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DEDICATION

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


One man in his time plays many parts …

SHAKESPEARE: As You Like it


Chapter 1

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

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

‘You’ve read the piece, Jamie?’

‘Yeah. Several times.’

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

‘Why not?’

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

‘I have, Francis.’

‘What have you seen?’

‘The manuscript of the book.’

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

‘Maybe.’

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

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

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

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

‘Why not?’

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

‘Can you get them to confirm that?’

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

‘Can I read the manuscript?’

‘Tonight. Back in the morning?’

Healey shrugged. ‘OK.’

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

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

‘Definitely.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘So when do we issue the writs?’

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

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

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

‘Why?’

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

‘Like what?’

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

Frazer smiled and waved his hand dismissively.

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

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

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

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

‘God knows. You’d better ask ’em.’

‘Who shall I ask?’

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

‘Shall I mention that you suggested the contact?’

‘If you want. It’s up to you.’

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

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

‘Have you talked with anyone at Century House?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Can I ask what it’s about?’

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

‘Just a moment.’

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

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

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

‘OK. I’ll see if I can contact him.’

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

Then a man’s voice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where is your place?’

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

‘When would be convenient?’

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

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

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

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

‘Tell me.’

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

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

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

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

‘See you, Jamie.’

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

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


Chapter 2

When Healey had had his word with counsel it had been a hurried chat during a fortuitous lunch-time adjournment of both their cases over drinks in The Wig and Pen. Howard Rowe was usually a defence counsel and he was obviously quite pleased to be asked to handle a plaintiff’s case. But he had warned Healey that all bets were off until he had not only read the book but also the serialisation. And he wanted the book highlighted by Sir James where he felt that he was being defamed. Healey was disturbed at Rowe’s comment that they ought to get hold of a copy of the book as soon as they arrived at the binders. But the writ must not go in until a copy of the book had been on public offer and bought at a London bookshop. The longer the period Rowe had to read the text before it was actually distributed in finished form so much the better.

He phoned Sir James and asked him to meet him at Chichester Station that evening. On the train he put the Evening Standard aside and closed his eyes. The problem was the niceties of getting that early copy of the book as soon as possible. When newspapers were engaged in their so-called ‘exposures’, they paid an insider or, if that wasn’t possible, they would have the appropriate premises broken into. He had no compunction about using similar methods but wasn’t sure whether it should be his client who fixed it or would it be less illegal if he, as a lawyer, instigated the operation. He had phoned his wife before he left the office, telling her that Jamie Frazer would drive him home. He didn’t need her to meet him at the station with the car.

They had gone to The Ship for a drink and a quiet talk in the residents’ lounge. They were both well known at the hotel. Healey explained the situation to Frazer. When Healey finished, Frazer said, ‘The typesetting is already done. You’ve seen the pages. It went to the binders two weeks ago. They’re doing ten thousand copies on the first run with the same amount in reserve in unbound pages. They could get those out in three days. They’re now aiming to do the serialisation in two weeks’ time. The Monday edition of the newspaper. The book will be in the shops that night. Under embargo until the Wednesday. I can get anything you want.’

‘How can you be so sure, Jamie?’

Frazer smiled. ‘I’ve done a deal.’

‘What’s the deal?’

‘I’ve given an undertaking to my contact that we won’t include them, the printers, in the libel writs.’

Healey was silent for a few moments and then he said, ‘We’re getting dangerously near walking on thin ice, Jamie.’

‘What’s illegal about not issuing a writ against a legitimate target?’

‘Nothing I guess. But I wish you’d thought of discussing it with me before you went ahead.’

Frazer smiled. ‘I did think of it but I thought you might say “no”. Anyway you can always claim that you had no part in it.’

‘What if the printers tip off the newspaper and the author?’

Frazer shook his head. ‘They won’t, Francis. They’re old friends of mine. They owe me from way back.’

‘Had they heard from the author or the newspaper about possible writs?’

‘Not a word.’ He smiled. ‘That didn’t endear them to their clients.’

‘Their clients must be the publishers and would know that the printers would get writs too. They always do.’

‘Yeah. Apparently at a meeting of all the parties concerned they were of the opinion that a private individual like me couldn’t afford the financial risk of fighting a libel case in court and that we’d end up just going for trying to prevent publication. Just like with Spycatcher. They also said that SIS would put pressure on me not to go ahead because it would open the door for the defence to put SIS through the mincer in public. Wonderful publicity, wonderful sales and the worst that could happen would be having to shift the operation to the States or Australia. No problem.’

‘Do SIS know about the book?’

‘I don’t know. I assume that they’ve read the newspaper piece about serialisation.’

‘Have they contacted you?’

‘You mean SIS?’

‘Yes.’

Frazer smiled and shook his head slowly. ‘Not a word.’

‘What do you think their attitude will be to you issuing writs?’

‘It’ll be divided. Some will say let ’em get on with it but most of them will resent the newspaper and the publisher having one more go at SIS.’

‘What are the odds on them supporting you?’

‘I’m not a betting man but I’d say they’ll be cool at first and then be supportive as it boils up.’ He grinned. ‘I’ll put in my two penn’orth to make them co-operate.’

‘You seem to have done quite a bit of homework on all this already.’

‘I have, my friend.’ He grinned. ‘Time spent on reconnaissance and all that.’

James Frazer enjoyed his old-fashioned country garden but he never got involved. His man, Charlie Bates, looked after the garden, the Rolls and the cottage, and his wife, Maggie, was cook and in charge of the house. They had a small but pleasant flat over the double garage. Frazer’s main interest, apart from his piano-playing, was a forty-five-foot cruiser with twin diesels moored in the old marina at Birdham. He seldom went further than the Isle of Wight or across to the French coast. From time to time he slept on the boat and from time to time he was accompanied by one of the pretty ladies who although he had known them for quite a time were still many years younger than he was. He was quite a handsome man and the grey hair suited him. Broad-shouldered and fit without doing anything about it, he just smiled when they asked him what he was going to do when he grew up.

When Frazer got the phone call a few days later he made a thermos of tea and took a slice of porkpie from the refrigerator and headed for the car. When he got to the boat it was beginning to get dark; he ran both engines and went through his usual routine. He had a power line to a plug on the jetty and a plug-in phone. A small Sony TV and a mini-hi-fi stack were side by side on the mahogany structure over the companion-way down to the galley.

It was nearly two hours after he had arrived when he saw the lights of the car coming past the pond towards the mooring. It stopped as he’d instructed by the notice-board that showed photographs and details of boats for sale. When the car’s lights dimmed and then went out he walked slowly towards the car. He didn’t recognise the man who handed over the parcel and they exchanged no words as Frazer nodded his acknowledgement.

As he walked back to his boat he could see her lights reflected in the calm water of the marina. There were no other cars or people that he could see and no lights on any other boat.

Back in the saloon he undid the brown-paper wrapping and slit open the adhesive tape that held it together. There were six copies of the book but without their paper jackets. He took one copy and riffled through the pages as he ate his pork-pie and drank his tea. Cursing quietly as he realised that he’d forgotten the sugar. When he was folding up the brown-paper packaging he found a printed announcement that gave the date of the newspaper serialisation, put an embargo on selling copies of the book until the following day and gave a ‘hot line’ number for ordering further copies.

The date of the first serialisation was only four days away.

He tapped out Healey’s number on his portable phone.

‘Francis Healey. Can I help you?’

‘It’s Jamie, Francis. I’ve got six copies of the book. How many do you need?’

‘At least three. Four if you can spare them.’

‘What train are you catching in the morning?’

‘The seven-fifteen.’

‘I’ll bring you four to the station. They’ll be wrapped.’ He paused. ‘By the way, the first serialisation is next Monday. The books go on sale the following day.’

‘The writs are all prepared. I’ll have them delivered on Wednesday. But be prepared for a lot of publicity. The tabloids especially will lap it up. Even the broadsheets will get in on the act.’ He paused. ‘Have you got an answering machine?’

‘No.’

‘Well get one. Put a message on it – let me think – “Hi, this is Jamie Frazer. I’m not available at the moment. Please leave your name, number and message after the bleep.” No more than that. OK?’

‘OK. See you in the morning.’

After he had handed over the parcel of books to Healey, Frazer walked back into South Street and bought an answering machine. He got the shop assistant to show him how to record the tape.

Back at the cottage he made the tape and plugged the machine into the original British Telecom connection. He used his portable to ring the number and the message came over loud and clear. He got Maggie to do him a proper breakfast. Fried egg, crisp bacon and a couple of Lincolnshire sausages. As he ate he wondered if it wouldn’t be a good idea to warn a few people of what was about to happen. But in the end he decided to do nothing. It would be interesting to see different people’s reactions to the so-called revelations. Could be a salutary lesson one way or another.

Healey had prepared the operation meticulously. A hundred copies of the two-page spread in the newspaper. A copy of the book bought in Hatchards in Piccadilly together with a receipt. A dozen other purchases in book stores in major cities.

The writ against Sidney Bowman, the editor, was served on him personally as he was entertaining his current girl-friend at the Groucho Club. The writ against the paper itself was served and signed for in the early hours of the Wednesday morning. The writs against the publishers and the author of the book were served at the publisher’s offices in Bedford Square.


Chapter 3

Bowman had sold an extra 100,000 copies of the Monday paper and now, Thursday, they were down to a mere 5,000 over the normal sales. He didn’t tackle the arithmetic. He knew that he’d need to publicise the serialisation even more. That was expensive and the only prize was to maintain the 100,000 figure for every issue of the four-week Monday serialisation features. He had reluctantly agreed to the joint meeting with the publishers. They met in the palatial offices of the Daily Bulletin and the legal advisers of both parties were there.

The boardroom table could comfortably seat twenty-six people and the four of them looked rather odd as they took their places each side of the far end of the enormous table. There was just tea, coffee and a plate of digestive biscuits despite it being a lunch-time meeting.

It was Bowman who brought the chit-chat to an end in his own brusque Australian way.

‘Well, gentlemen, it’s time we looked at the situation. How about your people, Mr Keane?’

Mr Keane was the managing director of Primrose Publications plc and was used to being treated with a little more courtesy.

‘Well our view is that we continue as we all originally planned,’ he said rather languidly.

‘That’s bullshit, Mr Keane. What we all envisaged was an attempt to stop publication which would have been a boost to our circulation and your sales of the book. Even if it had taken a couple of weeks to fight it you knew you’d be selling the book all over the world. What I want to know is are your Board going to chicken out because of this bloody writ?’

‘My Board have never chickened out as you put it, Mr Bowman. We have a reputation for publishing books that challenge authority and the status quo. What about your Board, Mr Bowman?’

Bowman was unused to criticism or defiance no matter how tactfully it may be delivered.

‘There’s one thing we didn’t allow for and that was a writ for defamation. And what is virtually a joint writ with you people. And we then have to face a simple fact. If we lose, you people haven’t got enough money to satisfy an unfavourable judgment. We’re the guys with the big bankroll and we’re the guys they’ll be gunning for.’

‘That was always the position, Mr Bowman. I’m sure you must have realised that.’ Keane paused and then said, ‘Of course an injunction to stop publication wouldn’t have hurt you provided you’d got your circulation up with the initial serialisation. But it would have cost us a packet. Author’s fee, editing, typesetting, printing, binding, artwork – all paid for in advance.’

‘How many have you printed?’

‘Ten thousand so far with sheets for another twenty thousand.’

‘And how many have you sold?’

‘We’ve supplied ten thousand and we have over-orders for another ten thousand.’

‘When do you break even?’

‘That’s not the point, Mr Bowman. If we lose this case my company would be bankrupt.’

The red-headed man sitting alongside the publisher said, ‘My name’s Grimes and my partnership is acting for Primrose Publications. We seem to be ignoring the facts of life in this discussion. The plaintiff is a private individual. Do we really think he’s willing to lose everything he’s got by pursuing this action to the bitter end?’ He shrugged. ‘Has anybody checked what his financial position is?’

Bowman shook his head. ‘There won’t be many noughts on the end of his bank balance that’s for sure. We did bear this in mind way back but you’re right, we’ve let it get lost in the wash.’

Not to be outdone Bowman’s man chipped in, ‘Parsons. Acting for the newspaper group. There’s good sense in what both parties are saying but the fact is that the publisher can go on recouping any financial losses from sales in other countries.’ He paused. ‘Couldn’t we arrange some formula where the newspaper has a stake in the profits from book sales?’

Bowman looked across at Keane, eyebrows raised in query.

Keane said with a marked lack of enthusiasm, ‘Would that satisfy you, Mr Bowman?’

‘It evens out the stakes and rewards a little.’

‘I’ll talk to my Board. But it would have to be a nominal amount, say a small percentage off book sales.’

‘Off the top or net?’

‘It would have to be net.’ He smiled without pleasure. ‘We have to give our friends the booksellers a discount you know.’

‘How much discount?’

‘Can be up to fifty per cent. Certainly not less than thirty-five.’

‘It would give me a point with my Board.’ Bowman changed to his macho voice again. ‘So, gentlemen. Are we agreed? We aren’t frightened of the writs. We’ll let the legal eagles do their stuff …’ he grinned ‘… holding things up. And we’ll just carry on.’ He looked across the table. Nobody spoke, neither did they nod or shake their heads. So Bowman stood up.

‘You’ll have to excuse me, gentlemen. I’ve got another meeting to attend. I think it’s been a helpful discussion on the whole. Thank you.’

As he walked back to his office Bowman was in two minds about what he should do. He was a man of instinctive decision, not pussy-footing about with lawyers. He guessed that for a few thousand pounds he could print an apology, pay the money and call it a day. But it would be seen by everybody as backing down and he had built his reputation on that old Fleet Street motto, ‘Publish and be damned’. He found it irksome to be in partnership with people like Keane. Weaklings, counting the pennies even if they weren’t their pennies. But at least Keane was the kind of man who would accept him as the decision-maker. And as Keane could go on making a profit on the book overseas, any deal he could do to get a piece of the action would be an extra piece of insurance. He looked at his watch. He could spend a couple of hours at the Groucho playing the part of the fearless editor who reckoned it was time the public got the truth of what was going on in the corridors of power, before he had to look over tomorrow’s paper. There was a note on his desk to say that the paper’s libel insurers would like to have a word with him before he sanctioned next Monday’s serialisation.


Chapter 4

Frazer and Healey met briefly on the day after the first extract from the book appeared. Healey was wondering if his client would be a little more cautious now that the law moves had started. They had gone to Rose Cottage and Frazer poured them each a half glass of red wine.

‘Have you had any reaction from other people?’

Frazer lifted his glass and smiled. ‘Yes quite a lot.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Two calls from the BBC, four from other broadcasters. One woman saying it was time that people like me were hanged.’ He paused. ‘One gentleman saying much the same. And ten or so others all either supportive or neutral.’ He smiled. ‘I’ve kept the recorded tape and put a new one in. Two in fact because the damn thing is going all day.’

‘What made you keep the tape?’

Frazer shrugged. ‘Just old instincts.’

‘A good idea all the same.’ Healey paused. ‘Anything from Century House?’

‘Yes. Two callers.’

‘For or against?’

‘The D-G himself was the first one. Amiable, supportive, but suggested we meet to discuss their concerns about so-called revelations. The other was also supportive. A guy named Henman. Patrick Henman. I knew him when he was just a new-boy when I was “our man in Berlin”.’ Frazer smiled. ‘Now he’s “our man in Berlin”. Offered any help I wanted. Said he’d been approached by the author several times. Didn’t like him and led him down a few blind-alleys.’ He paused. ‘And one lady who said she was willing to swear I was the nicest man she’d ever slept with.’

‘Have you responded to any of them?’

‘A couple. And the D-G. We’re going to meet some time next week.’

‘The attitude of SIS could make a big difference. But their support wouldn’t have to be too obvious or it’ll look like collusion. The old China hands ganging up against the truth.’

‘They’re aware of that, Francis.’ Frazer smiled. ‘They’re not the fools that the press like to paint them.’

‘I’m sure they’re not.’ He paused. ‘Anything from the direction of ex-wives?’

Frazer laughed. ‘One lady journalist said that there was great interest in something in an article she had seen way back where the author quoted some comment I was supposed to have said at some interview where I’d been asked about my former wives and I’d said “No comment except that they were all very beautiful and only one of them was a crocodile”. Seems like a few people are trying to identify the crocodile.’

‘Did you actually say that, Jamie? It sounds like you.’

Frazer laughed. ‘It does rather, doesn’t it? I don’t really remember. Anyway, who cares. I heard on my grapevine that the author’s coming over here in a few days’ time. There was a booksigning planned at Hatchards but it’s been cancelled.’

‘Who cancelled it?’

‘Hatchards. I understand too that they have no copies of the book on show.’ He grinned. ‘First blood to us.’

‘Who is the present D-G of SIS?’

‘His name’s Platt, Sir Hugo. Got his “K” a couple of years ago. Good chap. Stands up well to the bloody politicians. Very protective of SIS. He found the book extremely offensive and I got the feeling that as they can’t do anything in a court to defend themselves and expose the lies, they might see my action as partly doing their job for them.’

‘You think he’ll be helpful?’

‘Yeah, I do. Within limits of course.’

‘We’re having a bit of a dinner on Thursday. We’d particularly like you to come. Informal. Seven-thirty for eight.’

Frazer smiled. ‘Is this your Helen’s idea to give me a bit of moral support?’

‘No way. But in fact I should be surprised if the guests weren’t interested. You’ve met at least half of them already.’ Healey sighed and stood up. ‘I’d better get going. Helen’s going to her language class tonight.’

‘Oh, really, what language?’

‘German.’

Frazer smiled. ‘She can practise on me. We Brits are always embarrassed by having to say anything in a foreign language out loud.’

Keane sent his PR girl to meet Pinto off the plane. She hadn’t met him before although he had been in London several times when the book was being discussed, and she’d seen his photos on the file. He hadn’t endeared himself to the publisher’s staff with his petulant outbursts of bad temper and his obvious expectation that he was going to be treated like a VIP. Authors were never VIPs at Primrose Publications plc, and they saw Al Pinto as a journalist, and journalists were seen as people who would tell any lie to make a buck. Twisting what people said and quoting words out of context. But he’d been given a contract for £100,000 for world rights of his book entitled – Who Goes There.

By the time he was through Gatwick Immigration Control and had claimed his baggage he was an hour overdue, but Priscilla smiled as she walked towards him.

‘Mr Pinto?’

‘Al Pinto, yeah, that’s me, where am I staying?’

‘At the Park Lane Hilton.’

‘I told Keane I wanted to be put up at the Connaught.’

Keane had said that the American wasn’t good enough to warrant the Connaught.

‘The Connaught is over-booked at the moment. They’ve got the builders in.’ She smiled. ‘Would you prefer the Cumberland, Mr Pinto?’

‘No.’ He shrugged. ‘The Hilton’ll do.’

‘I’ll get us a taxi.’

‘When does Keane come to visit with me?’

‘There’s a meeting in our offices this evening at six.’ She smiled. ‘Gives you time for a wash and brush-up.’

‘I’ve given ’em a bestseller and this is how I get treated. You guys are gonna have to learn to have a bit more respect.’

When she’d checked him in to the Hilton she wrote out the address in Bedford Square as a reminder and then left him to his own devices.

The meeting with Keane and the sales director, and Al Pinto, had been cool on both sides and Keane put the basic question, dreading the answer.

‘Have you had this book read by a libel lawyer, Al?’

‘What for?’

‘For libel, for defamation. We’ve had a libel writ served on us by Sir James Frazer claiming defamation.’

‘So what?’

‘So if the court found against us it could cost you and us and the newspaper a lot of money. There’s a writ against you too. The wording’s the same as ours.’

‘Keane. If anyone was gonna sue it would have to be MI6 and we all know they never go to court.’

‘What about Spycatcher?’

‘That was to stop publication. And the bastards lost even that. A government agency has to take what criticisms it gets. You can’t defame a government agency or they’d be suing every day of the week.’

‘But Sir James isn’t a government agency, he’s an individual and he’s already suing us.’

‘And the only way he can prove that something I’ve written about him is inaccurate is to get MI6 to testify on his behalf and believe me they ain’t gonna do that for him nor anyone else. They’d open the door for all sorts of questions about what they’re up to.’

‘They could be subpoenaed by the plaintiffs.’

‘And in court they’d claim they couldn’t say anything because of national security.’

‘You sound very confident, Al.’

‘I am, old pal. I am. I’ve been on this roller-coaster many times. I know the rules of this game.’

‘I’ve arranged for us to have dinner with Mr Bowman, editor of the newspaper, this evening, he’ll be glad to have your reassurances.’ He looked at his watch. ‘It’s time we were on our way.’

The meal with Bowman had been a relief to Keane. Bowman went along with Al Pinto’s analysis and confirmed that they would go on with the serialisation. He had also instructed the paper’s lawyers to introduce as many legal delays as they could get away with to stretch out the time before a date for the hearing was decided. Bowman had invited Pinto to the Groucho Club and they were already talking like old buddies. Two go-getters who weren’t frightened by a couple of writs. Two guys who were ready to take on anyone who tried to stop the public from hearing the truth about how the intelligence services broke the rules and the law.


Chapter 5

Healey’s house was on the side of a hill about a mile from Lavant village. There were lights on all over the house and half a dozen cars were already parked along the lane. He locked the Rolls and walked up the shingle drive.

There were few introductions for he knew most of the guests. He was amused that they’d solved the problem of the odd man by inviting Adele, obviously to be his partner for the evening. She waved to him across the room and smiled her knowing smile but she made no move to join the group he was chatting to.

There was no attempt to pretend that they were not aware of the newspaper piece and the book. Those who mentioned it seemed genuinely angry that he could be attacked in this way. Especially as it was almost five years since he retired.

They were still on the main course when in a moment’s silence in the chatter Brian Boyle said across the table, ‘Jamie, I’ve always wondered how one got into intelligence. How’s it done? How did you get in?’

Jamie Frazer smiled. ‘As a matter of fact I answered a classified ad in The Times.’

There was some laughter and Boyle said, ‘You’re pulling my leg.’

‘I’m not. I assure you.’

‘Tell me more,’ Boyle said.

‘Well, in those days the classified ads in The Times were all on the front page. All sorts of ads, like – “Will the girl in the green hat on the five-forty train to Croydon meet the man smoking a pipe on Saturday at six under the clock at Victoria Station”.’ He paused, smiling. ‘My ad was much less romantic. It said roughly – “Linguists required for special work in Army. No promotion beyond lance-corporal. Box number something or other”.’

‘It’s almost unbelievable. And you wrote to the box number?’

‘Yes.’

‘How old were you?’

‘Twenty-one, twenty-two. I don’t remember exactly.’

‘And you were accepted?’

‘Yeah. It was October 1939 and I guess they must have been desperate for recruits.’

It was Adele who said, smiling, beside him, ‘He’s fishing for compliments. He ended up as a lieutenant-colonel, so they weren’t such bad pickers those fellows.’

The talk moved on to the train service from Chichester to London and the cost of moorings at Birdham.

Adele had asked him for a lift home to her house in Midhurst and he’d driven them back to Rose Cottage for a night-cap. He had known her for three years and he found her not only physically attractive and affectionate but good company and easy to get on with. She was forty-two and her husband, a pilot, had been killed on a training flight in Scotland five years ago. She also shared his Birmingham roots although hers were in upper-class Sutton Coldfield rather than working-class Erdington and Aston. She had bought him an Aston Villa FC scarf the first Christmas he had known her.

At the cottage he had poured her a glass of Chardonnay and made tea for himself because he would be driving. As he sat beside her on the couch sipping his tea, she turned her head to smile at him. She said quietly, ‘Why don’t I stay and then you can have wine too.’

He put down his mug of tea and kissed her. ‘You should have been a diplomat, honey.’

‘There was something odd in what you were saying at dinner tonight.’

‘Must have been the company gone to my head. What was so odd?’

‘You said you read the ad that recruited you in The Times.’

‘I did, my dear, I did.’

‘How many twenty-year-old boys in Brum could afford to buy The Times?’

He laughed. ‘I read it in Erdington Library. It’s a long story.’

‘So tell it.’

He frowned. ‘You’d be terribly bored. You really would.’

‘I won’t. I find it fascinating. How the hell did a boy from the back streets of Birmingham get to be a lieutenant-colonel in intelligence, let alone Director General of SIS?’

‘It really is boring. But here goes. I decided in 1938 that I wanted to be a fighter pilot in the RAF. I passed all the tests but on the day before I was accepted Chamberlain declared war on Germany. I worked in a drawing-office and mine was what they called a reserved occupation. You had to stay in your job and you couldn’t join the armed forces. But I went to the recruiting office in James Watt Street and told them my story. They accepted me for the army and said forget the regulations. Most people were trying to get into reserved occupations. But they were wrong. I was summonsed by the Ministry of Labour for leaving a reserved occupation without their permission. It took time to get to court and meantime I was unemployed and no dole money. I used to go to the library to keep warm.’ He shrugged. ‘That’s how I got to read The Times.’

‘And what happened to the summons?’

He laughed. ‘I was defended by some idiot from the Judge-Advocate’s department and I was fined thirty pounds. That was a lot of money in those days. The army had to pay it.’ He shrugged. ‘End of boring story.’

‘Have you read the book?’

‘Yeah. Have you?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did you think of it?’

‘A load of crap but interesting. You’ve had quite a busy life, my boy.’

She stood up, reaching out her hand for his and pulling him up to face her. She slid her arms around his shoulders, her head back to look at his face as she said, ‘Let’s go to bed, Sunbeam.’

He looked back at her. ‘Why did you call me that?’

She smiled. ‘Because you once told me that your Grandma always called you Sunbeam. And I know that your Grandma was your favourite lady.’


Chapter 6

Grandma had always called him Sunbeam. She was always on his side. She and Grandpa had brought him up. He never really knew why but it had something to do with his father being killed when he was a baby. Father had been a lieutenant in the Black Watch. Nobody ever answered his questions about his father but his mother frequently said that the things he did would make his father ‘turn in his grave’. It was obvious that his mother hadn’t liked his father. She didn’t like her son either. She was a very pretty woman and there had been a lot of men who would have liked to marry her, but she had no liking for any man. From time to time he had to live for a few weeks at his mother’s house. He didn’t know what prompted these visits but he hated and feared them, listening to a litany of his faults and shortcomings. He was never quite sure what his faults were but he got the general message. He was no good.
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