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To Len, Ysabele and the two boys


1

It had started six weeks ago, a Sunday afternoon, one of those Berlin Sundays that confirm that March is more the last month of winter than the first month of spring. There were sooty piles of wet snow on the Kurfürstendamm except where the concierge had swept a pathway to the red-brick block. My place was on the top floor, the fifth. It was both my office and where I lived. The rest of the building was empty, as it always was at weekends.

On the glass door to the office was gold-leaf lettering that said ‘Presse Dienst Concordia – Bürochef D. Marsh.’ D. Marsh is me.

The press service was genuine but limited because my orders didn’t come from Fleet Street but from a modern office block not far from Waterloo Station that housed the headquarters of MI6 and several of its private armies. In the final sort-out after Philby I had been one of the handful of survivors who was trusted by both MI5 and 6. More or less.

At the start of all this I was liaison officer in Berlin between British security and the ‘Popos’, which sounds friendly and amusing, but isn’t. The German Politischer Polizei do an underground job against the subversives in West Germany, and some of those subversives had contacts back in London or Belfast or Dublin. And that’s where I came in. The KGB, of course, have their fingers in the pie, and from the small office I ran a network to monitor their contacts through Berlin with the IRA, the Socialist Workers’ Party, the Maoists and the rest of the phonies in the UK whose business was to bring down the morale of the general public who had never heard of most of them. If you don’t know the name of your own prime minister you aren’t going to pay too much attention to which particular little gang is slashing policemen’s faces with carving knives in the cause of democratic freedom. You may not like it but you know that there will be somebody somewhere looking after such things. I was one of the somebodies.

There were two offices: the one at the rear housed the transmitter which looked like a piece of elaborate hi-fi, the teleprinter and a couple of VDUs. Some of the stuff went back via a messenger from GOC British Troops in Berlin and on occasion I used the diplomatic bag.

The note was still lying open on the glass table in the sitting room and I had picked it up to read it again. It was from London. ‘… because of the present economic climate … pension at Grade 3 payable immediately … section officer Gordon Harrap would be visiting on 20th March to discuss and effect handover …’ I wondered why they had chosen Harrap. Everybody who covered Berlin, and most of those who didn’t, knew that Harrap and I had never hit it off.

We had never worked together, it was nothing as definite as that, and I suppose we would both have denied any antipathy had we been asked. It could have been something to do with the difference in our ages and background. Harrap was in his early thirties and had had a year at Harvard Business School and a few months in Washington on CIA liaison. Harrap always seemed to be under the impression that there was no espionage problem that couldn’t be solved by a computer and a good filing system. And Harrap was a snob. Not a genuine, eccentric, outrageous, born and bred snob, but one of those all-too-common second-grade English snobs. Those arrogant, self-important, middle-class products of the prep schools who go through life with their clenched-up hearts behind their bland school-boy smiles. They love those pathetic games with piled-up chairs on mess nights, and scan the pages of the serious Sundays and the Tatler to see who is who and what is what. Readers of reviews rather than originals. But he seemed to get on well with the old China hands of MI5 which is more than I had ever done. Some thought that I hadn’t tried all that hard.

The income from the press service brought in three or four thousand a year but it would mean staying in Berlin and I wasn’t sure that I wanted that. My pension as a retired lieutenant-colonel would be about the same, but free of tax because it would be paid from the SIS grant.

I’d put a cassette in the hi-fi deck and stood by the back window waiting for Harrap to arrive. The view over Berlin was shrouded in mist and although it was barely three o’clock the lights were coming on in the building opposite. The sky looked as if there would be more snow in the night. As I put the two glasses and a bottle of whisky on the coffee table the outer doorbell chimed.

It was Harrap. Ruddy-faced, all pals together, in a dark blue suit, his black hair slicked back like a Brylcreem ad. His podgy hand was damp as it held mine just a shade too long.

He made himself at home in one of the arm-chairs and nodded towards the hi-fi as I poured him a drink. On the cassette the singers were just into the love-duet in Madam Butterfly.

‘Beautiful, beautiful vulgarity isn’t it?’ Harrap said. ‘One can never quite bring oneself to discard it.’ And he lifted his glass, squinting with one eye shut as he looked at the golden liquid. ‘Glen Grant would be my guess,’ he said. ‘What’s yours?’

‘I bought it, sweetheart, so I wouldn’t be guessing.’

I always wondered why people like Harrap didn’t notice from the responses that they irritated people, but they don’t, although sometimes Harrap looks puzzled for a moment as he searches vainly for some element of approval in a surly answer. He looked at me now, over the rim of his glass, with the look that elderly generals give as they march up the parading ranks, their rheumy eyes sorting the future field-marshals from the battalion cooks. And Harrap did it quite well bearing in mind that he’d never even been in the army.

‘They wanted me to have words with you, David,’ he said. ‘You got their note?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. I got it five days ago.’

‘You must have wondered what it was all about.’

‘Not really. They made it quite clear. I’ve got the sack.’

Harrap shook his head briskly. ‘Just for the record, David, some substance, of course, but not what you might think. Let’s say a change of direction, eh?’

‘Let’s say you tell me whatever it is that you’ve come to say, and then we can get it over.’

Harrap frowned in pained concern. ‘Don’t be so defensive, David. It really isn’t necessary with me you know.’

I sipped my whisky and looked at Harrap without saying a word, and he put down his glass and leaned towards me.

‘They want you to work on something special – but as a freelance.’ When there was no response he went on, ‘Your pay would go up a grade and still be tax free. All reasonable expenses.’

I hadn’t expected this, and it didn’t make sense. Harrap didn’t operate at that kind of level.

‘Why did they send you, Harrap. Why not Sellars or Martin?’

He spread his arms wide and shrugged, the way Englishmen shrug. Aggressively and without charm.

‘Part of the plan, old chap. So that there was no official contact.’

‘What’s the new operation?’

‘They told me that I must have considered agreement to take on the operation before I give you any details.’

I tried not to show my anger. And failed. ‘Cut out the bullshit, Harrap. If it makes sense I’ll do it, if it doesn’t they can stick it.’

‘There’s an MP. And there’s top-level leaks to the Russians. They suspect the MP.’

I shrugged and half laughed. ‘So what’s new? There have been leaks to the Soviets, and suspect MPs, ever since I came into the business. You know as well as I do that most of it is tip-offs from discarded wives and girlfriends, ambitious fellow directors, the Opposition – or mistaken identity. When it isn’t one of those we generally can’t put up a case that would satisfy a court, and when we can then somebody up top smothers the whole thing up. Once in a thousand times somebody gets what’s coming to him and you read it between the lines in the papers. A heart-attack or a road accident. This is a Special Branch job, Harrap. They’re used to this sort of stuff.’

‘They specially asked for you.’

‘Who’s they?’

‘Sellars recommended you and the sub-committee gave their approval.’

‘And what sub-committee is that?’

‘It’s a Cabinet sub-committee. Quite small, but very senior. The PM nominated them and Parker’s in the chair.’

I ought to have said ‘no’ right then because I knew it must be something extraordinary to have side-tracked the Home Secretary and the FO.

‘Who’s the MP?’

Harrap smiled. ‘Somebody you already know.’

‘Oh for Christ’s sake don’t go coy, Harrap. I know dozens of MPs. Who is it?’

‘I’m told you knew him very well. It’s Kelly, the Labour MP for the Stockland division of Birmingham.’

All my instincts as a normal human being said it was absolute nonsense. But all my training and all my experience kept me silent and non-committal.

‘What have they got on him?’

‘Nothing specific. Like I said, it’s just a high-level tip-off.’

‘Who gave the tip-off and who was it given to at Cabinet level?’

‘I don’t know. That’s all they would tell me.’

I leaned back and shook my head. ‘Tell them no, Harrap. Those kinds of jobs are for the new boys. I gave up those capers years ago. I’m too old for standing in doorways and watching windows. They can get Special Branch to do that, that’s what they’re there for for God’s sake.’

Harrap looked shifty. ‘That’s why they want it to be you, David. So that it’s not official.’

The penny dropped. ‘You mean so that the Prime Minister can deny all knowledge if it ever comes up at question time?’

‘Exactly.’ Harrap nodded his head, glad to have a point of agreement.

‘What was the evidence? There must have been something to make them take notice.’

‘I’m told it was just a statement of fact – that Kelly was a traitor working for the Russians.’

‘When did they decide to do something about it?’

‘About a week ago.’ And Harrap shifted uneasily in his chair as he realized his mistake.

‘And a couple of days later I get a letter sacking me.’

‘Only to keep the official records straight, David.’

‘What’s going to happen to this place? The press bureau part of it?’

‘They’re willing to keep it going in your name until you decide what you want done with it. The shareholding will stay yours too.’

‘I’ll want to talk to Sellars before I start. And somebody from the Cabinet. Not a civil servant – a Cabinet Minister.’

‘I’m sure they’ll be ready to go along with that, David.’

‘Where are you staying?’

Harrap’s red face went redder. ‘Oh, that’s fixed. I’m staying with a friend.’

I smiled. ‘The one in Ebertstrasse?’

‘Yes.’

‘They say she’s got fantastic boobs.’

‘She is well-built, but she’s jolly good company apart from all that sort of thing.’

I smiled, and for the first time in years I saw a glimmer of good in Harrap. Harrap was the kind who would pay her in US dollars and use the SIS dollar pool to fiddle the currency. And still petulantly query other people’s claims on expense sheets if the informants had a female code number.

‘How about we meet here tomorrow? Let’s make it mid-day.’

Harrap nodded and stood up awkwardly in his eagerness to get away.

I had changed the Puccini cassette for a selection of Fats Waller and I lay in the hot bath with my feet perched on the taps, listening and trying to think. But the magic of that black left hand was too much and I closed my eyes as I listened. I was still asleep when the chimes went, and I shivered as I struggled out of the cold water. Slinging on the towelling bath-robe I padded through the office to the outside door.

It was the tall blonde. I remembered that I had phoned her just after Harrap had left. She was another of those self-confident extroverts but her pretty face and the soft valley of her cleavage eliminated any inclination I might have had to criticize.

An hour later when we were lying on the bed and my right hand was slowly and sensuously squeezing one of those big mounds that were now naked and totally available, I remembered. ‘D’you know the blonde girl who works out of the flat in Ebertstrasse?’

She looked up at me smiling. ‘Why d’you wanna know?’

‘Just something I’d like to find out.’

She sat up leaning on one elbow, her full breasts swinging, and she smiled as she saw the lust on my face.

‘Yes, I know her. She’s from Krakow. But you wouldn’t want what she does.’

I laughed softly. ‘How can you tell, sweetie?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s part of my job, honey. I can tell.’

‘What does she do?’

‘She’s only there for SM clients. She doesn’t do straight sex.’

‘Never?’

‘I guess she does with her boyfriend, but not for business.’

‘How much does she get?’

‘It’s two marks a swish and there’ll be a minimum charge of at least four hundred marks.’

‘Ninety-five quid. Jesus, that’s …’

She put her fingers up to my lips.

‘I can get you more than that if you ever want the job, honey, and, of course, white mice are extra.’

‘What in hell are the mice for?’

She sighed. ‘You old men are so bloody innocent. I’ll tell you when you grow up.’ She reached across and pressed the hi-fi; it was Fats Waller again. She kissed me with almost genuine enthusiasm as my hand went between her legs.

Just after eleven we strolled down the street to the New Eden, and as we danced around the small floor she left me for a moment and walked over to speak to the pianist. He nodded as she spoke to him and looked back smiling towards me as I stood waiting and alone. As the girl came into my arms I heard the words over the microphone against the lush chords – ‘And it’s a long, long time, from May to December … and the days grow short when you reach September …’ and I smiled as she put up her mouth to be kissed.
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