


[image: image]








KENNEDY
35


CHARLES
CUMMING


[image: image]









for Cassius and Hamish


and to the memory of my sister, Alexandra Nielsen (1968–2023)









Index of Characters


The Kite family:


Lachlan Kite (‘Lockie’), intelligence officer


Isobel Paulsen, Lachlan’s wife, a doctor


Cheryl Kite (née Chapman), Lachlan’s mother


Ingrid Kite, Lachlan’s daughter (b.2020)


BOX 88:


Michael Strawson, veteran CIA officer and co-founder of BOX 88 (d.2005)


Azhar Masood, Kite’s No2 at ‘The Cathedral’, BOX 88 headquarters in London


Cara Jannaway, former MI5 officer


Robert Vosse, senior MI5 officer


Freddie Lane, computer analyst (a ‘Turing’)


Jerry Walters, a Turing


Ricky Ackerman, former CIA officer


Omar Gueye, Senegalese operative in Dakar


Naby Gueye, Omar’s brother


Other Characters:


Martha Raine, Kite’s girlfriend in 1995


Eric Appiah, Senegalese schoolfriend of Kite


Philippe Vauban, French war reporter


Grace Mavinga, Congolese Hutu businesswoman


Augustin Bagaza, Rwandan Hutu genocidaire


Demba Diatta, hotelier in Dakar


Lucian Michael Cablean, American writer and podcaster


Jean-François Fournier, French intelligence officer (DGSE)


Yves Duval, businessman (retired DGSE officer)


Maurice Lagarde, disgruntled DGSE officer and memoirist


Lindsey Berida, associate of Yves Duval


Mohammed Suidani, associate of Grace Mavinga


Graham Platt, financial lawyer with the London firm Rycroft Maule









A Note on the Rwandan Genocide


In 1990, Tutsi fighters with the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), operating under the leadership of Paul Kagame, attempted to overthrow the country’s Hutu-led government. In the ensuing civil war, French president François Mitterand armed and supported Rwanda’s Hutu leader Juvénal Habyarimana. A ceasefire was declared in 1993 and a power-sharing agreement reached. Hardline Hutu extremists who opposed the deal formed the Interahamwe.


On 6 April 1994, a plane carrying Habyarimana was shot down near the capital, Kigali. In the days which followed, Hutu soldiers, police and militia murdered key Tutsi and moderate Hutu military and political leaders. The Interahamwe used the assassination as a pretext for launching a genocidal campaign against the minority Tutsi population. In a period of just over 100 days, an estimated 600,000 Tutsis were hunted down and murdered, often by neighbours armed with machetes and other crude weapons. Sexual violence was rife. As many as half a million women were raped during the Rwandan genocide.


Radio Télévision Libre des Milles Collines (RLTM) was a Rwandan radio station which played a key role in propagating hate speech and inciting violence against the Tutsis. RLTM broadcasts had a particular impact in rural areas where radio was the prime source of news. Presenters gave advice to listeners on how to identify Tutsis and frequently provided detailed information on their whereabouts, leading to targeted killings.


UN peacekeepers under the command of General Roméo Dallaire did not intervene to stop the genocide. The mass killings ended only when the RPF gained control of Rwanda in July, forcing Hutu war criminals (genocidaires) to flee into neighbouring Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo). The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda later held individuals associated with Radio Milles Collines responsible for their role in the genocide. The station’s founder, Félicien Kabuga, was arrested in Paris in 2020 after more than twenty-five years on the run. He pleaded not guilty to charges of genocide, incitement to commit genocide, persecution, extermination and murder. In August 2023, United Nations judges in the Hague declared Kabuga, 90, unfit to stand trial because of dementia.
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‘To beguile the time


Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye,


Your hand, your tongue: look like the innocent flower, But be the serpent under’t.’


William Shakespeare, Macbeth


‘The memory of Rwanda sits like a tumour leaking poison into the back of my head.’


Aidan Hartley, The Zanzibar Chest









Dakar, Senegal 1995









‘You will not like what I am about to tell you.’


The man was in his early thirties, scruffily dressed in a stained T-shirt and torn denim jeans. There were scars on the backs of his hands. He looked tired and hadn’t shaved for several days. He was seated in a wicker chair smoking a filterless French cigarette, sunlight on his clothes cut by a Venetian blind.


‘You’d be surprised,’ Michael Strawson replied. ‘I’ve seen a lot. I’ve heard a lot. Just tell me.’


‘You won’t want to hear it because you will never have heard anything like it before.’ It was as though the man had not listened to what the American had told him. ‘This was a new savagery. Even you, Mike, with everything that you and my father experienced – in El Salvador, in Cambodia – you still won’t believe it. People deny that it happened. You will want to tell yourself that I have got my facts wrong, that I am making it up. How else to explain something like this?’


‘Like I said, Philippe, just tell me.’


A black mood of sorrow emanated from Philippe Vauban like the sudden rain in Dakar which had left the room feeling cloistered and damp.


‘Once I have described what I saw and what I learned, your instinct will be to walk away, to think that there is some alternative version of history and I am just some crazy, burned-out hack. You will want to believe in your soul that human beings are not capable of something like this. But I am here to tell you that they can sink this low. It all happened. I saw it happen.’


‘Tell me what you saw.’


A band of sunlight struck Vauban’s eyes through the slats of the blind. There was the sudden blast of a truck far below on Rue Parchappe.


‘You know who I am.’ He gave an exhausted shrug. ‘But do you know how I got there, how I came to be in Rwanda?’


‘I can guess.’


The Frenchman drew deeply on the cigarette, holding in the smoke as he gathered his thoughts.


‘The crazy thing is I started out wanting adventure. Adrenaline. I was young and unafraid. So I joined the Legion. I wanted to discover the world, make an impact on it. I guess I wanted to be more like my father. Then you realise the world is not changed by you being in it. You become interested only in truth.’ Strawson nodded solemnly. ‘So I became a journalist who wanted to write truthful stories. Then I discover that there is no such thing as truth. Only interpretation. So, finally, I wanted justice. This is what I want. Everything else is meaningless, éphémère.’


‘What kind of justice? This is not a court of law, Philippe. I am not a judge.’


‘Why don’t I start with some facts?’ Vauban had again ignored what Strawson was trying to tell him. ‘In a period of six weeks, no more, in the spring of last year, at least eight hundred thousand men, women and children were murdered. Butchered. Some people put the number closer to a million. That’s less than one hundred days to erase seventy per cent of the entire Tutsi population of Rwanda.’


‘We know this. It’s been widely reported.’


A look of impatience.


‘Has the butchery been widely reported? The speed and brutality, the ruthlessness of it?’ Vauban took a final drag on the cigarette. Flakes of ash dropped onto the back of his hand. He did not seem to notice. ‘I met a reporter in Kigali. He told me: “It takes ten thousand dead Africans to furrow the brow of even one left-leaning white.” How many whites is that? Less than a hundred people worldwide who really care about what happened. You would get more attention if the Rwandans had been starving. You can show swollen stomachs on CNN, you can show children on the BBC with bodies like skeletons, kids with eyes the size of dinner plates. Then white Europeans, white Americans, suddenly they will care. Bob Geldof will get his friends together and everybody will feel better for having tried to do something. But you cannot show mass murder. Apparently you cannot show what happened in Rwanda. No television station in the world would broadcast what happened last year. Not the real truth of it. The edges and the details maybe, but not the whole truth.’


Vauban stubbed out the cigarette, immediately lighting another. Strawson was studying him as he might have studied his own son, fearing that he was at the edge of a breakdown.


‘People would be sick,’ the Frenchman continued. ‘They would ring the station to complain. You can’t show streets running with blood on the evening news. You cannot show girls as young as twelve or thirteen being raped and then opened up with machetes on 60 Minutes. Young Tutsi boys with their feet sliced off so that they can never become soldiers. Imagine that on France Soir. They didn’t show what the Hutus had scrawled on the doors of the huts which belonged to their Tutsi neighbours: “Death to Cockroaches”. They didn’t show the bodies buzzing with maggots and flies, the wild dogs eating human corpses. They didn’t show the blood dripping off the clubs and the machetes, the vultures circling and settling on the dead.’


‘Try not to become upset.’ Strawson knew that there was nothing he could do to console Vauban. The memories were locked in his mind; there would be no removing them. ‘Try not to be emotional,’ he said, maintaining a professional tone. ‘Just tell me about Augustin Bagaza. What you know about him. Where you saw him. Why you think my organisation can help you.’


Vauban suppressed a look of dismay; for so long he had wanted someone to bear witness to his revulsion and pain. How could a person who had been through what he had been through not ‘become upset’? How could they not be ‘emotional’? He took another deep drag on the new cigarette, looking for a moment as though he was questioning the good sense of continuing. In the street below, the same truck blasted the same horn.


‘You know it’s not so much the bodies I remember as the smell. Blood and faeces and rotting flesh like animal manure on a hot summer day.’ He looked towards the window, speaking in a kind of daze to the slats in the blind. ‘There was very little food and water in those first few weeks after we were allowed in. Just what we brought with us and what Dallaire told his people they could hand out to the press corps. Day after day we ate the same UN rations: tinned cassoulet, tinned potatoes, tinned cheese. I knew that I must have vitamins so I ate guavas off the trees in Kigali. Now if somebody puts a guava in front of me, or if I taste or smell the brine of tinned food, I throw up.’ In French he added: ‘It’s like an inversion of Proust’s fucking madeleines. A taste to transport me back to hell.’


‘Bagaza,’ the American repeated quietly.


There was a knock at the door. Vauban shouted: ‘Pas maintenant!’ and footsteps moved back along the corridor.


‘Bagaza is being protected.’ Vauban was staring at Strawson, exhausted eyes looking directly into his. ‘Some kind of deal with the French. Paris still pulls the strings here, yes? Mitterand gave the Interahamwe guns and machetes; he gave every Hutu the tools to commit mass murder. So French intelligence officers keep Augustin Bagaza safe in his bed. You probably know the local guy. Yves Duval. He is under instructions to get Bagaza out of Senegal. He knows too many of their secrets.’


‘I don’t know about that. If what you say is true, Paris would have flown him out by now.’


‘Even so. The clock is ticking. It is only a matter of time. Duval is here. His team are watching him. Bagaza will be like Habyarimana’s wife. You heard about her? Her entire extended family, many of them organisers of the genocide, are living in the Marais. Mitterand even gave them money when they arrived – 200,000 francs at the airport!’


‘We know,’ Strawson replied. He was wearing a pale linen suit and had taken off his shoes so that his feet could breathe a little. All the time his mind was turning over the good sense of doing what he knew Vauban was going to ask him to do.


‘You’re sure it’s him?’ he asked. ‘You’re sure it was Bagaza?’


‘I am certain.’


‘This is the same man you met in Rwanda last year?’


‘The same man.’ There was a paperback on the table beside Vauban’s chair, a French translation of The Secret History. The back cover had come away in the heat. The Frenchman held it up. ‘As sure as I am looking at this book, but I am also looking at you.’ It was an overcomplication of his normally faultless English. ‘He is living at number 35 Rue Kennedy in an apartment on the fourth floor. With his Congolese whore, the woman who encourages and celebrates his evil. I have seen them come out. I have seen them go in.’


‘And did Bagaza see you? Did he recognise you?’


A defiant shake of the head. ‘No chance. I was in my car. Maybe on the street as a white man he would notice me, but not inside a rental car. Do you know what it’s like to sit there, knowing what this man did to people I knew and cared about? Knowing that Bagaza personally instructed tens of thousands of people to commit mass murder, knowing that he showed many of them how to do it with his bare hands?’ Vauban paused for a moment, running a hand through his hair. ‘I can’t work. I can’t sleep while this monster walks the streets of Dakar. You owe me, Mike. You owe my father.’


‘Daytime or night?’


‘What?’


‘When did you see him?’


‘Daytime. Bright sunshine. No hat. No sunglasses. The fucking Eichmann of the Rwandan genocide walking around Dakar like he owns the place.’


‘What makes you think he’s being protected by Yves Duval? You have any evidence?’


Vauban shrugged. For the first time there was a hesitancy in his manner. Strawson noticed that one of the scabs on the knuckle of his right hand had started to bleed.


‘How else could he get an apartment in Plateau, how else can he walk the streets as a free man? Either he is being protected or he is preparing to leave. Somebody gets him a new passport, suddenly he is an Ivorian diplomat flying to Washington with a new identity. He gets a new life, a fresh start, while naked girls lie dead in the long grass. Do you want him to be able to do that, Mike? If it was Eichmann himself, would you allow that to happen?’


‘Of course not.’ Michael Strawson didn’t go in for emotional arguments; he was interested only in facts and outcomes. ‘The diplomatic passport,’ he continued. ‘Tell me more about that.’


‘It’s a ratline for the Hutus. They come here, they go to Côte d’Ivoire, to Lagos, they pay enough money to the right people, they get a new identity.’


It was the first time Strawson had heard about it. He wondered if it was something Vauban was making up in order to convince him.


‘Maybe I’m wrong,’ the Frenchman continued, sensing this. ‘Maybe he’s thinking about starting another radio station here. Not Radio Mille Collines. Perhaps Radio Corniche or Radio Dakar? Fill Senegalese minds with the same poison he used on the Hutus in Kigali. “Do your work!” he screamed at them. And, wow, did they work hard, Mike. Have you any idea how difficult, how exhausting it is to kill a man with a machete, how many blows it takes? Those things are heavy. Your adrenaline is running, you quickly get tired.’


‘Stay with the facts. Describe him. Describe what you saw. Did you see him again? Are you sure he’s still here in Dakar, still on Rue Kennedy?’


‘I have seen him three times. He is still here, believe me! The devil walks among us.’


‘Who else have you told about this?’


‘Nobody.’ This with a note of defiant pride. ‘Just you. You’re the only person I know who has the power to do something about it. I don’t trust anybody else.’


‘And what is it exactly that you want me to do?’


‘I want the world to know that the French government protected a genocidaire. I want Augustin Bagaza to pay for his crimes. And I want him dead.’









Paris, France 2022









‘Follow the money.’


Jean-François Fournier is an officer with the General Directorate for External Security, more commonly known as the DGSE. He has been working for France’s overseas intelligence service for almost eight years and is recognised as one of the new breed of spies with a reformist zeal inspired in part by the republic’s youthful, ambitious president, embarking now on his second term in office.


‘You recognise this line of course,’ Fournier continues. ‘One of the great American films of the 1970s, All the President’s Men. A suggestion to the journalists Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein that they should pursue the financial links between the Watergate burglars and Richard Nixon’s White House.’


Fournier wonders if he is striking the right note. He is speaking to a small Paris conference room of six men and one woman, all of whom outrank him in age and seniority. He is trying to convince them to investigate one of their own, a former DGSE officer whose criminal activities will provoke a political firestorm if left unchecked. The faces of his colleagues are composed but attentive; Fournier knows that he is well-respected within the Service but that what he is proposing is likely to prove deeply unpopular with the old guard.


‘Let’s be honest,’ he says, taking a slightly different tack. ‘What we might choose to call Yves Duval’s second career has been an open secret in this organisation for at least fifteen years. You all know the story. He left the Service in 2002, borrowed over 13 million euros from an Angolan government minister under investigation by the DGSE, used the money to buy numerous small businesses and properties in sub-Saharan Africa, linked his burgeoning portfolio of interests to a network of phantom shareholders, phoney investors and so-called “company directors”, then reintroduced himself to the drug dealers, weapons smugglers and crooked politicians whose acquaintance he had made while carrying out legitimate business on behalf of the French government. Yves Duval offered these men a tailored money laundering service for a 20 per cent cut of what our British friends like to call their “ill-gotten gains”. In simple terms he has become a fixer, a middleman, moving dirty money through a network of brass plate companies, offshore bank accounts and phantom investment portfolios until that money emerges squeaky clean at the end of a long spin cycle.’


Fournier pauses to take a sip of water. He had rehearsed that section of his presentation several times and is pleased with how it came off. He knows that he has the room’s attention, but it is not yet clear if his plea for action will be greeted with approval or contempt.


‘We allowed Yves Duval to carry on,’ he continues. ‘We had larger matters to contend with. Afghanistan. Iraq. The financial crisis. The activities of al-Qaeda and Islamic State. Duval was permitted to re-enter civilian life and to set himself up as a criminal mastermind.’ A momentary pause. ‘Take a look at this man. His name is Pierre Eglise.’


Fournier clicks a laptop on the low table in front of him and turns to see that a Powerpoint image of a young French soldier in full military uniform has appeared on the large white screen.


‘Corporal Eglise lost his life seven months ago at the hands of Boko Haram. You are all familiar with the circumstances. Four other French soldiers were killed in the same attack in northern Nigeria. Three French aid workers were also injured, one of them critically. Today I will demonstrate that this soldier, this married man and father of two young children, would still be alive today were it not for our former colleague, Yves Duval.’


Now a first indication of possible dissent: the head of the Strategy Directorate makes a clicking noise in the back of his throat and adjusts the position of his chair. Fournier ignores this.


‘We turned the other cheek. We enabled Duval’s criminality. We lacked both the desire and the resources to bring this man to justice. We knew that it would be all but impossible to prove that he was guilty. All of us accept this, no? But now something has changed. Yves Duval is no longer laundering money for political elites, for South African drug smugglers, for Nigerian warlords. No. He is laundering money for Islamic State. By his actions, he has endangered French lives. By putting money into the pockets of religious fanatics, he has brought about the deaths of French soldiers and citizens. For this, I believe, our former colleague must pay a heavy price. Duval must be brought to justice.’


Fournier turns briefly to check that the photograph of Eglise is still visible behind him. He feels that the slain soldier is watching over him, encouraging him, willing him to succeed. Now he clicks the Powerpoint to a subsequent slide which shows a slim, bearded East African of about forty walking along a street in Mogadishu speaking into a mobile phone.


‘Most of you know this man. Ousmane Ahmed Zein, chief financier for the Allied Democratic Forces, or “ADF” for short. Terrorist groups of all types will use kidnapping and ransom to extort funds from their victims. What happens to this money? To whom does a man like Zein turn in order to conceal that money’s origin and to facilitate the purchase of weapons and ammunition? He turns to Yves Duval, a man with more than twenty years of experience in receiving cash, disguising its origin and redistributing the funds into the legitimate global banking system. On Zein’s behalf, Duval’s operation created a charity, “Beyond Aleppo”, to which unsuspecting housewives in Stuttgart made cash donations in the mistaken belief that the money would go towards helping Syrian refugees in Germany. Duval also orchestrated the creation of “Red Sea Relief”, a charitable foundation promising humanitarian aid to the suffering people of Yemen. The cash donations and wire transfers instead went towards supporting the activities of ADF. Follow the money.’


‘Monsieur Fournier.’ A sudden interruption from the chief of the Strategy Directorate, the same click at the back of his throat. ‘What is it exactly that you propose to do? We arrest Duval, there is a very public trial, it emerges that he is a former French spy, there is a scandal. We are already dealing with the fallout from Maurice Lagarde’s leaked memoir which accuses Duval not only of forming a longstanding relationship with a key figure from the Rwandan genocide but also of providing refuge to a known genocidaire in Senegal. Are you really suggesting that we dig all this up, spend hundreds of thousands of euros during a budgetary crisis, just to give ourselves and the French government a headache it does not need nor deserve? The President – wisely or not – recently apologised for France’s role in the genocide. He acknowledged that François Mitterand enjoyed a close personal friendship with the Hutu government of Juvénal Habyarimana, providing his administration with financial and military support in their fight against the Tutsis. France stood aside as the slaughter began; indeed, on occasion, we facilitated the escape of perpetrators of the genocide. This is something of which our country should be ashamed. We were on the wrong side of history. All this would come out in a trial, Jean-François. Why put the nation through it?’


Fournier is silent for a moment. He takes time to look at each of the officers in front of him, studying their reactions one by one.


‘The key figure in the Rwandan genocide you refer to is a woman who is already being investigated by one of my associates. Analysis reveals that she owns a complex network of import and export companies operating in free trade zones and countries with weak regulatory oversight. She and many of Duval’s other associates and family members are the directors of brass plate companies with bank accounts in Turkey, Cyprus and Kenya, many of which have triggered Suspicious Activity Reports. Why? Because they are used by Duval to clean cash on behalf of whatever gangster, terrorist or politician is prepared to pay his 20 per cent commission. The woman in question’s assets include hotels and restaurants in Nairobi, Entebbe, Kinshasa and Dar Es Salaam, some of them real, many of them fictitious. If you want to stay the night at “Opal Residences” in Brazzaville, for example, I say good luck to you. The hotel does not exist.’ A small exertion of laughter from the room’s only woman, not much more than an ironic sniff. ‘Most of these so-called hotels and restaurants, nightclubs and cocktail bars have a track record of fake invoices and unexplained cash deposits. They are part of Duval’s vast international network of legitimate and illegitimate businesses, all of which are designed to confuse and to obscure.’


Fournier takes another sip of water, just as the Director of Political Intelligence leans forward in his chair.


‘I must have missed this report,’ he says. ‘Who is this woman you are referring to?’


Fournier steps away from the desk, closing the lid of the laptop.


‘MI6 has a nickname for her,’ he replies. ‘They call her Lady Macbeth.’









The present day









1


Robin Whitaker was drinking a cup of milkless lapsang souchong in the dusty, semi-chaotic basement of his art gallery in the heart of Piccadilly when he heard the welcome jingle of the doorbell. He looked up and ascertained from the foggy CCTV screen that a tall, smartly dressed black man of about forty had entered the premises. Ordinarily one of the girls on the desk would have been there to welcome him, but Jasmine and Ayesha were both off sick – the former with asymptomatic Covid, the latter with mental health problems – so Whitaker himself had to climb the short flight of spiralling metal stairs to greet his customer.


On an ordinary day he was lucky if more than half a dozen members of the public set foot in the gallery. Usually there would be a couple of tourists, a grifter looking to offload a third-rate watercolour, pedestrians sheltering from the inevitable London rain or a genuine collector making an enquiry about one of the works on display. Whitaker’s days were slow, particularly in the aftermath of the pandemic, and sales were rare. Yet the markup on his pieces was so substantial that he needed only to shift one or two paintings every month to keep his head above water.


He reached the top of the stairs. On closer inspection, the customer was even taller than Whitaker had anticipated and closer to fifty than forty. He was too well-dressed to be British and not corporate enough for an American. There was definitely money about him – it was there in the loafers and the signet ring, in the Hermès scarf and the tailored cashmere overcoat – but it was not yet possible to tell if he was browser or buyer. The man was carrying a cup of takeaway coffee. That was often a bad sign; collectors who intended to drop £25,000 on a piece of contemporary British art didn’t wander in off the street with a flat white from Pret.


‘Good morning,’ said Whitaker, making a mental note to turn on the air conditioning. Summer was on the way and the gallery was getting stuffy.


‘Hello there.’


To Whitaker’s surprise, the accent was English public school, smooth as polished stone. Perhaps he was a well-heeled Nigerian diplomat or, better still, an Angolan with pockets as deep as an oil well. Whitaker glanced at the cup of coffee.


‘How can I help you?’


A pursing of the lips, a nervous exhalation, a sorry-to-waste-your-time smile. He was a well-built man, just on the right side of overweight, with a gentle giant quality that made Whitaker warm to him.


‘Am I speaking to Mr Robin Whitaker?’


‘You are.’


‘You’re still the owner of this gallery? You have worked here for some time?’


Whitaker was surprised by the line of questioning but conceded that, yes, he had bought the gallery in 1997 – moving from a different site in Fulham – and worked there ever since. Who was asking? The stranger’s hair was neatly clipped, his jaw closely shaved. A strong but not unpleasant smell of citrus had filled the room. Perhaps he had come from an early morning appointment at Truefitt & Hill.


‘So, Mister Whitaker, if I may. What I am about to say may sound very strange, very unusual to you, but I hope you will understand why it is that I am asking.’


Maybe he was just a conman; Whitaker had met the sort a hundred times. There would be photographs of a sumptuous Home Counties country house stuffed with priceless works of art; tales of a sudden, unexpected inheritance from an uncle in Abuja; perhaps a watercolour that had recently come into his possession attributed to Monet or Renoir; something, at least, to whet the mark’s appetite.


‘Go on,’ he said evenly.


‘This is the Lawrence Gallery? There are no other Lawrence Galleries in the area, no other Robin Whitakers?’


‘None that I am aware of.’


‘Then allow me to introduce myself.’ In order to grasp Whitaker in a firm handshake, the man switched the Pret coffee to his left hand and strode forward. ‘Eric Appiah. Very good to meet you, sir. A long time ago I was educated here in England. I had a friend, Lachlan Kite. Does that name mean anything to you?’


There were few things Whitaker prized more than his gift for discretion. Of course, he recognised the name – Kite was one of his most loyal and valued customers – but he wasn’t about to reveal that to a perfect stranger.


‘Why don’t you tell me what the name means to you and we can take it from there?’


Appiah liked that reply very much. He understood it to contain both loyalty to his client but also prudence in the face of a stranger. With an amused grin and a reverent nod he communicated to Whitaker that he had won his enduring respect.


‘As I said, he is an old friend of mine from thirty years ago. We spent some time together in my country – I’m originally from Senegal. I saw him as recently as 2007.’ To Whitaker, 2007 was not recent; it felt as distant as the moon landings. ‘Then I had a robbery. My phones, my laptop, every last record of every person I’ve ever met wiped from memory. Even the Cloud couldn’t save me, whatever the Cloud is. We rely too much on computers these days for everything, wouldn’t you say?’


Appiah appeared to want Whitaker to agree with his rather mundane observation, so he nodded briskly, encouraging his mysterious customer to continue.


‘Now with everybody else there was a way of tracking them down. Facebook. Twitter. Instagram. Friends of friends. But I’ve lost touch with 90 per cent of the boys who were at Alford and the remaining 10 per cent haven’t seen Lockie since 1989.’


Lockie. Whitaker had never heard the nickname. Nor had he known that Kite had been a student at Alford College; somehow it made him think less of him. Appiah must be the son of a well-heeled Senegalese politician or diplomat, a potentate with the ambition and wherewithal to send his firstborn to the most famous school in the world so that he might be transformed into the impeccably polite English gentleman who now stood before him.


‘And you think I might be able to help.’


‘I do!’ An explosively enthusiastic response, packed with hope and expectation. ‘I know that he’s always bought paintings from you. Even in his twenties Lockie was something of an amateur collector, yes? He always used to talk about this place.’ Appiah gestured at the walls of the gallery as though he was standing on sacred ground. ‘So I found myself passing your door with my cup of coffee and suddenly I thought – “Eureka! Robin Whitaker is the man to ask”.’


It was the least convincing thing that Appiah had said. Whitaker sensed that there was something desperate in his search for Kite; this large man’s enveloping, caffeinated ebullience spoke of a personal crisis which only ‘Lockie’ could resolve. Whitaker had long suspected that Kite worked in some unknown dimension of the secret world; he too had struggled to track him down online, finding only sporadic references to a mysterious oil company named ‘Grechis Petroleum’. Whenever Kite came into the gallery he had almost always recently returned from working overseas. Natural gas had been mentioned in passing as one of his ‘concerns’, but down the years so had journalism and finance. Ever discreet, Whitaker had never shared with anyone his pet theory that Kite was an MI6 officer, nor had he ever found the courage to enquire too deeply into Kite’s working life. He was very obviously a private man, wealthy and withheld. Whitaker prized Kite as a client and wouldn’t risk the relationship by asking too many personal questions.


‘I’ve also forgotten his email,’ Appiah exclaimed as though committing email addresses to memory was something at which he usually excelled. ‘I even tried Alford, but they have no record of where Lockie works or lives these days. He’s certainly never turned up at any of our reunions. So I thought perhaps you might be in a position to put me in touch with him? You see, it’s rather urgent. It’s very important that I speak to him. When I lost my phone, my address book – well, I lost everything.’


A cyclist passed on the street shouting angrily into a mobile phone. Appiah stared at Whitaker, waiting for a response.


‘What an unusual request,’ he said finally. ‘You want me to connect you to an individual who may or may not have once bought a painting from me?’


‘That’s right. I’m aware that it’s slightly crazy.’ He laughed in the way that public schoolboys laugh when they fully expect you to go along with exactly what they want. ‘I couldn’t think of anything else. Lockie had a girlfriend for a long time, Martha, but that all ended badly. I can’t just call her up and ask her to put us back in touch, even if I knew how to find her. For all I know she no longer has anything to do with him.’


Martha Raine. Whitaker remembered the name. Kite had bought a painting for her as an engagement present at least twenty years ago. The wedding had never happened, for reasons unknown. Kite had got married much later, to a Swedish-American doctor called Isobel.


‘Why don’t I leave you my card?’ Appiah was saying, sensing Whitaker’s reluctance to cooperate. ‘If you can reach him in any way, please tell him that Eric Appiah was passing through London. It really is vital that I see him. Vital that we chat. Tell him I’m staying at Claridge’s for another week and after that back to Paris.’


‘Claridge’s?’ Whitaker wondered if Mr Appiah might be a potential buyer after all. The quid pro quo of a modest watercolour in exchange for contacting Kite might suit them both very well. ‘You couldn’t be staying in a better hotel.’ He reached for the Pret, offering to set it down. ‘Why don’t I show you one or two paintings and we can chat a little more about Lockie?’
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Over more than three decades as an intelligence officer, Lachlan Kite had given a lot of thought to what might constitute personal happiness. In 1989, on his first assignment as an untested eighteen-year-old, he saw the man who had recruited him into the secret world – his teacher and friend Billy Peele – gunned down in the street. In Russia, three years later, a woman with whom Kite had been romantically involved was assaulted and raped by FSB thugs. In his thirties he had lost the woman he loved, Martha Raine, to another man; now Kite, an only child, was watching his mother slowly waste away from Alzheimer’s disease. Within the past two years he had been kidnapped by an Iranian gang who had also seized his wife, Isobel, a trauma which had almost ended their marriage. These were not experiences that a man easily forgot or from which he quickly recovered.


And yet Lachlan Kite was suddenly, continuously, unequivocally happy. In the midst of the global pandemic Isobel had given birth to a baby girl, Ingrid, and moved back home to Sweden to live with her mother. Kite, who had been estranged from her for the best part of six months, had flown to Stockholm to repair the marriage and to meet his daughter for the first time. BOX 88, the Anglo-American intelligence service to which he had dedicated his working life, did not have a human resources department, nor any official policy regarding parental leave. Nevertheless, as the man in charge of global operations, Kite had given himself three months off to spend time with his new family.


He had rented a small house at the edge of a lake in Djursholm, built a nursery for Ingrid on the first floor, bought two yards of paperbacks from the English Bookshop in Uppsala and acquired a plug-in hybrid Volvo complete with rear-facing child seat. Day after day Lachlan and Isobel did little else but attend to their daughter’s every need. They bathed and fed her, bought her too many clothes and too many soft toys in the shops of Stockholm, comforted her when she woke up crying in the small hours of the morning and changed a never-ending succession of nappies. The experience of becoming a father for the first time on the eve of his fiftieth birthday had changed Kite in ways that he fully acknowledged only after Isobel had pointed them out.


‘You’re much calmer,’ she told him. ‘Less distracted. Before it was always as though a part of you was at work, lost in the past, figuring things out. This is the first time in our relationship when I’ve felt that you are entirely present.’


‘I’m sorry it was like that,’ he replied. ‘When I was with you, we were happy, weren’t we?’


‘Of course we were.’


‘You had your shifts at the hospital, I had London . . .’


They were eating dinner at Caliban, a slick new restaurant in Vasastan serving what was described as ‘progressive Swedish cuisine’: cured fish, acidified vegetables, various genres of mollusc and seaweed. Malin, Isobel’s mother, was babysitting. Isobel touched her husband’s hand across the table.


‘It’s fine.’ She waved her earlier remark away; it had sounded more critical than she had intended. ‘I think both of us feel the same thing. A kind of pure selflessness. Until Ingrid came along, I didn’t know what it was to surrender my own concerns, my own needs, my ego so completely.’


Was this also how Kite felt? The master spy, a man who had killed in cold blood, was nowadays to be found cooing and singing, dancing and giggling, reduced to a cliché of besotted fatherly adoration as he blew raspberries on Ingrid’s stomach. To touch his daughter’s blond hair, to witness her delighted smile when he or Isobel walked into a room, to kiss her soft neck and cheeks, was a pleasure such as he had never known. Before Ingrid, a parent’s love for their child had been theoretical to him; he had even used it for leverage. Now at last Kite understood a father’s fierce, primal protectiveness. He was not softer nor more sentimental as a consequence of Ingrid’s birth, yet her laughter was a sound sweeter to him than anything in music or nature. The smell of her skin, her hopeless attempts at crawling, the Jackson Pollock smears of pureed food on her face after every meal – to this tough, uncompromising man it was magical.


Yet Kite knew that it could not last. He would not be able to remain in Sweden indefinitely; work would call him back, and he would gladly go, leaving behind the simple family life he had built in Stockholm and returning only when his professional obligations allowed him to.


‘You’re more selfless than I am,’ he said. ‘I know what you mean about setting your own needs to one side, but I won’t be able to do this forever. I’ll have to go back.’


‘I understand,’ Isobel replied.


‘Apart from anything else I need to earn a living.’


‘We both do.’ She pointed at one of the plates. ‘How else will we pay for our fermented celeriac?’


Kite laughed, took a sip of wine and held onto the stem of the glass as he spoke.


‘I’m old enough and wise enough to know that work will never provide me with anything other than momentary satisfaction.’ He was recently back from a successful operation in Dubai, but the buzz of scoring a significant victory over the FSB had been ephemeral. ‘You know as well as I do that my father looked for happiness at the bottom of a bottle. Mum extracted a strange kind of contentment from making other people feel that they had disappointed her. The last few weeks have been the closest I’ve come to a sense of peace for a long time.’


‘We’re lucky that she sleeps,’ Isobel replied, not wanting to spoil the night with talk of Kite’s sabbatical coming to its inevitable end. ‘When you’re tired, when they’re sick, that’s when the fun stops.’


‘True. Meanwhile I’m turning into Pop Larkin.’


Isobel had spent her formative years in America and Kite had to explain the reference. In his twenties he had watched a handful of episodes of The Darling Buds of May purely for the opportunity to gawp at Catherine Zeta-Jones.


‘Surely Bryan Mills,’ she responded. ‘You have a particular set of skills, acquired over a long period of time.’ She was two Negronis down and mimicked Liam Neeson’s low Irish drawl in Taken. ‘You went to an English boarding school. You work for British intelligence. Pay for my dinner and that’ll be the end of it.’


Even as she joked, Kite’s mind was halfway out of the restaurant, on a plane somewhere over the North Sea, heading back to London to deal with whatever crisis MI6 and CIA lacked the bandwidth or desire to confront. And then, just like that, as if perfectly to illustrate his predicament, WhatsApp pinged inside his jacket. Kite took out the phone, opened the message and felt the old familiar bump of operational adrenaline coursing through his veins.


‘Who’s it from?’


‘Just a guy I buy paintings from in London,’ Kite replied. ‘He’s got something he wants me to look at.’
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Later, when they were back at the house relaxing in the living room with glasses of single malt and Chet Baker on Spotify, Isobel pointed at Kite’s phone and said: ‘Who texted you in the restaurant? It felt like it was about more than just a painting.’


There was a new understanding between them: when it came to BOX 88, Isobel could ask about anything and everything. For her own peace of mind, as wife and mother, she needed to know more about Kite’s work. He had promised to be as open with her as official secrecy allowed, though he would never tell her anything which might compromise her safety.


‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘And as perceptive as ever. It was about more than just a painting.’


‘So it wasn’t from the man who sells pictures to you? What’s his name, Robin Whitaker?’


‘It was from Robin, yes. Someone has been in touch with him, looking for me. Somebody from the old days.’


There was a faint cry on the baby monitor, Ingrid in the midst of a dream. They were both momentarily silenced. Kite hit pause on Spotify and glanced at the screen. The blurred, infra-red image showed Ingrid lying peacefully on her back. Isobel was halfway out of her chair, listening intently, but when there was no further sound she sat back and returned to the conversation.


‘Who from the old days?’


Secrecy was so ingrained in Kite’s behaviour that his first instinct was to lie. He restarted the music, Chet purring the chorus of ‘Almost Blue’, poignant and heartbreaking. Should he risk telling Isobel about Eric Appiah or hide behind protocol?


‘Somebody I was at school with.’


‘A spook?’


That didn’t really cover Eric Appiah in all his complexity. He was businessman and part-time spy, womaniser and father of six, a cherished friend whom Kite trusted like a brother. That he should have chosen to make contact so eccentrically, using Whitaker as a cut-out, suggested that Appiah had stumbled on something important which could only be entrusted to BOX 88. What that might be, Kite could not be sure. Appiah had fingers in innumerable African pies: government ministers and captains of industry crowded his address book. Those of a more sensitive persuasion – the spies and mercenaries, the diamond smugglers and Mandarin-speaking lawyers – preferred that he keep their relationships secret.


‘He’s not really a spook. Not formally, anyway. He’s Senegalese, the son of a big hitter out there. His name is Eric.’


‘And he knows that you buy paintings from Whitaker?’


‘Evidently.’


‘Almost Blue’ was coming to an end. Kite hated it that the song always made him think about Martha. He wondered if Isobel had been listening to the lyrics and would somehow intuit this.


‘He doesn’t have your contact details?’ she asked. ‘Or he’s afraid that his phone is bugged, that somebody’s reading his emails?’


A year earlier Appiah had found evidence of Pegasus on his Android, an Israeli-designed zero-click spyware capable of accessing the phone’s messaging apps, camera, microphone and passwords. Since then, he had been understandably paranoid about technical surveillance. Kite explained this to Isobel, reassuring her that London regularly monitored his own phones for similar viruses.


‘So he wants to see you?’


According to Whitaker’s message, Appiah was staying at Claridge’s, a codeword for a less salubrious hotel in Chiswick which Appiah regularly used as a base.


‘He wants me to give him a call. If it’s important, I’m afraid I’ll have to go to London.’


A discreet nod, not quite of assent but certainly of understanding. Isobel had acknowledged that they were embarking on the next stage of their reconciliation: Kite would go back to BOX 88 and make the marriage work by travelling regularly between London and Stockholm.


‘So he was at Alford with you?’ she asked, taking a wary sip of whisky.


Kite knew that his wife wanted to have a deeper understanding of the man who had punctured their evening. Whenever he thought of Appiah, it was the younger man he remembered, principally the friend who had helped him through the violence and upheaval of 1995.


‘We played cricket together,’ he began. ‘First eleven. Eric bowled, I batted. We were in different houses, but he knew people like Xav. When we were fifteen or sixteen, the three of us almost got caught climbing on the roof of School Hall at three o’clock in the morning. We drank a lot, smoked hash in Slough, went to the same parties.’


‘And he was from a rich family, like Xavier?’


‘Very rich,’ Kite confirmed. ‘Construction.’


Details of the 1995 operation were coming back to him, regret and frustration still pecking at his heart after all these years. When he recalled that time, Kite didn’t picture the lavish Appiah villa in Fann, the beach at Toubab Dialaw or the blood-orange sunrise over the Faidherbe Bridge. No, he recalled only the nature of his own shame, remembering Dakar as the moment when his life began to unravel.


‘Eric has helped us on and off down the years,’ he said, wondering how to explain the arrangement between Appiah and BOX 88 without breaching security. ‘It’s a long story.’


‘One of those stories you’re allowed to tell me or one of those stories you’re not allowed to tell me?’


Kite looked at their glasses, both now empty. There was half a bottle of Glen Scotia in the kitchen. Ingrid would be awake at six, the day starting all over again. What had happened in Senegal was a tragedy, as close as Kite had come to a professional debacle, an operation beset by problems of shoddy organisation, second-rate personnel and sheer rotten bad luck.


‘I can tell you this one,’ he said.
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Lachlan Kite had graduated from Edinburgh University in the summer of 1994, a year after the operation in Russia which had made him a star at BOX 88. His boss, Michael Strawson, had given him some well-earned leave then sent him to New York for six months to learn his trade at the agency’s US headquarters in lower Manhattan. There had been courses in weaponry and encrypted communications, seminars on geopolitics, long days at a desk overlooking the Hudson River listening to surveillance recordings of Iraqi intelligence officers formulating a plan to assassinate former President George Bush. From time to time, employees would gather around the television to catch a glimpse of the O.J. Simpson trial, which was being broadcast to a transfixed nation: all were of the belief that Simpson was guilty and would likely go to prison for the rest of his life. Kite’s girlfriend, Martha, had regularly flown over from London to see him. They had explored New York together, visited friends at Brown University, enjoyed a drunken weekend in Atlantic City gambling at Trump Taj Mahal and eating saltwater taffy on the Boardwalk. Kite had shown Martha around a snow-covered Ellis Island, bought her a necklace at Tiffany’s and taken her to hear Woody Allen playing clarinet at Michael’s Pub. He felt invincible, superior, chosen: he had money in the bank, an enviable job and was living in what was then the most exciting city in the world. His heroes were Fitzroy MacLean and T.E. Lawrence, men who had reshaped the world in their twenties. Little did Kite know that so much of what he had begun to take for granted would be stripped away from him in less than two years.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title



		Contents



		Index of Characters



		A Note on the Rwandan Genocide



		Dakar, Senegal 1995



		Paris, France 2022



		The present day



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49











		Acknowledgements



		By Charles Cumming



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Contents











Page List





		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
“The gold standard

in espionage fiction.”
—KIRKUS






OEBPS/images/Logo.jpg
THE MYSTERIOUS PRESS
NEW YORK, NY





