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THE
GINGERBREAD SPY



Part 1 – London


 


 



Chapter 1

 


February 1944

 


 


Major Robertson
sat hunched over his desk.
“We’ve got a problem, Kurt. The radio vans in north London picked
up a rogue transmission last night. The boffins haven’t been able
to decode it fully yet – the signal was a short one – but the
call-sign is LBK.”

Kurt Müller
said, “That’s Lebkuchen –
Gingerbread in English. It’s not a call-sign I recognise,
sir.”

The major
attempted a sour smile. “The timing couldn’t be worse. This
Gingerbread could easily derail Operation Overlord. And if Overlord
fails, thousands of Allied servicemen will lose their lives.”

Kurt was running one
of the German agents in the Double Cross programme.
As preparations for D-Day intensified, the British relied more
and more on the programme to deceive the German high command about
their invasion plans.

The major sat back
heavily in his chair, hands tucked under his armpits. “Until
yesterday I was confident that
we had rounded up every last Abwehr agent in Britain. They are all
so ill-equipped and badly trained, picking them up is like shelling
peas. I can’t see how we could have missed one.”

And yet you
have, thought Kurt.

 



Chapter 2

 


A few
days earlier

 


 


Kurt shivered
in his leather jacket as he turned into Perrymead Street. Only one
in every three of the street lamps in Fulham was lit.
Blanketed in a thick London fog,
everything looked grey – the lamp posts, the houses, the trees.
Even the black cars appeared grey, sliding in and out of the pools
of shimmering lamplight. Distant foghorns sounded from the river,
while seagulls cried overhead, like the voices of dead
children.

He picked up a copy of
the Daily Mirror
from the newsagents, before following
the stubs of the iron railings to number 12. He lifted the
doorknocker.

Harry
Locke, the elderly guard, opened the
door immediately. “That’s quite a peasouper, sir.”

Kurt
stepped inside, and Harry
closed the door.

“Is
Arnold about?”

Harry grinned
toothlessly. “He’s in the
bathroom. Been in there for hours. I expect he’s trying to scrub
the swastikas from his hairy arse.”

Kurt
wasn’t in the humour for Harry’s
wisecracks. That one wasn’t even original. Picking up on Kurt’s
mood, the guard wiped the grin from his face. “The kettle’s on,
sir.” He handed Kurt a brown envelope, sealed with wax, and
returned to his station in the front parlour.

Kurt took a
book and a paper pad from a
shelf in the kitchen and placed them on the table with the
newspaper. He made coffee with milk. There was sugar. He took a
spoonful. Then he cut himself a slice of fresh bread and added a
generous sheen of salted butter. He sat at the table, opened the
envelope, and read the outgoing signal for the day from the
Wireless Board of the Double Cross ‘Twenty’ Committee.

He
found the code word for the day from
the book – Gone With the
Wind – and created the
substitution matrix on his paper pad. Then he added Arnold’s Abwehr
call-sign to the front of the signal and encoded it.

Arnold made an
appearance at 7:30 dressed in his red silk dressing gown, holding a
lighted cigarette between his thumb and middle finger. He was a
German to his hair roots, and clearly considered himself a cut
above everyone in Britain. He picked up the newspaper. Propping
himself against the sink, he spoke in heavily accented English. “I
don’t know why you buy this rubbish, Kevin. Are there no better
newspapers out there?”

Arnold wore
his lank hair swept across his
forehead much like Hitler’s. He was ten years younger than his
beloved Führer though, and sported a pencil moustache. The British
had given him the working name of Arnold; his real name was Paul
Hoffmeister. Kurt was pretty sure that everyone in this
make-believe world had been given false names. Harry and Clarence,
the two ancient guards, Hendriks the cleaner. He couldn’t even be
sure that Partridge was the cook’s real name. Kurt went by the name
Kevin O’Reilly.

Arnold’s one
and only job was to transmit
signals to the Abwehr in Hamburg. Kurt could have transmitted these
himself, but Arnold’s handler in Hamburg would know the ‘fist’ of
his agent, and would recognize any attempt at transmission by
another operator. This fact alone was keeping the double agent
alive. Forced to operate against his own government every day, his
continued existence hung on his usefulness to the British war
effort. As the spymaster, Tar Robertson, was fond of saying, ‘His
coat hung on a shoogly peg’.

Kurt unlocked the door
to the back parlour. He went inside, and switched on Arnold’s
Telefunken r/t set.

It took a few
minutes to warm up. Normally, Arnold would fill this waiting period
with mindless chatter, but
today he had little to say. He sucked on his cigarette and exhaled
a cloud of smoke. “I swear the cook must be Irish. Today’s meal was
a miserable pork stew. It was mostly vegetables.”

Kurt raised a
questioning eyebrow. Mrs
Partridge was pure cockney. Tapping his pencil impatiently on his
pad, he sipped his coffee. Real coffee with sugar! Arnold was
better fed than most Londoners.

Arnold was
hard to like, but Kurt felt sorry for him. Following capture and
interrogation by Tin Eye
Stephens in the London Cage, he had been given a stark choice: work
for the British Secret Intelligence Service as a double agent, or
go directly to the gallows.

His life
was comfortable. Two domestic
servants came in daily to cook and clean for him. But he was
guarded day and night, and he could never leave the building
unaccompanied. 12 Perrymead Street may not have had barred windows,
but it was still very much a prison.

The
transmitter hummed. When the
clock on the wall reached 7:40, they received two incoming signals.
Kurt wrote the Morse sequence on his pad. The terminating
code, Ende, told him there was nothing more.

Kurt
yielded his stool to Arnold and
watched as the agent keyed in the outgoing coded signal.

“What was in
that signal?” said Arnold.

“A weather
report.”

Arnold curled
his lip in disgust. “How many days is that?”

“What do you
mean?”

Arnold jumped
to his feet, knocking his
stool to the floor. He raised his voice, switching to German. “All
I ever get to transmit is stupid weather reports. How long since I
transmitted anything important?”

Kurt
was startled, but he replied in a
quiet voice, designed to calm his agent, “I’m sure weather reports
are important.”

Arnold
took a step closer to Kurt, waving
his arms about. “You think every captured Abwehr agent in London is
sending signals about the weather? What sort of Dummkopf do
you take me for? Don’t you think the high command in Berlin will
want information about the positioning of British and American
troops and equipment? How else will they know where and when the
invasion of Europe will start?”

“I’m sure
the British know what they’re
doing. Don’t you think the Abwehr would smell a rat if every agent
in the programme sent details about troop movements every
day?”

“Why, how many
agents have been turned like me?”

“I have no
idea, Arnold. There must be a few. There’s really nothing to worry about.”

Arnold’s
colour deepened. “You have no
idea what my life is like, have you? Try to imagine what it feels
like to be a puppet of a foreign power, a traitor to the
Fatherland. I’m no better than a fly stuck to a flypaper. And what
do I have to look forward to? What do you think the British will do
with me when I’m no longer useful to them?” His voice rose with
every beat.

Harry appeared, brandishing his
rifle.

Kurt
waved him away. “Lower your weapon,
Harry. You’re liable to poke someone’s eye out with
that.”

“I heard
raised voices, shouting – in
German.”

“Everything’s under
control,” said Kurt.

Harry returned
to his station, mumbling under
his breath.

“I don’t have
answers to any of your
questions,” said Kurt to his smouldering double agent. “My advice
to you is to carry on as you are. Take each day as a gift and be
thankful that you’re still alive.”

Arnold
flounced out of the room. Kurt switched off the radio and set about deciphering the two
incoming signals. The first informed Arnold that his Swiss bank
account had been topped up by £100. MI5 would be pleased. The
second signal translated:

 


INVESTIGATE MOSQUITO AIRCRAFT
PRODUCTION BELIEVED RELOCATED FROM HATFIELD

 


The cover the
Abwehr had given Arnold was as a Swedish ball bearing salesman. A field trip to an
aircraft factory was a credible option.

Kurt slid the
sheet with the two signals into the newspaper before leaving the
back parlour, locking the door carefully.

The double
agent was loitering in the
hallway. Kurt showed him the first decoded signal.

Arnold’s
face was still red from his
earlier tantrum, but he gave Kurt a watery smile. “My friends in
Hamburg are happy with my work, at least.”

“So
it would seem.”

Kurt
stepped toward the front door, but
Arnold moved into his path. “Could you ask our masters one question
for me?”

“What
question?”

“I’d like to
know how many Abwehr men have been recruited by British Intelligence.”

The question puzzled Kurt. “Why
is that important?”

Arnold’s wave
of the hand suggested it was a
trivial matter, but the tremor in his voice said otherwise. “The
size of the deception operation might give me some notion how safe
I am.”

“You have the
major’s
assurances…”

The tremor in
Arnold’s voice intensified.
“He gave me his word as a gentleman that I would be returned to
Germany once the War is over. But how do I know I can trust
him?”

“I still don’t
see how the number of Abwehr
agents in the programme has any bearing on the endgame, but I will
ask your question if the opportunity presents itself.”

“That’s all I ask,
thank you.” Arnold stepped aside.

Kurt stuck his head
into the front parlour to say goodbye to Harry.

Harry gave him a 3-fingered
scouts’ salute. “See you tomorrow, sir.”


Chapter 3

 


Princess
Alexandra Military Hospital
Millbank, London

 


 


Lina
Smit removed her coat and changed
into her uniform. She stowed her clothes in her locker and took a
last look in the mirror before leaving the changing room, and
making her way to Matron’s office.

Matron’s office was
empty. Lina couldn’t recall a day when Matron was not at her desk,
handing out assignments to the nurses at the start of the evening
shift. Where could she be?

Sounds of
activity drew Lina to the
hospital’s main concourse, where she found three nurses and the two
porters rushing about in frenzied activity. Matron stood at the
centre, directing operations like a traffic policeman.

Lina
stopped Julie Parker, one of the
nurses, as she passed. “What’s happening?”

“Talk to
Matron.” And Julie was
gone.

Lina
approached Matron.

Matron
said, “We’ve had instructions
from the Emergency Medical Service to get ready for an influx of
new casualties. A serious bombing raid is expected over the
weekend. We’re reorganizing the hospital. Help the
porters.”

Dan
and Martin, the two porters, were
busy wheeling occupied beds about. Dan said, “We’re moving patients
from two orthopaedic wards into the psych wards. I need you to
fetch empty beds from the basement.”

The basement.
This was the one part of the hospital that Lina hated. It scared her. It gave her the
shivers just thinking about it. The morgue was down there, and
sometimes she thought it might be haunted by evil spirits, but that
wasn’t the complete explanation for her fear of the place. During
the German invasion of Holland in 1940, she had been trapped for
three days in a basement in Rhenen. She still bore the mental scars
of those three days.

Dan
was old enough to be her father, but
she fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Couldn’t I help move the
patients?”

“Martin and I
can handle that,” said Dan.
“We need empty beds for St Mary’s and St Mark’s. Shake a
leg.”

Dragging her
feet, she headed down the corridor toward the service elevator. She
grabbed Julie by the arm as
she rushed past. “Where are you going, Julie? Can I help you with
whatever you’re doing?”

“I’m fetching
new beds from the basement,”
said Julie.

Lina
groaned. “I don’t want to go down
there.”

Julie
knew how Lina felt about the
basement. She gave a hollow laugh. “Remember the first rule of
nursing.”

“I know I
should do what I’m told, but I
really hate the basement.”

“Come with
me,” said Julie. “We’ll go
together.”

“I
can’t.”

“Of course you
can.” Julie pulled her toward
the elevator. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

Lina
shuddered, but she allowed Julie to
steer her inside the elevator. “Why are we doing this,
Julie?”

“Because we’ve
been told to.”

“No, I mean I
don’t understand why they need
our little hospital. None of it makes any sense. Millbank is too
small to handle a large number of casualties. We don’t even have an
emergency department, for heaven’s sake.”

Julie
replied, “There’s been talk of big
numbers of bombers on the way from Germany over the weekend. We
have to be able to take in some of the less seriously injured.” She
pressed the button on the panel, and then, as the doors swung
closed, she stepped out, leaving Lina on her own in the
elevator.

Lina
stifled a scream. She stabbed at the
buttons, but the elevator was already on its way down…

The elevator
doors slid open. She stayed
where she was, hoping the doors would close, but they remained
open. She stepped forward and peered into the corridor. A ripple of
cold air, like a ghostly breath, caressed her cheeks. A murmur of
distant voices reached her ears, but she couldn’t make out any
words. Were the dead awake, and talking amongst themselves? Worst
of all was the smell, not the usual hospital mixture of
disinfectant and cleaner; this was a faint smell unique to the
basement, a smell of death and despair.

Rattling
sounds and footsteps echoed along the corridor, coming toward her. Terrified, she stabbed
at the buttons again, and shrank back into the elevator. The doors
began to close, but, before they came together, a hand reached in,
forcing them open again.

Julie’s
friend, Nurse Kathy Benson, pushed an empty bed into the elevator. “Hold the doors open
while I fetch another bed.”

Lina
held the bed across the line of the
doors while Kathy hurried away up the corridor. When she arrived
back with a second bed, the two of them took the elevator up to the
ground floor.

“Where’s Julie?” said
Kathy.

“She played a
trick on me. She sent me down
in the elevator on my own.”

Kathy’s response to
that was a deliberate lie. “I expect she had something more
important to do.”

“Who else is
down there?” said Lina.

“What do you
mean? There was only me.”

“I
heard voices.”

Kathy
smiled her wicked smile. “You must
have imagined it.”

Lina
shivered.

At the ground
floor, they rolled the two beds out of the elevator.
Lina would have been happy to wheel
hers to one of the wards, but Dan took it from her. “Go back down
and bring up some more,” he said.

This
time, Lina held the elevator doors
open until Kathy joined her. They rode down together. In the
basement, they left the elevator together, and made their way along
the corridor to a storage area where Lina found a figure in a white
coat.

It was
Joost van Dijk, the hospital’s
clinical psychologist, preparing beds for deployment in the
wards.

Relief
flooded Lina’s mind. Joost was
Dutch, like Lina. She considered him a friend, perhaps her only
friend in the hospital. She laughed out loud, and the sound of her
laughter, like the braying of a donkey, echoed from the
walls.

Kathy smirked,
but Joost smiled at Lina, and
her fears receded. “Goede
middag, Lina.”

“Goede
middag, Doctor.”

He switched
back to English. “Take these
two beds and come back for two more. That should be
enough.”

“Very good,
Doctor,” said Lina.

It had felt
good to converse in their shared tongue, even if only for a moment,
but a sideways glance at a
tight-lipped Kathy sounded a warning in her head. The young nurse
was clearly fuming at the intimacy of the exchange.

At lunch in
the canteen, she joined a table occupied by Kathy, Julie and two
other nurses. They barely acknowledged her as she sat down, and she found herself excluded from
the conversation. That suited Lina fine. She had no great desire to
converse with people who obviously hated her.

As they stood
up to leave, Kathy looked down
at Lina. “Are you still with that Irishman?”

“Yes.”

“I’m curious.
How did you two meet?”

“It was at
that big Thanksgiving party
the Americans threw, you remember.”

“Who introduced you?”
said Julie.

“I can’t
remember. I was with a group of Dutch people. I expect it was one
of them.”

“The tulip
brigade!” Julie snorted to
Kathy, and they flounced off.


Chapter 4

 


 


Plunging into the fog,
Kurt crossed the road to the Pelican Café. His contact, an MI5
courier, known to Kurt only as ‘John’, was sitting at his usual
place by the window, a teapot, cup and saucer, together with his
hat, and a copy of the Daily
Mirror on the table in front
of him.

Kurt sat down,
placing his newspaper beside
John’s.

“What would
you like?” John spoke with an upper class accent, and carried a
permanent look of hood-eyed boredom.

The
girl behind the counter
hurried over and placed a fresh cup and saucer on the table in
front of Kurt.

Standing a smidgen
closer to Kurt than was necessary, she smiled. “That’s quite a bad
one, but I think it’s lifting.”

They made eye
contact. She had large crystal blue eyes, and perfect
teeth, like a Hollywood
actress. “You couldn’t see your hand in front of your face,
earlier,” said Kurt.

“What can I
get you? A fresh pot of tea, perhaps?”

“Nothing for
me,” said Kurt.

John dismissed her with a wave
of his hand. “Thank you, Miss.”

She smiled
at Kurt some more, and moved
away, her hips swaying.

Kurt and John
shared a short, desultory
exchange about the weather. Then John picked up Kurt’s newspaper,
put on his hat, and left the café.

Kurt ran his
eyes over the Daily
Mirror headlines. The Anzio
campaign was going well, although the enemy was holding out in the
monastery at Monte Cassino, which was under almost constant aerial
bombardment. A second article carried news of a huge bombing raid
on Berlin, two nights earlier. Aided by a diversionary raid over
Frankfurt, over 1,000 bombers had dropped 2,500 tons of high
explosives on the capital in a 30-minute raid. According to the
report, the city was still burning 24 hours later. Kurt read that
article twice, and shivered. He had friends in Berlin.

He
put the newspaper down and scratched
an itch behind his left ear. Arnold was worried about what would
happen to him when the Allies won the War. Perhaps he was right to
worry, but there had been no mention of the other possible outcome.
If Germany won the War, Arnold would face certain death as a
traitor – and so would Kurt.

Arnold
was a pompous ass, but he was an
educated pompous ass. It was difficult to understand how people
like him had fallen so completely under the spell of the Führer.
And there were millions like him. What was it about that angry,
ranting, dyspeptic 54-year-old that had captivated most of the
adult population of Germany?

Through the
window, the fog was thinning. He could make out vague shapes of
people moving about on the far
pavement.

A beautiful,
red MG PA Midget drew up
outside. A tall man in a trench coat and fedora climbed out,
stepped into the café, and sat at Kurt’s table.

The stranger
removed his hat, revealing a
head of red hair. He held out a hand.

Kurt was
immediately on his guard. He ignored the hand. “Do I know you?”

“My
name’s Greg Ellis. I’m in the
same business as you.” His boyish face lit up with a smile. “We
both work for Tar Robertson. We need to talk.”

“What
about?”

Ellis
pointed at the empty cup on the
table. “Are you finished here, Kevin? I could walk with
you.”

Kurt’s heart jumped in
his chest. “How do you know my name?”

“I’ve been in the game a
lot longer than you. Come on, we can’t talk here.”

Kurt’s
instinct was to tell this
stranger to go the hell, but his curiosity had been aroused, and
there was something engaging in Ellis’s manner, an indefinable,
infectious enthusiasm. Kurt waved goodbye to the waitress and
followed Ellis into the fog. Ellis turned north. They walked
together briskly onto a green area, dark and deserted in the cold,
damp air.

Ellis
kept his hands jammed in his pockets.
Kurt envied the man his trench coat and hat. His own short leather
jacket was fine as far as it went, but the damp seeped through his
trousers. “Where are we going?”

“I thought we
could walk about the common.
We can talk in comfort here without being overheard.”

They strolled
on together, following an east-west path. The fog was still
thick enough to diffuse the
lights from the houses on the north side of the common, creating
strange, ghostlike effects.

“How did you
find me?’

“Does it
matter?”

Kurt
stopped. “Tell me how you
found me.”

Ellis
turned back to face him with a broad
grin. “It wasn’t difficult. I followed John.”

They resumed their walk.

“What did you
want to talk about?”

It was
Ellis who stopped this time. “I
needed to ask you a question. How have you been getting on with
your man? What’s his designation?”

The hairs bristled on Kurt’s
neck. “I don’t think we should discuss that.”

“My man
is F17. At least, he
was.”

“What
do you mean? He
was?”

“Not
important,” said Ellis. “Just
tell me you haven’t noticed anything strange, recently.”

“Like
what?”

“Anything,
anything at all.”

“No, I don’t
think so. Why do you ask?”

A cloud passed
over Ellis’s face. “My man’s
been blown.”

“That’s
unfortunate. What
happened?”

“When I turned
up as usual on Tuesday, he was
gone. The house was empty. He was blown. Out of the blue, with no
warning.”

They reached the edge of the
common and turned back.

“You spoke to
someone about it?”

“There was no
discussion. Not before or
after. I got a short note in the post. It said my man’s cover was
compromised. They would let me know when – if – they needed my
services again.”

“Bad
luck.”

“Luck had
nothing to do with it, old son. His cover was blown on purpose. It
was Tar Robertson’s
decision.”

“You’re sure
of your facts? How can you
know that?”

“Believe me,
it was obvious. The evidence
is irrefutable.”

“Why
would Major Robertson blow
your man’s cover? Wasn’t he pulling his weight?”

Ellis
shrugged. “The material he was given
to transmit became less and less important. Nothing but weather
reports at the end.”

That hit the
mark with Kurt. “I don’t
believe Major Robertson would sanction anything like
that.”

Ellis
produced a packet of Navy Cut. He
offered them to Kurt. Kurt declined. Ellis shook the packet under
Kurt’s nose. “Go ahead, take one. Stick it behind your ear for
later.”

“I
don’t smoke.”

Ellis
took a cigarette from the packet,
tapped both ends on the box, and lit it with a lighter. The light
from the flame lasted no more than two seconds, but it revealed
Ellis as he really was, a man older than his looks, more careworn
than fresh-faced.

Kurt took a
moment to gather his thoughts. “I find it hard to believe that Major Robertson would deliberately
betray one of his own agents.”

Ellis
drew on his cigarette. “How well do
you know Tar Robertson?”

Kurt made no
reply, and Ellis barrelled on,
punctuating his delivery with the hand holding the cigarette. “He
began his career in a one-man operation, investigating strange
lights and carrier pigeons. Did you know that?”

“No.”

“It’s true. That was
in thirty-nine. The Secret Service was based in Wormwood Scrubs
prison at that time. Then he ran a double agent called SNOW. That
was a disaster. Unmitigated. Have you heard those
stories?”

Kurt shook his
head.

“SNOW was a
Welshman working for the
Germans. He offered to double for us. Robertson was assigned as his
case officer. SNOW roped in a string of others sympathetic to the
Germans, before his cover was blown. Robertson gave him complete
freedom to roam around the country spying on all sorts of military
installations…”

“Unaccompanied?”

“Completely. The idea
was to let him operate as a real spy would, and then doctor his
reports to the Krauts. This was in 1940 and 1941. He was given a
car with limitless petrol coupons. He collected a lot of
intelligence on the Royal Navy, its bases and ships. He even
photographed the entire east coast radar defence system and gave
the pictures to the enemy.”

“Robertson
didn’t prevent that?”

“No one’s sure
what happened, but SNOW was
allowed to fly back and forth to meet his Abwehr contact in
Portugal. My guess is that he pulled the wool over Robertson’s eyes
and carried the pictures with him. Could easily have cost us the
Battle of Britain. If it wasn’t for our brave Spitfire pilots we’d
all be speaking German by now.”

“So SNOW was
actually working for the Germans?”

“He was
working for both sides at the same time, old boy, and both sides
paid him handsomely for his services. Then the Jerries asked him to
recruit a Welsh nationalist
who might be persuaded to raise a stink…”

Kurt laughed. “A Welsh
nationalist.”

“I know. It
sounds crazy, but the Nazis thought there were enough extreme
nationalists in Wales to conduct a campaign of sabotage. They tried
the same thing with the IRA in
Ireland, of course. SNOW recruited some Welsh nutter, and gave him
to the Germans.”

“And
MI5 swallowed it?”

“Hook, line
and sinker.”

“Giving SNOW
more cash, I suppose.”

“You’ve got
it. SNOW ran his Welsh saboteur, so he was given
control of all the
money.”

They turned
back toward Ellis’s
car.

“You say Major Robertson
ran this fiasco?”

“He did. In
fact, he was promoted. He sits
on the XX Committee, so he’s involved in all major decisions to do
with the Double Cross.”

“I thought
that was the job of the London
Controlling Section,” said Kurt.

“The XX or ‘Twenty’
Committee reports to the LCS,” Ellis replied. “To be fair to Tar,
he’s grown into the job since the early days, but can you imagine
the complexity of his job, running an army of double
agents?”

“An army? How
many are we talking about?”

“I
don’t have a figure, Kevin. My guess
would be a couple of dozen, at least. It’s certainly a lot of
agents.”

Kurt chewed that over for a few
moments. Then he said, “What do you want me to do?”

“Not a
thing, old boy. I just wanted to
check whether your man was still operating, and to warn you about
what might be coming down the tracks.”

Out of all
that Ellis had told him, Kurt
articulated his worst fear. “What will become of your
man?”

They
arrived back at the MG. Ellis
dropped his cigarette on the path, crushing it under his shoe.
“Robertson had no more use for him.” He jumped into the
car.

His engine
started with an enthusiastic roar. “I’d be willing to bet he’s been hanged already,” he
shouted.

Kurt
stood and watched the MG drive away
until it was swallowed by the fog.

 



Chapter 5

 


Whitehall, London

 


 


The façade of
the War Office building in Whitehall was scarred from the recent
bombing. Many of its windows had been blown out and hastily boarded
up. In a smoke-filled meeting
room on the fourth floor, eight men sat around a table. These were
the members of the secret London Controlling Section of MI5,
charged with running the military deception programme in parallel
with the preparations for the coming invasion of mainland
Europe.

Lieutenant
Colonel Bill Baumer of the US
War Plans Division sat at the far end of the table. As the sole
representative of the US forces in Britain, he felt like a teenager
at a toddler’s birthday party. Or better yet, an eagle in a nest of
sparrowhawks.

Colonel John
Bevan, Controlling Officer,
was in the chair. He called the meeting to order. “Gentlemen, first
a word of welcome to our latest recruit, Major Gordon Clark. Until
the appointment of a permanent replacement, Gordon is standing in
for Colonel Macintyre, who is indisposed, as I’m sure you all
know.”

“What’s the
word on Victor? How is he?” said the representative of the
Intelligence Service, Kim Philby.

“He has been
transferred to the Royal Military Hospital, in
Millbank. He will receive the
best of care from the psychiatric team there.”

“Can we rely
on his silence? I mean, shouldn’t we be concerned about what he
might disclose?” said Flight
Lieutenant Wheatley.

Bevan replied,
“Victor is well aware of the need for discretion. I’m sure we have nothing to worry about on
that score.”

An army
colonel said, “With all due
respect, sir, the colonel is seriously disturbed. Given what is at
stake, we must avoid complacency.”

The murmur
from the members signalled their agreement.

“And what of the young
man that he attacked?” said Baumer.

Colonel Bevan
held up a hand for silence. “Complacency is not an issue. Victor is
in a military hospital, after all. And the young lieutenant is
recovering well in another hospital. His injuries
are not life-threatening. Now, to
business.” He ran his eyes over those present. “I have convened
this meeting today to consider just one single item: the revision
of Operation Mespot proposed by Lieutenant Colonel Strangeways of
General Montgomery’s R-Force.” He opened a bulky briefcase and
pulled out seven copies of a document labelled MOST SECRET. “I must
stress the extremely sensitive nature of the contents of this
report. The documents are numbered. Each number has been assigned
to an individual in this room by name. There are just two more
copies of the plan in existence. I have one, the second has been
dispatched to the prime minister’s office.” He checked his watch.
“Once you have read the report, the meeting proper will commence,
in, let’s say, 40 minutes. Under no circumstances must the report
leave this room, and all seven copies must be returned to me intact
at the close of business. Any questions?”

There were no
questions. Each member of the committee received his numbered copy of the report, and Colonel
Bevan left the room.

Bill Baumer
opened the report. The first
page contained an executive summary. And it blew his mind. Whoever
this Strangeways was, he sure had an inventive imagination! Baumer
wasn’t at all convinced about this deception lark. It was a very
British way of waging war. But he could see how this new plan could
confuse the enemy, and if it kept Rommel and his panzers out of the
theatre of war, even for a single day, it would save US
servicemen’s lives.

Baumer turned
to the man on his left. “We
haven’t met, I think. My name’s Bill Baumer.”

“Harold
Philby. People call me Kim. Standing in for Major Cowgill, SIS.” He extended a hand and
Baumer shook it.

Forty minutes later, Bevan
returned to find the meeting in uproar.

“Gentlemen, I
take it you have all read and
digested the report.”

“It’s
preposterous, Colonel. We are being
asked to build our deception strategy around an entirely fictional
US army,” said Philby.

“Under the
command of Old Blood and Guts!” said Major Clark.

The Royal
Navy representative said, “Who
is going to create and coordinate all the unit-to-unit chatter
between these imaginary armies?”

“J. C. Masterman and
Major Robertson of the Twenty Committee will handle all those
details. That will be the least of our worries, Commander,” said
Bevan.

Bill
Baumer cleared his throat, and
everyone fell silent. “I believe the plan has merit, but it may be
difficult to persuade General Patton to play his part. I could be
wrong, but I really can’t imagine the general leading a phantom
army. May I ask whether his involvement is an indispensable element
of the plan?”

“No part of
the plan is set in stone, including the participation of General Patton,” Bevan replied.
“But the plan should be considered in its entirety. Every element
contributes to the whole. I suggest we go around the table for
individual reactions. May we start with you, Flight Lieutenant
Wheatley?”
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What followed
was two hours of heated debate. Baumer said very little, preferring
to watch and listen as the others fought out their sectional interests.

As lunchtime
approached, Bevan was called
out of the meeting to take a telephone call. When he returned, he
tapped a glass with his pen for silence. “That phone call was from
Chartwell. The prime minister has read the report and has moved to
endorse the new plan. He urges us all to put our weight behind it
and to commit our best effort to make it a resounding success. He
has suggested just one change, however. From today, the plan will
be called Operation Fortitude.”

The
meeting concluded on that
note. All seven copies of the document were returned to Bevan’s
briefcase, and the members dispersed.

 



Chapter 6

 


 


As soon
as Lina and Kathy arrived back
on the ground floor of the hospital, they realized there was
something seriously strange going on. The two porters and all the
nurses had vanished, and there were raised voices coming from the
psych wards, now crammed with patients. Kathy and Lina hurried
toward the noises.

St
Dymphna’s psych ward was in
uproar. Three young doctors and the two porters confronted six of
the psych patients, standing defiant behind a makeshift barricade
of empty beds and chairs. The patients yelled obscenities at the
doctors. The doctors looked powerless to bring the situation under
control.

One of
the patients, an army colonel called
Victor, had climbed onto his bed. He looked ridiculous bouncing up
and down on the bed like a child in his dressing gown and slippers,
brandishing a portable urinal, and bellowing orders to the other
patients. “Arm yourselves, men, form a line. Don’t let any more of
the beggars in. Prepare to repel boarders.”

Matron stepped
forward. “There’s no need for this, Victor, the hospital is being prepared for an inrush of
new patients—”

That was all
she managed to say. One of the
patients dashed forward and laid her out cold with a blow to the
head from a bedpan. Two young doctors pulled Matron to
safety.

Lina
ran back to the service staircase and
down to the basement store where she’d left Joost. The psychologist
wasn’t there.

“Doctor, where are you?”
Her voice echoed through the empty corridor.

Joost appeared
in a doorway. “What’s going
on, Lina?”

“You’re
needed upstairs, Doctor.
There’s trouble in St Dymphna’s ward.”

The
psychologist grabbed his bag.
They met at the doors to the elevator. He pressed the button, and
while they waited for the elevator to arrive, she told him what
she’d seen in the ward.

“Doesn’t
surprise me,” he said. “Victor
is seriously unstable. In his mind he still commands his regiment.
He will see the disruption to the hospital as a military
attack.”

By
the time the elevator doors had swung
open on the ground floor, Joost had prepared a strong sedative in a
syringe. He hid it in the pocket of his lab coat. He grabbed a
large envelope from Matron’s office, before he and Lina advanced to
the door of the ward. They had to step around a dazed Matron, who
lay across the doorway, where one of the other doctors was
attending to her injury.

“Keep the
enemy out!” shouted Victor. “We must hold our position, to the
last man, if
necessary.”

“I’m
coming in, Colonel,” shouted
Joost. The hubbub died. Joost waved the envelope high above his
head. “I have an important dispatch for you from regimental
headquarters.”

“Who
signed the dispatch?” said the
colonel.

“General Bernard
Montgomery, himself,” said Joost.

“Pass it
through,” roared
Victor.

“Not
possible, Colonel. It’s top
secret. My instructions are to place it in your hands.”

Victor waved his bedpan. “Let
him pass.”

The men at the
barricades stood aside, moving the beds to make a passage through, and the psychologist entered
the ward. Lina slipped in behind him. They stopped at the foot of
Victor’s bed.

Squatting
down, Victor lowered an outstretched hand toward the envelope, and before Lina could blink, the
doctor had pulled the syringe from his pocket and injected it into
the large muscle of Victor’s forearm. The sedative took effect
quickly. Victor roared incoherently, something about betrayal and
fifth columnists, before slipping unconscious from the bed into
Joost’s arms.

The barricade was
dismantled after that. Joost administered mild sedatives to the
psych patients, and calm was restored to the hospital.
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Kurt hurried
home to number 7 Radipole
Road, Fulham. The flat was empty, dark and cold, but there was a
surprise waiting for him on the mat. The postman had delivered a
postcard postmarked Dublin, signed by Gudrun. The sight of her
signature sent goosebumps down his spine.

 


We all miss
you. Hoping you’ll be able to visit us soon. Anna sends her love. All my love,
Gudrun.

 


He flipped the
card over, propping it up on the mantelpiece behind his one remaining bottle of Irish whiskey.
The picture showed Nelson’s Pillar on O’Connell Street, Dublin. He
set about making a fire, using some newspaper, sticks and a few
pieces of anthracite.

There wasn’t a
lot to eat in the larder. Porridge, egg powder, a few miserable looking
vegetables.

Once he had a
fire going, he picked up the postcard and read it again. He thought
about dropping it into the
flames. When Lina saw it, there could be a scene. It would be so
much easier to dispose of it now. But something wouldn’t let him.
He put it back on the mantelpiece and started the gas
ring.

He made a
frittata, using two
tablespoonsful of egg powder and half of the vegetables. They were
stale and the taste of the egg powder barely tolerable. He made tea
and drank it black. They had no milk, and no sugar. You could get
milk in the shops, but outside of the meagre daily allowance, sugar
was only available for a crazy price on the black market. Turned
Abwehr agents were the only ones who could get sugar – and coffee –
for nothing.

He
turned his mind to what Ellis
had told him. If the Double Cross programme was really running a
couple of dozen Abwehr agents, it was a massive undertaking. Each
one would be set up in a house with a case officer, a couple of
guards and a couple of domestics – at least 5 support staff.
Multiplying that by 24 made 120 people.

The
administration workload must
be huge, keeping track of the signals – in and out – a full-time
job. The content of the transmissions would have to include some
real information mixed in with any misinformation they wanted to
send. The Abwehr were no fools.

And what to
make of Ellis’s account of
Major Robertson’s chequered history. Was it believable? Why would
an officer responsible for such an obvious disaster as the SNOW
affair be promoted and then given control of 24 double
agents?

Kurt
considered his own position in all this. When he
first offered to work for the
British Intelligence Services, he might easily have been taken as a
German spy and made to operate as a double agent like Arnold and
the others. The British could have executed him. He shuddered at
the memory of how close he’d come under interrogation in the London
Cage by a sadistic bastard called Cartwright.

And
how secure was Arnold’s
position? Transmitting weather reports suggested his contribution
was not highly valued by the British. Ellis’s man had been betrayed
and – if Ellis was to be believed – executed, while sending out
similar reports. Arnold was obviously at risk. In the long run, he
was probably doomed. Major Robertson’s assurances weren’t worth a
tuppenny damn. Trapped by the cut-throat British, engaged in
treason against the Nazis, Arnold had no hope of
survival.

Lina
arrived home well after midnight. She
handed him a parcel containing four ounces of minced meat. While
slipping out of her coat, she began to tell him about her day. “We
had to set up the hospital to receive incoming wounded. A major
Luftwaffe raid is expected in the next few days.”

“I didn’t
think Millbank was that sort
of hospital,” he said.

“It isn’t, but
we have spare beds and X-ray equipment. We can handle minor
injuries. We will be ready to play our part when the bombs start to fall.”

“How
have you been getting on with
the other nurses?”

Her nose
wrinkled as if she’d picked up
a bad smell. “Much the same as usual. And Matron sent me down to
the basement. Everyone knows how much I hate it down
there.”

“Did you
object?”

“No,
Kevin, nurses don’t object to
Matron’s orders. We obey them without question. I went down there
and had a really bad time. If Joost hadn’t been there I would have
died of fright.”

“Joost?”

“The
psychologist. Remember, I told you
about him. He’s Dutch.”

Kurt remembered.

Spotting the postcard
on the mantelpiece, she grabbed it, flipped it over, and read it.
She replaced it without comment.

“One of the patients
started a mini-revolution. He took over his ward and ordered the
men to build a barricade. Matron tried to intervene but they
knocked her unconscious with a bedpan.”

Kurt laughed.

“It wasn’t
funny, Kevin. Those bedpans
are heavy. She could have been seriously injured. She wasn’t, but
she could have been.”

“Sounds like a
riot.”

“Not quite, but close
enough. Victor’s a senior officer. Joost had to handle him with kid
gloves. It took great skill to get close enough so that Joost could
administer a sedative. He handled the situation really well, as
always.”

“Well
done, Joost!” This Joost could do no
wrong in Lina’s eyes, and he could work miracles with the patients,
apparently.

Kurt’s sarcasm
was lost on Lina. “I see
you’ve eaten. Did you leave some vegetables for me?”

He grabbed her
around the waist and pulled her close. “Of
course. Don’t I always look
after you?” She gave him a peck on the cheek and pushed away from
him, but he clung to her for a moment longer, his face buried in
her hair. “I missed you.”

Lina
kissed him again, on the lips this
time, and broke free of his grasp.

She started the gas
ring. “What sort of day did you have?”

He
laughed mirthlessly. “I was
leafing through some memories before you arrived.”

“Ah! So that’s
it. I understand.”

“My life in
London is so different from
what it was in Dublin. Sometimes it’s difficult to shake the notion
that I’m on a different planet – you know?”

She looked
deep into his eyes. There were tears in hers. “We each have to live
with our histories. We have all made commitments in the past. All
we can do is live our lives, moment by moment. You mustn’t blame yourself for any of
it.”

Lina
had no idea what was on his mind, but
her words were well meant. He smiled at her.

By 2
a.m. they were in bed, Kurt
lying on his back, listening to Lina’s steady breathing beside him.
In his mind he reviewed his own shameful actions since the
beginning of the War. He had killed several times, with little
thought, and no regrets. Two SS men in Ireland, a Gestapo informer
on a train, a factory guard, a German aristocrat.

And now living
with Lina in her flat was
adding to his shame…
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Friday February 18,
1944

 


 


Far away, the
air raid sirens started, the local sirens picking up the
cry within seconds. At first Lina
thought maybe they were testing them and they would stop soon. But
they kept going. London hadn’t been bombed for three years. Perhaps
it was a false alarm. But there were more of them now, spread all
over the city. The rumour must be true. Was the London Blitz going
to start all over again? She tumbled from the bed and looked out
the window. Powerful searchlights crisscrossed the sky.

Kurt climbed out of
the bed with a groan.

They dressed
quickly, put on their coats
and hurried to the Anderson shelter in the back garden. As they
joined their scared neighbours in the shelter, the drone of
approaching aircraft and the thump of distant ack-ack reached them.
It was really happening! The Luftwaffe was back to avenge the
bombing of Berlin, Bremen and Hamburg.

Inside the
shelter, the families of number 7 Radipole Road huddled together,
listening to the dull
crump of exploding bombs in the distance, and then the horrific
crashes as they fell on the streets all around them. The shelter
was cold and cramped, with nine people, including three young
children, in a space designed for six.

As the
noises increased, the children
cried in terror. Kurt and Lina did their best to help keep them
calm. Lina’s only consolation was that it wasn’t raining. The
shelter was far from waterproof.

Two hours
later, they emerged to scenes of devastation. Fulham had
taken a pasting. One third of the
houses on Radipole Road had been reduced to burning rubble, with a
fire crew in attendance. Several windows in number 7 had been
shattered, but the house, and its neighbour, had been spared.
Numbers 9 and 10 hadn’t been so lucky. The front walls had been
sliced off, exposing everything inside, like a macabre doll’s
house.

Kurt joined a
civil defence team clearing
rubble in search of survivors. Lina set out for the
hospital.
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It took her an
hour to walk to the hospital.
The Tube was closed and there were no buses.
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