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Here richly, with ridiculous display,

The Politician’s corpse was laid away.

While all of his acquaintance sneered and slanged

I wept: for I had longed to see him hanged.

Hilaire Belloc, Sonnets and Verse (1923)

‘Epigraph on the Politician Himself’

The spirit of liberty is the spirit

which is not too sure that it is right

Judge Learned Hand


ONE


CHAPTER 1

Old habits die hard and Kennedy had paid off the taxi at Victoria Station and walked the rest of the way to Ebury Street. As he crossed the road to number 25b he wondered if it really was the chaos back at Century House with Facilities planning the move to the new HQ, or was it because he rather liked the pretty safe house itself, that had made him choose it for the meeting. It was no longer a safe house. Some joker at the Soviet Embassy had sent a ‘Get well’ card addressed to the Director-General ‘care of’ 25b Ebury Street. But the rent had been paid until the end of the year so they might as well use it until then.

He pressed the door-bell and when the door clicked open he walked slowly up the steep, narrow stairs, aware that security cameras had watched his progress from when he crossed the street, and that now the internal circuit had taken him over.

Maggie was waiting for him on the small landing at the top of the stairs.

‘Mr Farmer and Mr Shelley are in the side room waiting for you, sir.’ As he thanked her and turned she said, ‘Will you sign the chit, sir, please?’

He sighed and read the card. It confirmed that Angus Roffey, Signals Section, had checked the whole house at 14.00 hours that day and it was electronically clean. He signed the card and Maggie said, ‘I’ve told them it’s either tea or coffee until after the meeting.’

He smiled and headed for the side room. It was bright, walls and ceiling Dulux Brilliant White and Venetian blinds at the windows overlooking the street. Farmer and Shelley looked bored already.

There was no tape recorder and no notepads. It was not a meeting of record. Kennedy had told them briefly already what he wanted to discuss. In fact he had already made his mind up about what to do, but a little support from other sections would do no harm; it might even spread the load if the whole thing went down the pan.

He took off his jacket, hung it over the back of the chair and sat down.

‘Thanks for coming, both of you.’ He paused. ‘Let me just outline the problem.’ He paused. ‘Our old friend Carling. Lord Carling. Ex-SIS and suspected by several colleagues of having played footsie with the Russians during his time with us. Maybe even before.’ He paused. ‘And maybe even after he left us.’

‘Why the sudden interest in him now, Freddie?’

Kennedy hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Two reasons. Maybe even more. The timing is because we have strong indications that one of the tabloids is considering one of its “investigatory” pieces on SIS. You know the stuff. They want to hang it on to the Carling business. Mole in the heart of SIS. Lax security. Who was protecting him? Heads must roll – and all the usual crap they dish up.’

Farmer said quietly, ‘I gather you’ve got some scheme in mind—’

Shelley interrupted. ‘First things first, Freddie. You say some of our people suspected him.’ He paused. ‘On what grounds? Where’s the evidence?’

Kennedy shrugged. ‘I’ve had long conversations with the DPP and he says we have nothing that would stand up in court. And we could end up with a libel writ.’

‘So could the tabloid, Freddie.’

‘Fair enough. But old Carling’s in his late sixties. May even be seventy already. The tabloid could be waiting for him to kick the bucket. Just putting the bits together as they come in.’

Shelley said, ‘It must be old stuff now. You say some people suspect that he’s still playing footsie with the Russians. Glasnost and perestroika will have ended those games. He can’t be important enough for them to risk running him now.’

Farmer shook his head. ‘I’m always reading about him on trips to Berlin, Vienna, Prague and Budapest. He hasn’t stopped those.’

Kennedy said, ‘He’d claim that it’s just his work for the Arts Council.’ He smiled. ‘Or could be.’

Shelley laughed softly. ‘It’s a bloody good cover anyway.’ He looked at Kennedy. ‘I gather you’ve got something in mind?’

‘Well. The obvious alternative to prosecuting is to do a deal. He tells us all and we give him immunity from prosecution.’

Shelley nodded. ‘So?’

Kennedy sighed. ‘The snag is – we’ve got so little evidence that I wonder if what he’s got to tell us is worth the immunity.’

‘Go on.’

‘I had in mind having a chat with Carling. Tell him about vague suspicions here and at the tabloid. Tell him that there’s pressure building up to expose him and we’d be prepared to do a deal, but we need to know roughly what he’s got to tell us before we can make a decision.’

Farmer frowned. ‘And what if he just tells us to get stuffed?’

Kennedy shook his head. ‘Put yourself in his place, Dickie. An aristocrat, a popular and well-known figure, an icon of the arts scene. He won’t want to go through the mill of a court case or being done over by one of the tabloids. You know what they’d make of it.’

Shelley interposed. ‘And what they’d make of us too. Nothing definite – “high-level sources suggest” – “a well-informed ex-officer says” – “who is protecting the traitors?” – it’s all been done before, with far less to go on than in this case. Even now I ask myself: if our people had suspicions why the hell didn’t they do something about it?’

Kennedy shrugged. ‘First of all the suspicions are only with hindsight, and secondly – like I said – the DPP says we’d be out on our ears as soon as the judge had heard the opening statement and read the file.’ He paused. ‘It’s going to take some time even if he co-operates. Whoever does it will have to decide whether Carling is telling us the full story or just a cover-up.’

‘Who’ve you got in mind?’

‘One of my own chaps. Name’s Mathews. Wasn’t even born when our friend could have first started playing games with the Russians. He can get alongside Carling without the luggage of prior knowledge or old prejudices.’

‘How long’s he been with us?’

‘Five years officially, another three years before that on loan from the I.Corps.’

‘Positively vetted?’

‘Of course.’

Farmer shrugged. ‘You seem to have got it all worked out.’

Kennedy smiled. ‘Can you think of something better?’

‘No. It just seems a bit – I don’t know what – airy-fairy. We ask our friend to spill the beans but promise him nothing definite. Why should he trust us?’

Kennedy, still smiling, said, ‘It isn’t us he’ll be trusting, it’ll be Mathews.’

There was a long silence and then Kennedy said, ‘Shall we vote on it?’

Farmer shook his head. ‘No. I’ll go with it for want of anything better.’

They had hung on, gossiping, for another ten minutes and then gone their different ways. Only Kennedy went back to Century House.


CHAPTER 2

Kennedy knew George Carling from Carling’s last few years with SIS and had subsequently met him from time to time at meetings at the Foreign Office. He decided that he ought to meet His Lordship alone to get the thing moving, before briefing Mathews. There were ways of presenting the possible deal that he felt he could best put to Carling himself. He phoned him and arranged a dinner meeting at the Reform.

The conversation during the meal was amiable and amusing as Carling gave him the inside story on the fine-art forgeries that had recently been exposed. He obviously enjoyed the discomfiture of the so-called connoisseurs and experts. It seemed in character that Carling was so obviously on the side of the forger.

They took their coffee in the members’ lounge in comfortable armchairs in a corner that gave them some privacy. Kennedy ordered malt whiskies for them both and as he lifted his glass to Carling, he said, ‘I need your help, George.’

Carling was obviously surprised. ‘Really. What sort of help?’

‘We need your co-operation.’

‘Who’s we?’

‘SIS.’

‘Sounds ominous.’

Kennedy smiled. ‘Not really.’

‘What’s it all about?’

‘You.’

‘Me? For God’s sake. I’ve been away from that game for a decade. What help can I give you?’

Kennedy took a deep breath, then said, ‘Would you be surprised if I told you that there are people in SIS and elsewhere who suggest that your loyalty was questionable?’

Carling laughed. ‘Which particular loyalty?’

‘Loyalty to this country.’

Carling smiled. ‘Oh that. No, it wouldn’t surprise me at all. Everybody from directors-general down has suffered unfounded stories about their loyalty. The likes of me are fair game.’

Kennedy said quietly, ‘We have information that one of the tabloids is trying to put together a story that suggests you had contacts with the KGB over a number of years.’

Carling smiled, shaking his head. ‘But they couldn’t prove it.’

‘They don’t have to. They print the story and their sales go up. They can keep it on the boil for weeks and months. You’ve seen what they’ve done recently to quite insignificant politicians. And you’re very well known to the public.’

‘And you’re afraid that SIS will be accused of being lax and inefficient.’

‘That’s part of the problem.’

‘What’s the other part.’

‘We need to know the truth.’

‘Go on.’

‘We thought it might be prudent to go over the past with you.’ He paused. ‘And then, if it satisfies us, grant you immunity from prosecution in exchange for your co-operation.’ He paused again. ‘It would be done very discreetly and in confidence.’

‘So what’s the problem?’

‘First, that you may not agree to co-operate, and secondly, that you give us a heavily doctored account of whatever happened.’

Carling smiled. ‘Not get value for money, yes?’

‘I suppose you could call it that.’

‘And if you’re not satisfied, what then?’

‘We go back to square one. To the situation as it is today.’

‘All bets off.’

Kennedy shrugged but said nothing.

‘Who would I be talking to?’

‘One of my best officers. Timothy Mathews. Mid-thirties, wide experience. I think you’d quite like him.’

‘It sounds an interesting exercise. What is it you people used to call it? “Walking back the cat?” Seeing what really happened and how it had influenced your old colleagues when they’d made the wrong moves and wrong analysis.’

Kennedy, relieved, smiled. ‘We call it damage limitation these days.’

‘So when do you want to start?’

‘As soon as possible and when it’s convenient to you.’

‘I’ll have to go, Kennedy.’ Carling stood up. ‘I’m due at the Festival Hall. Tell him to phone me at home.’ He smiled. ‘I’m sure you know the number.’

Mathews put the tea bag in the mug with the sugar and reached for the bottle of milk, his hand hesitating before it grasped the bottle. He tried to remember what his father had always said about the only way to make a good cup of tea was to put the milk in last. Or was it first? He poured in the boiling water. As he stirred in the milk he realised how hopeless he was domestically, now he was on his own. His solicitor had said it would be easy. A ‘no-fault’ divorce. No lies about either party. Just an acceptance that she’d wanted out. Out for him and in for Roger Thomas, a local solicitor. A real creep of a man, self-satisfied and, as they say, with a reputation with the ladies. And, standing on the sidelines, trying to take it all in, eight-year-old Tony, the Mathewses’ son. Care and custody to the mother, Pamela, reasonable access for the father. The court had said that as they seemed reasonable people access could be left for the parties and their solicitors to settle. His chap had said that the best he could get him was every other Saturday, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. The first two Saturdays had been no problem but the third Saturday Pamela said the boy was going to a Cub camp and would have to miss out. And as he started to protest she had hung up.

When the phone rang he was careful not to give his name or the number.

‘Yes?’

‘The deputy would like to see you, Tim. Soon as possible. He suggests three this afternoon.’

‘Where?’

‘Do you know the Special Forces Club?’

‘Yeah.’

‘He’s having lunch there. He’ll be waiting for you.’

‘Any idea what it’s all about?’

‘No idea. But I’m sure it’s frightfully important.’ And he heard her soft laugh cut off as she hung up.

He wondered what it could be. Kennedy was his immediate boss and had been for two years. Tough but fair and had been over all the same hurdles in his time. He wouldn’t call him back from his week’s leave unless it was either urgent or important.

Mathews paid off the taxi at Harrods and walked the short distance to the Special Forces Club. Kennedy signed him in after the club steward had checked his ID and then took him upstairs to a private room. When they were sitting Kennedy looked across at Mathews.

‘How’s things?’

‘Much as usual.’

‘I’ve got a special assignment for you. It might help to keep your mind off the domestic problems.’ He paused. ‘What do you know about George Carling – Lord Carling to give him his proper title?’

‘Is this the Arts Council guy? The one who’s always on TV?’

‘That’s the one. He used to be SIS. Some years full time and then a kind of unofficial consultant on Eastern bloc intelligence.’ He paused. ‘We’ve always had our suspicions that he was playing games with the KGB. All circumstantial. Virtually nothing we could use in court.’ Kennedy looked towards the windows and then back at Mathews. ‘We’ve done a deal with him. We’ve formed a small committee to control it. Myself, Shelley and Farmer. Let me tell you what we want you to do.’

Kennedy spent ten minutes explaining the deal he had done with Carling and the background that had prompted it.

‘He’s actually agreed to do this?’ Mathews said with obvious disbelief.

‘Yes.’

‘Maybe he’ll just try and string me along. And we’ll end up knowing no more than we know now.’

‘Could be. But it’ll be up to you to decide if he’s just wasting our time.’

‘Do you think he’s guilty?’

‘I’m sure he is but I not only couldn’t prove it in court, I doubt if I could convince anyone who matters in SIS either. They don’t like suspicion, most of them have been under suspicion for something or other at some stage in their careers. They only want facts.’

‘How long have we got?’

‘As long as you need. It’s going to take time to get to know him well enough to judge whether he’s telling the truth or not.’

‘What about the newspaper?’

Kennedy shrugged. ‘They’ll be more cautious than we need be. Their lawyers will see to that. They’ll probably wait until Carling dies.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Late sixties, could be seventy even.’

‘Looks younger on TV. Who’s got his “P” file?’

Kennedy reached in his briefcase and brought out two videotapes. ‘I suggest you don’t read his file unless you absolutely need to. These are videotapes of programmes he’s been on and a few clips of black and white surveillance material. Most of it stills.’ As he handed the tapes to Mathews he said, ‘It’s better to go in with a clean slate and no prejudices. Feel free to contact me any time you want.’ He shrugged. ‘Some sort of sitrep weekly will do, even if it’s a nil report. OK?’

‘OK.’


CHAPTER 3

Despite Kennedy’s warning about going in without prejudice, Mathews had a look at Carling’s entry in Who’s Who. There wasn’t much. Born 1920, which meant he was about seventy. Not married. Served for five years in Intelligence Corps during the war. Rank, Captain. Foreign Office, which meant SIS, from 1945 to 1960. Then nothing but various consultancies. Arts Council, British Film Board, Tate Gallery, and the London Symphony Orchestra as fund-raiser. Hobbies listed as photography, ham radio and reading. Education, Harrow and Trinity, a 2:2 in modern languages, German and French.

The videotapes were mainly TV interviews. He was a frequent guest on programmes about the arts including a solo interview with Melvyn Bragg, where they seemed to get on well together. There was a slightly acerbic Late Show where Carling was amiably defending one of the London orchestra’s performances at the Festival Hall against a reviewer who was angered by ‘fluffed notes on the horns, mistimed entries by the brass and jagged string playing.’

The surveillance clips in black and white showed Carling and another man strolling around the lake in St James’s Park, Carling getting out of a car at the Polish Embassy in Portland Place, Carling and what looked like a casual meeting but had all the signs of a contrived meeting, with a woman at Gatwick in the Burger King. There were a number of other photographs, none of them apparently significant unless you knew who the people and places were.

Mathews looked at the card that Kennedy had handed him giving Carling’s home telephone number. It gave a code number that he didn’t recognise and he phoned Facilities to check where it was. It was a Tunbridge Wells number. He rang three times before he got a reply and then it was Carling himself who picked up the phone.

‘Carling.’

‘My name’s Mathews, sir. I was told to get in touch with you.’

‘Who?’

‘Mathews, sir.’ When there was a long pause he added, ‘Century House.’

‘Ah yes. Of course. You want to see me, I suppose.’

‘When would suit you, sir?’

‘Come down tomorrow. Not before 9 a.m. I’m not an early riser. You know where my place is?’

‘No, sir, I don’t.’

‘You car or train?’

‘Car.’

‘OK. Take the Frant road out of Tunbridge Wells but don’t go to Frant, turn off left to the Bayham Road. Through Bells Yew Green and on to a sign for the trout farm. Turn left through the gates and go on about a mile and you’ll find my house on the right-hand side of the road. There’s a sign says Lake Cottage. You can’t miss it.’

‘I’ll be there about ten, sir.’

‘Good show.’

And Carling hung up.

It was the last day of March, a Saturday, and the roads were busy as Mathews drove through Tunbridge Wells and turned off at the Pantiles. Fifteen minutes later he saw the sign for the trout farm and the wide open gates. Five minutes later he was at Lake Cottage. It wasn’t Mathews’ idea of a cottage. It looked as if it had once been at least four terraced cottages before they had been converted. Beautiful stone and large old-fashioned windows. A brick path led through a front garden with two magnolia trees already in bloom despite the weather, and masses of daffodils across the two lawns with primroses in flower each side of the path. The solid oak door was ajar but he rang the brass bell and waited.

A young woman came to the door and when he gave his name she smiled and said, ‘His Lordship is in his study. I’ll take you to him.’

Mathews barely had time to notice the rooms but he was conscious of antique furniture, a Steinway grand in the sitting room and walls everywhere lined with books. The girl knocked on a solid door and then opened it and ushered him inside. She smiled at the man in the leather armchair. ‘Mr Mathews to see you, sir.’

Carling held out his hand without getting up and nodded to another chair facing him. ‘Good journey?’

‘No problems, thank you.’

‘You need the loo or a cup of tea or anything?’

‘Not at the moment, thank you, sir.’

‘So. How do we start?’

‘Can I ask you how I should address you?’

Carling smiled. ‘You make me sound like an envelope. Not My Lord for heaven’s sake. Let’s start as you started, with ‘sir’ in deference to my age. When we’ve got to know one another it can be George.’ He paused. ‘Let me start, eh?’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘I gather you want to talk about my life, so I’d like to know a bit about you. Where you come from. Your background. What you’ve been up to in SIS. OK?’

‘I’m thirty-five. Recently divorced—’

Carling intervened. Eyebrows raised in query. ‘The job? Never around when you’re needed and all that?’

‘No. Not really. She met someone else, more successful. A solicitor.’

‘Bastards. All of ’em. I wouldn’t trust any one of them an inch. Go on.’

‘A son. She has him. I’m fighting for access.’ He paused. ‘I was born in Erdington in Birmingham. Went to King Edward’s and then St Antony’s, Oxford. My father has a music shop. Sells instruments, pianos and sheet music. My mother gives piano lessons. He likes jazz and she likes Schubert and Chaminade. In SIS I did the usual two-year training and probation and I’ve had postings in Berlin, Paris and Vienna and a year in Washington.’ He paused and shrugged. ‘That’s about it.’

‘What a splendid summary. I assume that when you say Washington you mean Langley and the CIA?’

‘Yes.’

‘How did you get on with the Americans?’

‘I liked them.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh. I found them generous and optimistic. They don’t really understand Europeans but they mean well.’

‘Interesting.’ Carling shuffled around in his chair and tossed a cushion to the floor. ‘And now. What do you want to know about me?’ He paused and looked at Mathews. ‘By the way, do you believe all those stories about me having a relationship with the KGB?’

‘I’ve no idea, sir. I don’t know much more than that there were rumours.’

‘Fair enough.’ He laughed quietly. ‘This is going to be like a long version of This Is Your Life. They were planning to do me on that show but Julie stopped them. By the way, Julie looks after me. Supervises the cleaning and cooking and all that. She’s very attractive but I don’t sleep with her. She came from an orphanage and I’m very fond of her.’ He paused looking at Mathews. ‘You did wonder if I slept with her, didn’t you?’

Mathews blushed and said hesitantly, ‘I guess it passed through my mind. But only fleetingly,’ he added.

His Lordship laughed heartily. ‘Well done.’ Then more seriously: ‘How about you. Do you have a girl you sleep with?’

‘Just girlfriends. One or two.’

‘Good show. Always be discreet.’ He sighed rather theatrically. ‘Now me. Where shall I start?’

‘How about you do your background as I did? Just briefly.’

‘I inherited the title when my father died. We didn’t get on well together but I admired him. He was brave and a great patriot. Was our ambassador in Vienna for a few years. He was also a snob, and what we would now call a racist. He didn’t like foreigners and he didn’t like Jews. He thought we made a great mistake not going along with Adolf Hitler. Despite all this he had great charm, that’s why my mother married him. She was Austrian. A great singer. I don’t know how she stood him. But she did. She loved him, poor woman.’ He paused and sighed. ‘She loved me too. Protected me. He thought I was a sissy. He caught me reading a Left Book Club book called Guilty Men, about Tory politicians who voted for rearmament because they had shares in the companies who made the arms. He burned the book in a kind of ceremony. Echoes of the Nazis. I hated him and I was frightened of him. And of course it made me what they’d nowadays call a typical left-winger. I think I would have been anyway but he made the idea even more attractive. I was about seventeen then.

‘I was at Trinity when the war broke out. I joined up. The army. I went into the I.Corps because of my languages. I was bilingual German and had decent French. I served here in the UK and a short time in Italy and then in Germany. Denazification and all that. And then I was approached by SIS. With everybody being demobbed they were short of people. It was typical of their attitudes that they just looked for the sons of people they deemed loyal and trustworthy.’ He smiled. ‘The old-boy network, you know. Society had not got around to realising that sons sometimes want to be the opposite to their fathers.’ He paused and sipped from a glass of water.

Mathews said, ‘Were you positively vetted before they recruited you?’

Carling smiled. ‘No. They hadn’t even invented it in those days. For them my father was proof enough that I was the right kind.’

‘Apart from your father, what was it that first made you decide you were left wing?’

‘Well, I didn’t know then that having those thoughts made me left wing. I’d never even heard the words.’ He closed his eyes, thinking, for several moments and then said slowly, ‘I guess it was a photograph that started it all.’ He stood up. ‘I’ve still got it. Let me show it to you.’

It was almost ten minutes before Carling came back with a file and a piece of a newspaper. He put the picture on the low table between them. ‘It’s from the Daily Herald. I’ve never got it out of my mind.’

The picture was brown round the edges with age. It showed row on row of ill-clad men with hopeless faces trudging through the rain in a grim street of some industrial town.

Mathews looked up at Carling. ‘Who are they?’

‘They were the Jarrow marchers, unemployed men from Tyneside who had been thrown out of work. The woman at the front was a Labour politician, Ellen Wilkinson. Later, somebody lent me a book she wrote called The Town that was Murdered. Very sad. Very disturbing.’ He went on. ‘A miner in those days, after long hours down the pit, took home two pounds and four shillings a week. Even the poorly paid workers in the cotton mills earned more.’

‘And you wanted to do something about it?’

‘I wish I could say that. It made me angry and sad but it didn’t enter my mind that I could do anything about it.’ He smiled. ‘I showed the book to my father. He just said the marchers had been wasting their time. And that led to our first big bust-up. But in fact he was typical of most of his contemporaries.’

‘So what did you do?’

Carling shrugged. ‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Except be uneasy and unhappy about those men and others like them. And in less than a year I was in the army.’

‘Well at least you were doing your bit against Hitler and fascism.’

Carling sank back into his chair, shaking his head. ‘Not really. Nothing so rational. I just joined up, because that was what most of my university friends did.’ He shrugged and smiled. ‘Let’s say I was aware of the human predicament but not of politics. I guess that didn’t start for another couple of years.’

‘How did it start?’

He laughed. ‘This is where you’ll prick up your ears. It started because I was terribly impressed by the tremendous sacrifices of the Russians. Rather naïvely I wrote a letter to the Soviet Embassy praising their resistance to the Nazis.’ He smiled and looked at Mathews. ‘I got a letter back almost immediately. Thanking me for my letter and inviting me to an official cocktail party they were giving for Allied officers. I was on leave after doing a training course at the depot in Winchester. I was a lieutenant then. The party seemed quite formal, interminable toasts and around forty officers, most of them Brits including two brigadiers and several colonels.

‘There was a young Russian captain introduced himself to me and said he had heard my mother sing at a concert in Vienna. He was a pleasant chap and we arranged to have a meal together. We went to an Italian place in Frith Street. He had noticed my I.Corps cap-badge and green flashes on my arm and he asked me the usual questions about when I thought the war would end and if I was going to stay on in the army. He told me about his family in Kiev and he spoke about the terrible casualties and the brutalities of the Germans in the areas they had captured.’

‘What was your job at that time?’

‘I was part of a team at GHQ Home Forces covering the German Order of Battle.’

‘Did he ask about your work?’

‘I guess we’d had three or four meals together before he asked me for any information.’

‘Can you remember what he asked you?’

‘Not exactly, but he was mainly interested in the movement of German troops from France to the East Front.’

‘So that they had ammunition to pressure Winston Churchill about mounting a Second Front?’

‘I guess so.’

‘You must have realised that you were committing an offence in passing military intelligence to a foreign national?’

‘A foreign national who happened to be an ally. An ally who was actually fighting our mutual enemy. Doesn’t that make a difference?’

‘That’s surely for other people to decide, not individuals who only have one small piece of the jigsaw?’

‘To my mind our people should have been passing that information themselves to the Russians. How could if affect our forces for our allies to know what the enemy was doing?’

‘That’s not really the point. You were doing something that you knew was an offence just because you decided it was the right thing to do. Did it never strike you that you may be endangering the lives of our men?’

‘Tell me how it could do that?’

‘I don’t know. No more did you.’

‘Do you think it might have saved some Russians’ lives to know where the Germans were moving up troops to attack them?’

‘I suppose so.’ Mathews paused. ‘Did they pay you for the information?’

Carling looked shocked. ‘Of course not.’ He paused and looked across at Mathews. ‘Haven’t you ever broken the rules because you thought that the rules were stupid sometimes?’

It was several moments before Mathews replied. ‘I don’t think I have to answer that.’

Carling laughed softly. ‘You’re pleading the fifth, aren’t you? That’s the coward’s way out.’ He paused. ‘Does the truth have to be only for me, my friend, but not for you?’

Mathews half smiled. ‘OK. Yes, I have sometimes ignored orders or bent the rules when it seemed better to do that.’

‘I rest my case, m’lord.’

Mathews laughed and then there was a knock on the door and the girl came in with sandwiches and coffee, placing them on a low table between them.

‘Smoked salmon, beef and cheese. There’s more if you want it,’ she said.

‘Thank you, Julie. How about you join us?’

For a moment she hesitated and then she said, ‘I’d better not. There are things to do.’

Carling smiled at Mathews. ‘She’s going to make someone a wonderful wife.’

As she turned to go, Carling said, ‘Hold on, my dear.’ And turned to Mathews. ‘Why don’t you stay the night?’

‘I didn’t bring anything.’

Carling said to Julie, ‘Give him my old study bedroom and find him a razor and the rest of it.’

‘Right, sir.’

As she left Carling said, ‘She’s such a honey, that girl. Just does things. Nothing’s too much trouble.’

‘How long has she been with you?’

‘Eat up. Help yourself.’ He paused, thinking. ‘I’d guess it must be – let me see – she was sixteen when she came here – must be five or six years.’ He laughed. ‘You don’t remember dates and things too well at my age.’ He paused. ‘I say, she’s given me some brie. I love brie.’

‘How did you find her?’

‘I often get asked to give talks. You know – Rotary and the WI. They insist on giving me a fee and think I’m being snobbish if I don’t take it. There’s an orphanage between Tunbridge Wells and Eastbourne and I get them to send the fee there.’ He munched at his sandwich and then said, ‘Saves all the bloody palaver with the Inland Revenue. It’s seldom more than fifty quid.’ He paused. ‘Where was I? Why am I going on about all this?’

‘The girl, Julie.’

‘What about her?’

‘How you found her?’

‘Of course. What a fool.’ He sighed. ‘She was being a bit of a nuisance at the orphanage. I go there about once a month. They asked me to talk to her. Seemed reasonable enough to me. I don’t think anyone had ever listened to her before. Been in care, fostered, the usual routine. But she was bright as a button. I fixed for her to have a tutor to get her a bit civilised. I gave her the job here about a year later. I had an old biddy who looked after me then. She was a motherly old soul and the girl loved her. Then the old lady died after about a couple of years and Julie has been on her own here ever since. She has a help two or three times a week and we’ve got a part-time gardener.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Let’s have a break and Julie can show you your room.’

To Mathews the room seemed big. There were leaded windows along one wall and the other walls were lined with books. A comfortable-looking bed was under the windows and there was a hand-basin with a mirror and an electric razor on a glass shelf under the mirror. There was a white towelling bathrobe draped across the bed and a small table with a reading lamp at the head of the bed.

Mathews looked at a small pile of paperbacks on the bedside-table. There was Len Deighton’s The Ipcress File and a couple of Linda Barneses, and Sue Grafton’s A is for Alibi. At the bottom of the pile was an Ed McBain and John O’Hara’s A Rage to Live. The books on the shelves were mainly reference books, dictionaries and a number of books in German. There was an old edition of Encylopaedia Britannica and a shelf of travel books and maps.

Mathews turned and walked to the windows. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the lawn from the budding fruit trees. Immediately below the windows was a paved area with a small formal pond already garnished with yellow marsh marigolds. Mathews opened one window and leaned with his arms on the stone window-sill. There were the sounds of sheep and lambs not far away. He wondered what he would have been doing if he had gone back to London. He’d probably have phoned Joanna or Mandy and taken her out to dinner at one of the Soho restaurants and then back to bed. They were both quite recent relationships. He hadn’t messed about when he was married but he was determined now to make up for lost time but not be long-term committed. On the whole he decided that he was quite happy to be where he was. The house and its garden had a timeless air, a feeling that nothing would go wrong here. It reminded him of a painting by Monet, or was it Renoir?

He took off his jacket and stretched out on the bed. Somebody was playing the piano downstairs. Quiet, gentle, flowing music. The kind his mother loved so much. A few minutes later he was asleep.


CHAPTER 4

Carling had insisted, despite her protests, that Julie sat down to dinner with them. She was part of the family, he said. As they talked through the meal Mathews could see how Carling had built the young woman’s self-confidence. His Lordship aired his views on Coronation Street and EastEnders but left it to the girl to point out the finer points of the characters and criticise where she thought EastEnders often went too far in its desire to be topical. They were both regular followers of The Archers. Mathews had listened with some amusement at the man who regularly appeared on TV arguing with great erudition the similarities of Satie’s music with Picasso’s painting.

When the meal was over, Julie discreetly disappeared and Carling had sat at the piano, thinking for a moment and then smiling, said, ‘Let me play a piece of your mother’s Chaminade. Is your mother a feminist by the way?’

‘No. Far from it. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, Chaminade is no longer popular and it wasn’t until fairly recently that the feminists realised that she was a woman not a man. However … let me have a go at her. See if you recognise it.’

As Mathews listened he recognised the music. It was a song his mother often played, singing quietly as she smiled at his father. When Carling finished he turned to Mathews, smiling. ‘I’m sure your mother will have played that for you.’

Mathews smiled back. ‘I think she played it more for my father than for me.’

‘Do you remember what it was called?’

‘Was it “The Little Silver Ring”?’

‘Well done, well done. Simple music but I like the words. The woman looking at the silver ring her lover gave her and thinking that the ring encircled all her life.’ He smiled. ‘They call it schmaltz but it’s more than that.’ Carling stood up. ‘Anything more you want to know about what I’ve told you?’

‘I’d like to know about your unit that covered the Order of Battle of the Germans. How did you get the information?’

Carling moved back to the armchair. ‘SIS had agents in Europe and SOE had people in France and the Low Countries. We had people who read local newspapers – road accidents involving military vehicles, some sergeant in a unit who played football for a local team and then plays somewhere else when the unit moves elsewhere. Even radio request programmes of music for the Wehrmacht. Then there was photographic reconnaisance by the RAF. There was a continuous flow of small details that were analysed by our staff.’

‘Did you ever ask your Russian friend about the Soviet forces?’

‘A kind of quid pro quo, you mean?’

‘Yes.’

‘No.’ He shrugged. ‘It didn’t seem likely to matter to our people where some Soviet tank brigade was stationed.’ He paused. ‘The war in Russia appeared to be in another world. It was a different war. We had enough of our own problems. We were glad that they were fighting the Germans but that was all.’ He laughed softly. ‘It was like my father and his friends who said you don’t have to worry about the poor, they were used to being poor and you just let them get on with it.’ He paused and looked at Mathews. ‘Do you ever go to church?’ He smiled and held up his hand as if to calm the surprise on Mathew’s face. ‘I ask because there’s a performance of Fauré’s Requiem at one of the churches in Tunbridge Wells tomorrow. It’s one of my favourites. I chose the Kyrie when I did Desert Island Discs. I thought perhaps you might like to join me.’ He smiled. ‘You don’t have to.’

Mathews hesitated for a moment and then said, ‘I’d be glad to go with you.’

Carling looked at Mathews. ‘Do you miss seeing your son?’

‘Yes. A lot.’

‘What’s getting in the way?’

‘My wife. I mean my ex-wife.’ He paused and shrugged. ‘It’s just spite. A way of getting back at me.’

‘Why should she do that?’

‘God knows. It’s probably Thomas, her solicitor and her intended new husband.’ He paused. ‘Everybody thinks he’s very wealthy but he isn’t. He’s in debt up to his ears and he’s also being looked at by the Law Society for misuse of clients’ funds.’

‘How do you know all that?’

‘I’ve checked up on it myself.’

‘You must have bent a few rules to do that.’

Mathews shrugged. He hadn’t noticed Carling’s half-smile. ‘So what? It’s my son who’s going to suffer when it all goes wrong.’

‘It must be a great worry for you.’

‘It is.’ He paused. ‘That reminds me. That Left Book Club book you mentioned. Where did you get it?’

Carling laughed, softly. ‘I was still at Harrow then and there were books passed around that could cause trouble if you were caught reading them. There were three or four circulating in my circle. The Left Book Club book was one of them, then there was Lady Chatterley’s Lover and a lesbian novel called The Well of Loneliness. I can’t remember the other one. They were all pretty innocuous by today’s standards. I found them pretty boring even then. A few taboo words. Much ado about not very much.’ He paused. ‘Why did you ask?’

‘It seemed that was really the start for you. The picture in the paper and then the book. I wondered how the spark was ignited.’

‘Don’t read too much into it. There were many young men who had similar thoughts to mine. Some were influenced enough to eventually become politicians.’

‘But politics didn’t interest you?’

‘Not the slightest. I’d seen and heard them at home. My father’s friends. I detested them.’ Carling stood up. ‘I think I’ll get off to bed. Have a good night’s sleep and breakfast’s at about nine on Sundays.’

In his bedroom Mathews tried to collect his thoughts. Carling seemed a strange man but he had a lively mind despite his age. He wondered if Carling had ever been married. Apart from his title and possible wealth, he guessed he must be the kind of man that women would find very attractive. He wasn’t handsome but his was a lived-in face and the features were the kind you saw on sculptured heads – a Roman face. But it was the eyes and mouth you would remember. Big, brown eyes and a full sensual mouth made wider by the smile creases each side of it. And above all you would remember his modesty. He listened intently when you spoke. Mathews felt in a way that Carling had been as much learning about him as the other way round, and he felt he had learned something from his talk with Carling but he wasn’t sure what it was. He could understand now why Kennedy had briefed him not to rush things and not to leap to conclusions.


CHAPTER 5

They drove to the church in Carling’s beautifully preserved Rover 3-litre, vintage 1963. When they were leaving after the service, Mathews realised how well-known His Lordship really was. It was slow progress back to where the car was parked as Carling had to stop at several groups of obviously admiring ladies. There were a bold few who even asked him to autograph hymn sheets and New Testament fly leaves. And Carling chatted amiably to all of them as if they were old friends.

Julie had put out an array of drinks for them in the conservatory where, as the back of the house faced due south, it was both warm and sunny despite it being barely the start of spring.

Carling sat with a glass of red wine and Mathews had a sherry.

‘Well, Mr Mathews, what did you think of poor Fauré’s Requiem?’

‘I thought it wasn’t bad for amateurs.’ He paused. ‘Why poor Fauré?’

‘He never heard it sung. I think the first time it was performed was at his funeral.’ He smiled. ‘The French never like new ideas. But great on monuments to politicians.’ He laughed. ‘Just think of what they did for poor old Pompidou.’ He paused. ‘But they never take to new boys until they’ve become world famous. But at least they pretend to be civilised, which is more than our lot do.’ He put his glass down on the white table-top, turning to look at Mathews. ‘But I wouldn’t trust that bloody parson with a fiver.’ He emphasised his point with an extended finger. ‘Never trust a man who uses words like “whomsoever”. They hide behind words like some men hide behind beards. It’s a sure sign of deviousness.’

‘What were you doing when you were in Germany?’

‘That was mainly counterintelligence. And, of course, denazification.’

‘Did you keep in touch with your Russian friend in those days?’

Carling reached for his glass and turned it slowly, watching the wine swirling in the glass. Then he looked up at Mathews. ‘In the last year of the war my contact was somebody else. Somebody more senior. I kept that contact when I was in Germany.’

‘What information did you pass to them at that time?’

‘In the last year of the war I was still in London and I kept them informed on what we and the Americans were planning about post-war Europe. And in Germany I passed them any evidence that came my way about Nazi war crimes against Soviet citizens, mainly civilians. Sometimes I could identify Russians and Ukrainians who had collaborated with the Nazis.’ He paused and looked at Mathews. ‘And no. They didn’t pay me. They did give me a Leica IIIb, but that was, I believed, a genuine gift, not a reward. I could have got one myself in those days for a carton of cigarettes.’
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