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Here richly, with ridiculous display,

The Politician’s corpse was laid away.

While all of his acquaintance sneered and slanged

I wept: for I had longed to see him hanged.

Hilaire Belloc, Sonnets and Verse (1923)

‘Epigraph on the Politician Himself’

The spirit of liberty is the spirit

which is not too sure that it is right

Judge Learned Hand


ONE


CHAPTER 1

Old habits die hard and Kennedy had paid off the taxi at Victoria Station and walked the rest of the way to Ebury Street. As he crossed the road to number 25b he wondered if it really was the chaos back at Century House with Facilities planning the move to the new HQ, or was it because he rather liked the pretty safe house itself, that had made him choose it for the meeting. It was no longer a safe house. Some joker at the Soviet Embassy had sent a ‘Get well’ card addressed to the Director-General ‘care of’ 25b Ebury Street. But the rent had been paid until the end of the year so they might as well use it until then.

He pressed the door-bell and when the door clicked open he walked slowly up the steep, narrow stairs, aware that security cameras had watched his progress from when he crossed the street, and that now the internal circuit had taken him over.

Maggie was waiting for him on the small landing at the top of the stairs.

‘Mr Farmer and Mr Shelley are in the side room waiting for you, sir.’ As he thanked her and turned she said, ‘Will you sign the chit, sir, please?’

He sighed and read the card. It confirmed that Angus Roffey, Signals Section, had checked the whole house at 14.00 hours that day and it was electronically clean. He signed the card and Maggie said, ‘I’ve told them it’s either tea or coffee until after the meeting.’

He smiled and headed for the side room. It was bright, walls and ceiling Dulux Brilliant White and Venetian blinds at the windows overlooking the street. Farmer and Shelley looked bored already.

There was no tape recorder and no notepads. It was not a meeting of record. Kennedy had told them briefly already what he wanted to discuss. In fact he had already made his mind up about what to do, but a little support from other sections would do no harm; it might even spread the load if the whole thing went down the pan.

He took off his jacket, hung it over the back of the chair and sat down.

‘Thanks for coming, both of you.’ He paused. ‘Let me just outline the problem.’ He paused. ‘Our old friend Carling. Lord Carling. Ex-SIS and suspected by several colleagues of having played footsie with the Russians during his time with us. Maybe even before.’ He paused. ‘And maybe even after he left us.’

‘Why the sudden interest in him now, Freddie?’

Kennedy hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Two reasons. Maybe even more. The timing is because we have strong indications that one of the tabloids is considering one of its “investigatory” pieces on SIS. You know the stuff. They want to hang it on to the Carling business. Mole in the heart of SIS. Lax security. Who was protecting him? Heads must roll – and all the usual crap they dish up.’

Farmer said quietly, ‘I gather you’ve got some scheme in mind—’

Shelley interrupted. ‘First things first, Freddie. You say some of our people suspected him.’ He paused. ‘On what grounds? Where’s the evidence?’

Kennedy shrugged. ‘I’ve had long conversations with the DPP and he says we have nothing that would stand up in court. And we could end up with a libel writ.’

‘So could the tabloid, Freddie.’

‘Fair enough. But old Carling’s in his late sixties. May even be seventy already. The tabloid could be waiting for him to kick the bucket. Just putting the bits together as they come in.’

Shelley said, ‘It must be old stuff now. You say some people suspect that he’s still playing footsie with the Russians. Glasnost and perestroika will have ended those games. He can’t be important enough for them to risk running him now.’

Farmer shook his head. ‘I’m always reading about him on trips to Berlin, Vienna, Prague and Budapest. He hasn’t stopped those.’

Kennedy said, ‘He’d claim that it’s just his work for the Arts Council.’ He smiled. ‘Or could be.’

Shelley laughed softly. ‘It’s a bloody good cover anyway.’ He looked at Kennedy. ‘I gather you’ve got something in mind?’

‘Well. The obvious alternative to prosecuting is to do a deal. He tells us all and we give him immunity from prosecution.’

Shelley nodded. ‘So?’

Kennedy sighed. ‘The snag is – we’ve got so little evidence that I wonder if what he’s got to tell us is worth the immunity.’

‘Go on.’

‘I had in mind having a chat with Carling. Tell him about vague suspicions here and at the tabloid. Tell him that there’s pressure building up to expose him and we’d be prepared to do a deal, but we need to know roughly what he’s got to tell us before we can make a decision.’

Farmer frowned. ‘And what if he just tells us to get stuffed?’

Kennedy shook his head. ‘Put yourself in his place, Dickie. An aristocrat, a popular and well-known figure, an icon of the arts scene. He won’t want to go through the mill of a court case or being done over by one of the tabloids. You know what they’d make of it.’

Shelley interposed. ‘And what they’d make of us too. Nothing definite – “high-level sources suggest” – “a well-informed ex-officer says” – “who is protecting the traitors?” – it’s all been done before, with far less to go on than in this case. Even now I ask myself: if our people had suspicions why the hell didn’t they do something about it?’

Kennedy shrugged. ‘First of all the suspicions are only with hindsight, and secondly – like I said – the DPP says we’d be out on our ears as soon as the judge had heard the opening statement and read the file.’ He paused. ‘It’s going to take some time even if he co-operates. Whoever does it will have to decide whether Carling is telling us the full story or just a cover-up.’

‘Who’ve you got in mind?’

‘One of my own chaps. Name’s Mathews. Wasn’t even born when our friend could have first started playing games with the Russians. He can get alongside Carling without the luggage of prior knowledge or old prejudices.’

‘How long’s he been with us?’

‘Five years officially, another three years before that on loan from the I.Corps.’

‘Positively vetted?’

‘Of course.’

Farmer shrugged. ‘You seem to have got it all worked out.’

Kennedy smiled. ‘Can you think of something better?’

‘No. It just seems a bit – I don’t know what – airy-fairy. We ask our friend to spill the beans but promise him nothing definite. Why should he trust us?’

Kennedy, still smiling, said, ‘It isn’t us he’ll be trusting, it’ll be Mathews.’

There was a long silence and then Kennedy said, ‘Shall we vote on it?’

Farmer shook his head. ‘No. I’ll go with it for want of anything better.’

They had hung on, gossiping, for another ten minutes and then gone their different ways. Only Kennedy went back to Century House.


CHAPTER 2

Kennedy knew George Carling from Carling’s last few years with SIS and had subsequently met him from time to time at meetings at the Foreign Office. He decided that he ought to meet His Lordship alone to get the thing moving, before briefing Mathews. There were ways of presenting the possible deal that he felt he could best put to Carling himself. He phoned him and arranged a dinner meeting at the Reform.

The conversation during the meal was amiable and amusing as Carling gave him the inside story on the fine-art forgeries that had recently been exposed. He obviously enjoyed the discomfiture of the so-called connoisseurs and experts. It seemed in character that Carling was so obviously on the side of the forger.

They took their coffee in the members’ lounge in comfortable armchairs in a corner that gave them some privacy. Kennedy ordered malt whiskies for them both and as he lifted his glass to Carling, he said, ‘I need your help, George.’

Carling was obviously surprised. ‘Really. What sort of help?’

‘We need your co-operation.’

‘Who’s we?’

‘SIS.’

‘Sounds ominous.’

Kennedy smiled. ‘Not really.’

‘What’s it all about?’

‘You.’

‘Me? For God’s sake. I’ve been away from that game for a decade. What help can I give you?’

Kennedy took a deep breath, then said, ‘Would you be surprised if I told you that there are people in SIS and elsewhere who suggest that your loyalty was questionable?’

Carling laughed. ‘Which particular loyalty?’

‘Loyalty to this country.’

Carling smiled. ‘Oh that. No, it wouldn’t surprise me at all. Everybody from directors-general down has suffered unfounded stories about their loyalty. The likes of me are fair game.’

Kennedy said quietly, ‘We have information that one of the tabloids is trying to put together a story that suggests you had contacts with the KGB over a number of years.’

Carling smiled, shaking his head. ‘But they couldn’t prove it.’

‘They don’t have to. They print the story and their sales go up. They can keep it on the boil for weeks and months. You’ve seen what they’ve done recently to quite insignificant politicians. And you’re very well known to the public.’

‘And you’re afraid that SIS will be accused of being lax and inefficient.’

‘That’s part of the problem.’

‘What’s the other part.’

‘We need to know the truth.’

‘Go on.’

‘We thought it might be prudent to go over the past with you.’ He paused. ‘And then, if it satisfies us, grant you immunity from prosecution in exchange for your co-operation.’ He paused again. ‘It would be done very discreetly and in confidence.’

‘So what’s the problem?’

‘First, that you may not agree to co-operate, and secondly, that you give us a heavily doctored account of whatever happened.’

Carling smiled. ‘Not get value for money, yes?’

‘I suppose you could call it that.’

‘And if you’re not satisfied, what then?’

‘We go back to square one. To the situation as it is today.’

‘All bets off.’

Kennedy shrugged but said nothing.

‘Who would I be talking to?’

‘One of my best officers. Timothy Mathews. Mid-thirties, wide experience. I think you’d quite like him.’

‘It sounds an interesting exercise. What is it you people used to call it? “Walking back the cat?” Seeing what really happened and how it had influenced your old colleagues when they’d made the wrong moves and wrong analysis.’

Kennedy, relieved, smiled. ‘We call it damage limitation these days.’

‘So when do you want to start?’

‘As soon as possible and when it’s convenient to you.’

‘I’ll have to go, Kennedy.’ Carling stood up. ‘I’m due at the Festival Hall. Tell him to phone me at home.’ He smiled. ‘I’m sure you know the number.’

Mathews put the tea bag in the mug with the sugar and reached for the bottle of milk, his hand hesitating before it grasped the bottle. He tried to remember what his father had always said about the only way to make a good cup of tea was to put the milk in last. Or was it first? He poured in the boiling water. As he stirred in the milk he realised how hopeless he was domestically, now he was on his own. His solicitor had said it would be easy. A ‘no-fault’ divorce. No lies about either party. Just an acceptance that she’d wanted out. Out for him and in for Roger Thomas, a local solicitor. A real creep of a man, self-satisfied and, as they say, with a reputation with the ladies. And, standing on the sidelines, trying to take it all in, eight-year-old Tony, the Mathewses’ son. Care and custody to the mother, Pamela, reasonable access for the father. The court had said that as they seemed reasonable people access could be left for the parties and their solicitors to settle. His chap had said that the best he could get him was every other Saturday, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. The first two Saturdays had been no problem but the third Saturday Pamela said the boy was going to a Cub camp and would have to miss out. And as he started to protest she had hung up.

When the phone rang he was careful not to give his name or the number.

‘Yes?’

‘The deputy would like to see you, Tim. Soon as possible. He suggests three this afternoon.’

‘Where?’

‘Do you know the Special Forces Club?’

‘Yeah.’

‘He’s having lunch there. He’ll be waiting for you.’

‘Any idea what it’s all about?’

‘No idea. But I’m sure it’s frightfully important.’ And he heard her soft laugh cut off as she hung up.

He wondered what it could be. Kennedy was his immediate boss and had been for two years. Tough but fair and had been over all the same hurdles in his time. He wouldn’t call him back from his week’s leave unless it was either urgent or important.

Mathews paid off the taxi at Harrods and walked the short distance to the Special Forces Club. Kennedy signed him in after the club steward had checked his ID and then took him upstairs to a private room. When they were sitting Kennedy looked across at Mathews.

‘How’s things?’

‘Much as usual.’

‘I’ve got a special assignment for you. It might help to keep your mind off the domestic problems.’ He paused. ‘What do you know about George Carling – Lord Carling to give him his proper title?’

‘Is this the Arts Council guy? The one who’s always on TV?’

‘That’s the one. He used to be SIS. Some years full time and then a kind of unofficial consultant on Eastern bloc intelligence.’ He paused. ‘We’ve always had our suspicions that he was playing games with the KGB. All circumstantial. Virtually nothing we could use in court.’ Kennedy looked towards the windows and then back at Mathews. ‘We’ve done a deal with him. We’ve formed a small committee to control it. Myself, Shelley and Farmer. Let me tell you what we want you to do.’

Kennedy spent ten minutes explaining the deal he had done with Carling and the background that had prompted it.

‘He’s actually agreed to do this?’ Mathews said with obvious disbelief.

‘Yes.’

‘Maybe he’ll just try and string me along. And we’ll end up knowing no more than we know now.’

‘Could be. But it’ll be up to you to decide if he’s just wasting our time.’

‘Do you think he’s guilty?’

‘I’m sure he is but I not only couldn’t prove it in court, I doubt if I could convince anyone who matters in SIS either. They don’t like suspicion, most of them have been under suspicion for something or other at some stage in their careers. They only want facts.’

‘How long have we got?’

‘As long as you need. It’s going to take time to get to know him well enough to judge whether he’s telling the truth or not.’

‘What about the newspaper?’

Kennedy shrugged. ‘They’ll be more cautious than we need be. Their lawyers will see to that. They’ll probably wait until Carling dies.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Late sixties, could be seventy even.’

‘Looks younger on TV. Who’s got his “P” file?’

Kennedy reached in his briefcase and brought out two videotapes. ‘I suggest you don’t read his file unless you absolutely need to. These are videotapes of programmes he’s been on and a few clips of black and white surveillance material. Most of it stills.’ As he handed the tapes to Mathews he said, ‘It’s better to go in with a clean slate and no prejudices. Feel free to contact me any time you want.’ He shrugged. ‘Some sort of sitrep weekly will do, even if it’s a nil report. OK?’

‘OK.’
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