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DEDICATION

This is for Sally Maria Allbeury, also known as Sweetiepie. My lovely and much loved youngest daughter.


One man in his time plays many parts …

SHAKESPEARE: As You Like it


Chapter 1

Like a good many other cottages in the villages around Chichester, Sir James Frazer’s house was called ‘Rose Cottage’. And although it had a thatched roof it wasn’t really a cottage. It had been built just before the end of the First World War for the son of the owner of the manor house. A son who never came back from the war. It was a long building of local stone with five bedrooms, three bathrooms and three reception rooms. It had a large country kitchen with the traditional cream-coloured Aga as well as an electric hob and oven. In the utility room there were the usual appliances and a large fridge-freezer by Westinghouse.

They sat in the small study facing one another across the table. Francis Healey had laid out the papers including a photocopy of the piece from the newspaper announcing the serialisation of the book. He looked across at his client and friend, James Frazer, or to be precise, Sir James Frazer.

‘You’ve read the piece, Jamie?’

‘Yeah. Several times.’

‘There’s no point in us putting in for an injunction, not at this stage anyway.’

‘Why not?’

‘First of all nothing’s been published. It talks about the serialisation but the only mention of the book is that it’s to be published shortly.’ He paused. ‘And neither of us has any idea of what’s being said.’

‘I have, Francis.’

‘What have you seen?’

‘The manuscript of the book.’

Healey looked surprised. ‘Have you still got it – the manuscript?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Asking for an injunction will only give the book a whole heap of publicity.’ Healey shrugged. ‘Then they publish it in Australia or America.’

‘OK. So we go for libel, for defamation.’

‘I’d need to see the manuscript myself before I could advise you on that. It could be considered fair comment or in the public interest. We’ll have to show that the words printed were published with malice.’ He paused. ‘Who is this wretched man who wrote it? I’ve never heard of him.’

‘He’s got an obsession about exposing intelligence organisations. He’s an American but he spends a lot of time in this country. He’s only done so-called exposé pieces in magazines and newspapers up to now. He did a book on the CIA but he couldn’t get it published.’

‘Why not?’

‘The American publishers said it was full of libel.’

‘Can you get them to confirm that?’

‘I shouldn’t think so.’ He smiled. ‘They’re so scared about libel suits they’d probably think that refusing to publish might be a libel in itself.’

‘Can I read the manuscript?’

‘Tonight. Back in the morning?’

Healey shrugged. ‘OK.’

Frazer stood up and left the room. When he came back a few minutes later he put a box-file on the table. ‘There you are.’

‘If I think it’s actionable do you want to go ahead?’

‘Definitely.’

‘It’s a very costly exercise you know, that’s why rich men can stop people publishing information about their misdemeanours. Remember how Maxwell only had to issue a writ for books to be stopped.’

Jamie Frazer shrugged. ‘So be it.’ He paused. ‘Are you advising me to ignore a fabrication of lies and distortion?’

‘Of course I’m not. Let me read the stuff and then I’ll tell you what I think. That’ll be as your solicitor. Separately I’ll tell you what I think as an old friend.’

Frazer smiled. ‘Fair enough. Let’s have a drink.’

‘Fine. I’d better make mine a Coke, as I’m driving.’

When they had had their drinks, Healey picked up the box-file and Frazer walked with him to where his car was parked.

The car was typical of the man. A Rover P5 in immaculate condition and at least thirty-five years old. Francis Healey had bought it new from the Rover dealers in Chichester. It was parked alongside Frazer’s Silver Shadow Mark 1, a mere twenty-five years old but equally immaculate. There was a partly-restored Austin Healey 3000 in the double garage.

As Frazer opened the car door and tossed the file onto the back seat, Frazer said, ‘No copying, Francis.’

Healey turned to look at him, surprised. ‘Why not?’

‘Because that was the deal I did. I gave my word.’

Healey shrugged. ‘OK. If that’s how you want it. If we go ahead I’ll have to ask you where you got it.’

‘Why?’

‘So that I know that it’s the real thing.’

Frazer laughed. ‘Take it from me it’s the real thing all right.’

It was beginning to get light when Healey finished reading the manuscript. There was no doubt that it was actionable. The piece in the newspaper was brief but the headline above was enough – ‘Spy chief exposed and found guilty’. It didn’t specify what he was found guilty of but the brief text named him.

The book was a litany of unsubstantiated accusations of a wide variety of alleged misjudgments, political interference and virtual treason. Frazer was painted as a womaniser, an adulterer and a snob.

The other side would have to prove and justify the claims and that would be extremely difficult. Frazer didn’t have to prove that it was untrue but the defendants would have to back up their claims and substantiate them. But for such accusations to be made against a retired Director-General of MI6 would be enough to ensure that the book would be a bestseller. He would have liked to be able to show the manuscript to a specialist libel lawyer before passing judgment but it seemed that wasn’t possible at this stage. He could well understand Jamie Frazer’s anger at being the victim of such venom. It wasn’t the kind of thing you expected to have to face when you were in your seventies and long retired. But he would have to work out their tactics very carefully before they issued a writ.

Healey bathed and shaved, ate a plate of porridge and made himself a mug of tea before he rang Frazer.

Frazer picked up the phone on the second ring and Healey suggested they met at Rose Cottage for him to hear Healey’s opinion.

The door of the cottage was wide open and Healey stood at the living-room door for a moment watching the man playing the Bluthner boudoir grand piano. Frazer was wearing a pale-blue cotton shirt and grey worsted slacks. He played by ear but unmistakably well and Healey recognised ‘As Time Goes By’, the theme tune from Casablanca. He walked over to the piano and when Frazer looked up and stopped playing he said, ‘I guess I ought to say – “play it again Sam”.’

Frazer smiled. ‘Nobody ever said that in the film.’

‘I know.’ As Frazer finished the melody with a kind of spread-out arpeggio with the left hand, Healey said quietly, ‘We’d better start work, Jamie, there’s a lot to go over.’

They took their coffees into Frazer’s book-lined study. It was a modest size with just a writing desk, four easy chairs and a stack of Technics hi-fi separates and a pair of speakers mounted on the wall above.

When they were settled, Healey said, ‘I’ve read the manuscript and I can only advise you that you seem to have a very good case for a writ for libel.’ He paused. ‘However I do have to warn you again that libel cases are tried by juries and juries are notoriously unpredictable. I also have to warn you that the financial stakes are pretty high. Newspapers rely on their financial strength to frighten off potential litigants.’ He paused again. ‘I think you would have to be prepared to lose at least fifty thousand pounds one way or another. Even if you won they can drag things on at huge expense to an appeal.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s a bit of a poker game, Jamie.’

‘So when do we issue the writs?’

‘You’ve made your mind up to go ahead?’

‘I’d made my mind up before I talked to you. If you had turned me down or shown doubts I’d have found somebody else.’

‘Fair enough,’ Healey said, but he rather resented the tactless statement. ‘Let’s talk about tactics.’ He paused. ‘We could apply for an injunction to prevent the newspaper printing the serialisation and prevent the book being published. I think we’d get it on both counts and you could keep them on edge for months. But if we stopped publication it would weaken your case in a libel action.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you couldn’t indicate any damage to your reputation if nobody had read the damn thing.’ He paused. ‘My advice would be to let both items get published. However …’ Healey took a deep breath ‘… a word of caution and I hope you won’t be offended by the question … Is there anything substantial in any of the comments in the book that could be used against you by their defence?’

‘Like what?’

‘How would we come out on the three marriages and three divorces for instance?’

Frazer smiled and waved his hand dismissively.

‘That sort of crap doesn’t worry me. It’s the politics and the stuff about my time in SIS that angers me. Just innuendo, speculation and prejudice. It’s just an attempt at character assassination relying on the fact that when creeps like this one have attacked the intelligence services in the past, they’ve just had to sit there and take it.’ He shook his head angrily. ‘But not this baby.’

‘If they threw in their hand what would you settle for?’

‘A grovelling apology, an admission that it’s a pack of lies … and a lot of cash. That’s what hurts those guys.’

Healey watched Frazer’s face as he asked, ‘How do people inside the intelligence world see you? Are they pro or anti?’

‘God knows. You’d better ask ’em.’

‘Who shall I ask?’

Frazer shrugged, obviously irritated. ‘Try Logan or Peters. Logan’s still in the business. Peters is retired. I’ll give you their phone numbers.’

‘Shall I mention that you suggested the contact?’

‘If you want. It’s up to you.’

‘You’ll have to get used to me asking questions, Jamie. It’s all part of the process.’

Frazer reached out his hand and touched Healey’s arm. ‘Forgive me, old pal. It makes me terribly angry to find myself in my seventies, long retired and having to respond to some shit who wants to make his fortune out of quote exposing unquote the running of our intelligence services. We none of us ever looked for praise, not even a hint of appreciation, but, by God, a lot of good men made a lot of sacrifices; money, families, comfort, to protect this country and its people from their enemies. Domestic and foreign.’

‘Have you talked with anyone at Century House?’

‘No. So far as I know they haven’t seen the manuscript.’

‘They’ll have a view on how to deal with it you know.’ He paused. ‘Their service is being put through the mincer as well as you personally.’

‘They’ll just sit tight and ignore it. Beneath their contempt. They always do that. They’re a government organisation.’

‘Not even when the first tricky question gets asked in the Commons?’

‘We’ll see.’ Frazer smiled and leaned back. ‘You know when I was a young man I only had one ambition and that was to either play piano in the coffee-shop of a posh West End hotel or play in a rather swish night-club. I’ve often thought that maybe I made the wrong choice.’

‘You wouldn’t have been Sir James on that route, my friend.’ Healey stood up smiling, looking down at Frazer. ‘D’you want to think it over or shall I just go ahead?’

‘Just go ahead.’ He stood up, shrugging. ‘Cry havoc and unleash the dogs of war.’

‘I’ll speak to counsel tomorrow and I’ll keep in touch. But forget the dogs of war bit, this is courts and the law, and that other favourite motto of yours was never more appropriate.’

Frazer raised his eyebrows. ‘What motto was that?’

‘The one you always quote. The one the army taught you – Time spent in reconnaissance is seldom wasted.’

Frazer laughed. ‘You’re absolutely right.’ He shrugged. ‘So I leave it in your safe hands.’

Healey had got the number himself and had asked the operator to put him through to the editor.

‘Can I ask what it’s about?’

‘It’s a legal matter.’ Healey said quietly. ‘I’m a solicitor.’

‘Just a moment.’

There were a couple of minutes’ silence and then the girl came back.

‘He’s in conference at the moment and suggests that I put you through to our legal department.’

‘That’s fine by me but I think you should contact him again and tell him that he’ll be receiving a writ for libel against himself and the paper in the next few days. I’m only phoning as a courtesy.’

‘OK. I’ll see if I can contact him.’

He was treated to a jangled piece of pseudo-Bach as he waited.

Then a man’s voice.

‘Bowman here. What’s all this nonsense about a libel writ? I’m very busy.’

‘It’s two writs actually. One against you, the other against your newspaper. I wanted to do you the courtesy of letting you know before it becomes public.’

‘Oh for Christ’s sake. What libel has somebody dreamed up now? In case you don’t know – this paper’s policy is to fight all libel writs all the way.’

‘It’s the libel that has defamed Sir James Frazer that you printed a couple of days ago. We shall be going against the author of the book jointly.’

There was a longish silence and then Bowman said, ‘Are you serious?’

‘Very serious, Mr Bowman. We are actually drafting the writ at the moment. I’m Sir James’s solicitor.’

‘Why don’t we meet and see if we can’t work something out?’

‘I’m perfectly willing to meet you but I don’t see any chance of working anything out. It’s a very serious libel case. I’ve already had counsel’s opinion.’

‘Where is your place?’

Healey tried to keep the smile out of his voice as he said, ‘We’re at Lamb Street off Northumberland Avenue. Not too far from you.’

‘When would be convenient?’

‘I suggest as soon as possible. Say 11.30 here?’

‘OK. I’ll be bringing my own legal guy with me.’

‘That’s fine. I look forward to seeing you both.’

‘Jamie, I won’t be down in Chichester tonight but I thought I’d better put you in the picture of what’s happened on day one.’

‘Tell me.’

‘I fired a shot over the bows of the newspaper this morning. I had a meeting in my office with the editor. Bowman. An Australian. Bright but crude and full of his own importance. Quoted the Spycatcher case and I pointed out that was for the book to be banned not for libel. Actually all I wanted to do was to have it on the court record that he’d had fair warning. When he left I had the feeling he was unsure what to do. Wasn’t going to be stopped by anyone from publishing whatever was in the public interest – the usual guff. I asked him for a date when the serialisation was due to start. Said it wasn’t yet decided. That’s a lie because they have announced that they are serialising a week before the book is published and I find that the book is being published next Thursday. I’d say that he’s not a happy man tonight. I’ve left it that I see no grounds for a further meeting. It’s up to him whether he publishes or not. I’m pretty sure that all he was expecting was an attempt to stop publication and he could play the knight in shining armour exposing dirty deeds at MI6. I’m sure he’s too macho to back down and when he prints we’ll issue the writ.’

‘Did he ask how you knew about the contents of the book?’

‘No. They live themselves in a constant fog of leaks and revelations from informers for six-figure sums. I doubt if it entered his mind. If it did he’d assume we used similar methods to those he uses. Day in, day out.’

‘That’s good news. Thanks for calling.’

‘See you, Jamie.’

As Frazer hung up he was tempted to phone Adele and ask her to come down. But old instincts die hard and he suspected that maybe they were having him watched. The newspaper would tell the TV news people so that they could start assembling outside the cottage when the first edition appeared just before midnight when they were printing the first section of the serialisation.

He switched on the satellite receiver and watched the German news programme on SAT 1 followed by a German-dubbed episode of Cagney and Lacey. He switched to CNN for the midnight news and then went to bed.
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