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Ted Allbeury


The treason past, the traitor is no longer needed.

Pedro Calderon de la Barca


PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

They had sent Willoughby to talk to her. To make one last effort to dissuade her. Because Willoughby was handsome and only a couple of years older than she was.

As she poured out the drinks for them he glanced around the room. It was elegant and light. White paint and pale blue decoration with touches of gold on the pillars and covings. He couldn’t really imagine Johnny Tarrant in that setting but it fitted her perfectly.

She wore a white cashmere sweater and a black skirt. There were small diamanté bows on her black shoes and she was more than pretty, she was beautiful. And she knew it. Long blonde hair way below her shoulders, heavy-lidded blue eyes, a neat nose and the pouting mouth of a teenager. She looked about twenty-one or twenty-two but he knew from the ‘P’ file that she was actually twenty-eight.

As she turned to hand him the drink his eyes went for a moment to her big firm breasts and when he looked back at her face she was smiling, obviously aware of where his eyes had lingered. When she sat she crossed her long legs so that her skirt rose half-way up her thighs.

‘Was it Slaney who sent you?’

‘He asked me to have a word with you, yes.’

‘He’s a creep that man.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘He’s an old woman. A prude and a hypocrite.’

‘Never struck me like that.’

‘He pretends to be indifferent to attractive women. But he isn’t. He danced with me at one of the Harrises’ parties and believe me he’s as horny as they come.’

‘He’s a very shrewd man all the same, Mrs Tarrant.’

She smiled. ‘Not if he thought you could talk me out of it at this stage.’

‘Was there a stage when he could have talked you out of it?’

‘Who knows? But threatening me with the Official Secrets Act wasn’t a good first move.’

Willoughby nodded. ‘You never signed it, did you?’

‘Of course not. Why should I? I wasn’t in your filthy racket. Thank God.’

Willoughby sighed and then said patiently, ‘It’s not filthy, Mrs Tarrant. It’s as much part of the establishment as the diplomats, the police and the law courts. We have to deal with unpleasant people but that doesn’t make us unpleasant too.’

‘How long have you been in the racket?’

‘Four years.’

‘Straight from Oxford?’

‘Cambridge actually.’

She shrugged. ‘Like Philby and the other two.’

‘Same university but no more than that.’

‘Well, tell Slaney no dice.’

‘Could I ask you a frank question, Mrs Tarrant?’

She shrugged. ‘Go ahead.’

‘Why do you want all this court business? It could be done discreetly. We could have seen to that.’

‘You should speak to Johnny about that, not me. He could have gone along with it. Instead of which he wants to defend it. Every bloody word.’

‘You could have got a divorce without all those allegations. That’s what’s made him fight it. Pride.’

‘Like hell. It isn’t pride, it’s bloody-mindedness. He wants to humiliate me.’

‘I don’t think he does. I’ve spoken to him and that’s not my impression. He sees it as deliberate … a kind of persecution or harassment.’

‘What sheer crap. He’s got a persecution complex, that’s his problem.’

Willoughby smiled diffidently. ‘There are others who see it as harassment too.’

‘What’s your first name?’

‘Hugh.’

‘Can I call you Hugh?’

‘Please do.’

‘And I’m Jenny, but you must know that already.’ She smiled. ‘All those silly files.’

‘I do.’

‘Look, honey, I’m paying my lawyers good money and it’s their advice that it should be done the way they’ve chosen. If you want to stop the fight then tell Johnny just to accept my statement. Let him play the gentleman for once instead of the boy from the back streets. Who cares what I say about him? It’s all true anyway.’

‘The press are bound to make a song and dance about it. It’s got everything they want.’ He paused. ‘You’re very young, Jenny, and very beautiful. It isn’t your image at all.’

‘Are you married, Hughie?’

‘No. I’m afraid not.’

‘Girl-friend?’

‘A few, but nothing serious.’

The big blue eyes looked intently at his face. ‘Did Slaney tell you to try and get me into bed?’

‘Good God no.’ But there was no surprise on his face at the question and she guessed it had been at least discussed. But he was SIS, a professional, and his grey eyes looked back at her calmly and unblinking for a few moments before he spoke again.

‘Is there anything we could do that would avoid the court case?’

‘Like what?’

‘We would pay your legal costs and a cash recompense.’

‘Johnny will have to pay my legal costs anyway. And nothing will satisfy me after what he said about me except me putting the record straight.’

‘He said it in anger. You know that.’

‘He said it. And he said it in front of other people. That’s all that matters to me.’

‘I understand from our legal people that it leaves you open to be questioned in court. It cuts both ways.’

She shrugged. ‘So be it. He’s going to lose anyway.’

Willoughby stood up slowly. ‘Thanks for the drink, Jenny. I’d better go.’

As they stood in the hall, by the door to the steps and the street, she looked up, smiling, at his face. ‘Did Slaney tell you to get me into bed?’

For a moment he hesitated and then he said, ‘Of course he didn’t.’

Still smiling she said, ‘Will you give him a message from me?’

‘Of course.’

Her slim arms went round his shoulders, her soft mouth on his and she could feel his hardness against her belly as her tongue slid into his mouth. A few moments later she released him, laughing softly at his confusion.

‘What’s the message, Jenny?’ he said quietly.

‘That was the message, Hughie.’

And she opened the door, smiling as she watched him walk hurriedly down the steps and across the road.

Slaney pushed his heavy glasses back up his nose as he stared across his desk at Hawkins, the staff legal adviser for SIS.

‘Johnny Tarrant’s not going to be much use to me for a long time after this is over.’

‘What’s he been working on?’

‘He’s been in charge of penetration of extreme left-wing groups.’

‘You can give him a desk job surely.’

Slaney shrugged. ‘Sure we can, but it’s a terrible waste of an experienced agent.’

‘There’s no way we can stop her. She’s determined to put him through the mincer.’

‘The parts in her statement that you’ve marked as having a security aspect, can we stop just those?’

‘I’m afraid not. Once she’s in court she can say what she likes so long as it’s relevant.’

‘Will the court accept them as relevant?’

‘Most of them. It depends on how her counsel frames the questions.’

‘Have you spoken to her counsel?’

‘You bet. But he says she’s adamant. Won’t tone it down under any circumstances.’

‘Do you think he’s really tried to persuade her. Does he realise the seriousness of what she’s up to?’

‘I’m sure he does but he can’t go beyond advising her. She’s the client, and unfortunately for us what she’s saying could well be considered as relevant.’

‘Would it help if I really put the heat on Tarrant so that it goes through undefended?’

‘First of all I don’t think you could persuade him not to defend. She’s going to skin him alive for every cent he’s got. He’s practically paranoid about it. I mean that. And just her petition alone would blow all Tarrant’s cover sky-high.’

‘Fancy being married to a bitch like that.’

Hawkins smiled. ‘It would have its compensations, my friend.’

‘You’ve met her?’

‘No, I’ve just seen the file photographs. She’s gorgeous.’

‘Will that help her in court?’

‘Of course it will. It always does. How much, depends on the judge.’

‘Who is he?’

‘They haven’t listed it yet.’

‘So nothing can stop it going ahead?’

‘Nothing short of drastic moves against her personally.’

‘You mean something that prevented her from appearing in court?’

‘Even that may not stop it. Her petition would be enough. There’s forty or fifty pages that read like a mixture of Fanny Hill and Brighton Rock with a touch of Eric Ambler.’

‘Can we ask the DPP to help us?’

‘To do what?’

‘To clear the court. Have it heard in camera and put reporting restrictions on it.’

‘We might be able to do that. I’ll ask. But it would alert the press immediately.’

‘That bitch will alert them anyway.’

‘Do you want me to make an application?’

Slaney took off his glasses and wiped his eyes with a Kleenex and then used it to clean the lenses of his glasses. He put them back on slowly and sighed.

‘Yes. But get the DPP’s people to do it. Not us.’

‘I’ll let you know what happens.’

Slaney nodded. ‘Do that.’

It was eight o’clock when Slaney got home and there was a whisky on the hall table waiting for him. As he walked into the sitting room his wife smiled.

‘A fellow named Hawkins called. Said to tell you the DPP said no. He said you’d need a drink.’

‘How’s it been, sweetie?’

‘He gave me some different pills. A different drug. He says it could help in the long run.’

‘Would you like to go out for dinner?’

‘Let me do us an omelette.’

‘I’ll do us an omelette, you just stay right where you are.’

Slaney leaned over and kissed her gently as he stood up and made for the kitchen, his glass in his hand.

As he put on the striped pinafore and opened the fridge he tried not to think how it must feel when a woman has had both breasts removed and then they tell her it was too late but with the treatment she’d got somewhere between nine and eighteen months to live. It had been like a nightmare for the first few weeks after they discharged her from the hospital. That was four months ago and she’d lost ten pounds in that time.

As he cracked the eggs into the red plastic bowl he closed his eyes and said one of his quick silent prayers. There were never any words, he just thought a prayer. If there was a God he’d get the message. He didn’t believe in a God but he was a good administrator who instinctively planned for all possible eventualities. But the unspoken, imagined prayer gave him a few moments’ peace. Even the problems and crises of his daily work were a relief from the mental treadmill of how to deal with the situation in his home.

Willoughby shared a flat with one of his contemporaries who worked for the Soviet desk, a section that had been controlled by Tarrant before the legal chaos had developed. The office had had no objections to the sharing arrangements. Porter was too obviously macho for any suspicions of a sexual relationship. Despite the strict rules they gossiped freely about their office colleagues and the operations they were concerned with. They were both in their early thirties but they seemed younger than their years. There was an air of beer mugs and rugby clubs about them, and their cynicism was more a pose than a reality.

Porter grinned. ‘What was she like?’

‘A real doll. Better than the file photographs.’

‘Did she actually say she wanted you to screw her?’

‘Not in so many words but she really wanted it. No doubt about it.’

‘I wonder how Johnny Tarrant got stuck with a bitch like that?’

Willoughby pointed at his beer. ‘I don’t think much of this keg.’ He paused and looked at Porter. ‘What d’you say? Oh yes, Johnny Tarrant. I guess it was sex, and who could blame him? Have you seen him at all since this started?’

‘A couple of times. He’s like a bloody zombie. I was filling him in on the current operations and I swear he never heard a word. Just stared at the window. It’s a bloody shame.’

‘What’s he like?’

‘Johnny? He’s a real professional. Cool and efficient. Tough as old boots and with all the moves worked out in advance. Just like a chess master.’

‘What’s he like as a chap?’

‘Hard to say. He’s friendly as long as you do your job well but he can be very acid if anybody fumbles the ball.’

‘D’you like him?’

‘You bet. I’d be very happy if I thought I could end up like him.’

Johnny Tarrant only half listened to the news headlines as he sipped his coffee and ate the single piece of buttered toast.

As he stood up he looked around the flat. It wasn’t really a flat. A poky little kitchen. A small toilet and shower and the one room with its divan bed not very well disguised as a couch with a couple of silk cushions. Two wicker armchairs and a glass-topped coffee-table were the only new pieces of furniture in the room. There were no pictures on the walls and no books on the empty shelves. On the cast-iron mantelshelf was a cheap digital clock and a small plastic model of a Westland Lysander.

He sighed as he looked around the room. He had moved in two weeks ago and he knew that this was how it was going to be for a long, long time. This tatty room was now his home. Then he looked down at his suit, a light grey gaberdine suit with narrow, faint chalk stripes. Almost without thinking he walked over to the larger of the two leather cases lying open on the bed. Maybe it didn’t matter what suit he wore, but it could be that a light-coloured suit might be considered as showing disrespect for the court or the occasion.

He changed hurriedly into a dark blue suit and swapped over his keys, wallet and coins. He was panting, breathless, when he finally stood ready, and he closed his eyes, aware and afraid of the indecision that seemed to have infected his mind for so long. He had never been indecisive, nor afraid, before, but these days he clutched at the most ridiculous straws. Reading the fate of Scorpios in the Evening Standard, treading furtively on the joins in the paving stones, wondering what lay behind the things that people said. Fearing their antagonism if they said too little but suspecting that they were only embarrassed or covering up if they chatted too readily.

As he got to the door he looked around the room again and it was then that he remembered the bundle of papers on the coffee-table. Stiff, creamy paper with its sheets held together by the pink ribbon threaded through the punched holes. It was folded twice but its stiffness left it lying open like a trap for some small animal. He went back for it, thrusting it into the inside pocket of his jacket.

He waved down a taxi in King’s Road aware that it was an extravagance. He knew that he had to get back to the thinking of the old days when taxis were only for desperate emergencies. There was one of the royal coaches turning out from the gates of the Royal Mews as the taxi slowed down in Buckingham Palace Road. It seemed a long time ago when he had paced up and down that piece of road before he went in to the investiture. Then standing outside the palace gates with Jenny as somebody photographed them looking at the medal in its open case. The three narrow white stripes on the purple ribbon of the Order of the British Empire. Despite what he’d said at the time he’d been quite proud of it. Apart from his commission and promotions it had been the first mark of approval that he had ever received from any form of authority.

They had married three weeks later, before he went back to the embassy in Warsaw. He’d been twenty-three and she was just nineteen. ‘Pongo’ Wallace had been his best man and a witness. Her mother had refused to come to the wedding.


CHAPTER 2

She was standing at the far end of the corridor, outside the court-rooms, nodding as the taller of the two men spoke to her. The other man was Martin, her solicitor. Their solicitor once, but now just hers. In Tarrant v. Tarrant. He guessed that the taller man was her counsel.

It was her birthday next month and she would be twenty-nine years old. But as he looked at her she looked much the same as she had looked the day he had first seen her at that club. She had one of those faces that improve year by year. It was probably those big blue eyes with their heavy lids and long lashes that did it. When they looked at you it was like being hypnotised. And the full sensuous mouth, its lips always slightly open, the glint of white teeth in the centre. She was wearing a black tailored suit edged with black braid. And she wore a hat. It was what Martin would have advised her to wear to court to give her an air of vulnerability, as if she were a widow rather than the plaintiff in a divorce case. And the tight white sweater that emphasised her beautiful breasts. Part of the reward a man might get for helping her in her hour of trouble. He felt the sour taste of bile in his mouth as his anger and frustration surged through him. And he prayed that she would look his way and see him. And walk across to tell him that it wasn’t going to happen. That she was coming back to him because he was the only man she’d ever loved.

Then he was aware of Sellars looking at him as if he were waiting for an answer to some question.

‘I was daydreaming. What did you say?’

‘When you’re giving evidence they’ll try to provoke you. Try to make you angry. Don’t rise to the bait no matter what they say. They want the court to get the impression that you’re violent and quick-tempered. It’s an old dodge but all too often it works.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

Sellars looked at him, shaking his head. ‘Not your best, Johnny. Just don’t respond at all. Just remember, she goes on first, and she’ll be cool, calm and collected. The patient, forgiving wife who finally threw in the towel. Violence, drunkenness, unfaithfulness, jealousy and finally driven from the marital home. You’ve seen the stuff in her statement and you’ve seen the affidavits. It’ll all be used, and it’s up to you to stay calm.’

‘How do you think it’ll go, Sellars?’

Sellars shrugged. ‘You never can tell. It’s unfortunate that we’ve got old Rawlings. He’s very susceptible to a pretty face.’

Tarrant nodded without speaking. It had happened often enough. It sometimes seemed as though the whole world was susceptible to that particular pretty face. Then his heart leapt as she turned her head and looked at him. For a moment or so they looked at each other and then she turned away, putting her hand on Martin’s arm, smiling up at him as she said something that made him smile. The bitch. To hell with her, there were plenty of other pretty women. He’d live the life of Riley. Free and independent at last. Then, driven by one of those terrible impulses that sometimes swept aside his reason he turned to Sellars.

‘I don’t believe she wants it, you know. Maybe I ought to go over and have a word with her.’

Sellars took a deep breath, hesitating before he spoke. Not wanting to hurt but anxious to avoid any sort of incident.

‘I shouldn’t do that, Johnny. Just stay calm. Even if she’s granted a decree there’s three months before it’s made absolute. You’ve got a good case. Let’s not rock the boat.’

‘You really think I have got a good case?’

‘Of course I do or I would have advised you not to defend it. The courts can recognise provocation when they hear it. Why not pop downstairs and have a cup of tea? I’ll come down for you when they call us.’

‘I’ll just hang on, Sellars. They might want to talk to us. Some last-minute change of mind. You know what women are.’

Sellars took his arm gently, turning him so that they walked slowly towards the stone steps that led down to the main hall. At the top of the steps Sellars stopped.

‘Listen carefully to what I say, Johnny. This isn’t just a divorce case. It’s your career. You know that as well as I do. Your people have spoken to me. They’ll stand by you whichever way it goes but if you cooperate it’ll make a big difference.’

Tarrant shook his head. ‘They don’t understand, Sellars. I’m sick of taking a beating from her.’

‘Johnny. Listen to me. They’re on your side. They know that she’s a first class bitch. They’re no fools. They understand. They’re on your side.’

‘I wish I could believe you.’

‘Would it really make a difference?’

Tarrant sighed. ‘You don’t know what it’s like, Sellars. She twists them round her finger. I haven’t a friend left.’ He paused. ‘Even Tony Martin’s sided with her.’

‘He’s not. That’s ridiculous. He’s just doing his job.’

‘That’s not true. Tony Martin was my friend long before I knew her. We were at school together. But he’s acting for her not me.’

‘That’s because she went to him first.’

‘He could have turned her down or recommended someone else.’

‘He’d have no grounds for doing that. He’s a professional.’

‘Rubbish. He’s a man and she gives him that smile and sticks out her tits and that’s it.’

‘I happen to know that he not only doesn’t like her, he detests her. He didn’t like her when you were married to her. He thinks she’s a phoney and a liar.’

‘You’re just saying that to cool me down.’

‘I’m not. He told me so.’

For a long time Tarrant was silent, then he said, ‘D’you mean that? You’re not just calming me down?’

‘Of course I mean it. He’s not fooled by her story nor impressed by her attractions. Nobody is.’

Suddenly the tension of months ebbed away and Johnny Tarrant said quietly, ‘What do you want me to do?’

Sellars took a deep breath and said slowly, ‘I want you to go home. I don’t want to put you on the stand. Let her have her fling. Treat it for what it’s worth. Nothing. She’ll be granted a divorce but the moral victory will be yours. She’s set her heart on seeing you on the stand being put through the mincer. Don’t give her that last pleasure, Johnny. Do what I ask.’

Tarrant nodded. ‘You’ll let me know what happens?’

‘Of course.’ He looked back at the younger man’s face. ‘It’s time to get back to normality, Johnny. Learn the lessons and call it a day.’

‘Thanks for what you told me. I wish I’d known before.’

‘It was a gross breach of professional etiquette to tell you about what Martin told me. But it needed to be said.’

Sellars watched the young man walk down the wide stone steps and across the hall to the doors that led to the Strand.


CHAPTER 3

Powell knew exactly how he wanted it to go but he’d had a word with Slaney first. Protocol required that courtesy on several grounds. Firstly, Slaney was Tarrant’s present boss, secondly they were taking Tarrant away, and thirdly, and more importantly, Slaney had been involved in the Foster business right from the start. But Slaney had gone along with Powell’s intentions without any obvious resentment.

It meant arranging the meeting with Mitchell and Willis somewhere away from Century House and he’d taken a small room at the Reform where they could talk freely. Or as freely as their natural caution allowed. He ordered a cold buffet for them so that they wouldn’t need a waiter. There were a couple of bottles of both white and red wine available. Run of the cellar stuff, and a coffee percolator on a trolley with the appropriate bits and pieces. Powell had family money behind him and that gave him an instinct for watching the pennies even if they were SIS pennies.

They sat in leather club armchairs around a low, glass-topped coffee-table, and when he had checked that everyone had had a bite or two he set the ball rolling. He was a grade above the other two in the hierarchy and he was just about to say, ‘You’ve seen …’ when he realised that what he was about to say would sound patronising. Got to be ‘we’ not ‘you’.

‘I expect we’ve all had a chance of considering the sitreps on the GDR.’ He smiled, rather frostily. ‘Looks like somebody’s turned the tap from simmer to boil. And I thought we ought, perhaps, to think about our friend “F”.’

He looked at the other two, satisfied that he’d sounded as if their views really mattered. It was Willis who responded, frowning as he said, ‘Who set that up originally?’

Powell shrugged. ‘I guess it was Slaney, but it was a desperate solution for a desperate problem.’

‘So what’s the problem now?’

Powell smiled. ‘The same as it always was.’

‘Tell me.’

It was Mitchell who intervened. He’d been part of the Berlin team when it all happened. ‘First of all we’ve no idea where he is and more important we’ve got the usual problem we have with double agents – whose side is he really on.’ He paused as he poured himself a coffee. When he looked back at Willis he said, ‘Usually we’ve at least a chance of talking to the man and trying to form a judgment. We haven’t seen our friend since he went over the Wall.’

Mitchell shrugged. ‘So why don’t we just carry on as we’ve been doing?’

Powell took over again. ‘Because things are falling apart the other side of the Wall. Sooner or later he’ll have to make up his mind where he belongs. Us or the KGB. From the information we’re getting we probably only have months to influence him.’

‘Does he matter all that much?’

Powell frowned. ‘He’s the only real asset we have who could provide information about the other side.’ He paused. ‘I have in mind sending someone to see if they can find him and give us an idea of how things stand.’

‘Who’ve you got in mind?’

‘Tarrant.’

‘How much would you tell him?’

‘As little as possible. Just enough to head him in what I hope might be the right direction.’

Mitchell shook his head slowly. ‘Slaney won’t like all that stuff being raked up again.’

Powell shrugged. ‘I shall warn Tarrant to be very diplomatic.’

‘Have you any idea of which way our friend will jump if things fall apart in East Germany?’

‘Not a clue. That’s what we need to find out.’

‘Could mean another body going down the Swanee.’

‘So be it.’

Willis stood up and strolled to the window, looking out before turning to look at Powell.

‘Why Tarrant?’

Powell had been waiting for it. ‘He’s tough, he’s experienced, and he speaks good German and passable Russian. And he’s a good judge of people.’ Conscious of Willis’s lifted eyebrows he shrugged and added. ‘Of men anyway.’

‘How much is it a device to get Tarrant out of the mainstream for a bit?’

‘He just happens to be uncommitted at the moment,’ Powell said sharply, and Willis took the hint. ‘What can I do to help, Tony?’

Powell said a little too quickly to sound spontaneous, ‘I’ll need funding arrangements in Berlin and …’ looking at Mitchell, ‘… he’ll need documentation from your section.’

Mitchell looked puzzled. ‘Why doesn’t he use our facilities in Berlin?’

‘He won’t be attached to them. He’ll be on his own.’

‘Have you told him yet?’

‘No. When I have I’ll get him to talk to you both direct.’

Powell moved on to the Special Section budget reviews that were up for consideration in two months’ time. Willis and Mitchell were well aware that Powell was chairman of the sub-committee that decided their budgets. There was no hint of any connection with their previous discussion but as the two of them shared a taxi to Victoria Station Willis said, ‘What do you think that was all about?’

Mitchell smiled. ‘You’re kidding.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Well the bit about Tarrant will mean that Powell can claim that he discussed the operation with us before it was initiated. So if it goes down the pan the responsibility is ours as well as his.’

‘But we neither agreed nor disagreed. He didn’t even ask if we agreed.’

‘But neither of us said we disagreed.’

‘How could we? I don’t know enough about what he has in mind to even comment.’

Mitchell laughed softly. ‘You could write him a considered memo that puts on record that you disagree.’

‘I don’t necessarily disagree.’

Mitchell laughed. ‘Precisely. Neither do I.’

Powell had gone out of his way to show a friendliness to Tarrant that was not entirely genuine. In his code Johnny Tarrant had got what he asked for. The woman was a slut. Admittedly she was a singularly beautiful slut but that was no excuse. A man didn’t have to marry that kind of woman to get what he wanted. Bad judgment. But Tarrant was an efficient field-officer and in Powell’s view that was what mattered. All that training and all that experience could not be wasted because of one rash action. And Powell shared the view of several senior SIS officers that any man who chose to be a field-officer was suspect anyway. Despite the façade of the cool loner they were, in fact, nearly always over-emotional and reckless in their private lives.

He pointed to the chair. ‘Make yourself comfortable, Johnny.’ And as Tarrant sat down Powell looked him over. He certainly looked calm and more alert. Maybe the storm really had blown itself out.

‘Before we get down to business, Johnny, let me say that you have the sympathy of all of us for the problems you’ve been having over the last few months. I think you dealt with them in a very sophisticated and sensible way. It’s a great temptation to fight one’s corner but it seldom pays once the lawyers are involved.’ He nodded briefly. ‘Anyway, well done.’ He paused and smiled. ‘Let’s turn to a more worthwhile subject – your career.’ Powell leant back in his leather chair. ‘D’you remember one of our chaps called Foster?’

‘I’ve heard the name but I didn’t know him. There was some cock-up in Berlin, wasn’t there?’

Powell pursed his lips. ‘That’s one way of describing it, I suppose. It was a bit more complicated than that. And it certainly wasn’t a cock-up. Let’s say there was a difference of opinion between Foster and our people in Berlin at the time. Foster rather took it to heart.’

Tarrant raised his eyebrows. ‘What’s that mean when it’s translated?’

Powell smiled. ‘Put crudely – Foster walked out.’

‘And?’

Powell shrugged. ‘That’s the problem. We’re not sure about what happened after that.’

‘When did all this happen?’

‘Just over a year ago – back-end of ’87.’

‘Why the sudden interest in him now?’

‘To the best of our knowledge, or to be more precise our best guess is that he’s somewhere in Germany. We don’t even know which Germany – West or East. Could be either. Things are getting out of hand the other side of the Wall and we need to know where he is for several reasons. There are …’

Tarrant interrupted. ‘What makes you so sure that he’s in Germany anyway?’

‘At this stage I don’t want to go into that.’ He paused. ‘Apart from security problems our reading of the situation could be misleading.’

‘And when I find him?’

‘Ah yes. When you find him.’ He paused and looked at Tarrant. ‘One of the reasons why you were chosen for this mission was that you’ve got a good nose for …’ he just managed to avoid saying ‘deceivers’ and changed it to ‘… for phoney agents. We want you to locate him but not contact him. Do a full surveillance, life-style, habits, friends, contacts, finances – that sort of thing. When we give you the go-ahead to contact him we’ll come to the crux of the matter. With the present unrest … whose side is he going to end up on? Ours or theirs. He isn’t going to tell you the truth. You’ve got to know enough to decide for us what we should do.’

‘Do about what?’

‘Deciding whose side he’s on and what to do about it.’

‘You think he might want to come back?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘Have there been any approaches that way from him?’

‘No, none.’

‘And if he wants to come back?’

Powell smiled. ‘Sufficient unto the day etcetera.’

‘Who was in charge of the British operation when he walked out?’

‘Slaney was in charge.’ He paused and took a deep breath. ‘There are others around who were in Berlin at that time. I’d rather you left Slaney out of it. For the moment anyway.’

‘Why is that?’

‘He’s got problems at the moment. We don’t want to add to them unnecessarily.’

Tarrant shrugged. ‘If that’s how you want it. When do you want me to start?’

‘Soon as you can but take a few days’ leave before you go.’ He paused. ‘You’ll be on your own. Facilities are opening a bank account for you in Berlin and Mr Mitchell has been told to provide you with any documentation you might need.’

Powell stood up and Tarrant knew that he was being dismissed. But Powell walked with him to the door. ‘There’s a rather skimpy briefing file for you with my secretary and there’s a day and night number in the notes that you can use to contact me whenever you feel it’s necessary. Best of luck.’

In the outer office Powell’s secretary handed him a large but thin envelope and asked him to sign a receipt for what was described as ‘Miscellaneous 504’.

As he took the elevator to his own floor he was well aware that Powell had described it as a ‘mission’. ‘Mission’ was the official euphemism for an operation that didn’t work out. It sounded like a wild-goose chase. Or was it Powell and Slaney getting together to give him something to occupy his mind? Something that was vague and probably pointless? A touch of mystery here and there to exercise the brain?

Tarrant got a coffee from the machine and went to his small office. He always had small offices. He wasn’t at Century House often enough to warrant anything elaborate. He hung his jacket over the back of his chair and broke the seal on the envelope, tipping the contents onto his desk. The photographs slid out first. There were three of them, and half a dozen A4 pages of double-spaced typing.

He turned over the photographs but there was nothing on the back to identify them. One was obviously a family snap. A man and a woman and a young boy, standing in a garden all of them looking impassively towards the camera. The second was a man in his twenties in uniform. In his best barathea, a lieutenant with an Intelligence Corps badge on his cap. The kind of photograph that people had done when they’d just finished their training at Templer Barracks. And the last was a square photograph, a full-face, the kind that goes on an ID card. Dark hair, dark eyes, bushy eyebrows, a strong jaw, a determined mouth and a broad blob of a nose. It was obviously taken more recently than the other photograph. There was a tension about the eyes and the mouth.

There was a copy of a birth certificate that showed that Foster was born in August 1952 in a military hospital near Hanover. Father’s occupation – regular soldier, a sergeant in the Royal Corps of Signals, British Army of the Rhine. Mother Helga. There was a school report from King Edward’s School, Aston, Birmingham, that indicated that Foster had been a very bright pupil. There was a photostat copy of a newspaper clipping from the Birmingham Mail, September 1970. Charlie Foster the eighteen year-old son of Councillor Eddie Foster had turned down a place at Aston University to follow in his father’s footsteps in the Royal Corps of Signals. His mother, Ingrid Foster, was a language teacher at the Ursuline Convent in Erdington.

The other pages read more like an obituary than an SIS report on a missing agent. But it did record that Captain Foster had come into conflict with the head of the SIS team in West Berlin. A conflict which appeared not to have been resolved when two weeks later Captain Foster had not reported for duty and when his accommodation had been searched it looked as if it had not been occupied for several days. A check had been made at Tegel and it was noted that Foster had booked a British Airways flight to Dublin via Heathrow. A further note indicated that the seat on the flight had not been taken up.

There was nothing about an enquiry into the incident but a report had been made to MI5 from which no action was recorded. As he pushed the papers back into the envelope and shoved it into the bottom drawer of his desk he knew that his first reaction to Powell was correct. It was a cock-up. It stank of a cover-up and he realised that even the report itself was continuing the cover-up. He was onto a loser. Either that or it was the brass’s idea of a bit of therapy to take his mind off the happenings of the last few months.

He looked at his watch and then dialled Powell’s number on the internal phone. Powell answered himself and when Tarrant asked him how long he’d got on the assignment Powell said ‘as long as it took’. He also said that ample funds were available and any facilities he needed at Century House were also available. Thinking about the call to Powell as he took a taxi back to the dump in Fulham he wondered if maybe he was wrong. You didn’t get unlimited funds and a full run of facilities unless they meant business.

He picked up the mail at his room and read it as he waited for the kettle to boil for his tea. There was a reminder from the library in Chelsea about an overdue book, an offer to quote him for double-glazing, and a couple of letters from people he knew offering condolences about the divorce. One from a man whom he had always disliked made the dislike even more obviously warranted by ‘regretting the sordid details that he had read in the News of the World’. There was a statement from the bank that showed him more in credit than he expected. The last letter he opened was from his solicitor. At the meeting at the court to decide the question of maintenance the judge had ruled that Jenny was young and healthy and perfectly capable of providing for herself. A nominal one pound a week would be awarded her so that the matter could be reopened if necessary in the future. Costs had been awarded against him but it was only likely to be a few hundreds.

As he put the tea-bag in the mug and poured in the hot water he wondered what he should do to celebrate. She would be livid at the court’s decision. She had expected to wipe him out financially and despite what his own people had said about things being different these days on maintenance he’d taken it for granted that she’d succeed. As he sipped his tea, he smiled to himself as he imagined her reaction to the news.

He collected all his belongings and packed them into two suitcases. There was no need for him to stay any longer in that miserable dump. He’d drive down to his father’s place and spend a couple of days resting and sorting himself out. It wasn’t far from Birmingham and he could drive over and talk with Foster’s father.


CHAPTER 4

There was a Granada estate parked beside the barn and he eased the MG in behind it. He could see his father standing talking to a woman by the farmhouse door. His father acknowledged him with a wave and he guessed that he didn’t want to be disturbed because he was talking business.

His father was a handsome man who older women said looked like Jack Buchanan. Tall and elegant, he had a charm that seemed to work on both men and women. And it would be reasonable for a stranger to guess that he was an actor, but in fact, his father had been a sergeant in SAS and was then commissioned in the Intelligence Corps because of his languages. He never talked about what his work had been but Johnny assumed it must have been SIS or something else like it. There were people in Century House who had talked to him about his father. Anecdotes that emphasised toughness rather than charm. When he retired he and a colleague had built up a prosperous business in selling sports cars and eventually were given a Jaguar dealership. And now, in his sixties, he lived off the profits of the car business but spent his time and earned more money selling antiques which were stored in the stables. He watched as the woman sat down on a wooden bench at the side of a garden table. She took a cheque book from her handbag and made out a cheque, waving it in the air to dry the ink before handing it to his father. They walked together towards Johnny and his father introduced her to his son. As she turned to go to the Granada she said, ‘When can you have it delivered, Tommy?’

‘How about tomorrow morning?’

‘That would be fine.’ She smiled. ‘Time for me to break the news to Arthur.’

‘I’ll buy it back from you at the same price any time you want, my dear.’

As they stood watching the woman drive off Tarrant’s father said, ‘There goes a George III mahogany bureau bookcase with swan-neck pediment on ogee bracket feet.’

‘How much does that set her back?’

‘Five thousand pounds.’

‘Would you really buy it back if she wanted you to?’

‘Like a shot. I buy only the best but I buy it hard. And I sell at less margin than most dealers would. My customers know that. If she wanted to dispose of it she could get more than I’ve charged her, even from a dealer.’ He smiled. ‘And what are you doing here?’

‘A couple of days’ rest and recuperation if that’s OK.’

‘You don’t even have to ask – you know that. Your room’s always there.’

They had eaten at the village pub and walked back to the farmhouse.

‘Coffee?’ his father said, smiling. ‘Only instant, I’m afraid.’

Johnny smiled back. ‘I’m used to instant. I rather like it.’

When his father came back with mugs of coffee they watched the late news on TV until the station closed down.

‘How d’you like my white MG?’

‘Magnolia, not white. Sounds like the tappets need adjusting. I’ll do it for you tomorrow. How long have you had it?’

‘A couple of months.’

‘What happened to the Mustang?’

‘Jenny was going to claim it as hers so I flogged it.’ He shrugged. ‘That was a mistake.’

‘Why?’

‘The court decided she was young and healthy and quite capable of supporting herself. They awarded her a nominal amount only.’

‘How nominal?’

‘A quid a week. Which is the least they give. But I’ve got her costs and mine to pay.’

‘How much?’

‘Just a few hundreds.’

‘And how about you? How are you making out?’

He sighed and shrugged. ‘I’m getting by.’

‘And the job?’

‘They were very decent but they’ve put me onto something different. It means I’ll be spending most of my time in Germany for the next few months.’

‘You going sideways or down?’

Johnny smiled. ‘Neither so far as I can tell. I think the new job is meant to occupy the mind – take it off other things.’

‘Can burn you up these things if you don’t put them behind you.’

‘Did it burn you up when Momma walked out?’

‘For a time it did. You never entirely forget that piece of your life. That’s the problem with that sort of woman. They’re bad but they ain’t all bad. Well-meaning people try to comfort you by running them down, and you end up realising how wrong their judgments are and it’s kinda sad. You end up wanting to defend somebody you despise for entirely different reasons.’

‘You never talked to me about it.’

‘She was your mother. I knew you’d have your own views about her. Why should I spoil it. Anyway, like your girl she had her points.’

‘Like what?’

His father smiled. ‘They were both very pretty. They must have had something or we shouldn’t have married them. We must have loved them for something. So let it ride. Forget them.’

‘Do you ever think about her?’

‘Yes. On her birthday and at railway stations.’

‘Why railway stations?’

‘Like you I was away a lot, so there were lots of good-byes on railway stations. And some nice welcomes too. It can’t be much fun being married to a guy who leaves home in the morning and the next thing you hear from him is a phone call from Stockholm or Bonn.’

‘Other wives get by.’

‘Sure they do. But they’re intelligent. They’ve got more interests than just screwing or going to parties.’ He smiled. ‘You and I chose them because they were real beauties. Long legs and all the trimmings. But we kidded ourselves they had virtues they didn’t have. And maybe we weren’t such great prizes ourselves.’

‘You’re a very honest man.’

‘If you kid yourself you’ve had it.’ He stood up. ‘Time for kip. See you tomorrow.’

He turned as he got to the door as if he were going to say something, then smiled, raising his clenched fist as he left.

When his father had left Johnny made his way to the kitchen. It was still a typical old-fashioned farmhouse kitchen except for the Aga cooker. The farm had been 400 acres but his father had bought only the farmhouse and five acres of paddocks for his wife’s horses. The stables were now used to house cars and antiques but once they had housed Gabby’s horses. His father had left them there for a year in case she came back but one day he’d walked down there before he went back to university and the doors stood open, creaking on their hinges in the wind and, inside, the stables had been cleared of straw and tackle. His father had never told him, nor had he ever asked, what had happened to make him bring it to an end.

He made himself a glass of warm milk and honey and leaned against the heavy, oak table sipping the drink slowly as he thought about what his father had said. Other people had commiserated with him and criticised Jenny, but even knowing that she’d lost out on the settlement hadn’t really been a consolation. But although he had said so little his father had shown him how to draw a line under it all and start again. What had seemed like a tragedy had become just an episode from which you learned some lessons about life and yourself. How to have a heart and a mind that was a bit bigger than other men’s. Not dodging the issues but looking at the facts so that you learned something out of the mess. In half an hour his father had done more than all the others. Showed him how a real man dealt with such things. He felt strangely calm and ready to get on with his life again.


CHAPTER 5

Tarrant turned off the M6 early to avoid Spaghetti Junction and made his way through Erdington to Sutton Coldfield. He had checked hotels with the RAC and the one they recommended was near Sutton Park and not more than ten minutes’ walk to Foster senior’s home address. After booking in he had a beer and a sandwich in the bar and checked the street map.

The house was right at the edge of the park. A four bedroomed detached house that was obviously well cared for. The young woman who answered the door seemed to be a servant and she told him that Mr Foster was at the shop on The Parade. It had a Foster Electrics sign and was next to a café. Not more than a ten-minute walk.

The shop itself was double-fronted, one window displayed refrigerators and washing machines and the other a wide selection of radio and TVs. The double entrance doors were wide open and as Tarrant walked inside a young man asked if he could help.

‘I’d like to speak to Mr Foster.’

The young man looked around and nodded towards a man who was showing a lady a TV set. ‘That’s Mr Foster. He won’t be long.’

The young man walked over to Foster and spoke to him. He looked at Tarrant, nodded and smiled before he turned back to his customer.

According to the file Eddie Foster must be sixty-two or sixty-three, and apart from being heavily built he looked fit and young for his age. His hair was still black and there were no jowls at the rather pugnacious jaw. Well dressed in a blue three-piece suit and well-polished black shoes he looked a typical successful businessman. He walked with his customer past Tarrant to the door and saw her out before turning to Tarrant.

‘What can I do for you, sir?’

‘I wanted to talk to you, Mr Foster.’

Foster smiled. ‘That’s what I’m here for. How can I help?’

‘Is there anywhere we could talk privately?’

‘Of course. Is it hire-purchase you’re interested in? We do our own financing.’ He smiled. ‘Saves us both money.’

Tarrant followed him to a small office and Foster opened the door and waved him inside, closing the door behind him.

‘What was it you were interested in?’

‘I wanted to ask you about your son. Charlie.’

For long moments Foster stood looking at Tarrant’s face, his eyes unblinking until he turned away and looked towards a small window where there was a begonia in a plastic pot.

When he turned back to Tarrant he said quietly, ‘Show me your ID.’

‘I’m not a police officer, Mr Foster.’

‘I didn’t think you were. I’ve been through all this caper before.’ He paused. ‘So what are you?’

‘I’m from one of the government services.’

‘MI5?’

‘No.’

‘The other one?’

Tarrant shrugged. ‘It’s only a routine enquiry. We’d just like to close the file.’

‘What is it you want to know?’

‘I just want to talk with you about Charlie.’

‘Did you know him?’

‘No. I’d heard of him vaguely but I never met him.’

‘Your people looking for Charlie? That what it is?’

‘They’d like to make contact with him some way.’

‘Why?’

‘Like I said. To clear it up once and for all. Write it off.’

‘How long have you been with these people?’

‘About ten years.’ He paused. ‘Do you know where Charlie is, Mr Foster?’

‘No, I don’t. And if I did I shouldn’t tell you. If he wanted to make contact with you people he’d do it direct.’

‘If I contacted him would you be interested in knowing where he is?’

‘Are you one of Slaney’s men?’

‘I worked for him at one time but not at the moment.’

‘What’s he got to say about Charlie?’

‘I don’t know, I haven’t talked with him about it.’

‘Why not?’

‘He’s got some personal problems and they asked me not to bother him.’ He paused. ‘I’m not sure, but I think his wife has got cancer. That’s what I heard, but it was only office chatter.’

Foster was silent for a few moments. ‘Are you in a hurry?’

‘No. I came specially to see you.’

‘Where you staying?’

‘At a hotel. I think it’s called The Yenton or something like that.’

‘I’ll take you back to the house. We can talk easier there.’

‘That’s very kind of you.’

‘I’ll just tell my manager I’m off. Hold on.’

When he came back Foster took him through a back door into a service yard. There were two small vans with the shop’s name on them. Foster’s car was an old, but beautifully preserved Rover 90 which still smelt of leather as Tarrant got in the passenger seat.

It took less than five minutes for them to arrive at the house. Foster took him inside and Tarrant followed him into what was obviously a study.

‘Tea, coffee or a beer?’

‘Tea would suit me fine if it’s convenient.’

‘Sit down. I’ll go and tell the girl.’

When he was alone Tarrant looked around the room. The furniture was obviously expensive reproduction but the only personal effects were the books and he stood looking at them. There was a whole row of Left Book Club books. At least a couple of dozen. A translation of the Koran and several biographies of Marx and Lenin and a few titles on the history of the Soviet Union. Two books of German poetry and a copy of Palgrave in a leather library binding. A few novels from the thirties and forties. Four Arnold Bennetts including the Potteries novels. A German bible and a book on comparative religions. A biography of Field-Marshal Montgomery and one of Rommel. There were two or three histories of England including Carr’s and Trevelyan’s. And then Foster came back in and Tarrant turned to watch him as he put a tray with tea-things on a low table. Foster pointed at one of the leather armchairs.

‘Make yourself comfortable. You a reader, mister?’
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