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There is a grain of truth in every book. In this case it came from the wartime Diaries of Guy Liddle at MI5 from 1939 to 1945. Code-named Wallflowers until de-classified, the Diaries provide a unique account of the day-to-day affairs of the British Secret Service. As head of counter espionage, Liddle knew them all, including Burgess, Maclean, Philby and Blunt of the Cambridge Spy Ring although not close enough to prevent three of them from fleeing to Moscow with British secrets. Responsible for maintaining a watch on suspected pro-Nazis, Liddle’s B Division has been credited, nevertheless, with either terminating most spies landed in Britain or converting them into double agents. That is why I was interested especially in a single paragraph when researching the Diaries as a journalist. This refers to Naval Intelligence officers intercepting letters addressed to a terraced house in Wales. Was this the one that got away? I went knocking on doors.

	

DEDICATION


[image: image]



To my very own Miss Beautiful Eyes for her patience.

	

CONTENTS


[image: image]




Preface

Dedication



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36



The dead duck bounces

Copyright


	

CHAPTER 1


[image: image]



Stepping from the Renault at the top of Colville Terrace, Jack Flynt took a poke in the eye from the raw wind, a cold rebuke for his first time back in more than twenty years. The grey harshness of the two-up two-down terrace climbing the mountainside was broken only by the white pebble-dash walls and dormer windows of number 25, a new bungalow built where the terrace ended, and the tarmacadam ran out. A low privet hedge separated the bungalow from the tilted tombstones and winged angels of Moriah Chapel’s abandoned cemetery, last stop before the ragged sheep grazing amongst the bracken. Beyond the cemetery, a stony track led to a pair of rusting corrugated iron garages and freshly painted red, white and blue pigeon loft on a rocky outcrop with views across the tiered slate roofs below. Flynt frowned. Bungalows did not have attics. A wrong address, he thought, returning to the car for a cigarette. There wasn’t one, only the smell of stale tobacco on his fingers after unzipping a black plastic documents case for another look at the declassified Harold Prettyman file. According to this, Prettyman was a Second World War German agent with a transmitter in the attic at number 25 and an accomplice at Loch Sween in Scotland, where North Atlantic convoys discharged crucial supplies during Britain’s darkest days. Letters intercepted by Naval Intelligence in August and September 1940 might have read like birthday greetings but Many Happy returns Harold Prettyman was believed to conceal co-ordinates for shipping movements which Prettyman relayed to Berlin for transmission to waiting German U-boats. After eighty years, the Home Office had declassified the file but not before making redactions in the invoices for services provided to MI5 by Royal Mail, the name of Prettyman’s contact aboard a Royal Navy supply ship, and the reason for the inclusion of a grainy, black and white photograph of a potholed field captioned “Liverpool”. A map reference placed the field at Malpas, a Cheshire village some thirty miles from Liverpool. 

Flynt had left London that morning to knock on doors, in particular number 25, to ask if anyone remembered what became of Prettyman. The file did not say unless that too was hidden by smudges of black felt pen. Prettyman was not listed among the captured German agents executed in the Tower of London. Nor had he escaped the firing squad by opting to become a British double agent as some did. Could he be the one who got away? The potential angle was even more interesting because MI5 always claimed no enemy agent landed in Britain between 1940 and 1945 and lived to tell the tale. But Joe Sykes, Flynt’s news editor at the Daily Gazette was not buying it. ‘For the history page, two pars at most. It’s got whiskers longer than yours after lockdown, Jack.’

‘Come on,’ Flynt said hopefully, ‘be nice to me. Readers love now-it-can-be-told stuff. I got a feel for this, Joe, like Spies at the Seaside. Remember that blast from the past, the plan to hide MI5 agents in seaside B & Bs if Hitler invaded? You weren’t buying that either. “Get me some names and I’ll take another look,” you said. ‘I brought you double agent, Dusko Popov, aka “Tricycle”, the man who persuaded Hitler the Allied landing would be Pas-de-Calais, not Normandy. And then the follow-up, Tricycle’s tricks in bed at the Ritz. You never can tell where a story will lead.’

News editors will almost always win a pissing match. A rangy six-four with piercing clear blue eyes and tons of experience, Sykes could spot a story on the far side of the moon but the time he gave a reporter to reel it in was strictly limited. ‘So Prettyman might be the one who got away but a long, long time ago. Who cares? No more time or money on digging up a dead duck. Go find me something better.’

Flynt never gave up easily. His newsroom moniker was “Colombo” because dogged determination and a grubby raincoat with takeaway stains reminded some of an American TV detective of that name. Flynt would knock on every door, explore every cul-de-sac and charm his way across a thousand thresholds. That’s how he became chief investigative reporter at the Gazette, by grafting, and why he was now investing a day of his own time in a story destined for the spike once Sykes was told number 25 didn’t have an attic. 

Flynt was about to turn for home when the rain came, drumming on the roof of the Renault and washing down the terrace in muddy waves. A black hearse was parked at the gate of the cemetery and a track opened through the undergrowth by a red excavator, its digging arm bobbing among the graves watched by men in yellow hard hats and matching waterproofs. Grabbing his raincoat from the back seat, Flynt set off on a recce, perhaps find a peace offering for Sykes. 

The driver of the hearse had his head buried in the Gazette, the newspaper open across the steering wheel, while a young assistant blew smoke rings through a side window. Butting in was never easy, could be dangerous. The week before, Flynt was dumped on the pavement by a guy who objected to his line of questioning.

Reporters were more unloved and unwanted than ever, no longer trusted to tell it as it was. True, he over-cooked the occasional story but that was about ignoring loose ends to catch first edition than varnishing the truth. But after all the dumbing-down, the hacking and now fake news digging up what others buried had become a lot harder.

A smoke ring wriggled towards him. ‘Yeah?’ asked the driver’s mate, flicking a tiny parcel of grey ash off his coal-black jacket. 

‘A funeral?’ Flynt winced. Poking into other people’s business had triggered his ulcer.

‘Stress,’ his doctor said. ‘Take it easier and have it fixed.’

He was chewing tablets and waiting for the National Health Service to move him up the queue. 

‘Is it five or six today, Dai?’ asked the driver’s mate.

Dai lifted a hand from the Gazette to adjust the spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose. ‘Depends how many they piece together.’ 

Flynt blew out a breath. The cemetery was overgrown, tombstones at crazy angles or flat on their backs, some broken. Apart from the men with the digger, it looked abandoned. But the rear door of the hearse was open. Flynt had another shot at the monosyllabic duo. 

‘A busy day, pal?’ Commiserating with those who thought themselves overworked and underpaid was a tool of the trade.

‘Not really.’ A fag end landed between Flynt’s feet. ‘We just sit and wait. That right, Dai?’

‘Wait for what?’ 

‘Them old bones. Takes time to collect bones. Think of the grief if Jones’ bollocks got fitted to Williams’ dick. There would be ructions. No one would know who was fucking who a hundred years ago. That right, Dai?’

Having heard it all before, Dai smiled at the Gazette’s Page Three girl. ‘If you must know,’ he muttered, stuffing the paper into a side pocket for later, ‘exhumations. But you would not know. Not from around here, are you?’ 

‘I was once, the next valley but got a bunk up over the wall.’ Empathizing with those left behind also helped. ‘Who’s being exhumed?’ 

‘Likely everyone. Moriah is sliding down the mountain, has been for years. It’s all this bloody rain.’

The workmen in yellow coveralls were heading their way along the muddy track followed by the digger, a plain wooden box perched on its bucket. ‘Another for you, Dai,’ someone announced. Flynt swore he heard a rattle as the coffin was carried to the hearse. 

‘Got a name?’ Dai asked.

‘Nerys Jones, 1902-1946, last to be buried before Moriah closed for business,’ replied a man with a strip of red plastic stuck to his yellow hard hat like a stripe. ‘Husband, Dafydd Elias, was first in, killed in the 1920 Brynsychan Colliery explosion. They say the firedamp blew their socks off. Most were never found.’ 

Flynt was expecting an angry retort but still asked the question. ‘Is there a Harold Prettyman buried there?’

The foreman looked at him silently before replying. ‘There’re all Jones, Williams, and Thomas. What’s your interest, friend?’

‘I’m a reporter from the Daily Gazette.’ The assumption he was covering the moving mountain was immediate. Maybe a few pars for the first edition, the one that went to Wales, but not much reward for investing a day off, thought Flynt. 

Lifting an arm for silence and removing his hard hat, the council foreman bent his head to the ground. ‘Listen to the bloody water rushing. That’s the Dylifi spring running under the cemetery.’ The only sound Flynt heard was the excavator parking against the cemetery’s boundary wall. But the foreman had a story and would tell it. Reaching into a pocket he pulled out a torn cutting from the local rag, headlined Mountain Moves Again. It seemed heavy rain often caused the ground to shake beneath Moriah Chapel cemetery. The crack beneath the bedroom sills in Colville Terrace testified to previous subsidence. ‘You asked if there’s a Harold Prettyman buried there,’ the foreman said, adding after a glance across his shoulder. ‘Who knows. He could have started in Moriah but at the bottom of the mountain by now. No one was ever laid to rest in Moriah.’ They all smiled with him.

‘What about Angie’s place?’ someone asked. ‘How did she get planning?’

‘Slipped someone a few quid, or something else,’ suggested another. 

‘Aberfan,’ Flynt muttered instinctively. The others were listening. ‘The Coal Board buried a mountain spring under a million tons of colliery waste, then whoosh!’ The whole world knew about the school buried by an avalanche of black slurry after torrential rain. One hundred and sixty children and teachers perished on that day in October 1966. 

Moments later, the hearse was rolling down the hill, the exhumation gang off to find more bones, leaving Flynt to talk to the excavator driver. ‘Hiya,’ he said as the driver lowered twenty-stone-something from the cab. The crimped cauliflower ears and a neck like a marble doorstop testified to Saturday afternoons in the rugby front row. ‘A busy day?’ Flynt asked, pointing a finger at Moriah Cemetery. ‘What next?’ 

‘To the remains? If there’s family, reburied in the council cemetery, otherwise the crem.’ 

‘What can you tell me about the bungalow?’ Flynt opened his arms questioningly. The digger driver held back. Flynt guessed he told his kids not to speak to middle-aged men in dirty raincoats.

‘Who wants to know?’

‘Ever heard the name “Harold Prettyman”? He lived at number 25.’

The man’s eyes flared with the fire reserved for opposing prop forwards. ‘You a reporter?’

‘A reporter from the Daily Gazette.’ Flynt always said reporter, never journalist. There was nothing fancy about what he did, max twelve pars, short, each par fifteen or twenty words max. The longer stuff he left for journos with university degrees and adjectives. 

A faint smile pulled at the corner of the excavator driver’s mouth. ‘No one lived there. There was no number 25 until Angie X bought the plot from the chapel trustees to build the bungalow.’

‘Before that?’

‘Nothing, not in my time. Number 24, where I live, was the last in the terrace before Moriah ran out of congregation and the cemetery was deconsecrated.’ 

‘And the owner of the bungalow – why do you call her Angie X?’

‘Because she is foreign, husband, too. Christ knows what’s happened to Boris, buggered off a few months ago.’

After rubbing his back against the excavator’s steel bucket, the driver climbed back to his cab and switched on the heater. The mountain at their backs had the hard cold look of snow. ‘Harold Prettyman means nothing to you?’ Flynt called out. ‘I might have a wrong address.’

Shaking his head, the driver opened his side window. ‘Go ask in the pub. Those guys have nothing better to do than listen for stuff.’ 

Pubs were where hacks went to get a lead, a quote. The regulars of the Black Horse at the foot of Colville Terrace might offer a bearing on Harold Prettyman. Otherwise, he’d struggle to stand up Traitor in the attic if there was no number 25 in 1940. The news desk had already fielded a complaint from the National Archives at Kew after Flynt’s dust-up with a young female assistant over redactions in the Prettyman file. ‘Why?’ he asked, pointing at the black smudges. Lucy Lewis was mid-twenties, sent to confront an awkward reporter by a boss without the balls for it himself. She was a braced-for-action blonde, hair short, bouncing angrily at her neck, black slacks stretched tight across well-exercised thighs with a well-endowed pale blue sweater in the window. 

‘How can I help… Jack Flynt?’ A false smile tugged gently at her mouth as she spun Flynt’s calling card between pearly-white fingers capped with purple nail varnish. Before he could reply she continued, ‘I don’t know why but I thought reporters were younger.’ She added defiantly through movie star teeth, ‘The National Archives doesn’t do redactions. Government departments do redactions.’

After a lifetime of sparring with those paid to keep the lid on stuff, Flynt waved photocopies of the Prettyman letters in her pretty face. ‘What’s so important to warrant redactions after eighty years?’

‘I’ve already said, not us. Go ask the relevant government department.’

‘By which you mean MI5?’

‘The Home Office. MI5 is accountable to the Home Secretary. Documents are redacted before they reach us,’ she snapped. 

‘How about I use the Freedom of Information Act?’

‘Matters of national security are exempt.’

‘Are you saying a Royal Mail invoice is a matter of national security?’ 

‘Someone seems to think so.’ Ms Lewis straightened her back. ‘Have you read the file?’ she added testily. 

‘What I want to read is hidden by black ink.’

‘There is a rudimentary index.’ She pointed to the annotations against page numbers scribbled on the front cover. ‘You’re the reporter, Mr Flynt, surprise you missed that’

Flynt looked again. The notes on the cover were the comments of those shown the file before declassification. From this, it was clear that ‘ATW’ was seriously opposed to declassification, advising ‘SEM’ to redact certain passages on the grounds of national security. Flynt guessed ‘SEM’ was Sir Edward Milburn, Director General of MI5, and ‘ATW’ his deputy, Alfred Tennyson-Wilson. 

‘Does this mean waiting until the hundred-year rule kicks in?’ Flynt said. 

‘Not if there’s a sunset clause.’

Sunset for MI5 would look good in 70-point Miller Bold across page one. ‘When is sunset?’ Flynt asked, hopefully.

‘Sunset clauses are limits applying to sensitive information and relate to a specific length of time such as the duration of an event, perhaps a person’s life,’ Ms Lewis said. Flynt moistened his lips in anticipation. ‘In this case there’s no sunset clause.’ The slightly hooded eyes suggested an appetite for frustrating the media.

‘And that means?’ Flynt asked.

‘Redaction lasts forever unless parliament repeals the retention clause.’ She handed Flynt a copy of the National Archives rules of engagement: 

Official Secrets Act 1989, sections 1-6, prohibit the disclosure of information if the release of the information would be damaging to national security. Prohibition is specifically to damaging disclosures. Lawful authority must be given for the disclosure, otherwise it will be retained.

‘You are saying no access, even if I hang around a hundred years.’ 

‘Longer. The hundred-year rule excludes matters that have a national security dimension.’ 

‘Christ, lady, we’re talking about a bunch of redacted invoices, payments for stamps probably. Who’s the guy with the black felt pen?’ 

‘I wouldn’t know. Could be the departmental head or someone delegated but in the final analysis redactions must be sanctioned by the Secretary of State.’

Flynt shook his head. ‘I can’t believe it – unless the return-to-sender address is HRH, Buckingham Palace. Saxe-Coburg? Wasn’t that the name before they became Brits?’

Ms Lewis stood up and headed for the door, turning momentarily. ‘None of this is attributable, Mr Flynt.’

‘There’s nothing to report, lady. I could have bought the book.’

Leaving the Renault parked outside number 25, Flynt followed the line of wheelie bins down to the Black Horse on the corner, knocking on the occasional door to ask about Prettyman. Apart from twitching curtains, the only answer was an elderly gent on a Zimmer frame who insisted there never was a Harold Prettyman on Colville Terrace, not in the forty years he lived there. Moriah Chapel had survived for some years as a snooker hall after its aging congregation expired, their hallelujahs replaced by the clatter of snooker balls racing across green baize. But a fire then reduced it to a moldering ruin behind a wire fence.

By midday, the Black Horse was cranking up, the group of regulars playing nine-card don in a corner, clutching cards tight to their chests like shields. One had brought his kid along to watch and learn. Playing don was how the disadvantaged, the long-term sick and unemployed spent their failed lives when Flynt was growing up in the neighboring valley. Nothing much had changed, he thought, crossing to the bar.

‘What can I get you?’ the landlord asked. Flynt stared at the clock above the dark wood paneling behind the bar. Somewhere on the planet it was happy hour, a pint and whisky chaser, his usual. Instead, he ordered beer and blackcurrant, a foul substitute but cutting back on liquid lunches was a step towards redemption. Ex-husband, ex-father, ex-everything, Flynt was atoning for a failed marriage by caring for Non, the daughter he inherited.

No one interrupted nine-card don. To do so while players were counting cards was a hanging offence. Only when the round ended did Flynt ask, ‘Does anyone know the name Harold Prettyman?’ 

The young guy shuffling the pack sang out, ‘Who wants to know?’ He wore a red Manchester United shirt and so did the kid sitting on a stool at his side, picking at a bag of crisps. The shuffler might never have worked, if at all only rarely, and had no plans to do so anytime soon but bitched about immigrants taking British jobs as he dealt the cards. Yet for all his piss and bluster, he looked tired, hollow cheeks and dark sunken eyes suggesting life on the dole was more exhausting than a five-day week. 

‘I’m from the Daily Gazette,’ Flynt replied hesitantly.

A hiss ran around the bar. ‘Prettyman, Prettyman, never,’ spluttered Man United man pulling a blood-spotted handkerchief from his trouser pocket to catch a cough. ‘Bloody weather,’ he muttered.

The cards dealt and a new round of don about to start, the players bowed their heads reverently towards the dartboard in the far corner of the bar and chanted, ‘Holy Mary Mother of God, pray for us.’ A photograph of a middle-aged man with a shaggy black beard was pinned to the wall above the double top.

Bending his head towards Flynt, the landlord whispered, ‘Bruno, here one day gone the next. Johnny Virus.’

Flynt was thinking of moving on when a mumble floated from the card school. ‘Benito should be finishing now, ask him.’ 

‘Who is Benito?’ 

‘The post, Ivor Jones,’ said Man United. ‘Family Italian, pals of Mussolini, changed their name to Jones.’

On cue, Ivor Jones, a bony, thin faced individual, empty postbag slung over one shoulder shuffled in and sunk his first pint of the day. ‘Thirsty work.’ Flynt stepped nearer. ‘Have one on me.’ Mouth half open, Ivor Jones replied with the suspicious smile of someone who knew there was no such thing as a free drink. 

‘You want something?’ Ivor pointed his empty glass at Flynt.

‘You may be able to help. Have you always delivered to Colville Terrace?’ 

‘Not much longer. The cuts.’

‘Surely not, postmen have jobs for life.’

‘Not since Covid-19. I’m disappearing into a red box on the wall at the bottom of the terrace.’ 

‘That’s a bitch.’ Flynt sympathized. 

Ivor shrugged indifferently. ‘Could be worse. Some of our guys died in the pandemic. I get to play some don, feed the pigeons, have a lie-in like these buggers.’ He threw a bittersweet smile at the card school, adding, ‘Or I go back to the family business. We’ve still got it.’

‘What’s that?’

‘The Mr. Whippy van. So, what you want to know?’ 

‘Have you ever come across the name Prettyman?’ 

Ivor thought for a moment before nudging his empty glass across the bar. Flynt took the hint.

‘You said Prettyman?’ Ivor took a long, slow swallow. 

‘Yes, Harold Prettyman.’

‘Maybe,’ he said, coming up for air. ‘I deliver lots of letters.’

Flynt ordered a refill. ‘I’ll make it worth your while.’

Ivor was back in a flash. ‘How much?’

‘Not a lot.’ 

A hiss ran around the bar like an express train. ‘We don’t like reporters,’ Man United was saying. ‘Scroungers, swimming in a sea of social security, that’s what they say.’

‘And don’t forget the johnnies,’ another called out. ‘Tell him about the johnnies, Ivor, how they said we hang them out to dry.’ Flynt imagined used condoms flapping in the wind like deflated balloons.

Leaning across the bar, the landlord whispered, ‘Panorama, did you see the programme?’ Flynt was taking fallout from a BBC investigation that described the locals as work shy, socially inadequate. ‘Promiscuous was what really hurt, the bit about the johnnies. You can’t buy a packet at the shop without some smart bugger asking if you want a packet of Persil too.’

Flynt’s ulcer flip-flopped. There was nothing to be gained from pleading “not me, mister”. Reporters were all the same. Not to be trusted. Straightening his back, he waited for the postman to talk money. A beat went by then another before Ivor nudged Flynt’s arm again. While Ivor’s mates wanted blood, the postman asked how much the Gazette was offering.

‘If you find me Prettyman, twenty,’ Flynt said as a starter.

A wave of sarcasm rolled around the bar. “More, more” was the chant. Flynt was being screwed. By the time he reached fifty the chortles subsided which meant a deal was close.

‘A hundred and I’ll say where you’ll find Prettyman.’ The postman puckered his lips and held out a hand.

‘You know Prettyman?’

‘Not personally, never met him but delivered a letter. A hundred for the address.’

Pocketing Flynt’s five twenties, Ivor said, ‘25 Colville Terrace. A letter a week ago.’

Flynt rocked on his heels. ‘Bullshit. I’ll have my money back. Don’t try bullshitting a bullshitter. I’ve played with the best.’

‘But it’s true, I swear. I delivered a letter addressed to Prettyman at number 25 a week ago,’ Ivor insisted.

‘To Harold Prettyman in person?’

‘No, to the bungalow. I have never met him but there were other letters before Angie built the bungalow.’

Flynt blinked. ‘What happened to them?’

‘All returned to sender as undeliverable.’

‘And that was?’

‘Box 500.’

‘What’s that?’

‘No idea. I just deliver.’

‘And the latest letter, did that have the same return address?’ Jones nodded and moved towards the saloon bar door. ‘What happened to it, the letter?’ Flynt called out.

‘If there’s no Prettyman at number 25, Angie would mark it “Unknown at this address” and hand it back. But not this time.’ 

The landlord was listening. ‘I’m surprised she’s not called in. We’re on her route.’ 

‘What’s her route,’ Flynt asked.

‘Around the pubs until she finds someone game enough. A man-eater. Not surprised her husband buggered off.’ 

‘Tell me about her?’ Flynt’s question an open invitation.

‘Moved here about eighteen months ago,’ Man United said. ‘Bought the plot from Moriah. The trustees had tried to sell it for years, neighbours too quiet for most.’

Flynt asked, ‘Where’s she from?’

The landlord replied, ‘No idea. Got one of those Russian names although she says she’s Irish but hasn’t got an accent. If you are thinking of looking her up, watch your step, mate. Angie’s got a pretty face but built like a brick shithouse. I’ve seen her flatten a feller for not buying a drink.’

Flynt stood outside the Black Horse. Colville Terrace looked even steeper than the mountain at its back. The burst of adrenalin was real enough but middle-aged men with leaky heart valves should not chase buses his doctor had said. No need to hurry. The Prettyman letter could be a very late delivery. Royal Mail had a place in Belfast for letters that went walkabout, where they were opened to find a return address. Flynt was there during the Troubles after an undelivered package blew up in a sorter’s face. 

The phone vibrated gently against his hip. The Daily Gazette worked its people hard. But Sykes did not usually intrude on his chief reporter’s day off, unless it was serious like a comeback on a story with lawyers at the door, the editor demanding answers. ‘You’re supposed to keep in touch,’ Sykes said. 

‘Not on my day off,’ Flynt snapped.

‘You will “always be available” says your contract. Where did you say you were?’ Flynt had not. Sykes guessed his chief reporter was indulging his curiosity. 

‘The story from the National Archives at Kew, the Prettyman file.’

‘For Christ’s sake, I told you I am not interested, even if you stand it up. Go spend time with your kid. You’re a family man now, Jack.’

‘I would if I got a proper day off. I told you, my daughter is a boarder and I see her only at weekends.’ His flat in a docklands tower block around the corner from the office was no place to raise the kid from his brief marriage to Emilie Quatrevents. When the Iraq War beckoned, Flynt added “war correspondent” to his CV, unaware that Emilie was pregnant. After chasing the same story around the same dreary desert for far too long, he stayed to look for weapons of mass destruction by which time he and Emilie had drifted apart but never made it official. Twelve years later, Emilie was dead and Flynt, a single parent, was working 24/7 to pay the school fees for the daughter he never knew he had. Looking for more regular hours, he took a seat on the news desk but despairing of the sullen resistance of colleagues he opted for the road again.

‘Have you seen the News?’ Sykes asked. ‘The page five lead about a missing Foreign Office man.’ 

‘You’ll have to wait. I got a copy in the car. I’ll get back.’

‘Be quick. I need answers.’

Flynt was not rushing to an early grave because the editor, Harry Roberts, was giving Sykes a hard time for missing a story. Sykes could buy time by suggesting the News story was dodgy. That sometimes worked. The News had a reputation for pushing stories into the arms of libel lawyers. But try the ploy too often and the only hope for news editors accumulating missed stories was a severance package large enough to pay the bills until the pension kicked in. 

‘I’ve read it.’ Flynt was ringing back. The News story about the missing diplomat was thin on facts, and mostly padding. An analyst on the Foreign Office’s “strategically important” Russian desk, who had failed to clock in at SW1, was believed to have skipped the country. The assumption was that he had decamped to Russia, the read across a reminder of the fifties duo, Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean, who fled to Moscow to escape arrest for spying. Both were members of the Cambridge Spy Ring recruited to socialism’s Promised Land by Moscow Central. Another joined them – the journalist Kim Philby, one-time MI6 operative in Washington. All three died in exile but a fourth member of the spy ring, Anthony Blunt, Surveyor of the Royal Paintings died in bed, shielded by the Establishment. The Cold War was long over but the media never let the Security Services forget.

‘Burgess and Maclean are always wheeled out when someone goes AWOL,’ Flynt said. By filling half a page with pictures from the archive and adding an “Exclusive” strap, the News was signaling more to come. The piece was bylined “Tom Peters,” otherwise known as “Fragile Fred” – to be handled with care. Peters misfired as often as he scored but was paid big bucks for making first edition. If forced to row back, he would likely say the missing Foreign Office man was last seen on the far side of the moon, somewhere out of reach.

‘Rumour has it the guy operated the Foreign Office shredder,’ Sykes added.

‘What more could a Russian spy hope for? Who’s on it for us?’ The name did not impress. 

‘All we have is a no comment. Can you ask your pal whether this is serious stuff, or a Peters’ flyer? Get something to help me through the day, Jack. Get the old man off my back.’ 

It wasn’t as easy as picking up the phone. Flynt’s contact was an old school chum, another with a bunk-up over the wall. The procedure was for Flynt to ring him in Human Relations at MI5 and ask the question, in this case: “Are you treating the missing Foreign Office person seriously?” If the source terminated the call without replying, that meant “yes”, while “This department doesn’t deal with media inquiries” could be taken as “no”. His contact’s life wasn’t worth a nickel if caught leaking.

The call took seconds. MI5 had an interest which was good enough for Sykes to drum up a story about Interpol’s involvement. Not that the Gazette knew for sure, only that this was standard practice when someone did a runner. 

‘I want you on this now,’ Sykes insisted. ‘This could run. But why would the News pull it after first edition?’

Flipping to the back page, Flynt saw a single star above the end gutter, meaning “first edition” in cold metal days. Technology might have transformed newspapers, but the publishing room still counted off the editions with stars. Flynt had bought a first edition before the story was pulled. ‘That’s odd,’ he muttered. ‘The News usually leaves comebacks until the morning. There’s precious little here to worry them, no names, nothing.’

‘Unless the News was leaned on?’ 

‘In which case, run it, see if it burns. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.’

Flynt raised the brass knocker on number 25. Faded good looks and an easy charm got him across most thresholds. But the woman swaying on the doorstep was formidable, her grubby white bathrobe held tightly to her chest. The landlord at the Black Horse had not exaggerated. Apart from the bobbing head with doll-like features she was large all over, from extraordinarily wide shoulders, with “Hotel Metropole” printed on the back of her robe, down to the pair of white fluffy matching slippers from the same Costa Brava hotel.

‘Sorry to bother you. I’m looking for Harold Prettyman.’ Brushing at a red stain on her sleeve, Angie X leaned against the door then closed it on an outstretched foot. Flynt tried again. ‘I’m told Prettyman lives here?’

‘No, no, not here.’ She touched her brow, screwing up her eyes. Daylight was a problem.

‘Are you sure? This is number 25? A letter was delivered to Mr. Prettyman a week or so ago.’

‘A mistake, probably meant for the cemetery. Number 25 was given us when we built the bungalow.’ A painful smile found a way through Angie’s hangover. Flynt pushed the door open with his foot and walking from the hall into the living room gagged on the fumes of hard liquor and unfinished takeaways. The party from the night before had taken a long time dying, empty glasses strewn across the floor, the only relief from the Stygian gloom a flickering anglepoise lamp and a shaft of daylight poking through a crack in heavy blue velvet curtains. 

Flynt knew about parties. No matter how carefully planned, they took on a life of their own. Someone must have tried climbing a tall bookcase, tipping the contents into an untidy pile in the center of the room. But the screeching of a string quartet from a radio buried amongst the debris suggested there was still hope for Angie X. Late thirties, face lined beyond her years, she flapped a hand at the messed-up room. Flynt opened his mouth to comment but thought better. ‘I got to clean up,’ she muttered, meaning find a corner to sweep the debris.

She offered him a drink from the bottles stacked like skittles on the sideboard. Flynt was tempted but refused, watching Angie pour a large vodka without spilling a drop. The shakes would follow.

‘Do you mind?’ Flynt reached for the curtains.

‘No, no.’ Angie snatched at his arm. ‘Don’t let ‘em in.’

Hallucinations. Flynt knew all about pink elephants from his heavy-duty days.

‘Prettyman, you’ve got a letter for him?’ he repeated.

‘What if I have, you a copper?’

‘Not at all.’ On this occasion, Flynt was a writer working on a book. Previously, he’d been a bank clerk, even a particle physicist, but with banks closing and no one knowing what a particle physicist did he was presently using writer.

‘What’s the book about?’ 

‘The Harold Prettyman family. Letters were posted to him at this address during the war. Now there’s been another.’

‘The war?’ Angie stiffened. ‘The last war? Can’t be. We only built the place a year ago.’

She poured herself another and one for Flynt. He took it, subscribing to the view that those who drank together the more talkative they became. ‘Got any tomato juice?’ He followed her to the kitchen, another skip, worktops piled high with dirty dishes, the floor sticky with grey splashes of congealed grease. Flynt gagged and retreated while Angie spread herself in a deep upholstered armchair with busted springs and interesting stains. Her bathrobe fell open revealing a milky-white thigh. Flynt stared. Angie arranged herself to stare back, her thighs wriggling inside a pair of skimpy red knickers. An impish grin signaled game on. Flynt stepped back, not saying a word for fear she took it as a “yes”. After a brief pause, he said, ‘Is Prettyman at home?’ He meant was there a man at home, any man.

Angie sniffed. ‘They think I’ve buried him out back,’ she replied, indicating Moriah Cemetery. ‘Gone off with a woman, more likely.’ 

‘Prettyman?’ 

‘No, no, Boris, my old man. He’ll be back. Expect me to forgive and forget.’ 

‘Will you?’

‘Yes. Later but not now.’

Flynt had been down this road before. Knock on doors and eventually one is opened by a woman, lonely and unloved, wanting more than questions. 

Suddenly there was a scream. Angie sat bolt upright, face buried in a cushion, listening to the tap-tap on the dormer window. Through a crack in the curtains, Flynt saw shadows dancing among the tombstones across the privet hedge. ‘They’ve woken the dead,’ Angie whispered. Another ping and a small stone ricocheted off the glass on to the concrete patio. Flynt was out of the kitchen door after the kids bombarding Angie’s bungalow. But they were too quick for a puffer, escaping over Moriah Cemetery’s boundary wall.

‘Bloody kids,’ he muttered, catching his breath. In Angie’s befuddled mind, the cemetery graveyard exhumations had disturbed her demons. ‘I know where they’re from,’ Flynt said, dragging a yellow telephone directory from a pile of discarded newspapers and magazines. ‘Got it,’ he cried out, dialing a number.

The Gazette opened doors and the head teacher was on the line. ‘I just caught some kids pitching stones at the new bungalow at the top of Colville Terrace.’ 

Not his little angels, the head insisted.

‘From your school, certainly. I went there.’ 

The head prevaricated. 

‘The choice is yours, pal: make sure it doesn’t happen again or read about it.’ This usually worked. To be doubly sure, Flynt added, ‘How do you feel about School terrorises woman? That won’t help you up the league table, will it?’ The call ended abruptly, the head off to nab the culprits before the police. 

Her face flooding with relief, Angie crossed the room to a dark-oak sideboard, decorated with the white rings left by wet liquor glasses. ‘I’m sure I put it here, the letter for Prettyman. I was meaning to hand it to Benito. Wrong address.’

The letter could be anywhere. ‘What were you wearing at the time?’ Flynt asked.

Angie patted the pockets of her bathrobe. ‘There,’ she said, pointing to an envelope pinned beneath an empty whisky glass, a yellow liquor stain across a one euro stamp. Angie had opened the letter and, after resealing it with sticky tape and marking it “not known at this address”, had forgot. Postmarked “Palma Mallorca” ten days earlier, the return address was Box 500, SW1. Flynt took the envelope, found himself an easy chair and looked around the room. ‘No.’ Angie guessed his intention. ‘I must hand it back.’ Flynt peeled away the sticky tape and lifting the flap, removed a folded sheet of paper with a single typewritten sentence. His jaw dropped. Many happy returns. Harold Prettyman 48pt Times Century bold was too much like the code used by Prettyman and his agent in 1940 to be unrelated. But German U-boats lurking in the North Atlantic eighty years after the main event was fanciful even for Flynt’s unrestrained imagination.

‘Is this the only letter you’ve had for Prettyman?’ he asked. 

‘No, there were others. Since we moved in, four or five. I gave them to Benito.’ 

‘I’ll drop this one in the postbox for you,’ Flynt promised, licking his lips. 

‘Not yet, stay, have a drink.’

Flynt moved towards the door. Angie caught his arm. ‘Call me if you remember Prettyman,’ he said, pulling away while pushing his business card into her outstretched hand. ‘I’ll be back for that drink.’

She shook her head. ‘Only if I get another bloody letter for Harold bloody Prettyman.’ 

Outside, Flynt sucked at the cold mountain air. But instead of heading for the Renault, he stepped off the tarmacadam on to the rocky track leading to the rusting corrugated garages and red, white and blue pigeon loft perched above the valley. The rain was an icy drizzle on his face, but the view radiated kinship. He was thinking he should have stayed and found himself a soft-spoken valleys girl when a stone whistled passed his head. Startled, he shouted, ‘What are you doing?’ 

‘Not you, the strapper,’ replied the old man slumped in a dirty-brown velvet armchair several meters from the pigeon loft. He wore a khaki greatcoat tied at the waist with blue baling twine and his name was Owen Richards, according to the sign above the loft entrance. Another stone ricocheted off the corrugated roof, missing the solitary pigeon which hopped away.

‘Bastard strapper,’ muttered Owen. ‘Takes the birds down on to the houses in Kitchener Street. Can’t have that.’ In the distance, Flynt saw Owen’s flock swoop in tight formation above the grey slate roofs. Flynt knew about strappers. As a kid, he used his flock to lure down passing racers for breeding purposes. But Owen Richards wanted nothing adulterating his blood line. 

‘Watch out, here they come,’ he warned. On cue the flock landed on the tin roof with a synchronized wallop. Dragging himself to his feet, Owen limped across, scattering maize before dipping a hand into the feeding frenzy. ‘Look away,’ he called, snapping the neck of the strapper between finger and thumb. Without another word, he returned to his armchair eyes filling with tears. Pulling up his collar, Flynt wondered if the tears were for the strapper or because the drizzle was turning to snow. 

	

CHAPTER 2


[image: image]




‘Glad you could make it, Jack.’ Sykes greeting was frosty. It was almost six in the evening and the dayshift was packing up when Flynt entered the Gazette newsroom.

‘I’ll get on it now,’ he said, meaning the missing Foreign Office man. ‘Any developments?’

‘Nothing new.’ Sykes was staring at the big clock on the newsroom wall. ‘We’re sticking with the Interpol line.’

‘I’ll speak to my man again tomorrow,’ Flynt said. He added nervously, ‘What can you tell me about Box 500?’

‘What’s that got to do with the story?’

‘With the runaway? Nothing.’

Sykes fixed Flynt with a hard, level look. ‘I said drop it. I have told you twice already. Three strikes and out.’ Flynt smiled reaching into his pocket for the Prettyman letter. ‘Your resignation?’ Sykes suggested.

‘Better. A letter to Harold Prettyman, eighty years after the last. What you make of that?’

Sykes took the letter. ‘And you’ve opened it.’

‘Not me. The woman living at 25 Colville Terrace.’

‘And how come it’s in your pocket?’

Flynt spread his arms in a gesture of surprise. ‘Let us say “borrowed”, show you what I got.’

‘So, you found Prettyman, or a relative, perhaps?’

‘Neither. Number 25 was given to a new bungalow built in Colville Terrace a year ago.’

Sykes lifted the flap and withdrew the single sheet of paper. ‘The same.’

‘Not quite. What you make of 48pt Times Century bold?’

‘The same as you, a newspaper font and headline size.’

‘And the return-to-sender address, Box 500?’

‘That worries me,’ Sykes said, shaking his head rapidly. ‘Box 500 was MI5’s wartime address, replaced by Box 3255 when MI5 moved to Thames House on Millbank.’

Dragging up a chair Flynt said, ‘All the more reason I stay with the story.’

Sykes was humming quietly, a promising sign. ‘And posted in Palma Mallorca ten days ago.’ The news editor ran a finger across the one euro stamp. ‘Not a letter that’s gone walkabout. Could be someone’s just remembered Prettyman’s birthday.’

‘After eighty years,’ Flynt exclaimed.

‘A hoax, maybe. Or M15 failed to cancel its subscription to Box 500. Now that’s something we could use, waste-of-public-money angle. I once forgot to stop my subscription to Readers Digest. It soon mounts up.’

‘I’ve got a guy at Royal Mail. He owes me.’

Sykes turned up his nose. The news editor wearied of stories with too many loose ends, stories needing time and resources to pin down. Without enough shoulders for the wheel Sykes called the shots carefully. There was no room for misses. If a reporter came up short, so did the Gazette. Sitting before his screen, telephones at his elbow – red a direct line to the editor – Sykes’ words were immortalised when he told a reporter, ‘Don’t come back without the story.’ A year later the reporter’s raincoat was still hanging in the office cloakroom.

‘This could be big, given time,’ Flynt said.

‘Time is what we don’t have.’

Sykes gave reporters with only part of a story little time and a hard time while those who came up trumps expected a packet of crisps and pint around the corner at the Trout.

‘Spit it out,’ he said. ‘Better say what else you got before you go find the Foreign Office man.’

Not wanting to be moved on, Flynt said, ‘I think this could be better than the runaway.’

Ouch! The word ran around the newsroom. “Could be” was anathema for Sykes. “Could-be” stories did nothing for the Gazette’s declining circulation. The paper wanted game changers, something like the MPs’ expenses scandal, which ran and ran, adding thousands to the Telegraph’s circulation. As chief investigative reporter, Flynt was expected to lead the charge to land a whopper.

A tired smile crossed the news editor’s face. Sniffing out secrets took time and freeing Flynt to find Prettyman meant taking him off the diary. ‘Persuade me, what makes this worth my while? Could be a wrong address. I take it you checked the census returns, the electoral register?’

‘The 1941 census was cancelled because of the war. Returns for the 1931 census were destroyed in a fire at a Ministry of Works warehouse. The first mention of number 25 is after the bungalow was built and given a postcode. Mr and Mrs Angie are listed on the electoral register as Drook, their real name.’

‘Sounds foreign?’

‘Locals think so.’

Sykes rubbed at the knot at the base of his neck, the legacy of twelve-hour shifts glued to a screen. ‘So, what’s the angle?’ The message on the wall behind the news desk read: KEEP IT SIMPLE. Flynt did not have an angle, only that someone in Palma Mallorca believed Harold Prettyman was alive and living at 25 Colville Terrace.

Sykes picked up the Palma letter again. Flynt’s mood lifted momentarily. ‘You say there have been other letters to the address.’

‘Before and after number 25 was built,’ Flynt replied. ‘All returned to sender at Box 500.’

‘I am betting it’s a hoax,’ Sykes said, ‘Who else has taken an interest in the file at Kew? We’re not the only ones to check declassified MI5 files.’

‘Tom Peters was there.’

‘Ah, that’s it, the man from the News you wouldn’t trust with your expenses. Did Peters know why you were at Kew?

‘Possibly. He must have heard my verbal with the reading room lady over redactions. But, surely, not even Peters would go that far, send a hoax letter from Spain just to screw me.’
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