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  After the lock turned in the door Charles Thorough-good leaned against the cream brick wall and looked around his cell. There was a wooden bedstead

  bolted to the tiled floor, with a green plastic mattress and matching rectangular pillow. Above it, close to the ceiling, was a narrow window with frosted glass so thick that the iron bars outside

  were faint shadows. To his left, behind a low brick wall, was a stainless steel lavatory bowl with no seat or paper. Set high in the wall above the door was a camera and in the ceiling a single

  bright bulb behind a wire mesh.




  He took it all in but his thoughts were elsewhere. He had been parted from his possessions, stripped of belt, shoelaces, watch. They were searching his two properties and two cars and

  confiscating his papers, computers, mobile phone, passport, diary, old address books – anything they thought they wanted. Yet, deprived of liberty and locked in a police cell, he felt

  strangely free. It wasn’t the heady, transitory sense of liberation that shock can bring, nor the removal of the daily burden of choice. Rather, he relished this abrupt solitude because it

  freed him to consider what had brought him here, and why it felt so apt. It was as if this was where the current of his life had long been flowing, towards a reckoning he had yet to fathom. But one

  thing shone through it all: betrayal.




  He walked over to the bed, propped the plastic pillow against the wall and sat. The camera above the door hadn’t moved and it was hard to tell how much it could see – the toilet, for

  instance. He wondered how long it would be before he had to use it. They had permitted him to pee when they had arrested him at his London flat that morning, but he wasn’t sure what time that

  was. The wall clock in what he had already learned to call the custody suite had said six-fifteen a.m. when they brought him in. Searching, recording, form-filling, questions about keys, access to

  his house in Scotland and his cars, photographing, fingerprinting and taking his DNA had gone on for some time, but he had no idea for how long.




  Nor had he any idea how long they would hold him. He assumed he would be released on police bail later that day, after interview. No-one had said as much but he couldn’t believe that the

  ostensible reason for his arrest – suspicion of breaking the Official Secrets Act – would merit refusal of bail. He hadn’t broken the OSA, anyway, so far as he knew. The two

  arresting officers were considerate, given the circumstances, and he had cooperated fully. That was a lesson he had learned long before in the old MI6. Whether or not you had anything to hide

  – and on espionage operations, under alias, breaking the law in foreign countries, you usually did – you made no trouble. You were the innocent abroad: naïve, anxious, bewildered,

  keen to help, unthreatening, trying to make them relax with you, persuading them they had the wrong man.




  He had volunteered to the search team where his cars and keys were, how to find the spare mobile hidden in one of them, how the spare keys to his Scottish house had to be felt for in the angle

  of the rafter in the shed that housed the old Land Rover, and that it probably wasn’t locked anyway. During the photographing, finger-printing and the DNA mouth swab he was patient and

  obliging, taking an interest in procedures and asking questions they were pleased to answer. Officials, he knew, enjoyed explaining. In return they had handled him gently, mentioned breakfast,

  allowed him to take a book and reading glasses into the cell and had not handcuffed him, unlike the prisoner brought in afterwards. They were concerned that he did not want a lawyer.




  It helped, of course, that he had nothing to hide, at least so far as the charge was concerned. He could think of no secrets he had supposedly caused to be published. But there were other

  matters, related matters he was still trying to work out, which he was determined to keep back. Above all was his growing sense that the major themes of his adult life had started with one person,

  Sarah; long ago they had radiated outwards from her and now were leading back to her. It was like the slow revelation of an architectural or musical harmony of which he had long had an inchoate

  awareness. He welcomed it, but the consequences were unclear.




  The book they had allowed him – after one of the officers had opened and shaken it – was Jane Eyre. He had been shamed into reading it by Rebecca, the former

  MI6 secretary in whose Durham house he had stayed on his way south a few weeks previously. With the licence of past intimacy, she had scolded him for not reading more of the other half of

  humanity.




  In fact, what had now happened went directly back to Rebecca rather than to Sarah. Or, more precisely, to David Horam, her journalist partner and author of the article that had led to

  Charles’s arrest. Charles had skimmed it the day it came out, but only because he knew the writer. It was a comment piece, typical of a Sunday paper that could neither ignore the events of

  the week nor find anything new to say. David’s subject was the afternoon bombing of a cinema in Birmingham, in which a young man had been killed and two people slightly injured. The bomb had

  gone off in the gents and the victim, whose remains were unidentified, was thought to have been the bomber. It wasn’t clear whether he had intended to kill himself or whether the cinema had

  in fact been his target. There wasn’t much of him left; no-one had noticed whether he carried a bag and the usual indication that a suicide belt had been worn – an intact head –

  was unavailable. The device was packed with nails, like some that Charles remembered from the streets of Belfast, decades before.




  Despite media speculation that it was the work either of al-Qaeda or of a lone-wolf sympathiser, there was nothing to link it to any particular group or cause. There had been no claim, it was

  not part of a coordinated attack and there seemed no obvious reason why a half-empty cinema showing a film about struggling New York musicians should have been the target, unless it was significant

  that the director was Jewish.




  David’s article called for more resources to combat terrorism, proposed that legal structures should be modernised to cope with the evolving threat and ended with a paragraph on the

  problems of surveillance, which quoted figures from an unidentified security source on the number of staff needed to watch someone round the clock. The SIA – the new Single Intelligence

  Agency, by which Charles had been temporarily re-employed – should, Charles assumed, have been pleased with it. It was supportive, unlike other articles in the same paper written by someone

  called James Wytham during the past year. They were well-informed pieces quoting from leaked documents, albeit vitiated by implausible conspiracy theories and carping assumptions of wrongdoing.

  They had damaged the SIA because the factual truths meant that the implausibilities and assumptions were taken as equally true. There had been questions in Parliament, media demands for shake-ups

  and calls for the retirement of Charles’s friend and mentor, Sir Matthew Abrahams. He was the SIA’s first head and before that had been the last chief of MI6. Charles could not believe

  that Matthew had anything to do with his arrest, or even knew of it. He would, as soon as Charles was free to tell him.




  He opened Rebecca’s copy of Jane Eyre, thinking he should have brought Koestler’s Darkness at Noon. That seminal evocation of communist tyranny began, he remembered,

  with the cell door closing on Rubashov, loyal servant of the Party that was about to devour him. Rubashov leaned against the wall as Charles had done, then lit a cigarette while he considered his

  position. Presumably that would be a further offence here.




  He pictured his ancient Penguin Modern Classics copy on the bottom shelf of his rooftop flat in the Boltons, not far from London’s Brompton Road. The cover was a detail from Francis

  Bacon’s Man in Blue; a seated, faceless man, a bureaucrat, the sort who, with a stroke of his pen, would have legitimised Rubashov’s betrayal after years of pitiless loyalty to a

  rationalist illusion.




  But any comparison of himself with Koestler’s hero was ludicrously presumptuous. Rubashov’s beliefs had been chiselled out of suffering and hard thinking; Charles had merely imbibed

  his from the comfortable social and intellectual world that had nurtured him. After university he had joined the army, after that MI6. Patriotism, though it was unfashionable to express it, ran

  deep and he had willingly risked his life for his country. He had been generous, he hoped, in friendship; but his public generosity was limited by dislike of the crowd, mistrust of theory and by

  the easy assumption that, above subsistence level, there was not much that should be done for mankind as a whole. He thought the urge to improve the human condition was too often dangerously close

  to the urge to control. Born into a generation that prided itself on wanting to change the world, he had only ever wanted to join it, to feel part of it. The desire to be of some service to the

  state had been strong in him. It still was. That why he had agreed to come back. And it had led him to a police cell.




  There was a rattle of keys and the door opened. A plump policeman with a farmer’s red face looked solemnly at him. ‘Fancy a spot of breakfast?’




  The word made him hungry.




  The policeman beckoned conspiratorially. ‘Sit and eat it in reception if you like. Watch ’em all come in. More interesting than sitting here.’




  They sat on a bench against the wall in reception. The clock showed twenty to nine. It was reassuring to know the time again, like a glimpse of headland to a sailor in a sea-mist. A man in

  civilian clothes brought Charles a fried breakfast on a tray, with a mug of tea for the policeman. He wondered how long you had to be a guest of Her Majesty before you were provided with toothbrush

  and paste.




  The policeman looked at Charles’s breakfast. ‘Same as what we have, that is. Same kitchen.’




  Charles, his mouth full, nodded his appreciation.




  The outer door was banged open by two broad, squat men with shaven heads and no necks, both wearing jeans and leather jackets. One was black, the other possibly Turkish. Between them they

  half-dragged, half-carried a pale young man in handcuffs, shoving him onto the other bench. One went to the desk while the other stood alongside their prisoner, still gripping his upper arm. The

  young man’s features were thin, his expression resentful, almost bitter. It was easy to imagine him as vicious. The middle-aged burgher in Charles, reassured to see such robust enforcers of

  the law, ceased worrying about toothpaste.




  His policeman nudged him. ‘People say it’s a real education, watching what comes through here.’




  Later the policeman took his tray away and left him alone. More prisoners were brought in, all young and generally cosmopolitan. One attractive young woman, who looked Eastern European, was

  addressed with fatherly familiarity by the custody sergeant.




  ‘Seen you here before, haven’t I?’ he said as he took her details. ‘Not your first time, is it? And I told you before what I’m telling you now. Pack it in, stop it,

  don’t do it any more. If you do you’ll keep getting arrested and one day you’ll find yourself in prison and you won’t like it. It’s no life, I’ll tell you that

  for nothing. There’s lots of other things a girl like you can do. Go and do them.’




  The handcuffed young man was processed as Charles had been, but with his captors watchful on either side of him. He struggled when first being searched but then sullenly cooperated until taken

  down the corridor to the cells, when he began shouting until the cell door slammed shut on him. Then one of Charles’s arresting officers appeared, the taller one, a man of about thirty with

  sandy hair and freckles, wearing a light grey suit. He looked reassuringly bureaucratic, Charles thought. He could deal with bureaucrats.




  ‘Searches are going well. They’ve nearly finished your flat. I don’t think the neighbours are aware.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Not much chance of neighbours poking their noses in at the Scottish house, I gather.’




  Charles’s house on the north-west coast was yards from the sea, sheltered by a rocky outcrop at the edge of a bay facing the Summer Isles. His nearest neighbour was a modernised croft

  across the bay, the holiday home of a well-known television journalist. Perhaps he would be accused of leaking to him next. There were half a dozen other dwellings scattered at intervals along the

  unmade track leading to the bay.




  ‘They’ll know,’ he said. ‘They notice everything up there. So little happens.’




  The house was white-walled, red-roofed, built in the 1970s, practical, spacious and almost weather-proof. He loved it for half the year, provided he could escape to London whenever he wanted. He

  wasn’t lonely there – he had persuaded himself he never felt lonely – but recently he had been tempted to escape more often. He told himself that had to do with the book he was

  writing rather than the place.




  ‘They let themselves in easy enough,’ continued the policeman. ‘It wasn’t locked, like you said. But they’ll use the spare keys to lock it when they

  leave.’




  ‘There’s no need up there.’




  ‘Until it happens. You should lock it.’




  ‘I know.’




  The policeman sat. ‘They’ve done your car, too. I’ve never seen one of those. 1968, isn’t it?’




  They discussed his car. It struck him as he spoke that he might have chosen such a rare and idiosyncratic breed partly because it symbolised something of the very national culture that was now

  disowning him. He obligingly went through what the Bristol cost to run, what he’d paid for it, what it was worth. They then considered whether the policeman should replace his Honda.




  The policeman lowered his voice. ‘You know it’s going to take a while, all this? It’ll be this afternoon before we interview you. Are you sure you don’t want legal

  representation? Your service would pay for it, they told us. They’ve got a list of lawyers they trust. Unless you’ve got your own?’




  Charles had only ever used lawyers for conveyancing. He didn’t think he needed one now. He was confident that he had no case to answer, and a lawyer might only prolong the process by

  arguing. ‘I’m happy to answer whatever you ask. If I think I would like legal advice, I’ll let you know.’




  Later, when left alone again, he wanted to pee. He approached the custody sergeant, suggesting he return to his cell to do it so that no-one need escort him.




  ‘That’s a help. I see you’re getting the hang of this place.’




  Someone closed the cell door on him while he was peeing into the steel bowl. He waited a while before pressing the red button on the wall, then waited a longer while for the peephole cover to

  slide back.




  ‘What do you want?’




  It was not the friendly farmer. ‘I was allowed to wait in reception. The custody sergeant let me sit on the bench. I came back here for a pee and someone closed the door.’




  ‘Told you could come out again, were you?’




  ‘I think it was understood. By the custody sergeant.’




  The shutter slammed. This time the wait was long enough for Charles to sit on the bed and open Jane Eyre again. The first line was apt: there was indeed no possibility of taking a walk

  that day. Eventually the keys rattled and the door opened.




  ‘All right, come on.’ The new policeman looked as morose as he sounded and there was now a different custody sergeant, taking details of another handcuffed youth while giving loud

  instructions to someone behind him. The shift must have changed. When eventually he noticed Charles the sergeant jerked his thumb at him and turned to the surly policeman.




  ‘That your prisoner?’




  ‘Nothing to do with me. Says he’s allowed out, to sit over there.’




  Anxious to maintain his privilege without appearing to assert it, Charles explained as compliantly as he could.




  The sergeant cut him short. ‘All right, sit on that bench and don’t move.’




  He read in the intervals between prisoners, glancing at the clock every few minutes. It was a continuing comfort to know the time. When the state deployed its apparatus against you, it owned you

  and disposed of you as it pleased. The physical freedoms you took for granted, possessions that felt like part of yourself, being able to communicate with whom you chose, everything except life

  itself, now depended upon decisions in which you had no say. But the state could not own time. It could deprive you of knowledge of it, temporarily, but ultimately time was on your side because the

  state’s powers were limited by time. Simply knowing it, therefore, felt like a sliver of independence, almost of power, something to be cherished.
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  It was midday before the sandy-haired detective reappeared. ‘Ready for interview now.’




  They took Charles to a small windowless room into which was crammed a table, four chairs and some ancient recording equipment. The other arresting officer, shorter with thinning hair and a brown

  corduroy suit, was already there. They sat Charles on one side of the table and themselves on the other.




  ‘This is a recording machine,’ the policeman in corduroy said with solemn deliberation. ‘When I switch it on I shall state time, place and date and then each of us will give

  his name and I will state that there is no-one else in the room. D’you understand?’




  Charles nodded.




  ‘Do you also understand that you don’t have to say anything at all? You can say nothing. Although if you do say nothing your silence may be mentioned in court.’




  ‘Just answer our questions truthfully,’ said the one with the sandy hair, ‘but don’t do any more than answer. That’s what your lawyer would tell you if you had

  one.’




  Charles felt he was on stage, which in a sense he was. It was tempting to smile, but they might not like that.




  The one in the corduroy suit switched on the machine, gave date, time and place and announced himself as Detective Inspector Steggles. The one with freckles identified himself as Detective

  Sergeant Westfield. Charles gave his name and confirmed that there was no-one else in the room.




  It was clear that they must have been shown his old MI6 file and that his arrest had been planned for some time. They went unhurriedly through his career, asking few questions but seeking

  confirmation of his work against Russians, against apartheid South Africa, against Chinese and against terrorists until the point at which he had requested early retirement some years before.




  ‘Why did you want to leave MI6?’ asked Corduroy. ‘Still was MI6 then, wasn’t it? Fed up with the way things were going? Disaffected?’




  Charles was happy to talk about that. ‘It was changing, though nothing like as much as it has since the merger with MI5 and GCHQ. I felt I’d done all the jobs I was going to enjoy.

  There was nothing else in the service I particularly wanted to do.’




  ‘They didn’t offer you anything?’




  ‘They did, I could’ve gone on, could’ve had a posting. They were very good to me, very tolerant. They’d allowed me to lead an eccentric career, free of management. But

  after the death of my mother, I could afford to retire on a half pension. And I wanted to write.’




  ‘Write what – journalism?’




  ‘Biographies – one, anyway. Walsingham. Francis Walsingham. Elizabeth the First’s spy master. I’d also planned a novel. Historical novel, sort of.’ He added that in

  case they suspected a revealing novel about MI6. Otherwise, it was beginning to feel like Desert Island Discs without the music.




  ‘But you do journalism, don’t you?’




  ‘A bit of freelance book reviewing.’




  ‘You know journalists?’




  ‘A few.’




  ‘You know James Wytham?’




  He remembered the name from the Sunday paper articles based on leaked documents. ‘No.’




  ‘Never met him?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘But your friend Dave in Durham knows him, doesn’t he?’




  ‘He may do. They write for the same paper. Although David’s freelance, so he might not. Probably doesn’t go to the paper very much.’ Their calling him Dave was

  significant. That was what Rebecca called him and their use of it suggested either that they had talked to her – in which case she would surely have told him – or that his phone was

  tapped. That again suggested considerable preparation. He had spoken to her only once since arriving in London, when he had rung to thank her for putting him up. She had probably said something

  about Dave then – she usually did. Otherwise, they had talked about meeting when she came down on business.




  ‘Ever discussed James Wytham with Dave?’ continued Corduroy.




  ‘Not that I remember. I don’t know David very well. We’ve met only two or three times.’




  The recorder was humming slightly and they were both taking notes. Charles looked at Corduroy’s thinning brown hair. He had been in the army with someone called Steggles, but this man was

  surely too old to be Clifford’s son. Perhaps not. It was a discomforting thought, in more ways than one.




  Freckles looked up. ‘A couple of months ago the SIA got in touch and asked you to rejoin. How did that come about?’




  ‘They rang me. Jeremy Wheeler rang.’ It was the truth but not the whole truth. ‘He’s head of human resources, as it’s called now.’ They would know this, and

  more.




  ‘What did he say?’




  They waited, pens poised. Charles couldn’t see that this was of any particular relevance, unless to test his frankness and recall. ‘Well, there was a bit of gossip and catching up.

  We joined MI6 together.’ He remembered wincing at Jeremy’s all too familiar voice with its exaggerated articulation. ‘He said they had a job for me, something temporary they

  wanted help with.’




  ‘Your vetting’s been updated,’ Jeremy had practically bellowed. ‘Start as soon as you can get down here.’




  The sea had been a surly battleship grey that day, restless and choppy with countless white horses filling the bay. Charles would have enjoyed puncturing Jeremy’s assumption that

  he’d jump at the chance of returning, but for the conversation he’d had with the old chief, Matthew Abrahams, the day before.




  ‘Did Jeremy Wheeler say anything about the job?’ asked Freckles.




  ‘Only that it concerned something I’d been involved in years ago, which I took to be a case. I wouldn’t have expected him to say more on the phone.’




  ‘It was a case, wasn’t it? A case called Gladiator? But you didn’t know that when you spoke to him?’




  ‘It was, yes.’ He didn’t say whether or not he knew it and was careful not to show surprise that they had been briefed on Gladiator. What he needed to know was how deep that

  briefing went.




  ‘What else did you and Jeremy Wheeler discuss?’




  ‘Timings, how long it would take me to get down, that sort of thing.’ It had pleased him to irritate Jeremy – never difficult – by refusing to fly from Inverness and

  instead taking a couple of days to drive, staying the night in Durham.




  ‘Does Jeremy Wheeler know about the Gladiator case?’




  So it wasn’t Jeremy who’d briefed them, unless they were playing games with him. ‘No – well, I don’t know for sure. He certainly wouldn’t have when it was

  – when I was the case officer, years ago. I don’t know what access he’s had since. He was never very involved in casework. He’s generally done non-operational

  jobs.’




  Charles was certain that Jeremy had not been on the indoctrination list for the case-file, but less certain as to whether that meant anything in the post-paper age. It was displeasing to think

  of Jeremy having access to it now, even to the less restricted volumes. He pictured Jeremy’s fleshy features, puffed with the self-importance of secret knowledge. Jeremy always gave the

  impression of hurrying on to something more important, yet he had never been known to do anything very much – no significant recruitments or cases well run, no headship of important stations,

  no productive cultivations of a liaison service, no key Action desk in Head Office, no eye for analysis or reflection. He had risen on relish for administrative detail, enthusiasm for process, an

  instinctive response to the magnetism of power and unabashed, unpremeditated flattery of those who had it. A lifelong talent for offending his peers and inferiors had done nothing to inhibit his

  career. None except those above him had ever taken him seriously. Alternately assertive, clumsy and contrite, he had been known as Mr Toad on the training course he and Charles had shared. Yet

  there he was, senior now. He would have access to Charles’s file and would know about his arrest, which was another displeasing thought.




  ‘You’re sure you didn’t discuss anything else about the job?’ asked Corduroy.




  Charles genuinely struggled to recall. Jeremy had complained that it was difficult to get hold of Charles, taking it almost as a personal affront that there was no mobile phone signal in that

  part of Scotland. What made it worse was that the computer system introduced with the merger had created an electronic black hole into which many of the records of former staff had disappeared.




  ‘Inevitable when you get amateurs meddling with IT,’ Jeremy had said. ‘Last twitch of the old office. We’re much more up to date now – management, IT,

  everything.’




  ‘Spying?’




  Jeremy sighed. ‘You mustn’t take it amiss if I call you a Cold Warrior. I know you did other things as well but you’ll find it very different now – if I may say so,

  somewhat improved. In fact, beyond recognition from what you’re used to, all that endless diplomatic pussyfooting and faffing about with natural cover cases. You know we’ve got Nigel

  Measures in charge now, don’t you?’




  ‘I thought he was deputy chief.’




  ‘CEO, deputy CEO. We’ve got rid of all that chief nonsense. He’ll take over when Matthew Abrahams goes, which won’t be long now. He’s not been well. You know him of

  old, of course. D’you know NM?’




  ‘We go back a long way. I haven’t seen him for years.’




  ‘Moderniser to his fingertips. He’ll make big changes. Has done everywhere he’s been. Brilliant career, you have to admit, whichever side you’re on: Foreign Office,

  European Parliament. Wouldn’t surprise me if he went back to politics one day. How d’you know him? Didn’t serve with him when he was in the Foreign Office, did you?’




  ‘We knew each other at Oxford.’




  Jeremy had always disliked hearing that people had been to Oxford or Cambridge. ‘Might have guessed. Would he remember you?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Come to the front door at eight on Thursday morning. We start earlier than in your day. Got to keep up with the modern world. None of the old gentlemanly ten-till-six stuff that

  you’re used to.’




  ‘Ten o’clock. I’ll be there at ten.’




  ‘Too old office, Charles. You’re going to have to change.’




  The head of a seal had broken through the ruffled waters around the headland. It was still tempting to say he wouldn’t be there at all, that they could come to him if they wanted; but he

  knew he would go. ‘Ten o’clock,’ he repeated firmly. ‘Ten o’clock Friday. Not a minute before.’




  Charles realised he had been silent for a while and that the policemen were waiting. ‘No, I don’t think we discussed anything else about the job. We talked

  arrangements, he warned that I’d find much changed. He mentioned the change in leadership.’




  ‘Which hasn’t happened yet, has it? The old one hasn’t resigned, has he – Sir Matthew Abrahams? But he’s still unwell. He doesn’t come into the office

  now?’




  Charles smiled. ‘You’re well briefed.’




  They smiled back without comment. Freckles put down his pen and leaned back. ‘When did you first know that Gladiator going missing was the reason for your recall?’




  ‘I was briefed when I got down here by Nigel Measures.’ Again, it was true but not the whole truth, and thus a lie by omission. He recalled his late father’s dictum: the essence of a lie is the intent to deceive. There was no more to be said

  about that.




  ‘You’re well in with the SIA leadership, aren’t you, despite having left MI6 some years ago? You used to work for Sir Matthew?’




  ‘He was my boss, more than once.’




  ‘When you were running the Gladiator case.’




  It was a statement, not a question. ‘Yes.’




  ‘And you also used to know Nigel Measures?’




  ‘Yes, though we’ve not been in regular contact since he went to Washington. After that he left the Foreign Office for Brussels. We’ve come across each other a few times

  since.’




  DS Westfield frowned. ‘But you knew him before that, didn’t you? At Oxford University, through his wife?’




  ‘I knew him and his wife, yes.’




  Corduroy nodded. ‘What about coffee before we get on to your visit to Durham?’




  After recording that they were having a break, they switched off the apparatus, stood and stretched. Freckles went for the coffees.




  ‘Lucky to get you in here, in Belgravia,’ said Corduroy. ‘Much better than the bloody pandemonium in somewhere like Wandsworth where we could have gone.’




  ‘I’m glad you did. There are a lot of formalities, aren’t there? As well as recording who comes and goes, all this sort of thing. ‘




  ‘We have to. PACE – Police and Criminal Evidence Act – lays it all down. If we don’t follow it to the letter it doesn’t count, gets thrown out.’




  Charles kept him going with questions but his mind was on the one they had asked – asked as if merely in confirmation – about his having known Nigel Measures at Oxford through

  Nigel’s wife. It was slightly but tellingly inaccurate. He knew Nigel because they had been in the same college, not through Sarah, whom they had each met independently. But ever since he had

  married Sarah, Nigel had given the impression to others that he had introduced Charles to her; that they had been rivals and that Charles had been worsted. Charles’s guilt in relation to

  Sarah meant that he rarely corrected the impression.




  ‘So did Mr Measures show signs of future greatness when you first knew him?’ continued Corduroy. ‘Was he destined for the top?’




  Charles shrugged. ‘Not obviously. But then nobody was.’




  If Nigel had briefed the police on him and Gladiator, there was certainly more to his arrest than its ostensible reason. And if the real reason was what Charles thought it must be, it was

  equally certain Nigel would not have briefed the police on it.




  Freckles returned with three plastic cups of coffee on a tin tray. ‘Okay with milk? Had to add it, couldn’t bring it. There’s sugar here, though.’




  ‘Milk’s fine, thanks.’




  ‘Not that it is milk. Continental muck, never been near a cow.’




  Charles stood to stretch his legs while drinking.




  ‘Sit down, please,’ said Corduroy, more tersely than before.




  Charles sat. Corduroy leaned forward, elbows on the table, hands clasped. He had small, hard brown eyes. ‘You knew Rebecca Ashdown, with whom you stayed the night in Durham, from your time

  together in the old MI6, where she was a secretary? And she is married to or partner of the journalist, David Michael Horam, with whom she has a son?’




  ‘I don’t think they’re married. Her son is by her former husband, whom I never knew.’




  ‘When you knew her in MI6 she was single?’ Corduroy waited for Charles to answer in the affirmative, then spoke with obvious deliberation. ‘Would that relationship have been

  one that you would have described as having been, at any time, close?’




  Charles had noticed before that questions they thought important or delicate were more convoluted and were often phrased in the passive voice, as if it conferred greater precision. ‘She

  was secretary to the instructors on my training course,’ he said. ‘We all got to know her well. She and I were then involved in a case together, which brought us personally

  close.’ Clandestinity breeds intimacy, he was tempted to add to spare them the trouble of asking, but he was curious to see how they would do it.




  Freckles took over, looking as if he were reluctantly intruding upon private grief. ‘Would it be true to say that it would not be incorrect to describe your relationship, at that moment in

  time, as an affair?’




  What constitutes an affair? he wanted to ask, but it was important to appear helpful, not to play clever-clogs, as Rebecca herself might have put it. ‘Yes, at one period it was an

  affair. It began in Southwold, in Suffolk.’ An unnecessary detail, which he thought they would like. ‘Then it evolved into a friendship, which has continued ever since.’




  ‘Are you intimate with her now?’




  ‘No. We have been occasionally. The last time was three or four years ago, after her marriage broke up and before she was involved with David Horam. Before she was living with him,

  anyway.’




  ‘Has she any other contacts within the SIA?’




  ‘I don’t think so. Most of the people she and I knew left before the merger. She works for a local radio station.’




  They wanted every detail of his visit to Durham – how it came about, why, how he got there, times of arrival and departure, who said what. They treated it as a crime scene – which,

  in their eyes, perhaps it was. He spared them a lyrical description of powering the old Bristol through the fast bends and swooping hills of the A832 highland road. Telling them he had reached

  Durham at about eight conveyed nothing of the wet and fretful rush-hour around Glasgow, worsened by inadequate wipers, a misted windscreen and a smell of petrol, which reinforced his prejudice that

  things got worse as you went south. A southerner by birth and upbringing, he now preferred the bigger country, farther horizons and fewer people of the north; so long as he could have his regular

  shot of London.




  ‘So you arrived, chatted over a drink or two, had dinner, chatted and drank a bit more, went to bed,’ said Corduroy. ‘What did you chat about? How did they greet

  you?’




  If they want detail, they can have it, he thought, as much as they want. It was still raining when he reached Durham and it was hard to find a parking space on the steep terraced street. Two of

  the street lights weren’t working and Rebecca had taken a long time to answer his knock.




  ‘God, you look young, you rat,’ she’d said. They kissed on the cheeks.




  ‘Not as young as you. Sorry I’m late.’




  ‘You’re not. We all are. Dave’s only just got in and I was worried I wouldn’t be back in time. Bloody meetings.’ She closed the door and squeezed his hand. ‘A

  wet rat, too. Bet you’ve been up and down to Sctoland a dozen times without dropping in.’




  ‘No, I’ve been in Scotland a while, reading and writing.’




  ‘With some handy highland lass within reach?’




  ‘Not at all. A silent, sedentary, solitary, private life, as someone else put it.’




  ‘Tell that to the marines.’ She pointed upstairs. ‘You’re in John’s room. He’s at Winchester. Final year, would you believe. I can’t. Take your things

  up and come and have a drink. And stop staring at me. I know I’m coming out of my jeans. You haven’t put on an ounce, have you? Rats don’t, I s’pose.’




  Her dyed brown hair was cut short, making her face rounder, but despite what she said she had kept her figure, more or less. Unlike David, whom Charles found on the sofa with a laptop and a good

  deal more fat and less hair than when they last met. Formerly a thick-set, energetic man, he now struggled to get up.




  Charles held up a hand to stop him. ‘Don’t.’




  ‘I need another drink. Anyway, we’ve got to hang around Rebecca in the kitchen and get in her way and irritate her, otherwise I’ll be in trouble for having blokes’ talk

  with you and leaving her out.’




  Corduroy picked up his pen again. ‘So you’re all three in the kitchen with drinks and talking. What about?’




  ‘About the book I’m writing – supposedly finishing – and about Rebecca’s job, people we’d known, why I was going back to the office—’




  ‘What did you say about that?’




  ‘That I didn’t know yet; but that it was temporary; and involved looking at some old case files.’




  ‘What did Dave Horam say about that?’




  ‘Nothing. But it was at that point that he asked me about the cinema bomb in Birmingham, which had happened that day. I didn’t know about it. I’d turned the car radio off

  because the rain gets into the aerial connection and it becomes very crackly. So he told me about it.’




  ‘What did he say?’




  ‘He just described what was on the news. He assumed it was someone in al-Qaeda wanting revenge for the death of Usama bin Laden. He also assumed that I’d know all about al-Qaeda,

  which I don’t. He was angry about the bomb.’




  ‘It’s still an open question, the AQ angle,’ said DS Westfield. ‘Could be a self-starter, an autonomous AQ sympathiser who’s taken it upon himself to put the world

  to rights, or a lone fruitcake. Still no identification of the body.’




  ‘But definitely a suicide bomber?’




  ‘Not necessarily,’ said Corduroy. ‘Crude device, unstable. Could’ve gone off accidentally.’ He held his pen upright. ‘So your friend Mr Horam was angry about

  it, was he?’




  ‘He’s not my friend, he’s Rebecca’s. But yes, he was. Anger fuelled by alcohol.’




  He described how David kept returning to the television in the sitting-room, channel-hopping for more of the story, demanding to know why the bombers couldn’t be stopped. ‘Why

  aren’t they under surveillance, these al-Qaeda fruitcakes? Enough bloody cameras everywhere.’




  ‘It may not be them at all,’ Charles remembered saying.




  ‘Fat lot of difference if you’re blown to pieces,’ David shot back.




  What most interested the two policemen was whether Charles had said anything about how many people it took to keep someone under twenty-four-hour surveillance. He remembered David asking but

  couldn’t remember what he’d answered; the figure in David’s article of thirty to forty, including foot followers, mobile followers, interception and transcribing, was familiar. It

  could have come from him, or it could have been put to him by David, or it could have been a figure he’d seen in the newspapers. If he had suggested it, he told them, it would have been based

  on guesswork rather than knowledge. He had spent most of his operational career as one of the hunted, not a hunter, apart from a couple of periods with an MI5 surveillance team in London and a week

  with the FBI on a joint operation in Hawaii.




  ‘Anyway, it’s not a secret figure, is it?’ he concluded. ‘Not a breach of the OSA?’




  ‘It’s very authoritative, the way it’s put. The article says it’s from a spokesman.’




  ‘Does it? I don’t remember. I only skimmed it when it came out.’




  They looked surprised. Freckles produced a photocopy from a blue folder. ‘Take your time, don’t hurry.’




  Charles re-read the article. The sentences about surveillance were underlined in red. They were nothing exceptional. He had read them, or similar sentences, dozens of times. He took his time

  over reading. The police were treating him decently, but they had arrested him, they were the enemy, he owed them no favours despite the mutual civility of their exchanges. They could wait. Time,

  he thought again, was on his side.




  ‘Do you recognise any of these words or figures as yours?’ asked Corduroy eventually.




  ‘As I said, they’re familiar, but I don’t remember whether or not I said them. Either way, they don’t amount to much.’ Certainly not enough to have someone

  arrested, he thought. There was a pause.




  ‘You appreciate we have to follow things up in the current climate, with all these Whitehall leaks,’ said Freckles. ‘Especially as they quote the SIA assessments, Cabinet

  Office papers, that sort of thing. Lot of pressure on us at the moment.’




  Charles nodded. Whatever his feelings, it was important to appear sympathetic. ‘You have to do what you’re asked.’




  Freckles produced more photocopies. ‘This sort of thing, you see. Have a look through.’




  They were more cuttings from David’s paper under the James Wytham byline, going back nine or ten months. The earlier ones quoted mainly from Cabinet Office papers, the later from SIA

  threat assessments. Some passages were marked in red. There were no quotes from raw intelligence reports, but there were extracts from what were described as intelligence assessments prepared for

  ministers. Although he hadn’t seen the original assessments – they dated mostly from before his return – Charles could see they were genuine. The phrasing was typical, the

  judgements plausible. The source must be a serial leaker, and a clever one, because what was leaked was not seriously damaging. The extracts were chosen with care. Whoever had done it had made sure

  it was the fact of the leaks rather than their content that was dangerous. They discredited the SIA without revealing its secrets.




  ‘You’ve got your hands full,’ Charles said.
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