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To Tom and Ruth with love



Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

 

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand …

 

. . . . . . . . . . .

 

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

 

‘The Second Coming’, W. B. Yeats
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The snow lay thick on the steps and the snowflakes driven by the wind looked black in the headlights of the cars. There had been no snow when he went inside although the clouds had hung black and ominous over the square. But there was no point in complaining about snow in Moscow in November.

He turned round to look back at the lights in the building. The KGB man standing in the entrance hall was still watching him. He turned up his coat collar and looked up at the sky. The Red Flag still fluttered on its pole in the yellow light from the floodlight at the corner of the roof. Despite his irritation he recognized that the blood-red flag with its hammer and sickle was romantic. It had a beauty and majesty that was undeniable. It gave him the same feeling he got when they sang ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ at the last night of the Proms. You didn’t need to agree with what it represented. It just moved your heart and made you think for a moment of mankind in general. Number 4 Old Square was the offices of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. Not to be confused with the building next door which housed the Moscow Regional and Moscow City Committees of the Communist Party.

They were so stupid with their po-faces and their suspicious eyes. All he had asked for was a ball-park figure for Party members as a percentage of the total population. But after three different officials and an hour and a half of waffling they had blandly stuck to their story that they didn’t know. He pointed out that Brezhnev himself had announced in public only a year ago that it was six per cent. All he wanted to know was if the figure had altered. Why should he be interested in such information, they asked? They had waved aside his journalist’s accreditation pass, but a surge of bloody-mindedness had kept him pressing for an answer. He knew well enough that he only had to telephone Baskakov at Novosty and he’d get the figure to three decimal places. But like any good journalist he had thought it was better to go to the primary source.

They were their own worst enemies with foreign pressmen but that was their worry. He only had another couple of months to go in Moscow and there had already been hints from Bracken House that his next assignment might be Washington.

He brushed the snowflakes from his eyelashes and with his head bent he walked into the driving snow. He had been walking for several minutes before he realized that a man was walking alongside him. He glanced sideways at him and briefly noticed the lined face and the lack-lustre eyes before he bent his head again. He had just realized that he vaguely remembered the face when the man spoke. In English.

‘Don’t you remember me, Tom?’

He had just turned the corner into Nikitnikor Lane and he stopped to look at the man’s face again. The man was half-smiling, that cynical set of the mouth that had almost become a trademark. The man took his arm and said quietly, ‘Let’s keep walking, we can shelter in the church.’

The Church of the Georgian Icon of the Mother of God had survived intact since it was built in 1658. One of those Russian fairy-tale buildings that generations of masons and architects had trimmed and ornamented until it had become a kind of history of Moscow architecture, period laid on period. He had done a freelance piece on it two years before, for the Architects Journal.

As they approached the church Farrow saw that despite the cold and the snow one of the massive doors stood half-open, casting an orange swath of light across the soft folds of snow that covered the church steps. And there was the smell of wood-smoke and incense as they walked inside.

The church was empty apart from an old babushka in black who was kneeling at the foot of the altar steps. When she coughed the harsh sound echoed eerily in the shadows of the vaulted roof.

Farrow waited as the man gazed slowly around the church and then followed him to the row of wooden chairs on the right-hand side of the church. Only as he sat down did the man take off his fur hat and turn to look at Farrow with searching, wary eyes. Farrow tried to work out how long it had been since he had last seen him. It would have been at the press conference at his mother’s flat in Draycott Gardens. He guessed it must be almost twenty-five years ago.

‘It’s been a long time, Tom. Over twenty years.’

‘Nearer twenty-five. How are you?’

The man smiled. ‘Older but not wiser, I guess.’

‘I heard that you were refusing to see journalists these days.’

‘It got a bit tiresome. I had to draw the line somewhere.’

‘I’ve just been to the Central Committee offices.’

‘So I understand.’

‘You knew?’

‘I’d heard that you’d asked for an interview.’

‘Why haven’t you been able to get over to them that they’re their own worst enemies?’

‘What did you ask them?’

‘The percentage of Party members to the whole population.’

‘Why didn’t you phone Tass or Novosty, they’d have told you?’

‘I wanted it from the horse’s mouth. What the hell harm can it do?’

‘You could be writing a piece claiming that the low percentage indicates lack of support for the Party.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake we all know that it’s bloody difficult to become a Party member.’

‘The average Britisher doesn’t know that.’

‘It’s been said and written often enough.’

The man smiled. ‘I saw a piece in the Telegraph a few months back about a survey in East Anglia that showed that only two per cent of those questioned could name the Foreign Secretary or the Home Secretary. They aren’t going to remember a piece in the Guardian about the structure of politics in the Soviet Union. Do you really want to know the percentage?’

‘Of course.’

‘It’s six point two five per cent.’

‘Does that include Komsomols?’

‘No. They don’t always get Party cards.’ He smiled. ‘Don’t quote me as your source. Check with Novosty.’

‘What are you doing out in the cold, cold snow? I should have thought you’d be at the Bolshoi in your best bib and tucker.’

‘I wanted to see you.’

‘You could have phoned me for God’s sake.’

‘I could have. I didn’t want to.’

‘I’m bound to report to the Embassy that I’ve talked with you otherwise I’ll end up in the Scrubs one night under suspicion.’

‘Suspicion of what?’

He laughed. ‘Either defecting or writing another biography about you.’

‘I want you to give somebody a message for me.’

‘Why don’t you phone them or write to them.’ Farrow’s reluctance showed all too clearly on his face. ‘I heard that letters do come through from you from time to time.’

‘This is a personal message. A confidential message.’

‘Who to?’

‘A man named Padmore. Arthur Padmore.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘A prof at one of the colleges at Oxford.’

‘I thought you were a Cambridge man.’

‘I was. Still am I suppose.’

‘What college is it?’

‘St Anthony’s.’

Farrow smiled. ‘Ho, ho. What was Arthur Padmore? MI5 or MI6?’

‘MI6’

‘And what’s the message?’

The wary, observant eyes looked at Farrow’s face. ‘Tell him I want to come back.’

Farrow swallowed slowly. ‘You’re kidding.’

‘I’m not. I’m serious. Very serious.’

‘They’d sling you in the Tower the moment you landed at Heathrow.’

The man shook his head slowly. ‘They wouldn’t, Tom. Anyway, just tell Padmore that I want to come back.’

‘Why don’t you contact the embassy?’

‘You know better than that, Tom.’

‘Do I get an exclusive on this?’

The worn face creased into a smile. ‘It would be you in the Tower if you breathed a word about it. I’ve got to ask you not to tell anybody about this. Not your paper, not your wife or your girl-friend. Nobody but Padmore.’

‘Who said anything about girl-friends?’

The blue eyes smiled but they were several shades colder.

‘I’m thinking of the pretty one. The one in the flat in Islington. The one who looks like Britt Ekland. Mary Cooper, aged twenty, a tele-ad girl on the Daily Mail.’

‘Jesus wept. Where did you pick that up?’

‘Don’t worry, my friend. We all do it. Just remember that old Royal Navy toast – “To sweethearts and wives, may they never meet”.’

‘When do you want me to contact Padmore?’

‘As soon as you can.’

‘But I can’t just swan off to London like that. I’m not due leave until Christmas.’

‘Book a flight out for tomorrow. I’ll give you a reason to go.’

‘What is it?’

‘You promise that you’ll tell nobody but Padmore?’

‘Yes. If that’s what you want.’

‘It is.’

‘What’s my excuse then?’

‘It’s not an excuse, it’s a reason. On Friday afternoon or early evening the Special Branch will be arresting a Russian from the Trade Mission at Highgate on charges of spying. He’ll be picked up at the entrance to Sloane Street underground station. His photograph and a reasonable amount of background material are in an envelope in my pocket. You’ll be the only newspaper man who even knows his name. Is that enough?’

‘Yes of course.’ He looked at the man’s face. ‘Why do you want to go back, Kim?’

Philby sighed and half-smiled. ‘Maybe I’d like to see the Australians at Lords just once more.’

He stood up. ‘The envelope’s on the floor. Bend down and pick it up after I’ve gone.’

‘How can Padmore contact you?’

‘He’ll know how.’

‘Cheers.’

‘Da svedanya.’

Farrow saw a taxi with its green light on at the corner of Ulitsa Kirova and was back at his one-room apartment just before eight o’clock. Still in his wet coat and damp shoes he phoned the Intourist Service Bureau for a flight to London. They would call him back in an hour, the girl said.

He draped his coat on a chair in front of the radiator, stuffed his shoes with an old copy of the Financial Times, and then headed for the bathroom.

As he lay soaking in the bath he went over in his mind what both of them had said. In a way it was a journalist’s dream. To be the only man who knew that Kim Philby wanted to come back. He could make a fortune. Auction the story maybe. But of course Philby would deny ever having met him. That was probably why he had made it the furtive meeting in the street. Then there was the obvious threat to tell his wife about Mary. Kathy would raise real hell. Probably divorce him. If Philby knew all that, did it mean he’d used the KGB in London to find out? And if he had, that must mean that the KGB knew what Philby was up to. Of course he could have given them some other reason for wanting to know. The more he thought about it the less he liked it. But there would be no problems if he just passed the message to the Padmore chap. He would have his reward with the exclusive on the arrest of the Russian in London. It wasn’t Financial Times material, but he could do a deal with the Mail or the Express. He could plead problems at home for his return for a few days. Two sexy days with Mary, a day at home, and then back to Moscow. Five hundred or a thousand better off into the bargain.

The long buzzes of the telephone roused him from the bath, and he wrapped a bath-towel round him as he dripped into the main room. It was Intourist. He was booked on an Aeroflot flight at noon the next day from Sheremetyevo. He could pay and pick up his ticket at the airport desk, or Intourist on Karl Marx Prospekt. Check-in time was 10.45 at the airport.
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Powell stood looking out of the big windows across the river. The sky was a pale, wintry, blue-green, and the Thames was a heavy, leaden grey. The high tide was giving the small police launch a rough ride as it headed towards the South Bank jetty, and the traffic in Westminster Bridge Road already had its lights on although there was half an hour to go before the official lighting-up time.

He liked the new building. Not just for the view but for the facilities. There was no longer any need to cover half of Westminster to contact Central Records, Forensic, Signals, Cryptography and all the rest of them. They were all under one roof. But the three old boys hated it. They all preferred the ancient buildings that had housed the bits and pieces of SIS over the years.

Arthur Padmore was the first to arrive, nodding to him to save his breath as he took off his coat and eased the shiny black galoshes from his feet with the spike of his umbrella. He was a heavily built man with a full face that had obviously once been quite handsome. But the white hair and the way he wore it gave him an old-womanish look that took away from his dignity. He bad alert blue eyes behind his gold-rimmed glasses, and he wore a Harris tweed two-piece suit that added to his bulk. He had an annoying habit of constantly touching his pockets one by one, patting them in search of items that he never found. Powell had heard that when Padmore had served in SIS during the war he had been nicknamed ‘Fidget’ and some of the old China hands still called him that to his face. He never seemed to take offence, but it would have been a mistake to see him as a mild old gentleman. He was far from that. He turned towards Powell, patting both of his jacket pockets.

‘And how are you, my boy?’

‘Fine, sir, thank you.’

‘The others were notified, I assume?’

‘Yes, sir. Mr Walker’s already in the building and I had a call from Mr McNay to say that he was on his way.’

‘Sir Ian in his office?’

‘I think so.’

‘I’ll just have a couple of minutes with him. Call me out as soon as they’re both here.’

He went off patting himself like one of Kojak’s men checking for a hidden gun.

When it had first been formed in 1963 the small committee had met every two months; in 1970 it had been cut to quarterly meetings and since 1977 it had met at six-monthly intervals.

It was called the ‘Milord’ committee and consisted of only four men. Three of them were serving officers in SIS, and Padmore, the committee’s chairman, had been SIS until he returned to his sinecure at St. Anthony’s. In addition to Powell, Patrick Walker and James McNay were the other two serving members.

John Powell was the officer responsible to the committee for the surveillance, as a minor and routine part of his normal duties in SIS.

When the committee had originally been formed it had only one responsibility. To establish, if it could, the identity of the person who had first put the finger on Kim Philby for the Russians. There had never been much doubt as to who the ‘fourth man’ was, and by the end of 1965 it was accepted that they had established his identity to everybody’s satisfaction. Everybody except a judge and jury, that is. Not only would it have been impossible to prove, but it was taken for granted that a libel writ would be issued within the hour at any public hint of that man being suspect. The English laws of libel are more often used to protect the guilty than the innocent where subversion is the subject.

Even without the threat of libel the evaluation had concluded that merely to establish in court what they could actually prove, would reveal far more than SIS were prepared to reveal to their enemies. And there was nothing much to prove anyway. He had never been involved himself. Somebody somewhere spotted the likely candidate and, depending on the man’s background, somebody would make the first casual approach. And ‘Milord’ had been one of the Soviet spotters for the likes of Philby. The initial approach would have been ambiguous, but if the bait was taken the rest was routine. There would probably never be another contact between the spotter and his recruit. From that point a Russian professional would have taken over.

The man was no longer considered as merely a suspect. He was the man. They knew that. And he knew that they knew, and was faintly and arrogantly amused. But he was quick to respond when they moved too close. His suspected treason was known only to a handful of men, and he still had influence in high places. And used it. At Ascot, Royal Garden Parties, stately homes, exclusive clubs and expensive hotels there was always an observer. But there were always those wonderful English libel laws to be reached for by con men, crooks, and traitors. By now they knew that he must recognize them, but he never acknowledged that he did. A search of his house one weekend when he was staying with the outer circle of royalty had led to a solicitor’s letter to the Home Secretary, who, in ignorance of what lay behind either the break-in or the letter, had responded as best he could. The solicitor had once been Solicitor-General in an earlier government of the Home Secretary’s party. Referred to routinely as ‘Milord’ there were those, and they included McNay, who felt that a .38 slug could save wasting a lot of time and the taxpayer’s money.

John Powell had been in an orphanage on Tyneside when the other three had been scheming in World War II in the building at Broadway that purported to be an outpost of the Ministry of Labour, and he was untouched emotionally by the whole affair. He had been in Special Branch when Philby made for Moscow. Still in his early twenties, Powell hadn’t known enough of the background to realize the enormity of what had happened. But the subsequent shake-up in SIS had seen him transferred overnight to the new organization. And among his new duties was the organization of the surveillance of the man suspected of being the NKVD’s lookout in those distant days in the thirties, in Cambridge.

When both Walker and McNay had arrived Powell phoned Sir Ian Pouley’s secretary, and Padmore came in a few minutes later, panting from the two flights of stairs.

Sitting himself at the head of the teak table he glanced with faint but unspoken irritation at the smoke from Walker’s cigar. He nodded at both of them.

‘Are we ready then, gentlemen?’

And without looking around he picked up Powell’s five-page report and started reading it aloud. It was quite unnecessary, as the report had been circulated to all members of the committee in the previous week. Rumour had it that Arthur Padmore had once fancied his chance as a Shakespearian actor. He did have a deep, mellifluous voice but that, combined with a rather judicial air at meetings, only led to comments about pomposity trying to camouflage a plodding mind.

Powell looked at the other two as Padmore droned on. Patrick Walker had a private income, and Powell sometimes wondered what appeal SIS could have for a man with a luxury house in Chelsea and an eighty per cent shareholding in the largest independent brewery in the country. He was a cultured, sophisticated man, amiable and charming; he carried his wealth and privilege lightly. Much the same age and build as Padmore he nevertheless looked at least ten years younger. His rather moonlike face was firm and unwrinkled and his eyes were always alert and clear. He had taken off his jacket, sitting with his chin on his hand. He wore a broad blue and white striped shirt and a pair of plain gold cuff links, and he half-smiled and winked at Powell as their chairman read on.

James McNay, who sat on the opposite side of the table, was definitely handsome. Tall and slim, his hair was still black, and his face, as he looked down at his copy of the report, was the face of a film star. A thirties film star, and his neatly-trimmed guardee moustache only emphasized his rather Latin good looks. But unlike the other two there was no amiability or charm about McNay. He was polite, formal, and he seldom smiled. A hard-liner on almost everything. He wore Marks and Spencer’s clothing, including his suits, and he neither smoked nor drank. When Powell had first met him he thought that he must be a man with a secret sorrow. Long years of experience of McNay had convinced him that he was merely tough and efficient, and indifferent to what people thought of him. A man of sharp intelligence and an agile mind, he had apparently sometimes criticized Philby long before he was a suspect. The product of the old-boy network and his amiable charm had seemed to cut no ice with McNay. According to McNay, Philby represented unearned privilege, the arrogance of the upper classes and the phoney sophistication of the ambitious place-seeker. Those were still his openly expressed views.

There were times when it seemed to Powell that McNay’s comments on Philby could almost equally well have been applied to Patrick Walker. Except that his charm was certainly genuine, and so was his sophistication. A large bearlike man whose self-assurance was tempered with a self-deprecating humour that made it tolerable. He took his privileged background in his stride, as if it were much the same as any other man’s. He hadn’t been close to Philby, not even Burgess and Maclean had been close to Philby, but they had all four shared a wide circle of friends and acquaintances that had made their co-operation easy and relaxed. Walker had always maintained that Philby was no simple traitor. There was much more to it than mere treason. He listened, smiling amiably, to the bitter comments that others made on his one-time boss, and made the critics even more strident because of his obvious disbelief.

Padmore put the last sheet down on the table and looked across at Powell.

‘Are there any new developments that should concern us, Mr Powell?’

‘It’s been pretty well the usual pattern, sir. But he’s applied for various sums in foreign currency for overseas trips that have not taken place.’

‘How much are we talking about?’

‘Just over three thousand pounds.’

‘What currencies?’

‘Mainly pesetas, and a lesser amount in Deutsche Marks.’

‘Has he infringed any Bank of England currency regulations?’

‘Technically, yes. But there are several loopholes he could use as a defence.’

Padmore looked at the others.

‘Does anybody feel like pursuing this point?’

McNay shrugged, and Walker shook his head.

‘Anything else, Mr Powell?’

‘The gardener we’ve got at his farm has developed lumbago. We’re going to have difficulty getting another man to replace him.’

Padmore leaned his big head on one side and said, ‘We’ll leave all that in your safe hands, Mr Powell. There are more important things to discuss this time.’

He had his academic’s voice on, Powell noticed, and he spoke slowly and carefully as if his words were being delivered on a silver salver. Flicking imaginary dust from his sleeve Padmore seemed to savour having got their faintly bored attention. He looked up at them, his bushy eyebrows raised.

‘Philby wants to come back, gentlemen. He sent a message through a journalist.’

There was a long silence. Powell could hear the urgent siren of a police car heading towards Waterloo Bridge. Then Walker said, ‘Who was the journalist?’

‘Tom Farrow.’

‘Who’s he with now?’

‘The Financial Times.’

Walker laughed softly. ‘How like Kim to pick the FT.’

Padmore looked at McNay, ‘What’s your reaction, James?’

McNay raised his eyebrows. ‘You don’t need to ask me, Arthur.’

Padmore turned to Walker, ‘And you, Patrick? What’s your reaction?’

‘What exactly was the message?’

‘Just that. That he wants to come back.’

‘Any conditions. Any suggested deal?’

‘Just the message.’

‘Who was it to?’

‘Me, personally. He gave Farrow my name.’

‘How are we going to keep Farrow bottled up. Who’s he talked to already?’

‘Apparently Kim Philby has already done that by some means or other. Farrow hasn’t told anybody and isn’t intending to.’

‘He could change his mind.’

‘My impression was that he wouldn’t talk under any circumstances.’

‘Blackmail?’ McNay asked.

‘Who knows. Anything’s possible in Moscow.’ Padmore put his plump hands flat on the table, his fingers spread as if to hold it down.

‘So what do we do, gentlemen?’

Powell saw McNay glance at Walker who looked away and made much of breaking off the long ash of his cigar in the ashtray. Then he turned to Padmore. ‘Is he in trouble. Have we had any reports recently?’

Padmore shrugged. ‘I looked at the embassy file on him. There doesn’t seem to be anything special. Very few visitors. All Russian. Mainly KGB. He makes a couple of visits to Dzerdzhinski Square each week but he doesn’t stay long.’

Walker smiled at Padmore. ‘It could be a very interesting exercise, Arthur. Very interesting indeed.’

Padmore looked at Powell, ‘What do you think, Mr Powell?’

‘Has this eventuality never been discussed before?’

‘Not so far as I know.’

‘Has the Foreign Secretary been told?’

‘No. Not yet. Apart from us, only Sir Ian knows. The message was specifically for me. He’s asked us to make our recommendation.’

McNay banged his fist on the table. ‘Give me one good reason why we should have him back.’

‘We could put him on trial for one thing.’ Powell said. ‘We could find out why he wants to come back for another. And he might tell us a lot that we want to know.’

Powell’s voice was calm and mollifying. But McNay was not going to be calmed so easily.

‘I really thought we had heard the last of this saga. Surely it’s better forgotten.’

Padmore looked at Walker, who didn’t respond, and then he looked back at Powell.

‘Could I ask you to leave the room for a few minutes, Mr Powell?’

Powell pushed back his chair and stood up.

‘I’ll be next door, sir.’

‘Thank you. One of us will come in for you. I’d just like a little chat with my colleagues.’

Powell sat in the next office almost an hour before Walker came in. He half-smiled, but it was rather forced.

‘Come back little Sheba. All is forgiven.’

There was an air of constraint or something odd as he took his place again at the table.

‘Mr Powell. I felt it was unfair to involve you in our consideration of this problem. You have little knowledge of the background to all this. It was a long time ago. There are conflicting views on the whole episode of Philby. But just because of that, I felt that you had a valuable role to play. Nobody who didn’t live in those times, and work in SIS, could possibly have any idea of the rights and wrongs of the Philby affair. You were not of those times but you have an open mind. We haven’t. You have another advantage. You are a trained, experienced, and, if I might say so, respected officer in SIS. Putting all those facts together we want you to make the recommendation as to what our response should be. Talk to all of us. Ask anything you like. Check any records you think would help. Go and see Philby in Moscow. And then when you’re ready tell us what you think.’

Despite his experience and seniority, Powell was flattered by their decision. But at the same time he felt cautious, or uneasy, he wasn’t sure which. Why didn’t they just decide for themselves? They had all at least known Philby. Why make a production out of it? But if that was what they wanted that’s what they would get. One thing was for sure, it was going to be interesting.

‘What staff can I have?’ And Walker smiled to himself at Powell’s defensive response.

‘None. Facilities, yes. All the facilities you want, but you will not discuss, or even hint, to anyone else, what you are doing, or the approach from Philby.’

‘What reason can I give for talking to people and calling for files?’

‘Tell them that we’re stepping up “Milord” and you’re checking backgrounds.’

‘What about my present assignments?’

‘What are you doing at the moment apart from supervising the “Milord” surveillance.’

‘I’m debriefing two defectors. A Czech and Pole.’

‘I’ll talk to Sir Ian and get you relieved of that.’

‘Who do I report to?’

‘This committee. Nothing formal. And nothing in writing. Just keep in touch.’

‘Any time restriction?’

‘Take as long as you want within reason.’

Padmore looked around the table. ‘Are we agreed, gentlemen?’

Nobody spoke. Padmore waited for a few moments then he said, ‘Is silence agreement or disagreement, gentlemen?’

Walker smiled. ‘I think both James and I are both still a bit stunned by the news. The more I think about it the more impossible it seems. It’s hard to think in rational terms about any of it. I’ve no objection to Powell doing what you suggested. But he’d have to be well briefed. It could be a trap of some sort.’

‘What about you, James?’

‘On one condition.’

‘What’s that?’

‘That we agree now that whatever his deal is, we say no. String him along if you need to, but the answer is always going to be no.’

Walker half-smiled. ‘He might be offering us the working drawings of SS-18s, James.’

‘If he was guaranteeing the defection of the whole Politburo I’d still tell him to get stuffed.’

Padmore was used to such situations. Philosophy Fellows behaved much the same if they had a lay audience.

‘Well we’ve all had our say. Mr Powell, I’ll talk to Sir Ian so that you can get what help you need. Take your time. Talk to Mr Walker and Mr McNay. Form your own conclusions. I’d like you to come and have a chat with me sometime before you go off to Moscow.’

‘Right, sir.’

Walker had stopped to talk with Padmore, and as McNay walked with him down the corridor Powell said, ‘When would it be convenient to talk with you, Mr McNay?’

‘Have lunch with me tomorrow. Twelve-thirty at the Caledonian Club. Ask for me at the desk.’

When John Powell asked the porter for McNay he was taken up the wide staircase, along a corridor and then shown into a room.

McNay was standing, looking out of one of the tall windows. When he turned he pointed to the table.

‘We don’t want interruptions so I got them to bring us some cold cuts. We can help ourselves.’

There was an open briefcase on the table alongside the big plates of salad and cold meats, and as soon as they were seated McNay said, ‘You’ve read the books about Philby I expect. And his own book?’

‘Yes. I’ll re-read them, though.’

‘They won’t help you much.’

‘Are they inaccurate?’

‘Here and there. But there’s more than just facts to Philby. You can read everything that’s been written and you still won’t know what it’s all about. And of course Philby’s own book was meant to make our security services look like fools.’

‘Were they?’

‘God, who knows? I was one of them, and I can never make my mind up.’

‘What’s your general opinion?’

‘He was a traitor. I’ve no doubt about that. You’ll find my opinion on the record long before he was officially suspect. He was ruthless. Hundreds of men died because of what he did. And he did it cold-bloodedly. Knowing that they would die. Always remember that. He didn’t just betray secrets, he betrayed people.’

‘You wouldn’t let him come back?’

‘No. I’d need a lot of convincing to change my mind about Philby. He was a traitor, and for me that’s the end of it. Help yourself to the food, we can talk as we go.’

They both ate in silence for several minutes but Powell noticed that McNay was watching him intently.

‘What are your own views, Johnny?’

Powell shrugged. ‘I guess much the same as yours. The facts are there. What other conclusions are there to draw?’

‘You’ll hear other views than mine. From people who think that a boy from Westminster School who went to Trinity and belonged to the right clubs couldn’t possibly be a traitor. Don’t believe it, Philby was a traitor all right.’

‘What makes you so sure?’

‘Facts, laddie, facts.’

‘Tell me some.’

‘Look into the Albanian business. Look at Otto John in Lisbon. Look at Volkov. They’ll do for a start. He sent men to their deaths because some bastard in Moscow thought something might be to their disadvantage. And friend Philby wished ’em luck. Shook their hands. Knowing that they were going to certain death because he had arranged it himself.’

‘What was he like as a man?’

‘They’ll tell you what a charmer he was and what a hard-working officer he was. Forget it. He was a shit, a twenty-four carat shit. They have to say their piece because he was one of them. Well-off, university, part of the old-boy network, a drunk. He was the kind they recruited. The kind they were sure that they could trust. The public-school boy, the Cambridge man who knew the right people and belonged to the right clubs. He was like them. Half of them still don’t believe he was a traitor.’

‘What do they believe?’

‘They’re like our friend Walker. There’s some explanation, they say. There is. He was an out-and-out bastard. For months after he’d defected there were people like Walker hinting that maybe it was the Russians who’d been fooled. Maybe we’d planted him on them, and he was a hero not a defector. He’d got an OBE and they protested when it was withdrawn.’

‘Did you have much to do with him?’

‘Off and on. He had his finger in every pie. Made it look like he was the tireless, never-sleeping organizer. If there’s a problem Philby can solve it. And they believed it. Made him a senior officer of SIS. How stupid can you be?’

‘But surely it was his skill in deceiving them that made him successful rather than their stupidity?’

‘Rubbish. He’d been a Commie at Cambridge. He mixed with Communist Party members. His wife was a Viennese Communist. Not secretly but openly. An active official. D’you think I’d have lasted five minutes if my wife had been a Communist Party official?’

‘Did they know that?’

‘Yes. It was on his bloody “P” file. It wasn’t a secret.’

‘So why did they leave him in the service?’

‘I’ve told you. He was like them. A gentleman. Being a Communist was just a boyish prank like scrumping apples.’

‘People have said that he was very successful against the Germans. Do you think that’s true?’

McNay sat there, pulling a roll apart as if it were Philby himself. It was a couple of minutes before he spoke.

‘In a way. In a way. But he wasn’t doing it for us. He was doing it for the Soviets. He was helping them win, not us.’

‘Is there anything good about him that you can remember?’

‘You must be joking, laddie.’ And McNay stood up. ‘If you want to see me again just phone me. And remember this Whatever that bastard wants it won’t be for our good. It’ll be for himself. And if you gave him everything he asked for he wouldn’t be grateful. He’d see it as his due.’

Powell was at the door when he turned to look at McNay. ‘You said that there was something in Philby’s autobiography that was very revealing. What was it?’

McNay looked away, towards the windows, his tongue probing his teeth as he thought. Eventually he turned to look at Powell. ‘Read it twice, laddie. Read it the first time as yourself. Then read it the second time as if you were head of KGB. If you don’t spot it, ask me again.’
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The small boy looked up at the blue sky and watched the seagulls as they circled over the promenade, then over the beach and out to the edge of the ebbing tide. He walked behind his parents, his skinny legs trying to take the same strides as his father.

His father, a balding, bearded man, walked with a small man’s swagger, beating time against his leg with his yellowing panama hat as he strode briskly along.

The small boy was seven and he was glad that at last his father had decided what school he should go to. They were now on their way back to Eastbourne station and the rented house in London. Their luggage had gone on ahead in the charge of his grandmother.

He sometimes wondered if his father didn’t prefer his grandmother to his mother. He had said so once to his mother as she was fixing the tortoiseshell comb in her hair. She had turned to look at him, her blue eyes on his face. He had thought for a moment that she was going to be cross but she had turned back to the mirror and had said nothing.

They had travelled third class on the train and he thought he knew why. His father was away for most of the time. Living rough in tents with the Arabs. He spoke Arabic and explored the deserts for the Saudi kings. He was King Ibn Saud’s adviser. His father had shown him pictures of the king and his family with his father standing alongside him.

He was staring out of the carriage window when his mother touched his knee.

‘You’ll like Aldro, Kim. You’ll meet nice boys there I’m sure.’

‘Yes, Mother.’

His father looked at him from behind The Times.

‘I’m expecting a lot of effort from you, my boy. You know what I want?’

‘Yes. Father.’

‘What is it that I want?’

‘That I go to Westminster, Father.’

‘As a King’s Scholar. Nothing less. You’ll be following in my footsteps.’

‘Yes, Father.’

The boy had a vision of his father’s footsteps in the desert sand. His father had shown him the maps that he had drawn himself. Every camel trail, every feature of the almost featureless terrain was marked and plotted. His father was always at his most amiable and expansive as he talked of Arabia and the tribes. He sensed that his father was an important man. He wondered sometimes if he wasn’t also a hero, although he wasn’t sure exactly what a hero was. Important men listened to what he said. Not only Arabs but Englishmen. Politicians and statesmen. Men from the oil companies who talked with American accents.

The small boy tried never to let the thought settle in his mind that he liked it best when his father was away. But his mother seemed a different woman in those long months. Laughing, teasing him, relaxed and happy, It was comfortable and safe with his mother and his sisters. He was their hero then.

The boy looked out of the carriage window as the train rattled slowly on its way towards Haywards Heath and London. The smoke from the engine billowed from time to time in a sulphurous cloud alongside the carriage. Above his father’s seat was a photograph in a brass frame of the Kyle of Lochalsh. There was a mirror over his mother and opposite him a photograph of fishing boats on the beach at Hastings.

His eyes went back to the hedges and fields. There were pools of bluebells at the edges of the woods and clusters of late primroses on the embankment. A small boy and a girl sat on a fence, waving as the train rattled by. And across the fields he saw the Sussex oasts and the fat sheep with their lambs grazing in blossoming apple orchards. At a level-crossing there was a group of soldiers in hospital blue. Heads bandaged, tunics loose on their shoulders to accommodate arms in slings. And a few drooping on crutches, puffing at cigarettes as they waited for the train to pass. It was May 1919.
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Powell walked to Patrick Walker’s house in Tite Street. It was a handsome three storeyed house with a white exterior. An ancient wistaria threaded its way from one corner up to the top window frames to curve along the white-painted wooden boards that protected the gutters.

Walker answered the door himself, but Powell saw a maid hovering in the background. A genuine, old-fashioned maid wearing a black dress and a white apron. Walker himself was wearing a khaki, woollen army officer’s shirt and a pair of cavalry twill trousers.

There were portraits of what he thought must be Walker ancestors on the wall of the stairway, which was wide with a wrought-iron balustrade painted white. On the landing large indoor plants were ranged on the terrazzo floor. Monsteras, ficus, philodendron and edible figs. Walker led him through to a large well-lit sitting room. One wall was lined with books and on the opposite wall was a portable colour TV on a white shelf, flanked by a modern hi-fi system. A small fountain played in a Bryant water garden and he saw the golden glint of a fish between two lily pads.

Four leather club-armchairs were set round a low, glass-topped coffee table and Walker pointed to one of them and waited until Powell had settled before he sat himself. There were two glasses and a misted bottle of white wine, and Walker poured them each a glass.

Walker sat back, relaxed, in his chair. He beamed as he said, ‘And how did you get on with Jimmy McNay?’

‘I don’t really know. I think perhaps I learned more about him than I did about Philby.’

‘Oh. Tell me more.’

‘He seems to see Philby as unmistakably a villain. I felt he was very prejudiced against that type of man.’

Walker smiled. ‘Why do you think he is prejudiced. What causes it?’

‘I guess he’s prejudiced about people who went to university and came from upper-middle-class backgrounds. A class thing.’

Walker laughed. ‘I shouldn’t think so. Jimmy McNay got a good degree at Aberdeen. His family have been iron-founders ever since iron was discovered. His elder brother is a bishop, and his sister is married to the Lord-lieutenant of one of the midland counties. So I wouldn’t say it was a class prejudice.’

‘You surprise me. You really do.’

‘Maybe that’s a good thing. Helps you to avoid prejudices too early in the game.’

‘The world at large sees Philby as a traitor, do you think Philby was a traitor?’

Walker fished behind him in his armchair and dragged out a moth-eaten teddy-bear Glancing at it for a moment he put it gently on the coffee table.

‘Sally’s I think.’ He closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened them he said, ‘Yes, I suppose he was. The difference between me and McNay is that I feel there’s more to it than that.’

‘Why?’

‘My God, that would take weeks to explain. Years maybe. Let me try. Most people agree that whatever he did it wasn’t for money or any material reward. They would probably agree that it was ideological, political if you like. His father was an eccentric. Agin all authority. Kim was like him in many ways. A loner, almost an anarchist, and if that’s the way you think then it’s a damn sight easier to admire a government that you don’t live under than the one you’re actually stuck with. There were a lot of people in those days who saw a new light for the world in Moscow. Well-known people, some of them still around who’d prefer not to be reminded of it today.’

‘Was he a likeable man?’

Walker shrugged. ‘If you forget what he did, that he was a traitor, yes he was likable. Nobody ever got close to him. Not even his women. Obviously as a double-agent he couldn’t afford to have people close to him. But he was good company and a good brain.’

‘You liked him?’

‘I’m afraid I did.’

‘And now?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you still like him?’

‘I wouldn’t cut him dead if we met in the street if that’s what you mean.’

‘Are there any other reasons why you think that there was more than just treason. What else could there be?’

‘God knows. But there was so much that went unexplained. You could be an admirer of the Soviets without being a traitor. What made him go that far? And once he was a real suspect why did we give him so much rope? He was named in the Commons as the “third man” by an MP. He was interrogated by our people. Competent people. He was found a job as a journalist. He hung around Beirut for years. He could have been arrested or killed, but nothing happened. Our people are not as stupid as they’re made out to be, you know that. So why was it all made so easy?’

‘Perhaps they saw it as the least embarrassing way of getting rid of the problem?’

‘No. That won’t wash. People who ought to know better have suggested that before. Its effect on our relationship with the Americans, the CIA and the Nuclear Agency people, was catastrophic. They’ve never really trusted us since then. It was bad enough what he had done, but for him to slip out to Moscow under our noses was too much. They even wondered if there wasn’t some cunning British game going on. The double-agent who’d been turned into a triple-agent. There was even talk that Moscow was beginning to wonder which side he was on.’

‘D’you think he could have been a triple-agent?’

‘I doubt it. There was too much that he didn’t like about this country for that. And neither he nor SIS would have thought going to Moscow was a good idea if he was playing that sort of game. I’d say that sort of talk was probably started by our people just to keep Moscow on the hop.’

‘Do you think that there is anybody who really knows the whole story about Philby?’

‘You mean from start to finish?’

‘Yes.’

‘No. I suppose there are perhaps half a dozen people who, if you knew who they were, could put together their pieces of the jigsaw and be pretty near the truth.’

‘Why hasn’t anyone done it?’

‘For several reasons. First of all nobody knows who the half dozen people are. They don’t realize it themselves. Secondly, at least two of them are in baulk. “Milord” is one, and Kim’s KGB controller is another. One of the things that is going to concern you is not just why he wants to come back, and don’t forget it may just be a ploy, but do his KGB friends know what he’s up to and approve it.’

‘How would you tackle this assignment?’

Walker shook his head, smiling. ‘I wouldn’t even try. I’m too much part of those old days. Old Padmore’s no fool, you know. He didn’t suggest you for this operation for your beautiful blue eyes. He knew that anyone from the old days would be useless. Not just that we’re all prejudiced one way or another, but we’ve all been over the ground too many times. We analyse what we know in the context of those days. Those who rather liked him, people like me, put his treason down to him being converted to Communism. But there are no real grounds for thinking that. He’d got a sharp analytical mind so why should he have fallen for that crap? Most of the early Moscow-worshippers changed their minds when they saw what they were really up to. So why not Kim? But we hang on to that theory because there seems to be no other motivation. It wasn’t money. It was unlikely to be blackmail. Maybe it was power. Who knows? Maybe you’ll be the one to find out.’

‘And how would you recommend that I find out? Where do I look?’

Walker sat silently, his chin on his ample chest, the fingers of his right hand doing slow arpeggios on the arm of the chair. Eventually he drew a slow, deep breath and turned to look at Powell.

‘He was almost certainly recruited in 1933. Before then he was openly Communist. He made no secret of it. But about the end of 1933 he was covering up his tracks and talking like a convinced right-winger. Or at least pro-establishment. As an avowed Communist he would have been no use to the KGB. But you’ve got to remember that in 1933 Hitler was only just in power. Nobody saw him as a danger, least of all as the man who would start another world war.

‘So what did the KGB expect from Kim at that stage? Nobody knew that he would end up in intelligence, let alone as a top man. Put aside any question of treason and no man could have planned Kim Philby’s career even if he was only motivated by ambition. He would have no idea of even the existence of MI5 and MI6. A vague intelligence service in the background perhaps, but nothing more. So what did the Soviets expect him to do? It was always the Soviets’ view that there would be no war with Germany. You’re going to have to start at square one. Back to the start of the war. See what was going on on all sides. Us, the Germans, and the Russians. Read the books, talk to people, absorb the atmosphere. And you’ll be able to look at our friend in Moscow with a fresh eye. That’s what it needs. A fresh eye.’

Sir Ian Pouley had been the head of SIS for too long to be either as wary or as agitated as his committee chairman had been by the message from Moscow. He had agreed with Padmore’s recommendation without inquiring too closely about the details. It could be no more than a little tactical exercise by the KGB, or it could be real. Either way it didn’t warrant too much in time or resources. It was part of the routine and had to be dealt with.

Strangely enough his mind had gone back to Philby that same evening. He was at a formal dinner at Grosvenor House with his wife, and it reminded him of a photograph of Philby that he had seen way back on the files. Philby and one of his wives at a dinner of the Anglo-German Fellowship in the nineteen-thirties. It must have been just before Philby went to Spain. If he were doing the check on Philby that is where he would concentrate. It was there that a few years later Philby negotiated with Otto John and then sold them all down the river. A waitress leaned over his shoulder with a pink-coloured ice cream and he brought his mind back to the present proceedings.
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