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This is for Prof McIntyre
of the Royal Free Hospital, London


Our interest’s in the dangerous edge of things,

The honest thief, the tender murderer,

The superstitious atheist.

Robert Browning
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Copies of all that day’s papers were spread over the long oak table. Toby Young stood looking out of the window. It had been a long but mild winter and now the pessimists who had said ‘we’ll pay for it later’ could claim that they were being proved right. It was half-way through April and it was snowing. Large, lazy flakes were settling on the outside window ledges, and the roofs of the buildings across from Century House looked like an old-fashioned Christmas card. When he turned to look at Mike Daley he said, ‘You’ve met Fogarty – do you reckon he knows something or is he just fishing?’

Daley shrugged. ‘Probably a bit of both.’

‘There isn’t a single fact in that piece he’s written. Not a name, not even a hint – just the same old rubbish about ex-Nazis running around loose. In the States, in South America, in Europe – and here. Why now – over forty years later? Most of the bastards are long dead.’

‘So why are we talking about it?’

Young frowned. ‘Don’t be a smart-arse, Michael. You know bloody well why we’re talking about it.’

‘There’s only three we know of where they could pin anything on SIS, and like you said, it was all a long time ago.’

‘They can still make a story out of it – no facts and every claim carefully covered by “it’s alleged that …” And there’s no other scandal at the moment for them to latch on to. The other papers will pick it up and then the Opposition will start demanding statements or judicial enquiries – anything to stir the pot.’

‘What’s the most they could say, Toby, that would mean real trouble?’

‘That when the Germans surrendered, SIS employed ex-war criminals for intelligence work, gave them protection and enabled them to avoid trials as war-criminals.’

‘But everybody did it, not just us. The Russians did. The Americans took over Gehlen and his whole organisation. Lock, stock and barrel.’

Young shook his head. ‘Gehlen wasn’t accused of being a war criminal at any time.’

‘CIC used plenty of others who were.’

‘The difference is that the American public would support them. They’re patriots, not back-biters like our lot.’

‘Have you mentioned it to the DG?’

‘Very briefly.’

‘What was his reaction?’

‘Very wary.’

Daley smiled. ‘Probably worried about his “K”.’

Young barely concealed his anger at Daley’s flip comment. His anger made worse because the same thought had gone through his own mind. It was routine for every new Director General to get his knighthood early on. He sighed, a rather obvious sigh, as he said, ‘Your head’s as likely to roll as anybody’s.’

Daley grinned. ‘That’s wishful thinking, Toby. Why me?’

‘Because the DG wants you to arrange for one of your people to trace the three guys who worry us.’

Daley shrugged. ‘So what’s the problem?’

‘The problem is that if any one of them is still alive it means trouble – like what do we do about him.’

‘So why trouble for me?’

‘Because – as you well know – there are folk around here who still think it’s a good idea to put the messenger’s eyes out when he brings bad news.’

Daley shook his head slowly. ‘Not this messenger, buddy.’ But he wasn’t smiling.

‘Who are you going to put on it?’

‘I’ll think about it. Probably Mallory.’

‘Why Mallory?’

‘He’s bright, and he’s too young to be interested in the outcome – whatever it is. He wasn’t even born when these things were going on.’

When Daley had left, Toby Young walked over to the table and gathered the newspapers into a neat pile, the tabloid that had worried them on top. Slowly and carefully he tore out the offending page and, sitting on one of the straight-backed chairs, he read it again. Maybe Mallory’s first move should be to contact the journalist, Fogarty, and try and find out what he knew. Then his mind went back to Daley. They had been recruited into SIS at the same time. Had been in the same training group, and Daley had proved himself a very competent field officer. Bold, imaginative and a good leader. And now he was in charge of the most successful group concerned with covert operations. But it looked as if that was the end of the line for him. And he knew it. For further promotion he would have to get behind a desk and Daley didn’t want that. He wouldn’t be good at it either. Field officers needed quick decisions; desk-men were where the buck stopped, and that meant reflection and evaluation, not instant action.

Young often found Daley’s attitude vaguely irritating. He admired the man but found his constant cynicism both juvenile and intentionally subversive. And it was a pose that juniors could find attractive. The cynical man of action. He guessed too that Daley resented having him as his controller. But he had done his own stint in the field and then opted for admin against action. And at least it meant that he understood the pressures on field officers. The tension, the loneliness and the resentment when legal or political factors precluded positive action. Knights, rooks and bishops on the intelligence chessboard thwarted by desk-bound pawns who were controlled in turn by a stubborn king. Of course it would never enter Daley’s mind that one of his, Toby Young’s, duties was to be concerned and sympathetic to the likes of Daley himself.

He looked at his watch and reached for the phone to tell Penny that he would be late for dinner. Again.

Daley phoned for Mallory but was told that he was on the small-arms course at Hythe and wouldn’t be back for two days. Daley told them to get Mallory back for a meeting with him the next day and then went to the small conference room where his section’s weekly meeting was just coming to an end.

He took his vacant seat at the head of the table and listened to Harris explaining the procedure for using the software that allowed the computer to convert high-speed Morse to standard characters. The equipment was laid out on the table with long leads from the mains sockets to the monitor and the computer. A separate lead ran from the Torch disc drive. Daley smiled to himself as Harris did his presentation of the new equipment with all the showmanship of Paul Daniels and his Magic Show.

Harris held up the floppy disc. ‘You switch on the computer and then insert the disc into the disc drive like this. You press “shift” and “break” together.’ He pointed. ‘Now you’ve got the screen asking for a command. You tap in LAMTOR on the computer and it comes up on the screen. You press the on/off switch on this – the Kantronics converter.’ He reached over to the Kenwood R-5000 and switched on. ‘Now you tune the radio to the frequency you’re monitoring. Let’s try 5208 megs – that’s a main Interpol frequency.’ He paused. ‘A couple of seconds for the software to lock on and then – there it goes.’ He peered forward. ‘That’s from Wiesbaden to all Interpol receivers in Europe and the Med and the Morse in clear language on the monitor.’ He waited until they had read the message. ‘Right. Now one last thing. Never – repeat – never – switch off the disc drive with the disc still inside. You’ll almost certainly crash the disc. OK?’ There were nods and then Harris said, ‘Any questions?’

Mailer always asked questions and true to form said, ‘What happens if one does crash the disc?’

Harris hated people who said ‘one’ even when it was grammatically correct. ‘One will get a right royal rollocking from Signals section, and second you’ve wasted about four man-hours while a new disc is being formatted.’

Daley interrupted. ‘Before I forget. What happened about the missing Smith & Wesson?’

Williams said quietly, ‘It’s OK, chief. We dealt with it earlier in the meeting. It never went missing. Logan had handed it in to the armourer a month ago for a check on the alignment and he’d not had it back.’ He smiled. ‘He forgot that he’d handed it in. I went with him to his rooms and found the receipt in one of his jackets.’

‘Tell him I want to see him tomorrow morning at nine sharp. What’s next?’

‘Nothing, skipper. That’s the last item.’

Daley stood up. ‘Let’s go to the pub for a pint.’

The sergeant-instructor at Hythe was a dark-haired Welshman who gave his lectures in a lilting brogue that sounded uncannily like Dylan Thomas doing his poet’s voice bit. It was quite the thing these days for army instructors to adopt a laid-back attitude rather than the old formal rituals that had always had such a soporific effect on most listeners.

On the long blackboard behind him were blown-up illustrations of a field-stripped gun and on the army issue table in front of him were two Russian assault rifles.

‘This, gentlemen …’ he said, pointing at one of the guns, ‘… is the AK47 – the 7.62 mm Automat Kalashnikov named after its designer. They are often referred to as submachine guns but that is incorrect. A submachine gun, like the Sten or the Uzi, fires pistol cartridges. The AK47 is an assault rifle and fires rifle-type cartridges.

‘The AK47 is still a Soviet issue but has been replaced in many units by the AKM assault rifle. They are both excellent weapons and you will be having practical experience with both of them.

‘The differences between them are mainly in manufacture and are easily recognised. The AKM stock and fore-end are made out of laminated wood, not the usual beech or birch used on the AK. The bolt and carrier of the AKM are parkerised instead of bright steel. The gas relief holes in the AKM gas cylinder tube are semi-circular cut-outs …’ He stopped talking as the class-room door opened and the adjutant of the Small Arms School came in. He nodded to the instructor. ‘Forgive my interruption, sergeant. Is Mr Mallory here – ah yes. The CO has a message for you. I gather it’s urgent.’

Mallory left his desk and nodded his apology to the instructor as he closed the door behind him.

It was well after midnight when Daley got back to his rooms at Putney Bridge. He sat looking at the news on CNN and thought about Toby Young. He had never been sure why he disliked him. At one time he’d thought it was because of the filmstar handsome face. The iron-grey hair, the clear grey eyes, the tanned skin. He looked like the chap in Dynasty. Listening, working out how to respond so that he always came out clean and right. But he knew in his heart that what he really disliked was that they had started level and now, although their grades were the same, Young was the man he reported to. And what made it worse, he knew because he was a professional that Toby Young did his job well. The charm wasn’t faked, it was real. And it worked, even with him.
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Mallory drove the Healey 3000 through the winding Kent roads from Hythe to Ashford, turned on to the main Maidstone road and then turned left to the inconspicuous road that seemed to be leading to a small huddle of council houses and drew up at the guard-room of Templer Barracks, the HQ of the Intelligence Corps. He was wearing civilian clothes and they checked his ID carefully and then checked the Healey, lifting the bonnet and searching the boot. When they had looked through the contents of his canvas bag they directed him to a parking space on the parade ground. After locking the car he walked to the Officers’ Mess and signed in, then went in to the bar. He ordered a tomato juice and looked around. The others, about a dozen men, were all in uniform, their ‘pips’ and ‘crowns’ with the green cloth bases that signified that their wearers were officers of the I Corps.

As Mallory picked up his glass a captain walked over to him, hand outstretched. ‘Hi, Charlie, what are you doing here?’

Mallory smiled. ‘Just checking on what you boys are up to.’ He paused. ‘I’ve been down at Hythe, learning how to play with Uzis and AK47s. Thought I’d pop in for a quick bite on the way home.’

You didn’t ask fellow officers what they were doing. That would not only be bad security but bad form too, and no trained officer would tell you the truth anyway. But Mallory was an ex-officer, a civilian now. The I Corps was a pool of specialists that was frequently fished by SIS and other secret intelligence organisations. But those who crossed over tended to keep a foot in both camps.

Captain Mason smiled. ‘Let’s go in and eat then. Friday – so it’s curry day.’

As they sat with their coffees after the meal Mason said casually, ‘Are you glad they pulled you out?’

Mallory shrugged. ‘It’s hard to say, Joe. It’s an altogether different world.’ He smiled. ‘A bit like our time in Berlin. More political. You can’t take it for granted that your colleagues are on your side. I miss the comradeship we had here. But I guess it suits me.’

‘Changing the subject – are you still knocking around with that girl you brought down here on Corps Day?’

‘Yes.’

‘She’s really something that one. Everyone was asking about her.’ He grinned. ‘You moved in with her yet?’

Mallory laughed softly. ‘No. She moved in with me.’

‘You jammy bastard. She gonna marry you?’

‘Who knows? Just have to wait and see.’

Mallory stood up.

‘See you again soon, Joe. Take care.’

As Mallory drove on to London he wondered what Joe Mason would think if he knew about his relationship with Debbie Harper. Debbie was twenty years old, from a good West-country family. Stunningly pretty, an ex-convent girl and both amoral and immoral. Given the choice of the two descriptions she would have unhesitatingly chosen the latter. She said she couldn’t understand what being amoral was, and anyway being immoral was fun. Maybe not always fun, but a girl had to earn a living one way or another hadn’t she? When she asked why he thought she was amoral as well, he’d raised the question of lying about almost everything. She had laughed and shrugged and claimed that that was just her defence mechanism. If you told lies you could change your mind and alter the scenario. But if you told the truth that was it. You were stuck with it. But his analysis wasn’t fair and he knew it. She was affectionate, generous and lively; and kept a lot of people happy. In the twenties she would have been just one more flapper. In the sixties she would have been the first swinger. She’d once made him admit that being immoral her way made nobody unhappy. What was the harm in having a cuddle? They were both naked on his bed at the time, and when Debbie Harper was naked no man was going to devote much of his thinking to the precise definition of moral standpoints. But he could say quite honestly that it wasn’t just the sex. He liked her. The warm, eager, optimistic outgoing personality and he was touched by her vulnerability. A vulnerability that she wasn’t even aware of.

It was beginning to drizzle as Mallory got to Battersea Bridge and he stopped to put up the hood of the convertible. As he got back in he reached for the towel and put it on the passenger seat. If it turned to rain he’d need to drape it across his lap to keep the leaks off his clothes. But by the time he got to Chelsea the sun was shining.

He parked the car off Sloane Street and walked with his bag to the flat in King’s Road above one of the few original, individual shops that had survived the swingeing rent increases in King’s Road, Chelsea. He had lived there for four years at a reasonable rent due to the good offices of one of his father’s grateful clients.

There were two messages on the answering machine. The first was from the Century House duty officer. His appointment with Daley the next day was at 11 a.m. The second message was from Debbie. She’d be at the club if he wanted her.

Mallory wondered why Mike Daley wanted to see him so urgently. But everything was always urgent to Mike Daley.

He unpacked slowly, throwing his soiled clothes into a heap for the washing machine, putting his shaving kit and brushes on the bathroom shelf, and finally he took out his note-books and the tape recorder and placed them on the small desk in the bow window. He walked over to the phone and dialled the number of the Crossfire Club. It was a man who answered and when he asked for Debbie the man said, ‘Who’s asking?’

‘Tell her it’s Charlie.’

‘She’s busy. I’ll tell her you called.’

‘Tell her now and don’t bugger about.’

‘Or what?’

‘Don’t bullshit, Louis. Tell her I want to speak to her now.’

‘How d’you know my name?’

‘Because I was going to the club when you were still back-up driver for Hymie’s lot.’

‘Ah yes. I recognise your voice now. It’s Charlie, ain’t it? Charlie Mallory.’ He laughed. ‘The Honourable Charlie Mallory. Look, she went out about an hour ago. Havin’ her hair done.’

‘When will she be back?’

‘Jesus God, two hours, three – who knows?’

‘Tell her I’ll be there about nine tonight.’

‘OK, squire.’

Mallory hung up. They were such creeps. They thought that an Italian name made people think they were Mafiosi. It worked well enough with the middle-class businessmen who came to the club looking for a girl. Paying outrageous prices for fake drinks while the girls promised anything they wanted for just one more drink of champagne. And the sight of Louis and Tony looming over the table was enough to make them pay up. But face them down and they collapsed like punctured balloons. They called him ‘The Honourable’ because he didn’t speak with a Cockney accent and they still weren’t sure whether he slept with Debbie or not.

He looked at his watch. There wasn’t time to see his father before he went to the club. It would take some time talking to the old man and he wouldn’t be able to tell him much. But just talking to him would help.

It was only in the last few years that he had really been aware of how much he owed to the large, amiable man who had given so much of himself and his time and wisdom to a fifteen-year-old boy shocked by his mother’s sudden departure with another man to a new life in California. Patient explanations that human beings were sometimes driven by forces that were beyond their controlling. Never a word of criticism of the pretty woman they had both loved in their different ways. He wondered now if the fact that his father was a barrister specialising in divorce and family matters was what gave him that patience and understanding. There must have been times when his father had been lonely and unhappy but he had never shown it. Always that ready smile and some amusing anecdote about what went on in the courts.

His father had been disappointed that he had left university after only one year and had joined the army, but he had been pleased when he was commissioned and transferred to the Intelligence Corps; although he had been shocked when he told him later that he had joined SIS. It seemed that his father had once acted for an ex-SIS officer who had fallen foul of the establishment and in the course of the action his father assessed SIS as being both devious and totally untrustworthy. Mallory had explained to his father that there were many layers to the SIS cake and his client had probably deserved what he got. His father would have none of it and fulminated against SIS whenever they were mentioned. His advice to his son was never to trust them no matter what they said.

Oddly enough his father had taken to Debbie the first time he met her. She was used to being all things to all men and knew how to captivate judges let alone mere barristers. A fleeting mention of the Ursuline convent school and long dark eyelashes on a modest cheek were enough, and as they were leaving she made sure that his father could hear her say to Mallory, ‘Your father really is a darling.’ The old man had taken her to Ascot and had been the envy of his contemporaries. There had been four she recognised and eyes that avoided hers as their owners glanced furtively at her escort.
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Daley signalled to Mallory to sit down as he went on talking on the telephone. His eyes scanned through the litter of paper on his desk and finally he used one finger to slide the page from the offending tabloid across his desk, turning it so that Mallory could read it. The piece was marked off by orange highlighter and Mallory read it, aware of Daley’s mounting anger as he talked on the phone. Finally Daley hung up and crashed the receiver back on to its cradle.

‘That was Berlin. Can you believe it, they pick up two guys in Savigny Platz last night. One’s a pusher and they hand him over with a fat packet of heroin to the Kripo. They asked for a holding charge on the other bastard as an accessory, while they double-check his identity. When they go back to the Kripo they’ve released him on bail. He was the one we wanted. KGB up to his eyes. Those Krauts believe more in perestroika than the Russians do.’ He sniffed. ‘You read that stuff, yes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well I’ve got a real crappy job for you this time, Charlie.’

‘Thanks.’ He smiled. ‘What is it?’

‘That piece in the paper about ex-Nazis floating around. Could be a problem for SIS. Only an outside chance but it’s possible.’ Daley leaned back in his chair. ‘When the Germans surrendered it was chaos. For our chaps as well as them. Our people were supposed to be rounding up the Gestapo, the Sicherheitsdienst, the Abwehr, the Party brass and on top of that they had to carry out the de-Nazification of our zone of Germany.’ He shrugged. ‘So people had to cut corners, and one of the best ways of cutting corners was turning some of the poachers into game-keepers.’

‘What’s that mean?’

‘Using Nazis to catch Nazis.’

‘So what’s wrong with that? As long as they deliver.’

‘Well some of them could have been war criminals. SS guys. People who’d sent off thousands of people to the Nazi camps. God knows what they’d done. It got swept under the carpet. But, now it’s long over, the birds are coming home to roost. People want to accuse us of protecting war criminals. Letting them off the hook. Letting them go down the line to South America.’

‘So that’s South America’s problem, surely.’

‘Not always. A few are still possibly in the UK. We’ve got three names. We want you to find them and give us a background picture.’

‘But that’s Special Branch and MI5, not us.’

Daley sighed. ‘Don’t say that. Don’t even think it. Can you imagine how Five would rub their hands to pin it all back on to SIS? We’ve got a reasonable relationship right now but the temptation would be too much for them. Just a word in the ear of some MP and a hint to a journalist and there’d be a special programme on Panorama in no time.’

‘But it was over forty years ago and anyway Labour were in power when all that was happening.’

‘Look, Charlie, you don’t understand. They’d make it out that we and the Government had been covering up. If we didn’t know it was happening they’d say we were incompetent. If we did know it was happening, then it was a criminal act and those who are in charge should be either sacked or indicted. All I want you to do is let me know the facts.’

‘And there’s only these three to check on?’

‘So far as we know. There may be others but these are survivors and the only ones we’re aware of that could embarrass us.’

‘Do I get any help?’

‘All the facilities but no bodies.’

‘And when do I start?’

‘Now.’

‘How urgent is it?’

‘Results are more important than speed.’ Daley paused. ‘Toby Young thought you might sniff around this chap Fogarty who wrote that piece.’

‘No way. That would just alert him. How often do you want a report?’

‘Weekly will do unless it’s something really crucial.’

‘Can I ask you something, Mike?’

‘Sure. Go ahead.’

‘Why are you sticking this on me? Have I done something?’

‘How old are you, fella?’

‘Thirty-two.’

‘That’s part of why you landed this. You weren’t part of those days and –’ Daley smiled ‘– and I can trust you. Is that enough?’

Mallory smiled as he stood up. ‘I guess so. Who’s got the file on those three people?’

Daley grinned and handed Mallory two pages of type. ‘File there ain’t. All we’ve got is there.’

Mallory looked briefly at both pages then looked at Daley. ‘What about photographs?’

‘We don’t have any. They wouldn’t be much use anyway. They’d be forty years older now. If they’re alive that is.’

For a moment Mallory opened his mouth to speak, then changed his mind and walked slowly to the door.

As Mallory walked towards the bank of elevators he wondered what he hadn’t been told. In the first month of his basic training the instructors always claimed that you shouldn’t trust anyone. Everyone lies. The lies may be harmless or irrelevant to what you were concerned with. But lies were lies and like a good many others of his rank his distrust started at home. Right inside Century House.

Mallory took the notes back to his flat and sat in the kitchen with an apple-juice and sliced cheddar on wafer biscuits. He read it three times before he finally accepted that he was on a wild-goose chase. Almost all the scanty information covered events over forty years earlier. Anything later was supposition. Even the war crimes of which they were suspected were unspecific. He made notes of the facts for each name.


Stefan Wolff Born 17 Jan 1920. Osterode (Harz Mountains) Nieder-Sachsen. Joined NSDAP 1939. Joined Wehrmacht 1939. Transferred to Waffen SS 1940. Served Eastern Front then posted as 2 I/C of Einsatz Kommando based in Krakov. Responsible for rounding up Jews and subversives for despatch to Oswiecim (Auschwitz). Listed in CRASC document as war-criminal. Arrested by British Security in Bremen Sept 1945. Recruited as interpreter then used as informant in Hamburg area. Attended unit reunion in London in 1951 and was believed to be living in Birmingham working as security guard at Fisher and Ludlow (became part of Austin/Morris, now British Leyland).

Erich Keller Born 24 Oct 1919. Berlin. Father lawyer. Mother actress (musical comedy). Attended art-school in Berlin. Later worked as director of Staedtische Buehne (Local Theatre) in Brunswick and Hannover. Called up 1939 and because of language qualifications (English, French) was recruited by Sicherheitsdienst. Served first in Berlin and then in Amsterdam. Responsible for sending both Jews and non-Jews to camps. (Belsen-Bergen and Mauthausen). Arrested by 103 Field Security Section in Peine (near Hannover) in 1945 and taken to HQ in Hildesheim. Was used in intelligence role by unit until 1950 when he was transferred to 21 Army Group at Bad Oeynhausen and believed used on line-crossing operations in area Helmstedt into Soviet Zone. No records extant. Last heard of as being given Canadian documents and possibly pension. Believed headed for Toronto with introductions to radio executives. Likely that Canadian documentation was genuine, not forged. A report was registered in late 50s that he was seen in London on two different sightings by former British intelligence officers.

Fritz Dettmer Born Jan 1914. Frankfurt. Nothing known until subject joined Gestapo in 1937. Mother Scots. Born Edinburgh. Née Maclean, Doris. Dettmer might have been earlier a member of Kriminalpolizei. Operated in Prague and then in Warsaw. Accused of torture of civilians and prisoners in Auschwitz where he was in charge of eight (8) blocks. Later was deputy head of Gestapo in Magdeburg. When 30 Corps pulled back to borders agreed at Yalta Dettmer was allowed passage to British Zone. Was recruited by Field Security to operate in line-crossing operation into Soviet Zone. Believed under control of Keller, Erich. In 1952 was allowed to go to UK. Destination believed to be Glasgow or Edinburgh. Nothing further known. Believe holds British passport.



Mallory decided that he would drive down to Birmingham and see what he could find out about Stefan Wolff. He went back to the flat and packed a bag and left a message on her answering phone for Debbie.

He turned off the M1 on to the M45 and wound his way past Coventry and eventually turned off the main road into Castle Bromwich. At a newspaper shop he got directions to the old Fisher and Ludlow factory next to the Dunlop works. It was now part of British Leyland.

At the factory’s main entrance the guard stopped him and he asked for the chief security officer. The guard phoned through to security and then showed him on a map of the sprawling site where the main offices were. He was amazed at the size of the place, so large that it had its own internal bus service.

He pulled into the visitors’ carpark and walked back to the main office. The receptionist phoned through to Security and a secretary came down and escorted him to a lift. On the second floor he was taken down a long corridor that led through a room with staff watching panels of surveillance monitors, to an office that was obviously used only as a meeting room. The man who shook his hand said, ‘The boss is away but maybe I can help you. I gather from your ID at the gate that you’re SIS.’ He smiled. ‘We’re more used to spies from rival manufacturers.’

Mallory laughed. ‘Do you get many of those?’

‘My name’s Jack Heyford. Do sit down.’ When Mallory was settled Heyford said, ‘We used to get quite a lot of industrial snooping but we put up a novel idea to management and to our surprise they accepted it. We invited our rivals to come and look us over. Engineers, designers, production people – the lot. And that was the end of the spying.’

‘That was quite a risk, surely?’

‘As a matter of fact it wasn’t. Our philosophy is let ’em look. If they copy something we do it’ll take them six months to put it into practice. And in six months from now we’ll be doing it differently. Quicker, better, cheaper – you name it. Our production managers have to justify keeping equipment that’s more than a year old. Our philosophy is: surely there’s some better way of doing it, whatever it is.’

Mallory grinned. ‘Maybe governments’ll get round to thinking that way and we can close down SIS.’

‘Nice thought. Now – what can we do for you?’

‘I’m trying to trace a man named Wolff. Stefan Wolff. We believe that he was at one time working here as a security guard.’

‘When?’

‘When the plant was still called Fisher and Ludlow.’

‘That’s way back. I’d think he would have retired by now. Can you wait while I have him checked out?’

‘Yes.’

Heyford phoned through instructions to someone and then hung up.

‘We put most of our records on computer some years back. If we’re lucky it won’t take too long.’

‘What’s your main work here as security people?’

‘Physical security – against kooks who think autos pollute the atmosphere. Petty theft and organised theft. Mainly spare parts. And to some extent we liaise with Special Branch in the City regarding subversives. But strikes aren’t the problem they used to be.’

A girl brought in a sheet of computer print-out and Heyford took it from her and read it carefully as she left. He looked up at Mallory.

‘Your information was right, Mr Mallory. He did work here. Seems to have been a satisfactory employee. Retired on pension three years ago. He died a year ago this month and his widow is receiving a standard pension as of now. Seems he had two strokes one after the other and died a few hours after being received at the General Hospital.’

‘There’s proof of death?’

‘Yes. We received the family doctor’s report and we have a photostat of the death certificate. And a member of our staff attended his funeral at Witton Cemetery.’

‘Have you got an address for the widow?’

‘Yes, she’s still at the old address. Two hundred and five Mere Road in Erdington – not far from here.’

Mallory noted the address. ‘May I have a photocopy of the death certificate?’

‘Of course.’

The house in Mere Road was just over the brow of the hill. Victorian red-brick with bay windows up and down and a substantial porch over the steps that led to a door with coloured-glass windows and a heavy brass knocker.

The woman who answered the door was wiping her hands on the flowered pinafore she was wearing. Her face was impassive as she said, ‘What is it?’

‘Are you Mrs Wolff?’

‘Yes. Who are you?’

‘I wondered if I could have a word with you about your late husband?’

‘Are you from the Prudential about the insurance?’

‘No. I just wanted to ask you about how you met him and what he was like?’

She sounded suspicious. ‘What do you want to know that for?’

‘Just a personal interest.’

‘Did you know him?’

‘I knew of him from others.’ He smiled. ‘I wouldn’t take up much of your time.’

For a few moments she hesitated and then she said, ‘You’d better be quick then, I’ve got my cleaning job to go to in an hour.’

She led him a few yards down a narrow corridor and opened the door to a room with dust-sheets over a three piece suite. She pulled the sheets from the two armchairs, folded them carefully and pointed to one of the chairs, as she took off her pinafore and sat facing Mallory.

‘Where did you meet your husband?’

‘At the social club on Slade Road. Up by Stockland Green. Bingo and old-time dancing.’ She smiled. ‘He was the best dancer there even if he was one of the older ones.’

‘Did he work then at Fisher and Ludlow?’

‘No, he worked as a collector for the Pru then. That’s how we got the insurance. He went to the factory just before we got married. Said it was better pay and more interesting. But it was a long bike ride to Tyburn Road.’

‘Was he born in Birmingham?’

‘Oh no. He was born somewhere in Germany. I think he was a refugee. Came over just before the war. They interned ’em when the war started. Enemy aliens they called ’em. Worked down the mines and then when it was over he came here to Brum. Got the job at the Pru. Thought the world of him they did. He had a way with people. Took no nonsense about paying next week and all that stuff.’

‘Have you got a photograph of him?’

She smiled and pointed to a framed photograph behind him on an upright piano. It was a strangely old-fashioned face. Black hair plastered back, dark eyes and heavy eyebrows and deep lines from the side of the nose to the lips. It was an arrogant face. And he’d obviously told her a pack of lies.

‘A handsome man, Mrs Wolff.’

‘He certainly was.’ She smiled. ‘Had an eye for the ladies too. They all fancied him.’

‘A good husband?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘Any children?’

‘No. He said they were too much responsibility with the world as it is.’

‘Well thank you for your time, Mrs Wolff.’

‘What was it all about, the questions?’

Mallory smiled as he stood up. ‘Just curiosity about a man I’d heard about.’

She still seemed suspicious but she showed him politely to the front door.

It took him forty minutes roaming around the vast, sprawling cemetery before he found the grave. There was a polished granite headstone that just said – Stefan Wolff 1917–1984. The year of birth didn’t correspond with his notes but that could be a mistake on what was, after all, an insignificant file in SIS records. Or it could have been part of the deception by Wolff himself. Short of having an exhumation he could cross him off his list.
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The entrance to the Crossfire Club was down a narrow alley off Frith Street. It was at the rear of an employment agency for catering staff that fronted the building, and the club was on two floors and a basement. It was licensed by Westminster Council as a social club with a drinks licence that extended to 3 a.m. except on Sundays. The two men who owned the building had bought it when there was the big crackdown on vice by the local council and rentals and prices had been decimated inside a few weeks. One of the owners was a successful stockbroker and the other was part-owner of several other similar clubs that made money out of conning tourists and home-grown suckers with exorbitantly priced drinks and hostesses. After the crackdown there was a truce between the conflicting interests of club owners and council. Less flamboyance on one side and minimal harassment by the other. The partners estimated that they had made just over 1.4 million pounds in twelve weeks when rents eventually went back to their old levels and higher.

There was an untidy heap of black plastic garbage bags alongside the club entrance. The operators of the Crossfire Club had refused to pay the extortionate bribes of the council garbage collectors and Louis had written a rather rambling letter of complaint to the Cleansing Department. Louis and Tony Fratelli, who ran the club for a syndicate, were paid a percentage. Not off the top, but a percentage on profits. They toed the line because even a not very bright accountant could make it no profits at all if he wasn’t kept happy. Fortunately Artful Arthur who looked after the accounts was not only bright but had a liking for pretty girls and that made him easy enough to satisfy.
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