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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What’s the new operation?’


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


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


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


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


‘They specially asked for you.’


‘Who’s they?’


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


‘And what sub-committee is that?’


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


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


‘Who’s the MP?’


Harrap smiled. ‘Somebody you already know.’


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


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


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


‘What have they got on him?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Where are you staying?’


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


I smiled. ‘The one in Ebertstrasse?’


‘Yes.’


‘They say she’s got fantastic boobs.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What does she do?’


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


‘Never?’


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


‘How much does she get?’


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


‘Ninety-five quid. Jesus, that’s …’


She put her fingers up to my lips.


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


‘What in hell are the mice for?’


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


Just after eleven we strolled down the street to the New Eden, and as we danced around the small floor she left me for a moment and walked over to speak to the pianist. He nodded as she spoke to him and looked back smiling towards me as I stood waiting and alone. As the girl came into my arms I heard the words over the microphone against the lush chords – ‘And it’s a long, long time, from May to December … and the days grow short when you reach September …’ and I smiled as she put up her mouth to be kissed.
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Parker had said that he would prefer to meet us away from the House so we met at the safe-house in Ebury Street.


Parker was a tall thin man who looked a bit like Neville Chamberlain just before he died. A putty-coloured, deeply lined face, and compelling brown eyes that were hooded like a bird of prey’s. His pristine, stiff, white collar only emphasized his scraggy neck so that he looked rather like a ventriloquist’s dummy. He had joined the Labour Party when he was at Oxford in the thirties and had resigned twice on principle in those years. Both his sons were MPs, and in case the public had failed to get the basic point, he had written a thin, dry book on his family entitled The Founding of a Political Dynasty. It had sold far better than it deserved because he had friends in the right places. Perhaps friends is too big a word. There were people with obligations in the right places.


Parker was jealous of his position as philosophical guru of the party, and he and Charlie Kelly had clashed several times in the House. They seldom made a public speech without veiled references to ‘those who really mattered in our great brotherly movement’.


Sellars had puffed at his pipe while Parker said his piece and then looked to me for comment.


‘If no actual evidence was given, Minister, why was the informant so readily believed?’


Parker sniffed and made a steeple with his hands as he leaned back.


‘You’re putting words in my mouth, Mr Marsh. I didn’t say at any point that he was readily believed as you put it. If I may remind you, in the fifties I had a year when I was responsible for the department that employs you. The status, the standing, of our informant is what made us believe that the information may be founded on fact. At this point in time all we ask is that you investigate the matter and give us the benefit of your thinking.’


I had seen Sellars wince at ‘this point in time’, and it was he who took up my point.


‘Was there no indication, Minister, of the area in which Kelly might be helping the Soviets?’


Parker pursed his full purple lips and for a moment I wondered what women thought of that flabby mouth. Maybe they liked it. You never could tell.


‘… vague indeed and the Cabinet considered that it would be better not to point a finger in any particular direction.’ He stopped and there was silence as he searched his pockets for something. Whatever he was looking for he didn’t find. He went on. ‘We don’t want anyone to be able to say afterwards that we told you what to look for. In fact we don’t want to be involved.’ He turned to Sellars. ‘You sent Marsh the letters I hope?’


‘Yes, Minister. He is no longer employed by the department. Apart from his pension that is the end of it.’


‘Yes, quite. No need to overdo it of course. How’s he going to be paid for this work?’


‘Through Harrap out of SIS agents’ funds. He’ll be paid in French francs.’


Parker turned to look at me. ‘And very nice too.’


He was a condescending bastard, and every bit of rudeness was absolutely intentional.


When Parker had left we talked for another hour and Sellars handed over the specialist equipment that I had asked for. Then Harrap and Sellars had left me alone.


I watched them from the window as they walked away, Harrap almost trotting to keep up with Sellars’s great strides. Neither of them looked back.


I phoned Mavis at Facilities and she gave me the names of a couple of approved estate agents. I took the first place that I saw. It was just round the corner in Lower Belgrave Street. Two rooms, bathroom and a small kitchen, all reasonably furnished. Facilities changed all the locks for me and festooned a few electronics around the place.


They had brought me a thin file on Charlie Kelly and I sat down in front of the electric fire to read it.


It was a very short report for a man who had been an MP for nearly thirty years. He lived in a flat now over a shop in the King’s Road, and a girl lived with him – a much younger girl, Jane Birk, with a society background. There was a cutting from the Tatler and a bearded Charlie grinned up from the photograph as the camera took in the pretty girl’s cleavage.


It all seemed a long, long time ago. We hadn’t just lived in the same road, we had lived next door to one another. Because I didn’t have a father, old man Kelly kind of took me over and taught me the facts of life while he fed the chickens or washed the soot off the chrysanthemums. Facts like speaking up properly when you’re spoken to, and always punching noses first and eyes later, and what to tell teachers if you’re late or haven’t done your homework. Old man Kelly worked as a moulder at the foundry at the back of Aston Station and he sometimes brought us metal splashes from the black foundry sand. They had odd shapes like toffeehammers or witches’ faces.


There was a list of ‘known associates’ but they were mainly other Members of Parliament or people from Transport House. None of them were cross-referenced for ‘P’ files so they were probably not significant.


I smiled at the listing for Charlie’s club membership. It said ‘Slade Road Working Men’s Club and Aston Villa Supporters’ Club’. Old man Kelly used to take us sometimes to see the Villa play and we took turns at perching on his shoulders behind the goal. There was probably the makings of a security man in me even then, because I can remember asking old man Kelly who washed Pongo Waring’s kit at the end of the match. ‘Don’t be so bloody nosey’, he had said without even looking at me. But I had heard him telling Charlie’s mother when we got back and I was in their toilet; I had heard her laughing. When I was a kid I’d always liked the Kellys’ toilet. It had a big flat wooden seat worn smooth from backsides and scrubbing, and you could sit back day-dreaming until old man Kelly banged on the door. The salt in the bricks had come out over the years and hung like frost, white and soft, ready to fall at the touch of a finger. And there were squares cut up from the Birmingham Mail and the Sports Argus hung by a string from a six-inch nail. You could hear their family noises as you sat there in the dark, and it gave you a kind of security.


When we were fourteen we had both been taken on at the foundry under Charlie’s father’s eye. After a year Charlie was earning a pound a week and I’d been transferred to the drawing office to make blueprints at ten shillings a week on a machine that flashed and rumbled like some apparatus of war.


He’d bought us a book when we’d joined the Scouts called What every young man should know. It had drawings of flowers and the names of their parts, like ‘pistil’ and ‘stamen’ and ‘calyx’. We had worked out that ‘pistil’ must be the interesting bit.


On Saturday nights we caught the tram from Salford Bridge up to Erdington and, from the door, inspected the assembled dancers at the Masonic Hall and the Palais before laying out our sixpences to enter the dance of our choice. We were both pretty scared of girls, and we never danced the last waltz in case we got stuck with walking a girl home. We had heard of boys who had had to pay tram fares for two, or walk to Handsworth and back. All that had changed in the next year. And so did a lot of other things.


According to the file Charlie’s parents were still living at the old address in Fenton Road.


Fenton Road, where Charlie and I were brought up, linked Mere Road with Brookvale Park, and if you included a couple of back entries it led to Slade Road and the tram route to town. The terraced houses had been built by a local developer, and when they were first let, in 1889, the rent had been two shillings a week including rates. They curved down and around the slope of the hill so that their plain red fronts took on a slightly seaside air when the sun came from the direction of the General Electric. The small back gardens had room for a patch of vegetables, a lavatory and, for those at each end, room for a pigeon loft. The Kellys had one of these, and there was some resentment amongst the fancy that old man Kelly kept five White Leghorns where pigeons could have been.


In early summer the pavements suffered pools of red liquid. Not the residue of revolution but the berries of the rowan trees that marched with the houses, and there was a smell in the air that wasn’t from the rubbish tip. It could have been fresh air.


On Saturdays Charlie and I would help pack my Grandma’s carrier-bag with the trowel and two jam jars, and then the three of us would walk the four miles to Witton Cemetery. After Auntie Louie’s grave had been tidied there would be a casting round for a couple of strangers’ graves that seemed to be neglected. Charlie was not allowed by Grandma to participate in these good works on religious grounds, as the Kellys were Catholics. And Grandma knew that apart from the live animal sacrifices that they made at early Mass each week they were playing Slippery Sam within an hour of returning home from the service.


Charlie had a small back bedroom to himself, except for an old treadle sewing-machine and a massive chest of drawers. The window looked out on the bowling-green at the back of the working men’s club, and on summer evenings we watched, kneeling up on the bed, as the members went through the rituals, and their friends sat with glasses of Ansell’s beer under the cedar of Lebanon.


From time to time we slept together in the iron-framed bed, a pillow at each end. An engraving of a mournful-looking Irish wolfhound entitled The empty chair hung from two nails driven into the wall. Alongside it were the framed illuminated rules of the Hearts of Oak Society and Uncle George’s membership number. At night there was a pale glow through the glass transom over the door from the gas-light on the landing. It gave just enough light to make out the pictures in Film Fun and Candid Capers (sixpence, and sixpence deposit, from the shop by the main works’ gate).


The file gave some details of minor parliamentary posts that Charlie had filled. There was nothing higher than parliamentary assistant; his masters had been some of the more stupid old party hacks. There was no wife and no children, and his hobbies were given as greyhound racing and rambling. He was a member of the House of Commons Camping Club.


Analysis of his voting showed a reasonable respect for the party whips and it was noted that in the sixties Charlie had been offered a knighthood by a retiring Tory Prime Minister, and it had been refused. His standard of living was consistent with living solely on his parliamentary income and a small income from newspaper articles.


I put the file aside. There was nothing there that would help me. It seemed so little for a man’s life; and for a man who was suspected of treason you could see it either as suspiciously arid, proof of innocence or of lack of opportunity. But I had read that kind of file before and sometimes it had turned out to be the most skilful of covers for all sorts of activities. I knew that I had better start checking.
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I watched Charlie from the Strangers’ Gallery. The House was kicking around an amendment to some bill for controlling prices, and Charlie sat with his head back and his eyes closed. He was wearing a charcoal-grey suit and dark red tie, and his hands were in his trouser pockets. He was not asleep because his face creased in a smile as somebody made a schoolboy joke about the ‘wages of sin’. The front benches on both sides were half empty and it was only when the PM came in that the House roused itself. Charlie’s neighbour prodded him and he stretched his arms and sat up rubbing his eyes. Then, for some reason, Charlie lifted his face to look up at the gallery, and for a moment I thought he was looking at me but his eyes moved on and then he turned to talk to a clerk who was thrusting a paper towards him. He looked much the same as he had always looked. Way back he had one of those faces that looked a bit old and knowing for a boy, but now that same face looked young for his years. His hair was still black and wavy. Like most men with snub noses his brow always seemed to be furrowed, which gave his face an air of either disbelief or good humour. During the war Charlie had a Clark Gable moustache. We both had. Perhaps mine was more of an Errol Flynn.


Charlie’s complexion was pallid, not from ill-health but from his genes. His hands were on his knees as I watched him. They were strong, capable hands and one of them held the paper he’d been given as if it were one of his dad’s chickens, the thick fingers clutching it as if it might escape. He was about five feet eight, maybe nine, and his broad shoulders looked uncomfortable in the suit jacket. He had once had a suit made to measure by Loo Bloom at Aston Cross. It had been a mild success, but it had cost four pounds, and after that Charlie had gone back to Burtons. Charlie’s old man had approved the move, but his old lady, when forced to pass judgement, had said that his Burtons’ suits only fitted where they touched. Not that it really mattered, because Charlie was Charlie whatever he wore.


I wondered, as I looked at him, why we hadn’t kept in touch. We had been like brothers, closer than a good many brothers. It was nearly twenty years since we had met. I suppose it was because I had nothing to take me back to Fenton Road or even Birmingham. But the House of Commons was in walking distance of Broadway. I had certainly never made any conscious decision about the relationship. I’d just never done anything about it and I guess his reasons would be much the same. We had full lives and our paths just hadn’t crossed. Until now.


Charlie’s flat in the King’s Road was over an antique shop. It had an old-fashioned door painted green, and a routine Yale lock that was a sloppy fit already. A white plastic bell-push and beneath it a typewritten card that said ‘C Kelly’ fastened to the wooden frame by a brass drawing pin. Not the kind of place normally used to store state secrets.


The girl had come back to the flat mid-afternoon and had let herself in. I saw the lights go on seconds later on the two floors above the shop, and a postboy delivered a telegram about ten minutes later. She left about eight o’clock and walked round into Markham Square and got into a white Mustang that was parked at a resident’s meter. She turned into Sloane Street and I guessed that she was heading for the House.


On a normal surveillance you need a minimum of six men, preferably more if you want permanent cover. Sellars knew this as well as I did and I assumed that he wanted me to arrive at a point where I could provide sufficient evidence to warrant some official interest. They just wanted to be in the clear to establish that they hadn’t initiated the surveillance. Then they would just be acting on ‘information received’. Received from me. And after all I was an ex-professional, one of them, and a distant mate of Charlie. So there was only one way for me to tackle this little lot: establish a pattern of their movements and then go in and have a look through the flat in the hope of finding something that could be officially classed as suspicious.
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