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All governments lie. All governments dissemble. Not all governments assassinate their own people, even when they view them as a threat to the state. But the British Government stands accused of just that by a great many people.


Many words have been written about the life and death of Willie McRae. He was a controversial character, of that there is little doubt. He was a committed Scottish Nationalist and beyond peradventure was someone who worked diligently to advance the circumstances of those who felt betrayed and who sought to oppose the imposition of disadvantage upon the Scottish people.


He was an alcoholic, a homosexual, a heterosexual, an academic, the life and soul of the party, a gun-toting depressive, an optimist, a fantasist, a kind man, a firebrand, a shrewd politician, and a brilliant orator depending upon which newspaper you opened of a morning. Perhaps unsurprisingly, those within the British Establishment who found him inconvenient tended to uncongenial views which suited their political bent. To others he was a hero.


McRae came from humble stock; his father, an electrician. Born in the township of Carron, reputed then to host the largest ironworks in Europe, McRae read history at the University of Glasgow where he gained a first-class degree. During the Second World War he was a commissioned officer in the Seaforth Highlanders but transferred to the Royal Indian Navy where he became first a lieutenant-commander and subsequently aide-de-camp to Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten during the period when he occupied the post ofSupreme Allied Commander, South East Asia Command based in India. Perhaps unsurprisingly, McRae supported the Indian Independence Movement.


Following the ending of World War Two, he returned to the University of Glasgow and studied law. Later, he was responsible for sculpting the maritime law of Israel and was emeritus professor at the University of Haifa. Following his untimely and controversial death in 1985, a forest of 3,000 trees was planted in Israel in his memory.


He set up as a practicing solicitor in Scotland, establishing the law firm Levy & McRae which still exists today in Glasgow’s St Vincent Street. His political life was dominated by his Scottish National Party activism and his opposition to the plans of the nuclear industry to bury waste beneath the soil of Scotland. In the 1979 General Election, McRae stood for Parliament as the SNP candidate for Ross and Cromarty, where he narrowly lost to Hamish Gray of the Conservative and Unionist Party. Scotland was a different place in those days. He was a contender for leadership of the SNP in 1979 but lost to Gordon Wilson and to Stephen Maxwell who came second.


This book, however, is a tale within a tale; a work of historical fiction which deals substantially but inter alia with the death of Willie McRae. I have remained true to the facts such as are known and where I have deviated in the interests of narrative, I explain these at the conclusion of the book. I also show where the facts as presented are contested.


It is a tale based in Scotland in 1985 which centres upon notions of perfidious Albion and deals with some of the political circumstances of the day but it is not a dry, biographical, blow-by-blow account of McRae. Those who seek this will be disappointed. It is but a semi-fictive work that en passant, attempts to help make the death of Willie McRae aged only 61, understandable in the context of the political objectives of the British Establishment. The story is told with strict observance of all dates – before and after the untimely death of McRae.




Chapter One


WEDNESDAY 6TH MARCH 1985


Glasgow, Scotland


The downpour had eased to a deluge.


Having lashed Glasgow all day sending uninterrupted almost solid rods of water to flood streets, the rain had now reduced slightly in intensity. Despite this minor blessing, a strong wind continued to threaten trees and a dark murk settled over the city as nightfall compounded the day’s meteorological felony.


Hector McLeod pulled his grey tweed bunnet down tighter around his head leaving most of his long locks unprotected, turned up the collar of his tweed overcoat and inspected the storm raging outside the front door of the Auld Smiddy from its entrance. Christ Almighty! See rainy days in Glasgow? he mused to himself. A cigarette cupped in his right hand as much for warmth as inhalation, glowed red in the gloom before it was ground under-heel and extinguished. A final plume of smoke issued tightly from his pursed lips as he stepped onto the pavement and into the downpour.


This was rain he knew. It was Glasgow, pavement-spattering rain; rain that could find weakness in the most protective of garments. McLeod had a short distance to walk before reaching the shelter of his red sandstone home in nearby Courthill Avenue but fortified by the contents of a couple of bottles of McEwan’s Pale Ale, he anticipated his imminent soaking with some equanimity.


Across the street, parked where an unobstructed view of the pub door could be obtained, a silver Triumph Acclaim sat parked; its powerful engine idling quietly, lights out, its wipers struggling to shed the still heavy rain. Two men inside affected disinterest in all that took place outside the comfort of their cabin, staring straight ahead as McLeod crossed the road and knuckled the roadside front window of the vehicle sharply, inviting attention.


Detective Sergeant Anderson Carnegie grimaced slowly to his partner and turning to face a stooped McLeod grinning outside, silently mouthed, “Fuck off!” Rain drumming on the car roof would have drowned out any attempt to communicate verbally.


More window knocking elicited a more measured response from the driver of the car, D.S. Bob Gall. “You might as well open the windae, Andy. That bastard’ll chap away all night until you do.”


“Aye, it’s all right for you...but it’ll be me that gets soaked!”


“Just open the windae! Ah’ll get wee Sheila from forensics to towel you down back at the station.”


A further scowl and a sigh of resignation prefaced a reluctant half-turn of the window-handle, opening the window some two inches. “Fuck off, McLeod. The rain’s gettin’ in.”


“Sorry about that Sergeant Carnegie. Just thought you’d want to know that’s me away up the road!”


“As if we give a monkey’s, McLeod. We’re just sittin’ here havin’ a break.”


“You two have been up my jacksie all day. Just thought I’d be courteous and let you know that I plan to go home now, dry off and go to bed early. There’s usually a free space across from my flat so you can park there until my lights go out and I’m in the land of slumber. Think I’ll go for the morning papers tomorrow around eight. I’ll see you then.”


“Don’t flatter yourself, McLeod. We’ve got more important things to do than spend our time wondering what you and your knob-head nationalist pals are up to. Now beat it...ah’m gettin’ soaked here.”


“Saor Alba, boys. Free Scotland!”


McLeod waved a comically theatrical, open-handed farewell to a closing car window and turning his shoulder to the gale, leapt lightly across a gutter puddle and started his walk home, the lusty wind at his back intermittently encouraging his brisk steps.




Chapter Two


THURSDAY 7TH MARCH 1985


London, England.


Her Britannic Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for the Home Department, the Right Honourable Leon Brittan QC MP had occupied the position of Home Secretary in Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative Government for some twelve months and had established a routine to which he’d become accustomed on those occasions when he wasn’t attending to constituency matters in affluent Richmond in Yorkshire or was otherwise engaged on political business away from London.


Given that Brittan had twice been elected some forty percentage points beyond the reach of his closest Liberal Party rival and that the Conservative Party had held the Richmond seat continuously since 1910, he had been able to devolve many of the troublesome local matters to his constituency staff, confident that not dealing personally with Mrs Higgins’ planning problem wasn’t going to see him challenged electorally. The notion that a thumping Conservative majority in Richmond could be taken as granted, could be taken as granted.


The House having voted earlier in the evening was now dealing with adjournment proceedings permitting Brittan to attend to his administrative duties in his grand office in Queen Anne’s Gate in Petty France, a short street in the City of Westminster in central London, linking Buckingham Gate with Broadway.


A timid knock on his office door admitted Miss Elizabeth Warren-Coates, the elderly spinster who had run the outer office of whichever Minister had occupied the position of Home Secretary for the past eighteen years. She entered carrying a glass of iced water and a notepad. “Your water, Minister.” She stood tentatively next to the backrest of the nearest of three seats which were positioned on the other side of Brittan’s large mahogany desk. “And an urgent request to see you from Geoffrey Dickens, MP for Huddersfield West. He’s seated outside now.”


Brittan’s brow furrowed. He spoke quietly. “What? Dear God! The man’s a crashing bore. He’ll only seek to lecture me on the reintroduction of hanging in that unintelligible accent of his. How was he ever allowed as far as my outer office without being intercepted?”


“He’d brook no interference, Minister. As you are aware he has rather a stubborn attitude and can be very direct!”


Brittan groaned. “When’s my next appointment?”


“You’re seeing the Prime Minster at ten o’clock this evening in Downing Street. You have the briefing notes in your red box, Minister. The purpose of the meeting is to discuss the prison service.”


“She’ll want to reintroduce bread and water for everyone including the prison officers, I shouldn’t wonder,” mused Brittan sufficiently audibly to have Miss Warren-Coates pretend not to hear.


He sighed loudly as he flipped open the lid on his box, satisfying himself that the papers he’d need were there. “I’d suppose you’d better let him in but I’ll be lectured on something, that’s for sure. No one’s more confident in his political abilities than the Member of Parliament for Huddersfield West. So interrupt me after a few minutes, Elizabeth. I’ll need to go over the brief one more time before I go round to Downing Street to make quite sure that I know just one scintilla more on the topic of prisons than she does!”


Miss Warren-Coates nodded and retreated before re-entering some moments later holding the door open for the large and ruddy-faced Member of Parliament for Huddersfield West who strode purposefully, taking several paces before reaching Brittan’s desk which was located at the far end of the extravagantly sized room.


“Mr. Geoffrey Dickens, Minister,” she announced somewhat unnecessarily.


Brittan rose from his desk beaming and extending a hand as if greeting a long-lost friend.


“My dear Geoffrey. How nice to see you. How’s that delightful family of yours?


Dickens took his hand in cursory fashion, noticing almost subliminally how limp and sweaty was Brittan’s grasp.


“They’re fine, Minister. But I didn’t come ‘ere to exchange pleasantries.”


“Of course you didn’t, dear chap. Please have a seat but regrettably, you should be aware I’ve a meeting with the Prime Minister shortly so our chat will have to be brief!”


“I won’t stand on ceremony, Minister. What I have to say is of cataclysmic...I say cataclysmic proportions.”


“Then by all accounts it sounds as if I must give you my utmost attention, Geoffrey.”


“Don’t patronise me Minister. I know we’re in the same party but we don’t like one another, let’s be blunt. Anyways, I have information that you, as Home Secretary must act on, and act on immediately...even though it affects members of our own blessed party.”


Brittan smiled awkwardly. The conversation was proceeding exactly as he’d anticipated.


“I expect you’re well aware that in the past I’ve made it clear that there’s a paedophile network involving big, big names...people in positions of power, influence and responsibility not only within our House of Commons ‘ere but also at the highest reaches of power in our country. People in the Intelligence Services are also involved. I’ve already used Parliamentary Privilege and named our High Commissioner to Canada, Sir Peter Hayman, as a child molester...a pederast... and now after a lot of work, let me tell you, I have a dossier on a whole lot more.” He paused for emphasis. “Now, I expect you to deal with this properly or else I’ll bloody name the lot of them in the Commons.”


Brittan shuffled uneasily in his chair. “This sounds very serious indeed, Geoffrey. And you say you have proof?”


“Proof as far as I’m concerned Minister. It’ll be for the police to nail these bastards but I’ve spent a lot of time speakin’ with a solicitor like you who’s taken an interest and with them people who’s willin’ to come forward and I’m tellin’ you Minister, it’s bloody cataclysmic! Cataclysmic,” he repeated for emphasis.


“I’m aware it’s a cause that’s close to your heart, Geoffrey.”


“Bloody right, Minister. Young kids being interfered with...raped by them that should know better...them that’s meant to be running our country! Bang out of order, Minister. They should be ‘anged by the neck until almost dead then boiled in oil!”


“I’d be happy to look at what you have, Geoffrey. May I ask if you’ve gone public with these allegations?”


“I won’t lie to you Minister. I’ve actually spoken with Mrs. Thatcher, our esteemed leader. I’d an opportunity at a bash she’d thrown in Downing Street last week but she ‘eld ‘er ‘ands up in ‘orror an’ told me to speak with you direct. Didn’t want to know. Seemed to me that she didn’t even want to believe that them sort of things could go on.”


Brittan gazed at the buff-coloured manila folder that rested on Dickens’ lap.


“And beyond the Prime Minister?” Brittan raised his eyebrows.


“Just you, this evening.”


“And may I ask which solicitor has taken an interest in your investigations’”


“’E’s Scotch. Used to be Vice President of the Scot Nats. Fellah called William McRae. Done his own enquiries as well, I might say.”


“And you say that your evidence is contained in the file you’ve brought with you?”


Dickens’ grasp on the folder tightened.


“Before I give this to you, Minister, I have to tell you that things are a bit more complicated than what I tried to tell the Prime Minister.”


“Really? How so, Geoffrey?”


Dickens’ right hand stroked his chin. His eyes narrowed evincing awkwardness, his earlier brio deserting him.


“Truth be told, Minister, some of them statements...the reason I went to ‘er rather than direct to you....some of the people that spoke with me...well, ah’m sure they’re wrong...I certainly ‘ope so Minister...but some of them...they name you!”


Brittan blanched. “I...I...Well that’s just preposterous, Geoffrey. If the rest of your allegations are as accurate as the suggestion that I’d...I’d...”


Dickens interrupted a clearly embarrassed Brittan. “Well, like I say, Minister...let’s hope not. It places both of us in a terrible awkward position. I know that.” He looked uncertainly at the folder he held before proffering it gingerly towards Brittan and continued. “But you’re the man with the formal responsibility to deal with this and no matter the cost to you personally, I expect you to see to it.”


Brittan summoned a nervous smile as he placed a chubby hand on the file and pulled it slowly across his desk towards him. “My dear chap, you have my word. I assure you I am completely unconcerned about any ridiculous allegation concerning myself but I’ll certainly see to it that the matter is given the attention to which it is entitled.”


Dickens nodded and rose.


“I’ll let me’self out. You have a look at that!” He pointed at the manila folder he’d just left.


Dickens reached the door just as Miss Warren-Coates was about to alert her Minister of his need to end the meeting. Dickens breezed past her, hardly acknowledging her presence. Once the door of the outer office had closed, she returned to the Minister’s desk and waited a few seconds as he continued to scan the document he’d been left.


“You wanted to read your prison brief, Minister.”


Brittan was roused from his thoughts. “Eh, yes, but would you be so good to invite Sir Kenneth Newman to join me here at eight o’clock tomorrow morning?”


“Certainly, Minister but the Police Commissioner will also be attending the meeting with the Prime Minister later this evening.”


Brittan paused. “Even so, I want to see him alone. Eight o’clock here. Unless he has a second meeting with the Prime Minister of which I’m unaware, he’s to drop everything and be in my office as I request.”


“Certainly, Minister. I’ll call Scotland Yard immediately.”




Chapter Three


FRIDAY 8TH MARCH 1985


London, England.


Miss Warren-Coates showed the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police Force, Britain’s most senior police officer, into the Minister’s office precisely at the time requested of him. Brittan rose and walked towards his guest, arm extended, his face wreathed in a smile.


“Ken! Thanks for meeting me at such short notice. I want you to know that it’s much appreciated.”


“Always a pleasure, Minister.”


Accepting the invitational gesture by Brittan to be seated on one of the distressed brown leather couches which occupied the floor of his spacious office some distance removed from his desk, Newman made himself comfortable and flicked some imaginary detritus from his lapel as he spoke. “So, what’s so important you couldn’t just whisper in my ear last night as we left the Prime Minister?”


“I confess this is an awkward one, Ken.” Brittan shuffled uncomfortably in his seat, the leather squeaking as he did so. “I wanted to discuss the matter of the undercover police officers; the Special Operations Squad we agreed with the Crown Prosecution Service could be used to infiltrate organisations presumed to be a threat to our country.”


“What of them? As you know, that’s an operational matter, Minister. Now that the political decision’s been made? My business, not yours.” A small reflection allowed him to offer a compromise.


“I could send you an anonymised list if you’re interested.”


“Indeed, that would be most helpful. In the strictest confidence of course.”


“Of course, Minister. People’s lives would depend on that list remaining completely dark.”


“I genuinely appreciate that, Ken. I am well aware that there are very brave men operating in Northern Ireland who would be compromised immediately...”


“Compromised, Minister? That’s political language...they’d be tortured and killed.”


“Quite so, Commissioner,” conceded Brittan, mildly irked that the usual courtesies normally afforded him in his position as Home Secretary never seemed to trouble his most senior police officer.


“Well, as you know, we agreed that we should limit the number of undercover police officers to one hundred and so arrange matters that complete deniability is afforded you and your political colleagues should questions ever be asked. For your information only, seventeen of them are women. Eighty-four have been allocated to obvious organisations such as Greenpeace, CND, the Communist Party, the Miners Union, trades unionists, National Front and so on. We’re well on but are working on the final few deployments. Just had a meeting about placing an undercover officer in the Animal Rights mob actually.” He laced his fingers together and cracked the knuckles of his left hand as he considered the probable purpose of the meeting. “Have you some recommendations you’d like me to consider, Minister?”


Brittan smiled oleaginously. “My colleagues and myself have a number of concerns we worry might have eluded your gaze. Now these people I’ve been asked to draw to your attention are not of concern to us politically, you understand, but we do wonder whether you might cast your net sufficiently widely to embrace certain groupings and individuals whom we view as potential threats to the nation.”


Newman groaned inwardly and repeated his request. “Might you offer me some suggestions, Minister?”


“Well, it’s obvious that you’re already covered the miners’ strike and so on but there were a couple of people...indeed people within Parliament itself who might merit attention.”


Sir Ken Newman paid attention. “Within Parliament, you say?”


“Regrettably so, Ken.” He paused, uncertain of Newman’s reaction. “For example, Geoffrey Dickens, one of our own Conservative MPs, just to demonstrate that our concerns are not party-political...is behaving like a complete fantasist. He has no proof, certainly no apparent written evidence but is making the most extravagant claims against the propriety of sitting MPs. We believe he’s getting his information from external sources, is merely using it recklessly to advance his profile and wonder if you might take an interest. He’s a funny chap. A working class boy from London, a boxer and a goalkeeper for some insignificant football team but somehow found himself the Conservative Member of Parliament for Littleborough and Saddleworth just south of my own constituency up north. Most unusual fellow. Announced to the press he was having an affair of the heart without thinking to tell his wife first. My people tell me that he suffered for that particular act of thoughtlessness.” Brittan spread his arms, palms upwards conveying bewilderment and shrugged his shoulders. “Of all things, he’s been campaigning to have teddy bears banned for some reason but he shoots from the hip and it’s important that we don’t allow his eccentricity to blind us to the fact that he’s a subversive and very dangerous man.”


Newman pulled a pen from his chest pocket and scribbled Dickens’ name on a small pad.


“What’s he claiming?”


Brittan ran his tongue over the bottom of his upper lip, always a tell that he was anxious.


“He alleges sexual impropriety by some Members of Parliament with people below the age of legal consent.”


“Yeah, we get stories like that from time to time. Usually groundless. Any others?”


Relieved at Newman’s reaction, Brittan continued.


“Perhaps one. A Scottish radical. His name’s William McRae. Like myself, he’s a legal man... and he’s been the main intellectual energy in Scotland opposing the safeguarding of nuclear waste. In 1980, he opposed the proposals by the Atomic Energy Authority to bury nuclear waste in a place called Mullwarchar in Ayrshire in Scotland. He won and it provided a major setback to plans for having nuclear waste buried, not only in Scotland but in the rest of the UK. I’ve been asking around. What little I know of him is that he’s reputed to be mentally unstable, an alcoholic and a homosexual. Of some interest to you might be that he was both a lieutenant commander in the Royal Indian Navy following a commission with the Seaforth Highlanders and subsequently the aide-de-camp to Admiral Lord Mountbatten in India so he’s used to dealing with senior people. Perhaps unsurprisingly given his Scottish separatist beliefs, he supported the Indian independence movement and speaks Urdu and Hindi fluently. He was also the legal brains behind the enactment of the maritime law of Israel. He was Vice President of the Scottish National Party, is their legal adviser, runs a law firm in Glasgow and, frankly, we’re concerned that he’s being manipulated from Israel. We have no proof but thought it prudent to invite you to keep an eye on him, particularly given the fact that in a few months there’s another enquiry, into the prospect of a nuclear facility in Dounray in the north of Scotland. I’m advised he’s already girding his loins for that fight. Another subversive. Now he also seems to have his hands on a list of senior people in and around Parliament whom he intends alleging are paedophiles.”


Brittan paused and allowed a silence as Newman wrote, the better to have his information received. He continued, “Better safe than sorry, don’t you think?”


“And you want me to add these men to the list of people we’ve identified as requiring undercover surveillance?”


“That, of course, is an operational matter which is entirely within your province, Commissioner. However, I did wonder whether investigating the activities in respect of each man might help determine whether there’s anything going on which would comprise actions against the interests of the State?”


“Well, I’ll look at it, Minister.” He continued writing in his notebook and continued speaking without lifting his head. “I’ll make my own enquiries but it has to be said that on the face of it, for different reasons, there’s enough here on each man to warrant some kind of further understanding of their activities.”


He tucked his notebook in his inside pocket and placed his palms on his knees as a prelude to ending the discussion. “That it, Minister?”


“Only with the rider that I’d appreciate it if you’d keep me informed of progress.”


“I’ll maybe speak with you informally, Minister if you don’t mind. It can get messy if there’s a paper trail that allows people to know we’ve discussed things.”


“Which is exactly why I don’t have any officials present this morning, Ken.” He got to his feet. “Please give my regards to your lovely wife.”


***


Glenmallan, Loch Long, Scotland


The corrugated roof of the old barn near Glenmallan had long given way to rust and its holed wooden walls showed obvious evidence of wet rot. Deserted now for some ten years, the MacLennan farmstead no longer operated and had fallen into terminal decline. Weeds and saplings now grew in and around its entrance.


Inside the barn, Kev Doran, a young Ministry of Defence Police Officer stood, arms bound behind him, his tongue feeling around the inside of his mouth to test whether any teeth had been loosened by the blow he’d taken to his left cheek.


A man wearing a balaclava with holes only for his eyes and mouth grasped him by his throat.


“Now, son. Allow me to introduce myself. I go under the moniker of Lone Wolf and you can call me Wolf. Lone would be a bit familiar don’t you think? I mean we hardly know one another. But I don’t want you to think we’re kiddin’ around here. I don’t have much in the way of patience so I’m going to remove the bag over your head. I’m wearing a balaclava so you might still survive this if you can’t identify me but I want you to think very carefully before you decide if you want to be a hero or to die here.” He pulled the rough hessian sack from the head of the policeman and displayed a hand grenade some inches from the police officer’s chin.


“Do you understand what this is, son?”


Doran eyed the device and nodded.


“Well, specifically, son, this is an American M67 grenade...a fragmentation grenade. Much more effective than the iron balls packed with gunpowder that were first used against the Jacobites in the Battle of Killiecrankie. Not a lot of people know that, eh? Another Scottish first! Anyway, this wee beauty has a steel body that contains about six ounces of composition B explosive, that’s sixty percent RDX and forty percent TNT, very bad stuff and when I remove this pin here, it frees a spring-loaded striker. That creates a wee spark which ignites a fuse and in about four seconds it sets off an explosion that blows the grenade apart. Bits of metal from this metal casing take off, straight through anybody and anything in their road. But all you need to remember is that if I pull this pin out, your head will explode and wallpaper this room. So...I’ve a few questions to ask and the first is how long you think you can stand here tonight without your legs buckling. Eh? It’s important, son!”


He stepped back to a raised wooden pallet behind him where he lifted a ball of string and threaded one end through the safety pin of the grenade, tying it. Holding the grenade in his left hand, he threw the ball of string over a rafter catching it on the fall.


“Now, no one knows you’re here, son. You don’t know where you are but I can assure you that you are somewhere that no one’s going to walk in and wish you the time of day. So I’m going to ask you a few questions. I haven’t the time or inclination to play games so you answer my questions and I go away. Sooner or later you’ll manage to free yourself and you walk home to friends and family. You don’t answer my questions and I also walk away...but before I go, I’ll tie this grenade to your neck and tighten the string from that rafter above you. Sooner or later you’ll no’ be able to stand up any more. We all have to sleep sometime. You’ll fall to the floor and when you do, you’ll cover the walls here with what’s left of your brains. When that happens, I’ll be tucked up in bed. Now...am I clear?”


Doran swallowed and uttered his first word since earlier being knocked unconscious. “Yes.”


“Good. Now...you’re a Military Police Officer at Faslane Nuclear Submarine base and you’re going to tell me everything I want to know about HMS Resolution. I am aware that she is due to complete a Polaris patrol during which she tested two Chevaline Improved Front End missiles.”


Silent tears began to run down the young man’s cheek. He shook his head. “I swear to God I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’re not told that kind of stuff. I just look after the entrance gate.”


His interlocutor collected a roll of masking tape from the table and wordlessly bound the grenade to the neck of the police officer. Satisfied, he eased the string so that it had only enough play to accommodate slight movement. Ignoring the weeping police officer, he tugged gently on the string so as not to disturb the safety pin but to ensure that he could if he chose.”


“We’re not doing so well, are we?”


Doran stiffened. “Look, I suspect you’re going to kill me anyway so here’s my end of the bargain. I’ll tell you as much as I can. I’m young. I want to live. But if you make that string tight, I’ll fall immediately and take us both out.”


The hooded man hesitated and grimaced his understanding of the stand-off.


“Well, it’s not as elegant but we’ll maybe change our approach here.” He stepped back and fed the string loosely through his fingers, walking backwards until he reached a space that used to accommodate a barn door, thumping an adjacent brick wall that used to hold hay with his fist, assessing its mass. “Aye, this’ll stop any shrapnel. Certainly easier than your head. If I tug this string, son, you have four seconds until your head explodes.”


Almost as an afterthought, he reached into his pocket and threw a card depicting a Saltire on floor of the barn.


“Now, about the docking of HMS Resolution...”


*


Sometime later, as twilight fell, old Mrs Aiton was putting the day’s rubbish in her outside bin. She’d lived alone in her small cottage at the foot of the Glen for fifty years now and was used to the rhythms, peace and quiet that her rural existence brought her. It was a still night, far too cold yet for midges, but tranquil, which was why she was subsequently able to report quite confidently to the police of the muffled explosion she’d heard and of the orange flash she’d witnessed from the barn belonging to the long abandoned farm cottage previously owned by her neighbour old Gudgie MacLennan.




Chapter Four


MONDAY 18TH MARCH 1985


Hanoi, Vietnam


The British High Commissioner to Vietnam, Sir Michael Pike sipped at his coffee, the first of several that he’d take over a punishing fourteen hour day. Outside, a cold, grey autumnal day in Hanoi promised rain. He watched from an office window of the British Embassy, a sturdy whitewashed example of French colonial architecture on Ly Thuong Kiet Street, as the citizens of Vietnam’s capital city went to work, most of them astride a scooter; the noise from their motorcycles sounding like a grand urban buzz-saw each time the traffic lights below him turned green. He turned his head as he heard his office door open midst the din outside.


“Morning Sir Michael. Looks like another cold day in my city.”


Pike smiled. “’Fraid it does that, Tha’ng. Why can’t you find me a reason to visit Saigon on days like this?”


“Saigon is raining today, Sir Michael. Water everywhere in the rainy season. Saigon only have two seasons...very hot and dry and very hot and wet.”


Pike nodded the accuracy of his assistant’s comment while placing his hand on a nearby radiator to ensure it emanated some heat. Hanoi did not share the same weather as Saigon.


“Hmm, well, let’s get to it. What’s first on my ‘to do’ list this morning?”


“First thing you wanted to see our security chief, Mr. Macmillan. He is outside.”


“Ah, yes. Jock.” He consulted his watch. “This won’t take long, Tha’ng. Please arrange a car to take me to the Australian Embassy in half an hour. I want to be there by ten.”


Tha’ng Linh made a note and spoke while still writing. “Certainly, sir. I bring in Mr. Macmillan now, Sir?” He looked up to receive confirmation and turned on his heel towards his desk outside the Ambassador’s office door, returning with Macmillan.


“Morning, Jock.” Pike finished his coffee and gestured towards two armchairs placed next to a wood fire that crackled in the hearth. “Come and sit down.”


“Sir Michael,” said Macmillan in acknowledgement.


Pike collected a green cardboard folder and brought it with him to the armchair. Both men sat as Pike glanced though the contents contained within the file before speaking.


“Been here a year, Jock?”


“Just over, sir. Thirteen months.”


“Enjoying it?”


“Very much, sir. It has its quieter moments but I love Vietnam and its people. Staff here are great and the weather suits me. I’m from Stornoway so Hanoi’s cold and rainy weather is just perfect for me.”


Pike grinned. “Just talking to Tha’ng about that. Forgot you were from the northern wastes.”


“I’ll accept ‘northern’ but not ‘wastes’, sir. It’s beautiful up in Lewis.”


“Well,” Pike clipped the file with the middle finger of his right hand as if flicking a crumb from a napkin, “It appears you might be rejoining your friends and former colleagues rather sooner than expected, Jock. I’ve a request here from your bosses in Special Branch asking that you return to London to undertake new duties as soon as possible.”


Macmillan sat forward in his seat. “But sir, this is a three year tour. Diplomatic protection. I’m just getting the feel of the place.”


Pike ignored Macmillan’s protest. “You’ve a law degree from Edinburgh?”


“Scots law. Not much good here or London.”


“And you’ve worked in Special Branch in London for five years, two in Belfast...promoted to Detective Sergeant with the Irish Joint Section and six before that as a police officer in the Met before some eighteen months ago being promoted to Detective Inspector and asking to be seconded to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office?”


“Correct. I wanted to see something of the world and I understood that my next two years at least were to be here in Vietnam.’


“Well, I’d be perfectly happy were that to be the case, Jock. We’ll miss you. As you know, Vietnam’s still at war with China but it appears that our country’s interests might be better served were you to return with all possible speed to London. According to this dispatch you have a meeting with Sir Kenneth Newman, the Commissioner of the Met no less, three days hence.”


“Have I incurred his wrath, do you know?”


“No indication of that, Jock and certainly nothing but high praise from this end of things. You’re extremely able, detailed, tenacious and popular. My first and only appraisal of you was fulsome. So I can only imagine they have a task for you that’s more important than looking after my skin.”


Macmillan smiled. “Can’t imagine anything more important to Her Majesty’s Government.”


Pike returned the grin. “I’m but a humble Ambassador. Looking after the Queen’s Welsh Corgis ranks somewhat higher than saving my neck.” He closed the file. “I’ll be sorry to lose you, Jock but ours is not to reason why, so I’d suggest you speak with admin and get flights sorted out. It appears that you’re destined for more adventurous things. Being pulled back to London from the other side of the world suggests they have in mind a new responsibility of some importance.”


***


Glasgow, Scotland.


The Saltire flag flying over the Auld Smiddy was flapping briskly in the breeze. The pub, community based but often used by those of a Nationalist persuasion was usually quiet on a Monday evening and when Hector McLeod walked in, the only people drinking were the three he’d arranged to meet. A glass of McEwan’s Pale Ale sat unattended awaiting his presence.


“Better late than never,” said Sandy Tarbet, one of the waiting threesome.


McLeod wrestled his coat from his shoulders and hung it on the rear of a chair. He folded his bunnet, placed it in his coat pocket and chuckled as he shook the hands of each of his friends in turn. One of his preferred brands of cigarettes, Embassy Number 5 which he smoked almost mechanically, dangled from his lips as he spoke.


“I’m worth the wait!”


“Sammy!” Tam O’Neil, a stocky, powerful-looking man with tattooed arms, the most substantial of which was a Scottish Saltire, called the attention of the barman who was sitting reading a newspaper at the other end of the pub. “We’re just moving over to the back table. Can we put a tab on and get another round in?”


McLeod paused the glass he’d just raised at his lips. “Jesus, Tam, I’ve not even had a sniff at this first pint!”


“That’s what happens when you turn up late, Hector! The early bird and all that...” The group laughed.


The four men took their drinks over to a table at the furthest end of the pub. Tommy Docherty, during office hours, a builder to trade, re-opened the conversation the three men had had just prior to McLeod arriving. “So, Hector, Tam here tells us you were followed by the Special Branch on Saturday night.”


McLeod’s eyes crinkled while he took a large draught of his pint. “Aye, Butch and Sundance followed me all day but I saw them early on when I was having a coffee in Byres Road. They stayed with me all day then sat outside here in their souped-up Special Branch Triumph Acclaim in the pissin’ rain while I had one for the road and the buggers never even offered me a lift home!” He placed his glass on a beer mat and wiped some foam from his mouth. “I imagine they were hoping I’d make contact with Willie McRae but I just wandered about all day up at the Barras. When I left here I spoke with them...”


O’Neill swallowed his Glenlivet whisky without savouring its peaty flavour as he usually did. “What the fu...you spoke with them?”


“Look, Tam. We know they take an interest in our politics. They know that we know...Pretending that we keep bumping into them by accident is a bit daft...a bit absurd...fatuous.”


“Aye, very good, Hector. I got your meaning at daft! Anyway, did you meet Willie?”


“No but I’m seeing him tomorrow if I can do so without the cops following me. He’s excited about some information that’s come into his hands.”


“What do you think it is, Hector?”


“No idea.”


Docherty intervened. “Here boys...we were going to discuss what civil disobedience we could get up to when Prince Philip visits Fairfields Shipyards in Govan next week to lunch that new minesweeper.”


Tarbet raised his hand. “I vote we stay in here, enjoy the wonderful gantry that sits before us, moan to each other about how the Establishment is a malevolent force that runs the country and how Queen Elizabeth the Second of England and First of Scotland is the devil incarnate!”


“Aye, that’s going to change things here in Scotland, eh?”


O’Neill, always the most pugnacious in the small group, offered an alternative. “Why don’t we blow up his fuckin’ Rolls Royce?”


Docherty interjected. “Behave yourself, Tam. How’s that goin’ to bring about an independent Scotland?”


O’Neill considered an alternative. “Well then, maybe we could sneak up behind his Rolls and stick a potato over his exhaust pipe. That way the car’ll no’ go and it’ll be great PR.”


“Maybe if we stick a wee Saltire flag on the spud and let the media in on the joke,” said Tarbet.


“D’y’know, Sandy, that’s no’ the worst idea...” said O’Neill seeking approval.


McLeod toasted O’Neill, raising his glass and interrupting him. “Right, Tam. We’re agreed. You’re in charge of spud acquisition and flag insertion. Problem solved. Independence for Scotland by the year end.”


“Cut the nonsense, Hector. We’ve business to conduct.” Docherty pulled a copy of the day’s Scotsman newspaper from his small rucksack. “What’s the story with this Ministry of Defence cop who got his head blown off? Was that any of our boys?”


There was a silent shaking of heads before McLeod spoke, “It does look a bit suspicious. Some of our people are getting frustrated at the lack of progress towards independence. Perhaps one or two of them have decided to play the establishment at their own game. Fight fire with fire and that kind of stuff.”


“Well, who could blame them, eh? All they understand down south is bullets and explosions. It’s been shown in Ireland that the only way to get your freedom is to fight for it.” O’Neill again.


McLeod demurred. “For all we know, that young cop could have been as committed to Scottish Independence as we are. I accept that violence can be understandable but it needs to be thought through. Just because someone wears a uniform doesn’t make them a government or unionist lackey.”


O’Neill continued. “Well, it wasn’t an accident and it wasn’t suicide and you mark my words, Hector, the polis, the MOD boys, MI5 and Special Branch will leave no stone unturned to find out who did this and they’ll have our names on a list somewhere.”


“Aye, maybe so,” agreed McLeod. He shrugged. “We’ll see. I suggest we let Prince Philip have his visit to the yards without our intervention. Let him launch HMS Middleton. They’ve also just won a new order down in the yards and there’ll be a feel-good atmosphere in Govan. We’d just look like we were just trying to spoil the party. In any event, it’s the same day we have the big protest march from George Square a week on Saturday. Everyone still up for it?”


A murmur of agreement prefaced McLeod reaching into his hip pocket and bringing out a small map showing the route to be taken by a protest march against the Conservative Government.


“The organisers expect a big turnout especially since that over-the-top police response to the riots in Brixton and Handsworth. People are pissed off.”


“They were bang out of order, they polis in London. Bang out of order,” grumbled O’Neill.


“Well, we’ll be there with our flags and banners and we’ve already printed some leaflets setting out our demands for a Scottish Parliament.” His finger traced lines on the map. “The march leaves George Square and heads along Ingram street, into High Street and down past the Tolbooth to Glasgow Green. We expect about a hundred of our supporters and we also expect the cameras to be there. We reckon they’ll take some crowd shots, do a piece to camera in George Square and then some more shots of the crowd as they pass the Tolbooth. They won’t have time to do anything much at Glasgow Green if they want to have something ready for the evening news so our plan is that we try to get a bit of publicity at the Tolbooth. We‘ll be joined by Davy Asquith and his pals...”


“Christ, he’s as mental as wee Tam here!” guffawed Docherty.


McLeod grinned his acknowledgement and continued.” And we’ll all take our flags and force entry to the Tolbooth Steeple. If we time things properly, we’ll have the Independence banner displayed prominently just as the camera action starts. So,” his finger followed the route on the map and tapped it where it showed Glasgow Cross, “as we pass the Tolbooth Steeple we force the door and run up the seven flights to the top…”
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