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For Adam, who built the Lysander so carefully, with love





 

 


I am the enemy you killed, my friend.

I knew you in this dark; for so you frowned

Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.

I parried; but my hands were loathe and cold.

Let us sleep now . . .

‘Strange Meeting’ Wilfred Owen







PART ONE

MAY 1941–DECEMBER 1941

EXTRACT FROM THE DIARY OF EVELYN, NÉE ST JOHN

NOTHING IS SIMPLE. NEITHER LOVE, NOR TRUST, NOR hate, nor evil.

It is no use fighting if it is at the cost of our humanity. It is no use surviving if, by the end, we are incapable of love.





CHAPTER ONE

‘NAME?’

‘Evelyn St John.’

‘Any middle name?’

‘Violette,’ the girl said reluctantly. ‘I never use it.’

‘We like to be precise,’ said the man who had introduced himself as Captain Fuller. ‘Your age?’

‘Don’t you know?’ Evelyn replied without thinking and realised she had been rude. She had not meant to be, and she wanted this job – whatever it was.

Captain Fuller extracted a paper from his file and began to read out details from it in a level voice. ‘Age twenty-one. Daughter of John and Eugénie St John of Manor Farm, Castle Cary, Somerset. Paternal grandparents dead. Maternal grandparents French and live near Tours. Brother, Peter, aged eleven. Educated at a girls’ school in Bath. Obtained matriculation. Unemployed since then. Bilingual and regular visitor to France. Interests include hunting.’

Evelyn clutched her brown crocodile handbag. She could have added a few things for Captain Fuller: her father’s assets (considerable, but mostly in land), her mother’s confidential visits to a Harley Street consultant specialising in nervous depression, that their marriage was unhappy and that she and her father fought at regular intervals on everything from the rights and wrongs of the recent war in Spain to whether Evelyn could go to university or leave home to take a job. If Captain Fuller was interested in the fine detail, she could throw in several unflattering photographs of herself in the Tatler attending hunt balls and cocktail parties in an expensive but particularly hideous taffeta dress which her mother insisted she wore. She could also add the list of social occasions on which she had failed to shine and retired to read in the powder room, the painful episode with Arthur Jayford, and the titles of the books beside her bed – mostly French novels, chief among them Madame Bovary, the eponymous heroine of which, in her search for the delights of a grand and gaudy passion, fascinated Evelyn. She might have added that, in her most depressed moments, Evelyn felt she had been born cloven, an uneasy, unsettling mixture of French and English, belonging in neither country and suspected by both.

This was her second interview in three days. At the preliminary interview a uniformed officer took details of her family and childhood and tested her written and spoken French. He then read out passages from the Official Secrets Act and asked her to sign them, enjoining her to tell no one about their conversation.

Still mystified as to what it was about, Evelyn returned to her Aunt Fanny’s pretty house in Thurloe Square and asked if she could stay on for a few more days. ‘Goodness,’ said Aunt Fanny. ‘We’d better get you some decent town clothes.’ Pleased with the way her plan was developing, her aunt proceeded to plunder her daughter’s wardrobe in order, as she put it, to ‘refurbish’ the girl. It was she who had mentioned to a friend with influential contacts in the FANY organisation that she had a bright, healthy, bilingual niece kicking her heels at home and could she help? Fanny was fond of her brother John, but considered positively medieval his idea of keeping a daughter cooped up at home until she married. Evelyn needed to widen her horizons, and the war needed girls like Evelyn.

So, dressed in a Harris tweed costume which was a little too tight, one of her cousin’s linen blouses, a straw hat and her only pair of silk stockings, Evelyn faced Captain Fuller in the Victoria Hotel, room number 238, in Northumberland Avenue. She still had no idea about the work on offer but imagined it was perhaps translation work of an important and confidential nature, the secrecy and vagueness surrounding the job increasing its attraction. She had been expecting to find a Captain Prader, but as Captain Fuller explained when he rose to greet her, he was standing in for his colleague who was indisposed.

The room overlooked a quiet inner courtyard and was furnished with a table covered with a grey army blanket, two chairs and a filing cabinet. The grate was empty. The only note struck against its unredeemable impersonality was Captain Fuller’s leather briefcase and his copy of Picture Post.

Captain Fuller got out a pipe and made a play of tamping the tobacco down into the bowl while he considered Evelyn. Tall, dark, green eyes, a trace of puppy fat. Very nervous. Captain Fuller was not at all sure he approved of this experiment to recruit women into the organisation. Captain Prader, however, was very keen: women put up with loneliness much better, he argued. They do not require company in the way men do. They will make good agents.

‘Your maternal grandparents,’ he asked, switching to French – fluent, but careful and correct. ‘Where exactly do they live?’

‘In a village ten miles east of Tours.’ She answered him flawlessly.

‘What does your grandfather do?’

‘He farms and also runs a small printing business as a hobby. My uncle, my mother’s brother, helps him.’

‘Do you have any cousins?’

‘André. He is twenty-two. Madeleine, who is twenty. Yvonne is now sixteen, I think.’

‘And you are known in the area?’

‘Yes, indeed. My mother’s family have lived there for generations. We are an important part of the village.’

‘I see. Are you well known there?’

‘Oh, yes. I have been there every summer since 1934. Including 1939. I was there when war was declared but I managed to get a passage home quite quickly. My mother was anxious that I grew up speaking French. She sometimes came with me.’ Evelyn began to relax a little. ‘I have quite a few friends there, but, of course, we haven’t been in touch since—’

‘Tell me about your background.’ He did not look particularly interested. Evelyn dutifully recited more facts. Born at the family home in Castle Cary, her father joined up in 1916, was wounded and sent home. Her parents married in 1919 and she had been born in 1920 and sent to boarding school at the age of eleven. Her father forbade her to go to university (‘Damn fool stuff’) and refused to allow her to work. (‘Your place is at home, my girl.’) It was only the advent of another war that persuaded John St John to allow Evelyn to answer Aunt Fanny’s summons.

‘How does your mother feel about the situation in France?’ Captain Fuller edged closer to Evelyn’s political opinions.

‘My mother?’ What had her mother to do with the job? ‘My mother has found it difficult to settle in England and is deeply grieved about the fall of France.’

Could Evelyn admit that Eugénie had made a mistake in leaving her native France? That she found it impossible to settle to a life where the high spot of the year was the hunting season: those busy, noisy meets when the sun shone through the bare trees in a red haze and frozen mist steamed in layers like a ballerina’s skirt? At these times, Eugénie felt her foreignness and tasted the isolation of the outsider. Or, so she said. A life where children were to be seen but not heard, where the talk was of coverts and spavins, and dog hairs a necessary accompaniment to interior decor. Where any woman over thirty suspected of attending to her looks was considered a little odd. Where the old, secure ways stretched complacently into the future.

Far, far better if John St John had chosen a woman who would have fitted into the squire’s life he knew. Whose inner ear would have been tuned to the heartbeat of the English countryside. Perhaps it would have made the relationship between him and his daughter easier if he had been more happily married.

‘How do you occupy yourself at home?’

Good question, thought Evelyn. I help run a large, rather dilapidated farmhouse. I deputise for my mother on her bad days and I dress myself up occasionally and drive to similar large houses where I am supposed to enjoy myself. Sometimes I do – but mostly I wish I was somewhere else. ‘I help my mother with our social commitments,’ she replied and met his blank gaze.

‘Reasonably discreet,’ Captain Fuller wrote on his form. ‘Not over-forthcoming.’ It was a promising trait. He looked up at his subject. He could not warm to Miss St John. She was the kind of girl his passionately Northern, working-class Quaker mother had distrusted when she was alive. Jack had seen plenty of the type when, a scholarship boy from grammar school, he had gone up to Oxford. Tallish, big-boned girls with plummy vowels, who turned him prickly and envious at the same time.

‘You have no other commitments, Miss St John?’ Captain Fuller’s implication was quite clear.

‘No.’ She sounded a little uncertain.

‘Are you sure?’

Evelyn thought of the fleeting but intense crush she had developed for one of her cousin’s friends in France. She thought of Arthur Jayford. Newly commissioned into the local regiment, Arthur had accompanied her to several dances. Once, at a hunt ball, she had permitted Arthur to kiss her because she was curious and had imagined she had found a kindred spirit. She tried hard to give him what was required as he crushed her bulky taffeta dress against his starched shirt, and failed. The feel of his lips and intrusive tongue had been disgusting and she pushed him away. Arthur repaid her rejection by dancing for the rest of the evening with Sophie Quinlan Jones and ignoring Evelyn, who went home and cried.

‘If you mean, Captain Fuller, do I have any attachments of a personal nature, then no, I do not. But why are you asking me?’

He had the grace to look down at the grey army blanket. ‘My apologies, Miss St John. But I can assure you these questions are necessary.’

‘Snooty mare.’ That was his mother sounding off in his ear. Miss St John was a snooty mare. He wrote, ‘unattached’ in the file and blotted the ink.

Jack Fuller’s real name was Pickford – this was an organization where real names were frequently disguised. His mother died when he was ten, leaving him alone with an ambitious father in the little Yorkshire town of Ripon. Being a solitary boy, there was no one to whom he felt he could turn to help him deal with his grief at her loss. It was not just the misery of a small boy longing for the comfort of a parent; his mother had been his guide to the world. He saw it through her eyes. The ‘them’ and ‘us’. ‘Us’ signified a magic intimacy, and the rest were either shiftless, snobbish or, casting the net wider, too rich for their own good. Or, the worst insult of all, ‘Southerners’.

His father had not understood Jack’s real needs. He was too busy to see that a child requires an unselfish adult to make the world safe and was more interested in his own aspirations for his son. Pickford’s was a small grocery shop which made almost no money, but he knew what he was doing when it came to his only offspring. He sent Jack to elocution lessons (paying for them with his tobacco money), arranged for private tuition in maths and Latin and ensured Jack went to grammar school. After an initial rebellion, playing truant from school, Jack performed perfectly. He won a scholarship to Oxford with no trouble, dominated the Union and electrified his peers with passionate speeches in defence of socialism.

He was spoken of as an up-and-coming young man, with a brilliant political career ahead of him. At Oxford, the plummy-sounding girls who went to bed with him, risking their reputations, thrilled to this young and fascinating student – and congratulated themselves on their social pioneering. Once, Jack smuggled a slim, wanton, impeccably bred beauty to his room and allowed her to seduce him before he knelt above her and took over. Afterwards they talked, and Jack began to expound his ideas of a free and equal society emerging from the ruins of the upper classes. She smiled patronizingly.

‘If you practised what you preach, you wouldn’t be so disgustingly eager to take me to bed.’

Jack never saw her again, but he remembered her words and the unpleasant moment when he realised that he had been as guilty as any of social climbing.

He took his time writing his notes, every so often snatching covert glances to help him ratify his impressions. An agent should never be too striking. They had to understand about camouflage. Be prepared to be in the background. Always. Miss St John, he had to own, was striking. She shifted in her seat, one long leg placed decorously beside the other, and he had a disconcerting vision of what she could become – a swannecked beauty with a generous mouth.

‘What is your opinion of the German nation?’ Jack tamped down the tobacco in his pipe.

‘I hate what it is doing to itself and to the rest of Europe.’

‘But you don’t hate the Germans?’

‘Not all Germans agree with Adolf Hitler.’

He looked up from the file. ‘But they do, Miss St John, they do. Germany is intent on establishing a thousand-year old Reich. Surely the lessons of Czechoslovakia and Poland are obvious – let alone events since then?’ Deliberately, he added a wounding rider, ‘Even to the unsophisticated mind.’

Evelyn reddened. She had followed political developments avidly since Hitler assumed power and needed no reminding of Poland’s agony. ‘We should have gone to her aid,’ she said. ‘The Poles believed we would.’

‘Really? Even with the Russians just waiting for an excuse to cross the Polish border?’ Jack stopped there, disconcerted. As a socialist with Communist leanings, he still found painful the memory of the Nazi-Soviet pact made in August 1939.

Evelyn pulled on her gloves, hoping that he would bring the interview to a close. ‘If you will excuse me, Captain Fuller, I have another appointment,’ she lied.

Jack ignored her. ‘What about France? What do you feel about her?’

‘What are we doing for France, Captain Fuller? Perhaps you would be good enough to tell me. You seem to be well informed.’

Despite himself, Jack suppressed a smile. Miss St John seemed less flat a character when she was angry and her hostility set up a satisfying crackle between them. Evelyn leant forward on her seat. ‘We fled back across the Channel after Dunkirk, and we have sunk the French fleet. For months now she has been under German occupation. I know we are suffering at home. I know our troops are fighting in Greece and in North Africa. But what are we doing to help the French?’

Instead of answering her, Captain Fuller gave two quick nods as if he agreed. He articulated his next question with care. ‘Would you ever commit murder, Miss St John?’

‘Murder?’

‘Yes, murder. And would you be capable of lying to and deceiving even your closest friends and relations?’

In reply she shoved her arm through the strap of her handbag and rose to her feet.

‘Captain Fuller. I really must go.’

‘Would you?’ For the first time, Captain Fuller smiled, a smile that indicated sympathy. But the man was mad. Evelyn struggled to assume the expression she often adopted at social occasions to mask her real feelings.

‘Only in extreme circumstances,’ she said, coolly. ‘But, generally, no.’

Jack liked her reaction. After all, it was not an everyday question. He reached into his pocket and held out a cigarette case. ‘Would you like one now?’

She shook her head. ‘Look here. What exactly is all this?’

Although he had prepared his answer carefully, Jack took his time. The spirit she had shown decided him that it was worth proceeding. ‘Sit down, Miss St John,’ he insisted and waited until she did. ‘I’ll explain.’

The prudent half of Evelyn urged her to go, to leave at once without ceremony or apology. The other half did not.

‘To be brief, Miss St John, I represent an organisation, the Special Operations Executive – that name never again to be repeated – that has been set up to fight the war with . . . well . . . unorthodox methods. It’s a very secret organisation, backed by the highest authority. If you were to choose to become a member, your total discretion and silence would be demanded. You would be forbidden to talk to anyone, ever, about your work.’

‘Could I have that cigarette?’

Jack moved the cigarette case towards her and came round the desk to light the cigarette. ‘The indirect approach, Miss St John, is what I’m talking about. This organisation is going to act as a gadfly on the German hide by putting agents inside enemy territory all over Europe. From there, they will cause as much chaos and disruption as seem appropriate. My section is concerned with France, and this is where you come in.’ She settled back into the chair. ‘We need men and . . . er . . . women who are willing to go into France and work for us in the field. It is a job that requires nerves, dedication and a willingness to face the fact that you might never come back.’

Evelyn hoped her mixed feelings were not registered on her face. ‘Are you allowed to tell me more?’

‘No. Except that my organisation and its undercover work is a new science, I think it’s safe to say. We will be discovering things as the war progresses, and possibly making mistakes. But mistakes are expensive. They will cost lives. We must, therefore, be sure we choose the right people.’ Jack leant back against the desk. ‘Only very special people can do this job. One of their qualifications is better than excellent French.’

Jack leant over and picked up her file thinking, This is where she bows out.

She surprised him. ‘Yes,’ she said, stubbing out her halfsmoked cigarette. ‘I’m interested.’

She looked up at him: he was leafing through the file. Probably from the north, she concluded, detecting the accent that lay under the smoothed vowels. Nonetheless, he was obviously well educated.

‘Oxford or Cambridge?’ she asked.

‘Oxford,’ he replied, absorbed in a paper. He frowned when he realised his blunder.

‘I was curious, Captain Fuller,’ said Evelyn sweetly, enjoying her tiny triumph.

Jack wrote the word ‘sharp’ in his notes. ‘You must think carefully about this, Miss St John. It is not a light matter.’

Evelyn felt she was owed a little more. ‘How do women fit into this work?’

‘They could be very important. Carrying messages, liaising, jobs like that.’

‘Jobs like that’ sounded depressingly familiar – a war-time version of the tea and buns routine, only with a novelettish flavour. ‘Oh,’ she said, disappointed.

He caught the inflexion. ‘I hope I am making myself clear. What I want you to do is consider putting yourself behind enemy lines in France and to disappear. You must merge so thoroughly into the community that no one suspects you haven’t lived your entire life in France. Once there, you are under orders and will put into practice the training we will have given you. What we ask demands the highest courage . . .’ Jack heard himself becoming pompous. ‘It may be that sometimes you have to take steps to protect yourself. Do you understand?’

Evelyn looked at the gloves folded in her lap and then at her sensible shoes. Did she understand? She raised her eyes and encountered Captain Fuller’s. A few days ago she had climbed onto a train that took her to Paddington Station. She had spent the intervening time with her aunt, inspected her cousin’s wartime wedding dress and breakfasted in bed. All perfectly normal. Now she was being faced with a proposal that was anything but normal. She tried hard to think about danger and the idea of death, but they proved elusive. What she did understand, and with increasing excitement, was that here was a hand thrown out to rescue her from boredom, restlessness and a disgust at her inadequacies.

‘I would like to put my name forward,’ she said.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘As you wish.’ He crossed something out in the file. ‘I will recommend that you see Captain Prader. If he agrees with you, then you will be contacted about preliminary training. After that, you will be assessed to see if you may proceed. May I remind you that not one word of this interview must pass your lips. We usually suggest that you say you have been discussing confidential translation work.’

Evelyn rose in a flurry of lavender water and brown crocodile handbag. ‘Agreed,’ she said and, feeling light-headed, held out her hand.

Unwisely, Evelyn opened the letter during breakfast at Manor House Farm. Peter seized his cue and launched into the attack.

‘She’s got a letter from a boyfriend,’ he sang out.

Eugénie St John looked up from her tea and her face tightened. ‘Be quiet, Peter,’ she said.

Peter winked at his sister. He had not finished with the subject and Evelyn, who could never resist Peter, only smiled. ‘Go away. It’s none of your business.’

Eugénie gazed out of the window towards the slope of the hill to the south of the farm. Patched onto its sides, the trees were rimed with a late frost and white pockets were scattered in the north-facing hollows. ‘No doubt Evelyn will tell us when she’s ready.’

Evelyn looked at her mother and wondered for the hundredth time about the disaster of her parents’ marriage. What had possessed John St John to walk into that village near Tours during the summer of 1919 and ask for the hand of Eugénie de Soubervielle? Certainly not common sense – but as she grew up, Evelyn began to understand its context a little better. If she had been a young, wounded and war-weary soldier, she, too, might have succumbed to an uncharacteristic impulse.

Some sort of magic must have drifted into those months after the Great War, Evelyn fancied. Either that, or the fragmentation of lives it had brought about had been so shattering that people willed themselves to forget by falling in love. For John mistook Eugénie’s neurotic tendencies for shyness, and Eugénie mistook John’s inarticulate and clumsy wooing for gentleness.

One hot afternoon they were married. Evelyn’s grandmother often described the wedding feast spread beneath the limes in the de Soubervielle garden. Well dressed and at ease, the French guests wandered the lawns and terraces. The English, hot and uncomfortable inside their starched collars and clumsy dresses, decided to make the best of it for the dear bridegroom’s sake. John sweated copiously into his frock coat and beneath the ivory veil Eugénie flushed pink with happiness. Later, when the lanterns glowed in the trees, John took his bride in his arms and waltzed through the soft aura of light.

Ah, well. Evelyn watched her mother tug at her tortoiseshell hair combs. It had ended badly for them, but the consequences had not stopped there. Both she and Peter had been born into this mess of disappointment, as well as into a genetic muddle that caused them confusion too.

‘Has your father had breakfast?’ asked her mother, who had arrived late in the dining room.

‘Yes.’ Evelyn took a piece of toast. ‘Peter, why don’t you go away?’

‘Aren’t you going to read your letter?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘When you’ve gone.’

‘Run along, Peter,’ Eugénie ordered.

Evelyn watched her brother disappear as she buttered her toast, remembered half-way through that butter was rationed and scraped some of it off.

‘Is it a boyfriend?’ Eugénie spoke so softly that Evelyn made her repeat the question.

In reply she opened the letter and read it. ‘No,’ she said at last, laying it down, wishing that she was alone to savour the excitement its contents engendered. She watched Eugénie relax. It was always like this. The anxious question, the perceptible relief. Lacking any other anchor, Eugénie was terrified that Evelyn would fall in love, marry and leave home. Evelyn bit into her toast: sometimes the burden of her mother’s fragile mental equilibrium weighed very heavily. ‘It’s all right, Mother. I’m not interested in anybody at the moment.’

‘Not even Arthur?’

‘Certainly not Arthur.’ She finished her toast and poured out a cup of coffee. ‘About the war,’ she began. ‘Mother, I’ve got to do something, whatever Father says, and . . .’ Evelyn paused.

How often had Eugénie looked at her daughter and thought how perfect she was? Hundreds, thousands of times, from that first, heart-stopping moment when the baby had been placed in her arms and Eugénie, still shocked by the discovery that her marriage was a mockery, had fallen properly in love.

Evelyn had been born with a bolder spirit than hers, and she both admired and was frightened by it. Somehow, she had produced a daughter unafraid to challenge things and who sought out new experiences in a way that she had never dared. Evelyn’s sense of fair play, her compassion, her physical courage, her depressions and her need for privacy were written on her heart and the prospect of Evelyn leaving home left her empty and bereft.

From over her coffee cup, Evelyn watched her mother and braced herself. She replaced the cup in the saucer.

‘Mother. Please listen,’ she said gently. ‘I’ve been offered a job and I think I’m going to take it.’

Eugénie burst into tears.





CHAPTER TWO

A COVERED ARMY TRUCK WAITED AT GUILDFORD Station for the two women and four men who climbed into the back and were hidden from view. It headed in the direction of Wanborough Manor, a journey which normally took ten minutes but, for security reasons, the driver deliberately spun it out into an hour so that his passengers lost all sense of direction. Eventually, he climbed up the Hog’s Back and dropped down over the brow towards the seventeenthcentury manor house, flanked by a medieval tithe barn and a Saxon chapel.

The drive was sandbagged at the entrance, and the estate surrounding the manor – which included several acres of garden, woodland, a lake and two chalk quarries – was tightly enclosed. Once inside, the inhabitants were not encouraged either to stray beyond the boundary or to go on leave.

The arrivals were ushered into the panelled hallway, dominated by a fine Jacobean staircase where they waited for the commandant to greet them. Very conscious that they were the only women, Evelyn and her companion, a girl named Mary, stood a little apart. Tall and thin with a black moustache, the commandant made a brief welcoming speech, outlined the rules and scrutinised the girls.

‘We will be sharing a bedroom overlooking the front garden,’ said the female conducting officer, who had been specially brought in to look after the women agents. She was as new to the job as Evelyn and Mary. Her name was Katherine, she said, but everybody called her Kitty. She was large, dark and smiled a lot. Kitty ushered them into a room under the eaves with an inadequate Victorian grate in the corner. Even in summer the room felt cool, almost cold. Three iron bedsteads took up most of the space. ‘You are marked on your tidiness,’ Kitty warned. ‘We will also lock the door at night. The chaps here are very high-spirited, and you never know . . .’

During the following days, Evelyn woke up to a world of intelligence tests, oral questioning, hard physical exercise and the strain of being under constant surveillance.

‘Can I stand it?’ she groaned on the third evening as they prepared for bed. The day had begun with a training run up the Hog’s Back. After breakfast she had been invited to climb one of the huge beech trees in the garden and descend via a rope. After lunch, she practised target shooting in the quarry and sharp-shooting in the chalk pit with a .38 pistol. Training did not even end with dinner. An instructor sought her out in the long drawing room after the meal and plied her with whisky. Evelyn accepted two and rued it, afraid she had fallen into the simplest of traps.

‘Can I stand it?’ asked Kitty. She was lying on her bed in her cami-knickers and brassière, too tired to undress. ‘You two are quite a responsibility.’ Evelyn dropped her hairbrush onto Kitty’s stomach and her conducting officer gave an unprofessional yell. Mary said nothing but during the night Evelyn woke and heard her crying.

In the morning Evelyn got up early and went to sit in the tiny chapel where Kitty eventually discovered her.

‘Having second thoughts, old girl?’

Evelyn shook her head.

The training continued for three weeks. ‘Number Fourteen is an interesting candidate. She has formed a friendship with the conducting officer and consults her regularly. She reflects on her tasks and tries to achieve objectivity. She does not always succeed, and has a tendency to underestimate herself. She tries hard, even at the end of a full day’s training, and possesses natural good manners. Physically adept. Promising shot. Perhaps not yet sufficiently mature to be trusted with this sort of job . . .’

The report on Evelyn went back to Baker Street to be studied. The chiefs evidently overlooked the reservations expressed in it. Their verdict came back: Evelyn was to proceed to the next step.

Arisaig was inaccessible except for one road and a singletrack railway. It lay between Moidard and Mallaig among some of the most lovely but lonely landscape in Scotland. It was designated a restricted area, and anyone leaving or entering had to be in possession of a pass. SOE commandeered five houses in the area and each one housed a selection of potential agents plus an instructor.

Dark, gloomy and badly heated, Garramor accommodated the French agents. Evelyn was lucky, sharing sleeping quarters with Mary and Kitty while the men were crowded five or six to a room. The plumbing arrangements were inadequate and the numbers in the house ensured that the bathroom was always occupied. Downstairs was equally Spartan, only marginally cheered by a fire and bookcase filled with carefully chosen volumes such as Geoffrey Household’s Rogue Male and John Buchan’s The Thirty-Nine Steps. Garramor was run by a fairhaired chain-smoking instructor nicknamed ‘The Wasp’.

‘Fieldcraft . . . Number Fourteen, are you listening?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Evelyn was shivering with cold from the stiff breeze off the sea and exhausted from a night-time hike. It was 8 a.m.

‘Well, you didn’t look like it . . . But females are forever day-dreaming.’

‘Get your own back,’ an agent who had been introduced as John whispered in her ear.

Fieldcraft. Silent killing. Unarmed combat. Knife work. Rope work. Map work. Morse code. Raiding tactics.

‘Get two rounds away, gentlemen and er . . . ladies. Never rely on one bullet to do the work. We are not proud here, we don’t employ classical shooting techniques. But we do want results. Don’t stop to think of anything or you’re dead. Until you shoot straight by instinct – from under the bed, out of your pocket or round your arse if need be – you are no shot. Regard your pistol as a pointing finger. Remember “the double tap”.’

At this point, the students were tested with electronically wired figures dressed in German uniform that bobbed up unexpectedly out of the undergrowth.

‘Shoot ’em, you blighters,’ yelled the instructor. ‘Don’t hang about. Change mags. Let them go like belches . . . You have three and a half seconds to kill. I don’t want anyone being bloody intellectual about it!’

Evelyn found herself up trees shooting downwards, shooting by torchlight, shooting while she ran, shooting while she crawled over the heather. Surprise lurked in every corridor and in every nook of the grounds where, without warning, figures dressed in black raincoats and wide-brimmed hats sprang up. Once she came upon a group of three enemy ‘soldiers’ sitting at a table in the garden shed. She shot all three with the .32 Colt slung from her waist.

Later, two expert instructors in the arts of self-defence and silent killing joined the team. Nicknamed the ‘Heavenly Twins’, their work was anything but celestial.

‘We are here to show you the possibilities. They are endless. Did you know that a matchbox or an umbrella is a very useful weapon? No? Ladies, do you know how to get rid of someone who puts his hand on your knee in the cinema? No? It’s simple. You turn him upside down and stuff his head under the seat. It’s done like this.

‘In a war you have two objectives. Either to kill or capture your enemy. If you wish to kill him, do so at once.

‘We hope it will never happen, but if you find yourself being interrogated, ladies and gentlemen, you must understand that you may be tortured. To prepare yourself, you should consider my suggestion to study yoga. Another method is to count while they torture you. It focuses the mind and, if you are to survive, you must promote mind over matter.’

Between the silent killing instruction and the course on explosives, Mary decided to throw it in. ‘I’m terrified and horrified,’ she explained to Evelyn and Kitty. ‘I could never do this and I don’t think I could stand it in the field.’

The two girls said goodbye to Mary with genuine regret and she departed for England. Kitty saw her off and came back very thoughtful.

‘You know we must see that the organisation recruits more women,’ she said to Evelyn. ‘We can’t have only one.’ She gave her delightful laugh. ‘What happens if the chaps get overtaken by sheer, unstoppable lust?’

‘Lie back and enjoy it?’

If there was any lust directed at her, Evelyn was not aware of it. She was too exhausted and too busy assimilating the knowledge being crammed into her. Never before had she been required to stretch all her faculties simultaneously. Very exhausting but addictive.

‘Plastic explosive – PE – ladies and gentlemen, is cyclonite mixed with a plasticising medium. It is considered one of the safest explosives, but it requires a detonator. It can be moulded into any shape – rather like bread dough for the cooks among us. Choose the most appropriate, according to your chosen target. A factory. Railway line. Bridge. No electricity pylons. They are a waste of time. Most towns and villages have emergency electrical supplies. We are now going to practise working with this medium up the valley. By the way, I’m sure I do not need to tell the bon viveurs that it is not to be used on the salmon in the river.’

‘Number Fourteen,’ went the Garramor report, ‘is an interesting agent. She analyses her work but needs reassurance. Maturing rapidly. Very friendly with her conducting officer, which suggests she is not quite self-reliant. Expresses anti-Nazi views and is obviously distressed by the situation in France. Sometimes acts a little girlishly. For instance, she has been known to giggle in classes. Has lost her temper once, under provocation. Liked by the men, but she does not go out of her way to attract their attention. However, the subject is very good-looking and is often discussed in the men’s quarters. Appears to have developed a friendship with Number Five (John Dunne) which is surprising as they come from entirely different backgrounds. Shaping up well physically.’

‘You’re going to “finishing school”,’ Kitty announced towards the end of the Arisaig stay. ‘In the south of England.’

‘You mean I’ve got through to the next stage?’

‘Yes, dear girl. You have. The final lap.’

Evelyn threw a copy of Rogue Male onto her bed and waltzed around the room in her underwear. ‘Phew. Congratulate me, Kitty.’

‘I do, I do.’ Kitty’s face darkened a trifle.

‘What is it?’

‘Nothing.’ Kitty shook her dark head. ‘You will be careful, won’t you? I keep thinking.’

Evelyn laughed and propped herself up at the window sill so that she could look over the still, heathery sweep of the moor outside. ‘I will.’

Kitty searched her handbag for her diary. ‘First of all you have to join up as a FANY. This is your cover in England. We will go to London tomorrow to sign the papers and organise details such as pay. You’ll need a uniform. Then the chiefs will see you at Orchard Court, where they will brief you and I’m sure they will emphasise your particular responsibility to succeed as a female agent. If you do well then we can begin to recruit more.’

A wistful note in Kitty’s voice touched Evelyn. She spoke without turning her head. ‘Do you want to go, Kitty?’

Her conducting officer grimaced. ‘I can’t, much as I’d like to. I injured my knee in a skating accident when I was seven and it simply isn’t strong enough. At least I’m coming with you as far as “finishing school”.’

Evelyn watched a kestrel hover over its prey and swoop down into the heather. ‘I’m sorry.’ The kestrel rose, holding a black speck between its talons. ‘I’ll send you some lovely perfume and a Dior evening dress.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ said Kitty. ‘You’ll get yourself caught. Nice thought though, Number Fourteen,’ she added.

‘Finishing school’ was a house on Lord Montagu’s estate at Beaulieu. The agents were not told where it was and only the trusted staff were aware of what was going on. Training was carried out in utmost secrecy, and security was rigid.

It was sweltering and the heat made it uncomfortable in the back of the canvas-covered lorry conveying Evelyn and the others from the railway station to their destination. The agents joked with each other to help pass the journey, carefully avoiding all reference to their previous lives as they had been taught. John sat next to Evelyn and recited passages from Shakespeare in a Texan accent until she was weak with laughter.

On arrival the men were shipped to a house called Vineyards in the grounds of which still grew ancient monastic vines. Kitty and Evelyn were taken to Boarmans, a modern Danishdesigned family home complete with pink roses, a tennis court and a horseshoe-shaped lake. From the beginning it was obvious that the instructors at Beaulieu held a strong prejudice against women agents. Or so Evelyn felt. She was conscious that she was being tested harder, watched harder, judged harder.

During the day they learned how to use codes, passwords and disguises, why they needed to be immaculately tidy – to see at a glance if their room had been disturbed – and how to use talcum powder, cotton thread or a dead leaf in a lock to detect intruders.

Instructors showed them how to evade a tail, down subways, side streets and in crowds, and how to use shop windows and mirrors to check if they were being followed. They learnt how to break and enter and were given a crash course in safe breaking.

Agents were taught how to disguise themselves: sponge pads stuffed into the cheeks alter the shape of the face; teeth can be discoloured with iodine, wrinkles emphasised with a lead pencil. With a little ingenuity an agent could appear sunburnt one day, pale the next, tall for one occasion, stooped for another. He or she could alternate brands of cigarettes, change mannerisms, adopt different walks and accents.

‘I’m enjoying this bit,’ John informed Evelyn. For a joke he had made up his face with rouge and a deep red cupid’s bow mouth. ‘I’m very good as the tart with the heart. Want to look at me knickers?’

‘No.’ Evelyn laughed.

‘Well,’ he screwed his face into a caricature of Lady Bracknell, ‘aren’t we hoity-toity?’

Five minutes later he came back dressed as a French peasant, complete with a day’s stubble and nicotined fingers.

‘How did you do it?’ Evelyn was amazed.

‘As they say, easy if you know how.’

‘German security forces,’ students were cautioned by the instructor, ‘are confusing because there are several overlapping organisations. The Abwehr is the wing attached to the German army, dedicated to military intelligence. The SS is the name of a separate Nazi Party organisation headed by Herr Himmler. Under its umbrella comes the Sicherheitdienst, the intelligence department which frequently clashes with Abwehr, and the Gestapo, the Party’s secret police. SS officers accompany the German army into occupied territory and are responsible for dealing with civilian unrest. The SS also runs its own private army, the Waffen-SS, whose soldiers are trained never to surrender.’

The instructor said, ‘If you are arrested by the Gestapo or the SD, do not despair. Their reputation is founded on brutality, not on intelligence. But beware their tactics. They will tell you they know all about your training and your colleagues. This is not necessarily so . . .

‘Nobody,’ the instructor handled this point with care, ‘can be expected to remain totally silent under torture. But you must try for at least forty-eight hours. That way you give your circuit time to disperse.’

There were copious notes to take and read through in the evenings – on sending coded messages written in egg white, lemon juice, saliva or urine, how a wireless transmitter worked, Morse, how to organise a network and run the cells within it. Who best to recruit? (Never recruit members from another resistance organisation.) Security procedures. How to find safe houses, boîtes aux lettres for messages and how to operate the ‘cut-out’ system between the cells.

One morning Evelyn was woken at four thirty by men in SS uniform. Dragged out of bed, she was made to stand for two hours in the cellar with her hands raised above her head. Each time she lowered them, she was hit with a truncheon. A barrage of questions was thrown at her.

The following night an instructor took her out alone into the New Forest. He showed her how to ‘snake crawl’ with the body flat on the ground, to ‘bear crawl’ on hands and knees and to ‘commando crawl’, a compromise between the two. Each of these had to be done without disturbing the wildlife. He taught her to listen with her mouth open, that night vision is deceptive and that it takes thirty seconds to establish normal sight on coming out of light into darkness. Then he led her round in circles, and left her with the injunction, ‘Now get back on your own.’

The night was dark with banks of cloud obscuring the moon. Down in the undergrowth it smelt warm and peaty. Evelyn felt in her battledress pocket for her compass but could not see to read it. Propped up against a tree, she tried to work out which direction to take and concluded that she was sitting in a clearing surrounded by beeches and oaks. To reach a road, any road, it was necessary to walk through them. Which way was anyone’s guess. Still bruised and stiff from her ‘interrogation’, she got to her feet.

Being in the wood was terrifying. Noises in the undergrowth – the rustling of small animals, a stick snapping underfoot – sounded abnormally loud. Convinced she was being followed, Evelyn kept whipping round. Once she was sure she heard a gun being cocked and flung herself to the ground. Drenched in sweat, yet cold with fear and nearing exhaustion, she wove through the tree trunks, praying to reach an open space. At last she emerged into the open, sank to her knees against a mosscovered boulder and cried.

An inner voice said: you’re useless.

When she arrived back at Boarmans, it was with the intention of giving up. But Kitty, wearing striped pyjamas under a man’s Paisley silk dressing gown, was waiting up for her. ‘Here,’ she said, after a shrewd look at her charge. ‘Drink this.’ She poured some soup out of a Thermos. ‘You look as if you’ve seen the proverbial ghost.’

‘I think I have,’ Evelyn whispered into the mug. ‘My own.’ She looked up. ‘I’m giving up. That was too much.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Kitty.

‘For a woman, Number Fourteen has survived a rigorous training very well. She has matured during her stay and demonstrated that she has learnt her lessons thoroughly. We have been surprised by her physical endurance. We are still not convinced that she is capable of understanding the serious nature of the job or realises what she is going into. We are worried by her age and feel that an older woman would have been a better choice. But she possesses guts, has a convincing French persona, is very willing and has tried hard to curb her faults. Still very friendly with Number Five. We recommend that she progresses to parachute training.’

In the French (F) section at SOE headquarters Evelyn’s report was perused and minutely discussed. (Evelyn was not aware that the final decision as to whether or not women agents were to be allowed to go into occupied countries had yet to be taken by the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Meanwhile, after a short course near Manchester where she learned to parachute, Evelyn went down to Castle Cary to say goodbye. She was, she explained to the family, being posted to a remote station in Scotland on a hush-hush job. Security made it impossible for her to write to them. But they were not to worry.

‘Not to worry!’ said Eugénie, her sad eyes filling. She pulled at her hair combs, and her wedding ring slipped round and round her thin finger. ‘Oh, Evelyn. Please don’t go.’ She inspected her daughter. ‘You seem different,’ she commented. ‘Thinner.’

It was true. Evelyn was at peak fitness: the last traces of puppy fat having slithered away, routed by the punishing exercise. Actually, she was delighted by her firmed-up waist and taut thigh muscles and caught herself looking at men in a new way. Whilst on training she had observed a variety of male knees and thighs, usually hidden beneath trousers. Liberated from their shirts, waistcoats and jackets, male chests seemed much less authoritative and, in some cases, considerably more attractive.

‘Do you have to go?’ Eugénie was on the verge of hysteria. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do.’

Evelyn sat down beside her mother. ‘Darling. You must make an effort and not give up. Promise me.’

Miserably, Eugénie averted her face. ‘You’re all I’ve got,’ she whispered.

For the remainder of Evelyn’s leave Eugénie took to her bed.

At Orchard Court in Portman Square, Evelyn was given her final briefing and her cover story checked. She would be parachuted in with a wireless operator. They were to join a circuit being set up by an old friend of one of the staff, the Comte de Bourgrave, who lived just inside the occupied zone in the centre of France and had managed to contact the staff via an escaped prisoner-of-war on the run back to England.

An intelligence officer checked Evelyn for incriminating evidence – cinema tickets, letters, photographs – and took charge of her personal possessions. She was issued with her identity papers and ration cards and changed into her carefully prepared French clothes. Then she was driven to Station 61, a house in Huntingdonshire commandeered by SOE, to wait for the flight.

On the journey there was time to reflect. Evelyn thought about how she hated leaving her mother but nevertheless longed for her freedom. She thought about what had happened in the past few months and what was to happen in the next.

She shivered, whether from nerves, fear of the job that lay ahead or disbelief that it was really she, Evelyn St John, embarking on this fantastic enterprise, she did not know.





CHAPTER THREE

‘INTENSE YOUNG MEN,’ ALISON, LADY CHALMERS SAID, leaning over her grouse in red wine sauce, ‘are all very well, but they do have this teeny-weeny tendency to be tedious.’ The laughter that greeted her observation caused Paul to flush. There he sat, at a silver-laden, linen-draped dining table in a Scottish castle, eighteen years old, visiting Britain for the first time and suffering a pointed social put-down.

‘We need to laugh at ourselves more,’ Lady Chalmers continued. ‘Live with grace. All this nonsense about honour has nothing to do with the real business of living.’ She stretched out her neck, well aware that the elasticity of her under-chin was beginning to go, and that she had arrived at an age where her witticisms counted for more than her beauty. ‘It’s an excuse. It’s too simple to fling yourself away. Much cleverer to stay around and make it work.’

Paul had annexed the dinner-table conversation for some time on the subject of dying gloriously for one’s country. Lady Chalmers, in a single wounding blow, silenced him, and made him appear a fool. Deep red from humiliation, Paul made an excuse, got to his feet and left the room. However, when he returned he sat down quite coolly, picked up his napkin and began to talk about deer-stalking as if nothing had happened.

It was a manoeuvre that required courage and Lady Chalmers approved. She watched Paul unobtrusively as she sipped her wine and concluded that he had distinct possibilities. She ticked them off: tall, very blond, sensitive face, capable of passion, almost certainly a virgin. She decided to make up for her ruthlessness in her own way, and proceeded to do so later that night.

For ever afterwards, Paul associated Huntley and Palmer’s Rich Tea biscuits with his first seduction, which took place in Lady Chalmers’s shabbily luxurious bedroom. He remembered very well the white linen sheets that were growing thin and soft with age, a tartan covered day bed, huge eiderdowns, the arctic perimeter of the four-poster bed and, of course, Lady Chalmers herself, extravagantly scented in a peach crêpe-de-Chine nightgown.

She had given Paul generous lessons in lovemaking. ‘No, no, Paul, you’re not storming the Reichstag,’ she admonished. ‘Not like that, like this.’ And Paul had learnt to laugh at himself. He listened and obeyed and was grateful. Afterwards Lady Chalmers passed him a plate of Huntley and Palmer’s biscuits and said, ‘You must be hungry after all that effort.’

Paul forgave Lady Chalmers, but did not forget the embarrassment of the dinner table. Never again, he promised, would he make such a fool of himself. Thinking it over, he realised that Lady Chalmers had rendered him a great service. He had committed the cardinal social sin of boring his listeners. Dogmatism and humourlessness were no recipe for life. He set himself to perfect his social manner, and by the time he reached his middle twenties, Lady Chalmers would have considered her lessons well learnt.

*

There had been three markers in Paul’s life. The day of his tenth birthday on which his father handed him a book containing the story of Roland and Oliver, the Lady Chalmers affair, and 5 September 1939, when he regained consciousness on a Polish dirt road with a shattered leg.

Roland and Oliver: the names were an enduring and powerful influence on him. The tale of two medieval knights, bound so strongly in friendship that they perished together at the Ronceval Pass, was catnip to an imaginative ten-year-old. It generated potent daydreams in which he, Paul von Hoch, became as invincible in battle and as wantonly sacrificial with his life as those knights in the service of the Emperor Charlemagne.

When he discovered the extent of his son’s obsession, Graf von Hoch, Paul’s father, had not discouraged the boy’s ambitions for a military career. He remarked merely that it was harder than Paul supposed to be a good general or even soldier. It took self-discipline as well as physical force.

The Führer took power in January 1933 when Paul was nineteen and fresh from his stay in Britain. It was then the Tiergarten in Berlin had been ablaze with white ribbons of fire, marking line after line of brown-shirted, jackbooted men marching to the rhythm of the drumbeats. The torches spluttered, and shouts of ‘Führer!’ rose above the tumult. Paul had watched, excited and hopeful, imagining that the old Berlin – a city of plump bankers and cream cakes, hungry prostitutes plying their trade in cast-off army boots, dazzle and blinding despair, politely applauding opera goers and pitched street battles – was vanishing.

He had been wrong to be impressed, as his father told him many times, accusing Paul of being taken in by brass bands and cheap sentiment. ‘But you don’t understand, Father,’ he argued, still stirred by the drama and the quasi-mysticism of the Chancellor’s appeal to the German nation. ‘This man can make our country great again.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Graf von Hoch. ‘You’ll grow up.’ By 1941, a wiser Paul had witnessed the rise of the Nazi state and the surrender of German society into the arms of National Socialism and war. He realised, not without a fight with his pride, that Hitler’s dreams would not provide Germany’s salvation.

When the telephone rang on his desk for the nth time that day, Paul allowed it to continue until he had finished writing his sentence. Eventually, he picked it up.

‘Paul,’ said Ingrid. ‘What about dinner?’

‘I said I would join you at eight thirty.’

Ingrid was aware that Paul hated to be disturbed at work and she hesitated. ‘If you wish,’ she said doubtfully. There was a pause while Paul crossed out a word and made a neat substitution. Her voice carried down the line. ‘I think we should attend Count von Hummel’s reception. It would be wise.’

Ingrid was not going to give up. Paul looked at his watch. Ever vigilant over what she perceived to be his interests, Ingrid was constantly reminding him that he needed to be seen if he was to keep his contacts oiled. She was, of course, right.

‘Paul,’ she said with a hint of reproof. ‘Are you listening?’

‘I am,’ he replied and put down his pen.

As Count von Hummel was fêted for the manner in which he mixed the political, financial and artistic coteries of Berlin at his lavish receptions, Paul knew it was not sensible to ignore an invitation. He smiled at the image of Ingrid’s quivering social antennae, just as his secretary, Fräulein Mitter, put her head round the door. The Fräulein allowed herself to think that Paul’s smile was intended for her, and then realised her mistake. She advanced into the room, picked up the pile of papers in Paul’s OUT tray and retreated hurriedly.

‘Will you pay attention, Paul. Shall I meet you there?’

The telephone had the effect of deepening Ingrid’s voice and Paul, lulled by its sleep-inducing timbre as she described the people they would be likely to meet, closed his eyes. Then he roused himself. ‘Yes. All right, Ingrid, I’ll see you there.’

‘Don’t forget: dress uniform.’

‘Ingrid!’ he said with some exasperation and controlled his urge to put down the telephone. As usual she was pushing at the boundary between intimacy and possessiveness – and in their case, between the possible and the impossible. Paul understood the emotional time-bomb ticking in Ingrid and recognised it as a symptom of war. ‘I will see you there,’ he said.

But the phone had gone dead. He replaced the receiver, knowing that she would be disappointed by his lack of enthusiasm. The phone rang yet again. Paul picked it up and replied briefly before replacing it and getting up.

He looked round the door to Fräulein Mitter’s office. She was typing hard, surrounded by piles of paper coded into different colours. Unclassified. Need to Know. Secret.

Never a beauty and well past the age of romance, Fräulein Mitter had arranged her plaits in a coil around her head. She looked, and was, a perfect product of the local branch of the women’s National Socialist organisation, and, as such, he did not trust her. Nevertheless, Paul went out of his way to be kind to her as he pitied what he imagined was a dreary existence.

‘You look very charming today, Fräulein Mitter,’ he said. She handed him some additional messages and Paul went over to the window to read them. The Tiergarten lay below and he glanced at it as he read, wishing he was outside, strolling past the statue of Empress Augusta Viktoria.

He replaced the messages on the desk and left the room. Fräulein Mitter gazed after him. She always knew when Fräulein Sturmbakker had been bothering him on the phone and she relished a dart of hatred before returning to her typewriter.

*

Number 76–8 Tirpitzufer, nicknamed the ‘fox hole’ by its intimates, was not the most suitable building for the headquarters of the Intelligence Service of the Supreme Military Armed Forces Headquarters, the Abwehr. Nevertheless, it was the wish of the Abwehr’s head, Admiral Canaris, to remain there and, in one important respect, the Admiral’s obstinacy was justified. From the Tirpitzufer it was possible to reach the Wehrmacht headquarters in neighbouring Bendlestrasse without crossing the street, and it was also strategically placed for access to various foreign and civil bureaux.

Paul knew better than to try the antiquated elevator in the ‘fox hole’ (the Admiral refused to modernise his headquarters). Instead, he made for one of the badly lit staircases that ran up through the building. Except for a slight limp, he was more or less fit again from a determined programme of summer hikes but by the time he had negotiated the warren of passages, which seemed designed to confuse even those who knew the building well, he was out of breath.

Lieutenant-Colonel von Bentivegni was head of the Abwehr’s Section III, responsible for counter-sabotage, counter-espionage and security in matters relating to the armed forces. His brief included the recently formed Group II-N, the detection and prevention of sabotage in all areas of communication, such as the radio, telegraph and postal services. He looked up as Paul entered. He was, as usual, immaculate.

‘I apologise for calling you up,’ he said, removing his monocle, ‘but I wished for a private word.’

Paul waited. Von Bentivegni was an old friend of his father, and theirs was a friendship that never ceased to amuse those who knew them. On the one hand, his father, an outspoken liberal, utterly opposed to Adolf Hitler, on the other, von Bentivegni, a Potsdamer with substantial military connections and a Prussian’s sense of duty.

It was a friendship that yielded practical results, in that it benefited Paul, who at twenty had taken his father’s advice and set about establishing a military career. Von Bentivegni was able to put in a word for him after he passed out from cadet school close to the top of his class, and ensured that his protégé was sent to train in wireless and radio communications. It had been astute planning. Paul had chosen to specialise in the area where the greatest developments were taking place.

After the course he was assigned a post under the command of General Guderian. An innovator and military genius, the general, by grasping the simple truth that communications were the key to victory in a modern army, transformed the strike power and the effectiveness of the new German army. By now a junior officer in a Panzer division of the general’s 19th Corps, Paul witnessed just how devastating was a division of fast armoured tanks in constant radio contact.

When Germany invaded Poland on 1 September 1939, Paul was commanding a Panzer tank in one of Guderian’s ten divisions, which struck hard across the base of the Polish corridor towards Kulm. The Poles fought like gladiators, suicidally brave, defending their border on horseback and on foot but were no match for the flexible radio-controlled units that harried and wheeled, encircled and destroyed.

One evening, the corps had halted near a cornfield whose late crop was still standing. The waist-high corn was beginning to rot. Behind it lay the remains of a farmhouse. Paul climbed out from the Panzer and walked a little way up the road to make a reconnaissance when the explosion occurred.

The Pole had used the corn to hide his progress as he inched his way forward, belly down and clutching a grenade. At the last moment he leapt to his feet and ran towards the tank. He threw his missile into the open turret and in the resulting explosion was himself blown to bits.

One minute Paul was checking a map reference. The next he was on the ground, his head pillowed in his corporal’s lap. Stranger still, his mind was crystal clear. He knew who he was and where he was; he knew his head was covered in blood and that something serious had happened to his leg.

Poor Father, Paul often reflected as he convalesced. How will he reconcile himself to the flaws in his beloved sons? First Otto, with a weak chest that left him unable to fight, and now himself. At least he had the Iron Cross to show for it.

‘You have received your orders?’ Von Bentivegni had now finished what he was doing and was ready to talk to Paul.

‘Yes, sir. I am going to France at the end of the week.’

‘Are you happy about that?’ Von Bentivegni was shrewder than he sometimes looked. He understood very well Paul’s disappointment at no longer being active.

‘Sir, I’m delighted.’

‘Never mind the waffle,’ said the colonel. (Paul had always admired his lack of humbug.) ‘I know you’re disappointed that you are no longer an officer in combat.’

Von Bentivegni was not a man to waste time over regrets. When it became clear that Paul could not return to his old post, he summoned him to dinner, lectured him on making the most of what there is, and recruited him into the Abwehr. ‘Why ever not?’ he had said to Graf von Hoch. ‘The boy has a first-class brain and natural logic. He should get on with it and stop moping.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Paul.

‘I expect some good results from you, Paul,’ said his mentor. ‘There will be plenty to do. You understand that it is unlikely that all the French will settle down and say “thank you for coming”. In fact, quite the reverse. Lots of them will be plotting away in their garlic-smelling cottages and châteaux to make life as difficult as possible. If by any chance these types know what they are doing, they will go for the obvious targets – railways, etc. But they will also consider targets in your brief – radio communications. Naturally, your cover as officer in charge of radio communications for the garrison in Ribérac will allow you to keep an eye on these potential dangers. I realise you might have wanted Paris but I need a first-class man in the centre of France. You are to be promoted to major.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The colonel went over to the cabinet by the wall and extracted from it a bottle and two glasses. ‘In memory of a fine Moselle I drank with your father, we will share this bottle. Congratulations, Paul.’

The wine was bitter yellow in the glass but tasted magnificent. Von Bentivegni poured himself a second glass. ‘Loyalty is the primary duty, wouldn’t you agree, Major von Hoch?’

Paul hesitated. ‘Yes, Colonel, but it is not so simple. I am loyal to my country and to my commanding officer. But as a patriot—’

‘I see.’ Von Bentivegni cut him short. He was not going to allow Paul to voice dangerous sentiments. ‘In my opinion there is a distinction to be made between “positive” intelligence, such as we in the Abwehr specialise in – the gathering of information about armed forces and in wartime about foreign political and economic affairs – and “negative” intelligence, such as monitoring the activities of the civilian population. Intellectuals, Jews . . . Ours, I would say, is the more legitimate work for a German patriot.’

‘Of course,’ said Paul. Von Bentivegni was giving him a warning: coded, oblique, but insistent none the less. It said: we in the Abwehr must beware the SD, the Sicherheitdienst, created as the security section of Himmler’s SS with particular responsibility for promulgating Hitler’s National Socialism in the Third Reich. Primarily concerned with controlling the private thoughts of citizens, it acts in conjunction with the Gestapo as a guardian of Germany’s moral well-being. It is also destined, in the ambitions of SS-Obergruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich, the Reich’s Central Security Department chief, to become the all-embracing intelligence service of the Third Reich.

‘Our colleagues in the SD,’ Paul said carefully, ‘are not our natural allies.’

‘Quite,’ said von Bentivegni. ‘The SD are watching us. It is my opinion that they wish to take control of all foreign intelligence matters, swallowing the Abwehr in the process. I wished you to know that.’

Ingrid had been waiting in the ballroom of the Kaiserhof Hotel for well over half an hour before Paul arrived. To all appearances she was engaged in flirting with a couple of admirers but she was waiting all the same.

As Paul was taller than most, it was easy to catch sight of him as soon as he arrived. He stood in the doorway looking round him and she was reminded for the hundredth time of a drawing she had once seen but could not remember where. She had searched for it in books and in galleries. Its memory, tantalising and elusive, haunted her for she had the extraordinary conviction that it contained the key to Paul.

Ingrid was the sort of person who held many such superstitions: ‘If I wear this dress, I’m bound to win at cards.’ ‘If I find this picture, Paul will marry me.’

Tonight Paul looked blond and tanned from a holiday at home in Koblenz to which she had not been invited. Ingrid’s hand strayed to the gold embroidery on her dress (Strassner’s black crêpe with a sweetheart neckline, bought in an extravagant moment and at the cost of her coupon supply), and rubbed the thread between her fingers until they smarted.

As she was born into circles where beautiful interiors were commonplace, the magnificence of the setting was of secondary interest. She was far more interested in assessing the social composition of the evening. While she chatted to an aspiring novelist who was trying to impress her, her attention focused on who else was in the ballroom tonight: the Metternichs, Loulou de Vilmorin, Gottfried von Bismarck, Ulrich von Hassell. Ingrid possessed superlative and predatory social skills – a word here, introduction there, flattery precisely aimed – and she deployed them instinctively. Few could resist the combination of her seductive voice and fragile blondeness when she turned her attention on them. Her name was seldom absent from the best guest lists. The older, married men liked her and told her stories, insisting on inviting her to their dinners. Their wives tended to concur at Ingrid’s sweetness. The younger set invited her skiing, to weekends in Schlosses and sought invitations to her informal parties at her chic apartment.

Ingrid had only once made a big mistake, which was to fall in love with a married man. The liaison had been public and stormy. Her lover had not wished the affair to end but Ingrid, sensing shrewdly that time was not on her side if she wanted to make a good marriage, had been adamant. The episode had left her considerably more wary.

Her peace of mind had been further shattered when she met Paul. She knew instantly that he was the man she would like to marry.

‘Fräulein von Sturmbakker.’ A voice broke into her conversation. ‘You look ravishing.’

Ingrid automatically deepened the hollows at her collarbones by pushing forward her shoulders. Then she saw who it was. ‘Hauptsturmführer Gehrbrandt! How nice. Are you well?’

‘In excellent health, Fräulein. I was hoping I would see you.’

Ingrid repressed her distaste and kept on smiling with practised ease. She did not want to see Siegfried Gehrbrandt. His glacial presence visibly deflated the would-be novelist, who withered and bowed himself out of the conversation. Ingrid turned to Gehrbrandt. ‘That was unkind.’

‘Speak for yourself, Ingrid. You were obviously not enjoying the poor man’s company, and I thought I would rescue you. You should be grateful.’

As he spoke, the insignia on his black uniform caught her eye and reminded Ingrid that the young man whom she had once helped with a timely introduction to a member of the Nazi Party was now a rising member of the SS. In days gone by, Ingrid would have shaken him off with a curt dismissal, but now it was different. Instead she asked, ‘Have you seen Paul? I was about to go in search of him.’

‘Aha,’ said Gehrbrandt. ‘A dinner arrangement, no doubt, and I was about to ask—’

‘À deux, Siegfried, I’m afraid.’

‘Poor Ingrid,’ said Gehrbrandt, who divined many of Ingrid’s wishes and was malicious as well as ambitious. ‘Ever hopeful.’

Paul brought out the worst in Gehrbrandt. Even so, Ingrid put all her art into maintaining her smile and prayed that he would not see that his words had found their mark. Gehrbrandt, however, was in a mood to tease.

‘A second son, Ingrid, and not much money. Some brains I grant you, but only a staff officer. It won’t do, dearest girl. Now look at me. Money,’ he was the recent beneficiary of the estate left by an aunt, ‘a trusted member of the Party and an SS officer with prospects. Wouldn’t you rather it was me you were seen dining with?’

‘No, she wouldn’t,’ said Paul, appearing at Gehrbrandt’s elbow. ‘Shall we go, Ingrid? I’m hungry.’

Gehrbrandt did not appear to hear what Paul said for he hailed a waiter and handed them both fresh glasses of champagne. ‘Then we must drink to the progress of the war. May the best man win.’ Paul raised an eyebrow at the crudeness of Gehrbrandt’s challenge and slipped his arm through Ingrid’s. ‘Of course,’ went on Gehrbrandt, after he had drunk half his wine, ‘it’s no contest. Look at the war in the west. The French are too venial to resist us and the British have been neutralised and have no allies. Anyway, it’ll take them a long time to recover after their poor showing at Dunkirk.’

‘Actually,’ remarked Paul quietly, ‘I think the Führer admires the British. Tell me, Siegfried, what do you think about Soviet Russia?’

Gehrbrandt shot him a look. ‘My dear Major von Hoch, the Russians are our enemy. Untermenschen. We will soon beat them.’

‘Yes,’ replied Paul. Hitler’s attack on Russia, his former ally, in June of that year had been a surprise to everybody as well as to Stalin. Ingrid gave his hand a warning pinch which said: Don’t go on.

‘We all have faith in the Führer.’ Gehrbrandt was alert and fox-like beside Paul’s slightly rakish elegance.

‘You know as well as I do, Siegfried, that we have to consider the practical aspects of war. Germany will have to supply her armies, maintain her fronts, fuel her tanks and machinery and still keep the factories running and feed her population. Our resources will be at full stretch – particularly as we no longer obtain supplies from Russia.’

Ingrid broke in. ‘Paul, it is getting late.’

Gehrbrandt knew precisely why Ingrid was trying to finish the conversation. He was quite used to people becoming nervous in his presence. With a snap of his heels, he bowed over her hand. ‘I trust he is taking you somewhere suitable, my dear.’

They left Gehrbrandt standing in the colourful crowd, his black uniform etched against the gold and white of the elaborate Kaiserhof interior.

‘I don’t like him,’ said Ingrid in the vestibule as Paul draped her evening wrap around her shoulders.

‘Why should you? Just because you helped to advance his career doesn’t mean you should like each other.’

‘It’s more than that.’ Ingrid snuggled into the wrap and checked that no one was listening. ‘I think he’s dangerous.’

‘Don’t worry about him,’ said Paul, who understood Gehrbrandt. Almost certainly the man was looking for an eligible wife who would help him in the realisation of his ambitions. ‘Incredible though it may seem to someone as beautiful and well connected as yourself, one does encounter hostility from time to time.’

‘Be serious, Paul.’ Ingrid was uncharacteristically sharp.

‘I am serious,’ he replied, refusing to be taken by her mood. ‘I’m seriously thinking of dinner.’

She allowed him to settle her into the passenger seat of his Mercedes and remained quiet while he drove them very fast to the restaurant. She did not want to pick a quarrel tonight.

Horcher’s was full of diners allowing themselves rein over the restaurant’s famed cuisine. Ingrid sat down and waited for her napkin to be put in place by the waiter. On their left, a uniformed SS officer attacked a lobster while his heavily ringed companion toyed with breast of chicken. Paul raised a finger in acknowledgement to a couple of colleagues across the room.

He moved the vase of lilies from the centre of the table so that he could see Ingrid properly. He enjoyed taking her out to dinner for very simple reasons: they shared a common interest in good food, she was a charming dinner companion and, of course, she was beautiful.

Tonight she had taken particular pains, and he was aware she had on a new dress. It complemented her white skin, red lipstick and the golden hair covered in a gold net. A beautifully crafted study in black and gold.

Ingrid was aware of the effect she was achieving; the only jarring note was the anxious expression in the blue eyes under their Vaselined lids. Not for the first time, Paul found himself thinking that she would inevitably be hurt. She did not deserve it. She was kind, loyal and capable of great love.

‘Fish tonight?’ he asked her.

Ingrid laid down her menu. ‘It’s not true,’ she said suddenly. ‘You do have money.’

Paul leant back on the red plush. ‘Ingrid, you mustn’t let Siegfried nettle you,’ he said, rather amused. ‘Yes, my family have been lucky, and I’ve no need to worry. Unless things go wrong, of course.’

Ingrid picked up the discarded menu. ‘I think I will have the sole.’ She paused while Paul made up his mind. ‘Darling, what will you do after the war?’ She looked at the gold signet ring he wore on his little finger, and then at her own ringless fingers. She was holding the menu so tight that her knuckles had whitened.

‘I might study law,’ he replied, ‘or I’ve been thinking I might venture into politics.’

‘And if we lose the war?’ she asked under her breath.

He took his time to reply. ‘Let’s just say, Ingrid, that we must not lose the war.’

Ingrid had never been able to read Paul’s thoughts or even get half-way to divining them. The knowledge depressed her and made her feel lost. It shrivelled the confidence she displayed with others. Paul was generous, unfailingly courteous, attentive, polished – and somehow utterly detached. He never allowed Ingrid to glimpse what he was really feeling or told her his thoughts. On the rare occasion when she felt she had negotiated a way past the barrier, such as the first time they slept together, she failed yet again to reach the hidden Paul.

‘Do you love me?’ she had asked into the dark, feeling that she had earned the right.

‘I think you are one of the most beautiful women I know,’ he had replied, and Ingrid had turned her face away into the pillows.

‘Then why aren’t you with one of Berlin’s other beautiful women?’

Paul did not respond immediately. ‘Because you attract me very much and we are honest with one another.’

She had not dared tell him how much this hurt her. Because she loved him, Ingrid was determined that if suffering was necessary, she would suffer. She possessed several advantages: her body, her social poise and her family home, and she planned to use them.

‘Paul . . .’

He put down his knife and fork and drank some wine. Over the glass, his eyes quizzed her face. ‘You want to talk to me about something, I can tell. The new dress.’

The kindness in his face made Ingrid wince.

‘Von Hoch.’

One of Paul’s colleagues came across to their table. ‘Come and see me before you leave, my friend.’ He laid a hand affectionately on Paul’s shoulder. ‘I have a report on the French situation which I would like you to read.’

Holding his napkin, Paul half rose. ‘Will it keep me awake at night, Franz?’

‘A riveting bedtime story of Communists, Pétainists and an upstart general called de Gaulle. You’ll be kept busy working it all out. The Communists are the worst. Personally, I feel you should watch de Gaulle. The British may come round to him and give him their backing.’

He gave a bow in Ingrid’s direction and returned to his table. Ingrid picked up her evening bag and felt for her cigarettes, managing at the same time to take a quick look at herself in the mirror on its inside flap. Paul leant over with his lighter and she blew a stream of smoke into the air.

‘Paul, as I am older than you—’

‘Good God, only by two months,’ he interrupted.

Two months can seem like two decades, and Ingrid was, as she often told herself, a woman of twenty-seven years and two months. ‘I have decided to exact the privileges of the elder,’ she continued, before her nerve vanished.

‘Ingrid,’ said Paul quickly, ‘are you sure you want to go on?’ He knew at once what was coming. They had held this conversation a couple of times during the last six months and both times she had been badly upset.

‘I want you to marry me.’

He held up his hand to make her stop. Ingrid reached over the table and pushed it away. ‘You will listen to me, Paul. Just this once.’ She was almost ugly with determination. ‘When I inherit Silberbirchen from my parents . . .’

Silberbirchen was the Sturmbakker estate. Paul knew it very well. Built around a wide courtyard containing a threetiered fountain, its gardens were so perfectly designed that to move one shrub would destroy the whole. There was a panelled dining room and a library. There were marble statues in the garden, English chintz curtains in the windows and ticking clocks on the mantelpieces. The smell in the house was of wax, tobacco and juniper mixed with rose and leather.

‘I know,’ he said.

‘I have never asked you this straight out before, Paul. My parents are getting old and Silberbirchen will need a new master. Not just anyone – but someone who will love it. I think that person should be you. I, of course, come with Silberbirchen.’

Ingrid needed to go no further. She lit a second cigarette and waited. ‘No,’ Paul said, and took one of her hands between his. ‘No, Ingrid, it just isn’t possible.’

She pulled her hand away with a jerk and traced a circle on the white cloth with one red nail. ‘Can I ask why?’ She saw that he was retreating behind his polite mask. Determined to prevent him, she demanded, ‘You at least owe me the truth.’

She looked up and knew with a sick feeling that she had made a mistake. The familiar inscrutable expression had slipped back over his face.

‘Why, Paul?’ she almost cried. ‘Why can’t you marry me?’

‘Ingrid, there is a war on. It isn’t fair to embark on marriage at the moment. Anything might happen.’

‘Is that the truth?’ she persisted, knowing that it was not.

‘I am touched that you have made me the offer of Silberbirchen—’

‘Why reject it, then? Paul, think. We come from the same sort of background, we move in the same circles, our tastes are similar—’

‘Marriage can’t be just a question of property or business interests.’

‘Very often it is,’ she flashed back at him.

‘Not for me,’ he said and picked up his wine glass. He was angry and she knew it. The urge to rub salt into her wound became too much for Ingrid.

‘It’s because you don’t love me, isn’t it?’

He had once told Ingrid that their relationship was an honest one. Tonight it should be no different but he hesitated to inflict more pain. ‘Not enough, Ingrid,’ he said, very gently. ‘What we have is delightful and I treasure it, but it does not include marriage . . . I thought you understood.’

How could she ever change the smooth, impenetrable face that Paul chose to turn on her? How could she puncture that detachment? What art, what spell, what black magic could she invoke to bring him to his knees? With the desperation of a trapped animal, Ingrid realised she had nothing.

‘Paul, stop!’ she blurted, terrified that she had gone too far.

‘Wouldn’t it be better if our affair ended, Ingrid? If you are thinking like this, then I must not allow it to continue. It would not be honourable.’

‘Well, if you imagine no woman thinks of marriage, then you are stupid,’ she said, on the verge of tears. ‘Damn honour.’

Paul gave a shout of laughter and pushed back his chair. In the candlelight his hair turned darker gold. He reached for his cigarettes. Ingrid took a deep breath and lit another, proud that her hand did not shake. The smoke grazed its way down to her lungs and she welcomed the sensation.

‘You win,’ she said. Pain was infinitely preferable to the thought of losing Paul. ‘I understand the rules. We’re both adults.’

They went back to the Rauchstrasse after the meal, which had ended with both of them drinking their cognac in silence. Ingrid had taste and her apartment was decorated with a charming mixture of antiques and modern paintings. She had chosen pink silk lampshades for the bedroom and they threw a rose light on her skin as she undressed. In contrast to her small waist, her buttocks were full and her thighs white and heavy. Paul lay back on the bed.

‘Ingrid, if you find anyone else when I am gone, you must forget about me,’ he said.

Ingrid climbed onto the bed and straddled his body. He relaxed. She had learnt her arts from a skilled lover and he allowed her to have her way. Her face hung over his, the lipstick on her mouth running into little lines which gave her a blurred, sensual look. Her hair streamed down over her shoulders. He ran his fingers up the damp arms and pulled her down towards him. Her mouth hovered above his.

‘Please, Paul. I will love and honour you, and even allow you to have your distractions. I won’t mind.’

For a second he was sickened by her need and considered leaving for good. Then he rolled over, pushed her down into the pillows and bent over to silence her.





CHAPTER FOUR

THE TWIN-ENGINED WHITLEY BANKED. EVELYN FELT sick but tried to smile at her companion. Since the feeble lights in the fuselage went out at that moment, her efforts were lost on him. A burst of gunfire from the rear gunner juddered through the plane. She had been warned by the young pilot at the secret RAF base at Tempsford to expect a few high jinks over the Channel, and this she supposed was them.

‘We’ll fly low till we reach the coast, and then I’ll shoot the old girl up to seven thousand feet to avoid the flak. We can’t go higher without oxygen. After that I’ll drop low again to avoid enemy fighter planes. Also, the rear gunner will test the guns over the drink just to make sure everything’s in working order,’ he had said, pulling on his flying jacket over a jersey and dark trousers.

They had been briefed in the farmhouse at the end of the runway and kitted out with parachutes and overalls in the adjacent barn. The briefing officer checked Evelyn’s cover story. ‘Your code name is Alouette, to be used only in communication with us. Your field name is Violette, and the alias or cover you are operating under is Evelyn Liegaux,’ he reiterated for the final time. He took a small box down from the shelf. ‘Here are tablets to keep you going if you need to go without sleep. These are knock-out ones and this . . .’ He handed Evelyn a single colourless capsule. ‘This is lethal.’ She stared at it, with a tight feeling at the back of her throat, and then put them all into her bag. ‘One more thing.’ The briefing officer held out a small package. ‘This is from the staff. It’s a good-luck present.’

It was a gold powder compact, carefully dulled and bearing no incriminating hallmark. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘You are to pawn it if you need to.’

‘Maps. Francs. Compass. Chocolate . . . all there. Just in case,’ the pilot explained. ‘That’s why I wear civvies under my uniform.’

Evelyn imagined that the dim electric light in the room would hide her expression, but he peered forward and scrutinised her face.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Nothing will go wrong.’

She had busied herself with the harness, not wishing him to see her fright. ‘I’m not used to flying.’

Nothing will go wrong, Evelyn repeated to herself as she climbed up into the Whitley’s long flat fuselage, holding a packet of sandwiches and a Thermos of rum-spiked coffee.

The plane dropped height and her protesting stomach was left far behind. A torch flashed beside her in the gloom.

‘Coffee?’ enquired John. Evelyn stretched out her hand and a beaker was pushed into it. ‘Not quite the Ritz,’ he said, ‘but not far off.’

They were lying on top of the bomb bay of the specially adapted Whitley. Wearing parachute harnesses over flying suits and their clothes, Evelyn and John were propped up against the side of the aircraft like beached whales. Since it appeared to fly with its nose slightly dipped, their position was not comfortable. The fuselage reeked of oil and had an odd, tinny smell which did nothing to alleviate Evelyn’s nausea. Swaying from a hook above her was John’s radio set packed into its foam-rubber bag. Stacked underneath it were four metal containers expertly packed with guns, explosives, cigarettes, chocolate and coffee.

The plane banked to the left and banged up against an air pocket which set its body shuddering. At its stern, the rear gunner adjusted the revolving gun turret and scanned the sky for enemy aircraft. A partition hid the cockpit. A breezy dispatching sergeant, whose job was to prepare them to jump, squeezed up against the bodywork on her left.

She took a mouthful of coffee and burnt her tongue. It was an oddly reassuring sensation and brought her back to normality. She was in danger of suspending belief that she was on her way to occupied France. The coffee was good and the rum settled her stomach. She drank it all and kept the tin beaker between her hands for a minute to warm them.

‘Where are we, do you think?’ she asked.

The dispatching sergeant craned his head round towards the cockpit and then looked at his watch. ‘About half-way there, ma’am, I’d say.’

Evelyn passed the beaker back to John and heard him pour some out for himself. He drank with gusto. ‘All I need now is some smoked salmon sandwiches and perhaps a touch of Blue Beluga.’

The sergeant laughed. He leant over. ‘I think you should try to sleep, sir, and you, ma’am. It’s always wise.’

I quite like being called sir, thought John, enjoying his new rank. He had no intention of joining the army but since agents were required to have a British cover they were issued with a rank. John, much to his amusement, was now a full captain. He lay back on a pile of blankets. Evelyn felt for the canvas package to her right and pushed it under her head. She closed her eyes. The aircraft engines grew louder, and the creak of the wireless transmitter swinging back and forth on its straps more insistent. Then the noise faded.

In the cockpit, Flight-Lieutenant Quine adjusted the throttle. His hands were sweaty on the ivory control handles and he wiped them on the legs of his flying suit. Quine felt a great deal less confident than he had appeared earlier and wished he had more experience of this sort of work. He leant forward on the green leather seat to look out of the window. Back home they would be plotting his flight – singletons, they were called, lone aircraft that nobody was supposed to know about, which pushed their way over to the Continent in unfrequented air corridors.

The moonlight was patchy tonight. Quine screwed up his eyes in an effort to sight the Loir and get his navigational fix.

‘Come on.’ He spoke to the moon as she slid away yet again. ‘I need you to see the river. Give us a break.’

Quine had checked the flak map when plotting his flight at the Tempsford base and he was pretty sure that if he kept Angers (at the junction of the Loire and the Loir) to his right, he would be in the clear. He did not fancy the prospect of being brought down in France’s occupied zone. Especially if there were ‘bods’ on board.

Captured ‘bods’ would result in nasty business for all concerned. Quine would have the advantage of being able to claim prisoner-of-war status but if you were a ‘bod’ in civvies Jerry reckoned he could do more or less what he liked with you. Quine had heard in the mess a few stories of what the Gestapo got up to.

As if on cue, the moon sailed out from behind her cloud cover and the river unfolded beneath the Whitley. Quine trimmed his speed and dropped height to fly low along the river until Tours was in his sights. Then he headed south towards Angoulême, keeping just inside the occupied zone.

The change in engine note woke up John and Evelyn simultaneously.

‘Keeping the pecker up?’ John pushed back the loose piece of webbing that flapped around his head.

‘Fine,’ she replied cautiously.

The webbing flapped forward into John’s face.

‘Blimey,’ said John. ‘This is worse than playing Oedipus in a mask.’

John sometimes considered ironing out the frequent expletives in his language but then concluded that nobody much minded. It was only to be expected from an actor as motley and mercurial as he and anyway, it was too much like hard work to erase the habit of a lifetime. There was no point adding to his problems, which had started young.

At fourteen John had not meant to make such a thorough job of running away from home. All he had wanted to do was give his mum a fright. After one of their fights he boarded the boat-train at Victoria for a lark, meaning to return that night. Fate ordained that a famous French actor-manager was on the train returning to Paris. He saw John and liked what he saw. A thin, mobile-featured youth, who would never be tall but who possessed a definite charm. The actor-manager cast forth a lure and John, not wishing to be chicken-hearted, made up a story about being an orphan and allowed himself to be swept to Paris.

In a not-very-successful theatre with stained red velvet curtains and disintegrating seats, he had been taught the trade – and also seduced by the actor-manager’s wife. Since the episode was conducted with skill and sensitivity, and John was curious, he had enjoyed it. Over a time, he embarked on several affairs. One in particular. By the time he considered he should return to England, it was too late. He had written once or twice but the letters never seemed to get posted, and it appeared that his parents had packed up their two-bedroom terraced house and vanished, leaving no forwarding address. John had no idea how to trace them.

He had gone back to Paris. Working for his actor-manager in the Pigalle, he lived in a garret and rapidly became fluent in Parisian argot. He developed a Pollyanna-ish attitude: everything happens for the best. If he had remained at number 2, Louisville Road, Brixton, for example, Fate would never have thrown Minou at him.

How could you describe Minou? John sometimes tried to write about her, usually after the late performance at a table covered in wilting stubs of Leichner’s 5 and 9, and always failed.

Minou appeared to model herself on the writer Colette in her earlier music-hall days. Sharp pointy chin, large fathomless eyes, hair cut in a thick fringe and a penchant for striped sailor’s shirts. But John knew Minou would not have known about Colette because Minou was a prostitute who could barely read. Maybe it was the Colette-like composition in the blood of some French women – cat’s eyes and an aura of flagrant sexuality.

Coming from a family of ten crammed into a tenement in the old port of Marseille, Minou had not been given much choice about how she earned her bread. It also had to be said that she took to her profession. She enjoyed it and did it well. Minou was always clean – her clients were made to wash too – perfumed with cheap scent, her clothes darned and her hair brushed. When she accepted a client she reckoned to give good value. She said the right things and moaned appreciatively in the right places. Clients loved her, felt better for their visit and returned. One or two tried to beat her up but they did not repeat the exercise. Minou was well guarded.

John had been hiking around Provence when he met Minou in a waterfront bar in the old quarter of Marseille. It was one of her rare free nights and she was sitting at a table eating bouillabaisse. He watched her little teeth nip the pieces of fish and suck at the squid in a manner that made him catch his breath. When she saw John standing rather awkwardly in the entrance, Minou waved as if she knew him. So he went over. Within moments he too was eating, picking over the bones in companionable silence. After the meal, Minou took him drinking; Pernod clouded the rest.

When John awoke the next morning, the sun shone through the latticed shutters in bright hard bars and his head felt as if it was about to drop off. Minou lay beside him, her pointy chin turned away, her feline eyes hooded by feathery lashes. She looked soft, young and peaceful. John bent over her sleeping body and kissed her uncovered shoulder. Minou woke up.

John put his case so fervently that he almost believed it himself when he told Minou that she would like being a housewife in England. She protested over and over that love did not come into it but, if it helped, she loved him more than anyone. Nevertheless, she was not going to change her life on the streets.

Minou had not told him about Floret. Looking back, John should have known. Every whore has a pimp and Marseille bred a fine line in the latter. Pimps could be violent and they could weep over their sick mother but they never mixed business with pleasure. Love did not enter the arena. Money did, and Minou earned good money. Floret knew perfectly well there were a good few years in Minou before drink or disease took over and he wanted a return on his investment. When John found out about Floret, Minou begged him to leave. ‘If you loved me you would do as I ask,’ she screamed at him, frightened that Floret would do him some harm. ‘Go. I don’t want to live in London. I love it here, don’t you understand? Here, with the water and the sun.’

‘Please, Minou,’ he begged. ‘Give yourself a chance. Give me a chance.’

But Minou was adamant.

Ever after, John wondered if he had done the right thing, or indeed if it had been what Minou really desired. Years later, after a particularly dreary tour of the Midlands, he nerved himself to go back to Marseille. Nobody was eager to talk – they disliked strangers in the old town – but eventually a bartender released a snippet of information: ‘Elle est morphineuse.’

After that, it was back to provincial theatres and shabby lodgings. Edinburgh, Margate, Weston-Super-Mare, Birmingham. John’s career never shone. He was competent enough, sometimes made his audience laugh and sometimes he moved them, but he never achieved fame. In a funny way, he was quite content; the episode with Minou had taken away much of his ambition. He was never again to feel so intensely about anything.

So the years went by until 1941. One night he was drinking in a Soho bar. He started to sing a risqué little French number – a ditty full of complicated sexual innuendo – and a chap in a grey pinstripe suit sat up. Within two weeks, John was travelling down to Wanborough Manor.

Again the Whitley lurched and John fell against Evelyn. ‘Masks? Oedipus?’ she asked, puzzled.

‘Oh dear! I shouldn’t be saying anything about my torrid past,’ said John.

‘Any more sandwiches?’

John searched the sandwich tin. ‘You’re in luck.’

She ate it thoughtfully; it might be some time before they got another meal.

‘It’s no use.’ John was fumbling at his layers of clothing. ‘Close your eyes, darling.’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nature calls. I’m sacrificing the Thermos.’ After a few moments he sighed with relief. ‘That’s better. I think it’s stage fright.’

John noticed Evelyn early on at Wanborough Manor. Sheltered upbringing, he concluded, sensing her insecurity. But he found her excitement infectious and rather charming and went out of his way to smooth over for her some of the more awkward surprises of being pitchforked into a crowd of strangers. In the evenings, they would take their whisky out into the walled garden to watch the sun disappear behind the Hog’s Back. The skies were pink with early summer and the slopes of the hill were thick with cow parsley and rosebay willowherb. A grassy smell rose from the warm garden. ‘Will we remember this, do you think?’ Evelyn asked one night.

‘No,’ replied John, teasing. ‘I think we’ll be dreaming of bacon and eggs.’

Evelyn giggled.

At Arisaig, one of the instructors – a big, brawny American who had wheedled his way into SOE long before the Americans came into the war – had fancied Evelyn in a mild way. He took extra trouble to ensure she could handle a gun with as much ease as a powder compact – Vickers, MG34 and 42 (‘the Spandau to you guys’), Schmeissers, Lugers, the tommy gun and, of course, the Sten. John had enjoyed watching this shy, polite ingénue metamorphose into a brigand who walked off with the shooting honours.
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