on. She gave a little half-shrug. ‘They’d like it very much if we didn’t ask.’

‘But if we did?’

‘Well, it’s a bloody nervous situation. Fifty years ago this was part of the Russian Empire. Thirty years ago it wasn’t, but Moscow thought it damn well should be. In thirty-nine they tried to take it. We said we’d intervene if we could just steal a chunk of Sweden into the bargain, so no help there. The Germans – who had a treaty with the Sovs, remember – cosied up to Helsinki and promised Aryan Finland would get everything back when the Reich had smashed the wretched Communists, but in the meantime of course their hands were tied. It took three months and thirty thousand Finns in the ground – and five times as many Russians, by the way – but they stopped Stalin’s boys cold and signed a pretty bad peace in nineteen forty to get their breath back. Cost them a chunk of land and a lot of pride. In forty-one they made a strictly military alliance with the Germans – by that time Adolf and Joe were on the outs – got western Karelia back and went over the border for a bit of light revenge. We declared war on Finland for having the temerity to fight against the Soviets – who were suddenly our allies, you may recall, so the whole invasion business was considered very rude to talk about. When it was all over Brother Joe needed his pound of flesh. He got it too: about a third of Finland’s worldly goods. Do you remember?’

‘I was elsewhere,’ Smiley said.

Keith shrugged. ‘Wasn’t everyone? That’s rather the point. And now Moscow casts a long shadow. They make it very clear to Finnish politicians that Soviet displeasure has consequences. We tell the Finns to be brave but very definitely don’t promise to help them if bravery is expensive. So you tell me: how do they feel about any of us? Pretty bloody windy, and they’re right.’

‘But you have contact with the locals. Personally. Off the books. The Helsinki file back in London makes things pretty clear. Don’t argue with Miranda. Connie Sachs says the same, by the way. She says there’s always a chair for you at her table, if ever the field starts wearing thin.’

Keith actually shivered. ‘Me, a Bad Aunt? Solving mysteries like crossword puzzles over a cup of tea in Covent Garden? No, thank you. I’ve promised myself a cottage on the Med with inappropriate young gardeners. After three decades of Helsinki, I want fresh fruit and local wine and sunshine that actually gets you hot.’

‘She’ll be disappointed.’

‘No, she won’t: we can’t stand each other. It’s instinctive, like dogs. One sniff and I want to bite her head off. Never mind that now, you asked me a question. All right: I have a card game monthly with some of the local ladies. They’re reserved until I tell them about the erotic adventures of my youth. Oh, don’t look so bashful! I made love to a very handsome Estonian colonel who talked in his sleep – an indignity I would happily have reprised, but they shot him. Be that as it may … dress it up a little and the girls think me very wicked and just the sort of person who understands doubts and dreams. The long and the short: I’d say they’d like to be in the Western club, but they don’t believe anyone will come to their aid when the shoe drops. I have to say I doubt they’re wrong about that. Look, George, there’s a lot of guff about Finlandisation being a takeover by stealth. Mostly from Bonn, which from a Finnish point of view is a bit much, but, putting that aside: here in Helsinki it all looks like pub courage. The Finns are the ones with a long land border and they don’t need long memories to know what that means. It’s a balancing act and they do it well. Which is why, incidentally, they get extremely angry when we, or anyone else, play silly buggers in their capital and it turns into a bloody Wild West saloon.’

All that being said, Keith was none the wiser about what had actually happened than anyone else. She’d got the call when she was closing Hayle’s office for the night.

‘I picked up and Sir Leonard shouted at me,’ she said, as if better men had died for less. ‘“What the hell have you done, Miranda?” I shouted back, “I don’t know, you ass,” or something like that, and made him tell me what was going on. He said there’d been a mess, shots fired, two dead, and the KRP were in a rage. Bill was in surgery and God knows where his clothes were at that point – they cut them off him to save time – so we didn’t find out until the small hours that it was him. I got in touch with London.’ She shrugged.

‘And the two dead –’

‘The woman was Lara Koski, of course, and here’s the rub: while you were on the plane we found out the other one was a German Estonian named Einar Tamm, here in Helsinki to discuss logging and minerals. All very wholesome, except he wasn’t and it isn’t.’

She passed a single sheet of telex paper across the table.


TAMM E – WORKNAME OF THIRTEENTH DIRECTORATE ENFORCER REAL NAME ROLAN GUSEV – BRUTAL LITTLE CREEP SEX PEST GOOD RIDDANCE BUT WHY THERE QUERY BAD LUCK ENEMY ACTION QUERY PS TELL GEORGE LOVE C



Gusev, Rolan, born nineteen eleven, rated dull but entirely reliable by Moscow Centre. At one time his arrival in any theatre heralded crude physical pressures, blunt force extortion and little if any finesse, so that in the context of the sometimes achingly subtle world of European spying he was simultaneously unwelcome and something of a relief. His presence normally signified an end to ambiguity, though here it had done the opposite.

‘Bad luck,’ Keith repeated but without conviction.

‘It does happen,’ Smiley said at last. Which was true enough: coincidence was an operations officer’s least favoured devil, and the downfall of even the best of them. It was, on reflection, not only possible but inevitable that the tens of millions of moving parts which made up nations should on occasion collide and set one another on wrong tracks. In a way it was even a starting point of espionage, that certainty of mistake – although more often it was a horror: a secretary returns early from lunch and finds you in the file room; a senior official takes the day off and his deputy is more diligent; a border guard recognises a face, or remembers a name.

The most obvious supposition was that Gusev had trailed whatever intelligence Koski was selling, and either identified Haydon as her contact and responded in typically brute fashion, or else – felicitously or otherwise, depending on one’s lights – chosen that moment in the marketplace to assassinate her and Bill had naturally intervened. But if Moscow was so close behind, why send only one man? And when had they sent him? If they were in such a hurry, why not use the local staff? The embassy here could have supplied half a dozen hoods and seen the thing done right: a car, a sudden vanishing.

More than that: it was pointless. Koski was ultimately a mercenary. She’d sell to Moscow for cash if she could; trade for her life if she couldn’t. Certainly she’d waste no time suffering for the Circus. But if Moscow was in no hurry, why let whatever it was leave Russia at all? If Centre knew about the Postmen, why not just pick them up before they crossed the border? Had Gusev somehow learned of a critical breach of security and – in some fey daydream of Soviet heroism – gone solo in an effort to prove his readiness for command? Or was he responsible, and feared to tell his masters lest he suffer the consequence of his own lapse? Had he, in fact, come unofficially, to deal with Koski before the whole thing spiralled? The sense of blunder was inexorable.

Smiley thought about Haydon and Koski, and Gusev in the marketplace. ‘Man proposes,’ he muttered to Keith, and they sat with their disbelief.

Having contemplated the possibility of a life governed by blind chance, Smiley removed himself to the secure Telex Room and sent a message to London requesting detail on the most recent ALPINE contacts – who, where, when, and with what tradecraft? Did MUSE have any known prior contact with Rolan Gusev, or vice versa? Could anyone propose an animosity between them which might lead to this moment?

Not believing the answer would be yes, Smiley went back to his hotel by the Kaivopuisto Park and sat with the tourist map of Helsinki and Haydon’s casual sketch of the landscape. For the most part it was purely artistic topography: the curve of the bay and the archipelago, the tenor of the place in a few bold lines – a real testament, actually, to talent – but here and there were buildings, landmarks: the railway station, the Senate Square, the marketplace where everything had happened. Even the hospital, surrounded by gulls. Study it as you would a text.

Haydon knew the Circus wanted his report. He knew also that anything he gave his uncle would be scrutinised by the police. Short of staging a death scene and whispering it all directly into Smiley’s ear, he couldn’t speak it aloud either. If he’d been forced to call on an open telephone line, he would have used the code phrases agreed in London before he left, but in the context of a face-to-face conversation they would seem at best bizarre, and more likely an acknowledgement of what he was – a British agent in a bad place.

Smiley looked at the little sketches where Haydon had added
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