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To Tom and Ruth
with love


From camp to camp, through the foul womb of night,

The hum of either army stilly sounds,

That the fix’d sentinels almost receive

The secret whispers of each other’s watch.

 

Wm. Shakespeare

King Henry V


Part One


One

Heinz Kurer stood looking out of the window. It was April in Paris, sunshine and trees, and pretty girls. But he’d got to make that dreary trek down to the Pyrenees and over the Spanish border. He enjoyed training the stooges, and briefing them, but the long boring ritual of showing them the route should not, he reckoned, be left to Abwehr majors. Somebody from the Secret Field Police could do that just as well. Maybe better. Major Kurer was in love with Paris, winter and spring, and with several pretty ladies.

He slid his arms into the old tweed jacket, slung his raincoat over his arm, and picked up his leather case from the bed. He swore softly under his breath as he heard the impatient toot from the car in the street below.

As he opened the street door he saw that at least they’d sent the big Citroën. The driver took his bag and put it in the boot of the car with the official black metal box, then closed the rear door as Kurer slid in beside the other passenger.

‘Everything satisfactory last night, my friend?’ Kurer spoke in fluent French, and his fellow passenger replied in a French that carried echoes of Alsace-Lorraine. Or Elsass-Löthringen as it was called after the Nazis occupied the disputed territory in 1936. It seemed that his passenger had been very satisfied with the arrangements. It was almost a tradition by now for the stooges to be given a night on the town and an obliging girl as their official send-off. But protocol did not require Abwehr officers to accompany their charges on these last-minute jaunts.

It was mid-afternoon when they turned into the courtyard of the hotel in Clermont-Ferrand and Kurer walked down to the river alone. He sat on the bank near the river’s edge, his hands clasped around his knees, staring across the water. He wondered if the training and briefing was a waste of time. They had sent seven of them through to England. They had all landed safely, the girl from the Spanish Embassy had confirmed that every time. Two were sending back stuff but it was pretty low-grade. The kind of information that the Luftwaffe recce patrols brought back every day. Their material was accurate but it added nothing to the picture of the British preparations. A couple of new red pins on the order-of-battle maps, but nothing more. Two others had been caught by the British, tried, found guilty and had ended their lives in front of a firing-squad. The Abwehr had received the usual formal notifications through the International Red Cross in Geneva. The three others had never been heard of again. But two out of seven was not a bad success rate when compared with the stooges whom the Sicherheitsdienst landed from U-boats off the Fife coast in Scotland. Five of those had been executed. One had not been heard from and the other was using his radio back to Berlin. The British thought they had ‘turned’ him but he’d loyally omitted the second check-word from all his signals and the Abwehr signals unit had played along with it to keep him alive. The material the British gave him to transmit was providing an interesting exercise for the evaluation team.

The trouble was, Kurer thought, that the human material itself was so low-grade. Pimps, thieves, black-market operators were their usual recruits. They got caught by the police for some offence, somebody discovered that they had spent time in England and spoke English, so they got the choice – Buchenwald or a trip to England. It was a miracle that they didn’t all give themselves up the moment they landed. Berlin claimed that the training made them confident, but he doubted that. It was more likely the unspoken threat to their nearest and dearest that kept them in line. But this man Richter could well be the exception. He was above average intelligence, not intellectual but reasonably educated. And this time there was going to be no language problem, and his cover-story was that he wanted to join de Gaulle’s Free French. With a German father and a French mother he spoke both languages fluently, and they’d done a lot to iron out the accent. And if you were born in Strasbourg you expect to have a bit of an accent. The Gestapo had handed him over to the Abwehr. It seemed that he had paid for a fake medical certificate to avoid his Wehrmacht call-up, and he’d been sent to a hospital for a thorough check-up and had been found to be in perfect health. With the news from the Russian front, there were hundreds of them trying to dodge the column. Richter was just unlucky.

Kurer looked up at the sky. It was a fine evening and it was going to be the same the next day. His eyes went back to the river as a fish rose close to the bank. It was pleasant enough to be sitting on a river bank in the Auvergne on a spring evening, but he would rather have been in Paris. A meal at Maxim’s with Chantelle, then back to his apartment in avenue Kleber, some schmaltzy music on the radio while she undressed, and then she would be standing there smiling and naked. He shook his head to banish the vision and stood up slowly, brushing down his trousers. When the bloody war was over he would have to settle down, or at least be more discreet. But until then he was going to take what was going.

As he walked back to the hotel, he went over the evening’s training session in his mind. There was no doubt that Richter was trying hard. Asking sensible questions, absorbing everything he was told, slowly and carefully, like a mincer absorbing meat.

After they had eaten a meal together they went up to his room and spent an hour going over Richter’s cover story. His cover story was a good one. Well worked out and based largely on actual fact.

They spent another two hours going over the kind of information they wanted him to send back. And one last time they went over all the illustrations in the handbooks showing the uniforms and insignia of the Royal Navy, the RAF and the Army. Richter wasn’t too good at recognizing vehicles and guns, but he tried.

They were both asleep before midnight.

They made a late start the next morning but they were in Perpignan just after mid-day.

As they walked in the sunshine across the Place des Loges, Kurer turned left down a side street, and then left again into a narrow, cobbled street. He spoke casually but quietly. ‘Don’t look now. We’ll stop further on. But the butcher’s shop is the place they would take you to. I’ll show you his photograph tonight. Right at the top of the building you’ll see a small window with blue shutters. That’s the room they’d keep you in.’

They walked on a short distance then turned, and Richter looked casually at the butcher’s shop as they approached it. It was a small narrow-gutted building, paint peeling from the frame of the small shop window and neither customers nor shop assistants in the shop itself.

Kurer and the stooges never stayed in Perpignan itself. They would inevitably be noticed despite their civilian clothes and good French. Perpignan was more Spanish than French, and more Catalan than either. A strange town that looked quite normal, but where a second town seethed under cover of the ancient buildings and streets. A centre for smuggling, intrigue and politics; there were no strangers in Perpignan. They knew who you were and what you were doing, inside an hour. They made it their business to know. It was an instinct for survival that was part of their history.

They stayed ten kilometres outside Perpignan at the chateau that had been taken over as the HQ of the local Sicherheitsdienst detachment. Kurer went carefully over the routine that escape lines followed to pass over the Pyrenees and then spent an hour going over the several ways that had been devised for passing the messages to the Abwehr contacts at the Spanish Embassy in London, and a final route for desperately urgent material. He handed over the small phial of pills that would send up Richter’s blood pressure for medical checks. They didn’t do anything startling but they kept the pressure enough above normal to make it unacceptable for any armed service.

Just below the top of the mountains, they lay panting in the shelter of the rocks as the mist swirled around them. It had taken them seven hours to get that far but Kurer had warned him that the smugglers and gypsies who took the British and French along the escape line would do it in five hours. When they recovered Kurer stood up and Richter followed him.

Half an hour later they were at the summit where two white painted stones on each side of the track marked the frontier. They walked on for almost a kilometre, the mist breaking from time to time to let through the light of the moon. It was in one of those breaks that they saw the shadowy outline of a car, and a light flashed twice towards them.

Kurer greeted the man like the old friend that he was. He was an officer from the Abwehr Stelle at Barcelona. The man driving the car was Spanish – the official liaison man with the Falangists.

Richter dozed off a couple of times as the car bumped and rattled along the pot-holed roads, but Kurer shook him.

‘Stay awake, my friend, they might ask you about the scenery.’

Richter rubbed his eyes and fought off the growing need to sleep. As they came to a cross-roads the car slowed down and stopped, and Richter saw a dark blue van with the crest of the Spanish police on its side, and the legend, Todos por la Patria.

Handcuffs were clamped round his wrists and he was led into the van. Kurer accompanied him and sat on the metal bench opposite.

‘Why do we have to do all this, Herr Major?’

‘It’s all part of the routine, Erich. They could very easily ask you to describe what happened. You need to know all this.’

‘How do we know that this is how the escape line works?’

Kurer smiled. ‘We’ve been able to penetrate some of the lines from time to time. We don’t always interfere. That way we learn a lot.’

‘How?’

‘Some of our own people are part of one or two of the lines. A man escaping can be very grateful to his helpers. It can make him only too ready to talk.’

Richter nodded. It gave him a sense of security to know that everything was worked out so meticulously.

The big double gates of Camp Miranda were already open and the guard saluted as the van passed through and wheeled to a stop outside the main office block.

Inside the office the handcuffs were removed and Kurer and Richter were given a meal. Later Richter was introduced to the Camp Commandant who took them for a short walk around the compound. Back in a small private office Kurer handed over Richter’s documents and the small bead-like phial of prussic acid that could end his life, if he wished, in less than sixty seconds. It would be sixty seconds of agony but Kurer didn’t mention that. He went over the instructions once more of what Richter would say at the British Embassy in Madrid. He would be taken down to Madrid by private car and accompanied to within sight of the embassy building. The Fatherland, he said, the Abwehr, and Major Kurer himself, wished their hero a successful mission. Erich Richter had never ‘belonged’ to any sort of group before and there were tears in his eyes as he shook Kurer’s hand. Kurer thought that that might be a good sign.


Two

Sergeant-Major Phillips sat in the captain’s cabin looking over the typewritten crew-list, comparing each name with the loose-leaf Black List. There didn’t seem to be any naughty boys among the crew, but just for the hell of it he pointed at a name. It didn’t do to clear a crew-list too easily. People could start putting together cleared lists and build up a picture of the kind of people that British security were looking for, or even not looking for. The opposition could play quite a lot of fancy tunes by analysing lists that had gone unchallenged. Apart from these considerations CSM Phillips felt that it kept merchant ships’ captains on their toes. He put his finger against the name CARUANA, Juan. An engineer. Captains got very edgy at the thought of an engineer being taken for questioning. It could end up with their ship missing the next convoy sailing.

Phillips spent an hour cross-questioning Caruana, giving an impression of being not entirely satisfied when he eventually released him back to the engine-room.

There were two more typewritten lists. A list of all passengers. There were thirty, most of them going on to Montreal and Quebec. The second list was of passengers wishing to land at Southampton. There were only four names. Two were a double-act coming home the long way from an Ensa show that had toured the Eighth Army in North Africa. One was described as an official from the Governor of Gibraltar’s staff. Their three passports were lying together on the green baize cloth covering the saloon table.

He checked each passport carefully. Page by page. Entry by entry. There was a slip inside each one giving their reasons for returning to the UK. The official from the Governor’s office was a girl, and he remembered that he had been asked to give her an automatic clearance. They had only just discovered that she was five months pregnant. The father, a married lieutenant in the Gloucesters. On the Rock, men outnumbered women in a ratio of about forty to one.

The fourth name was Pierre Maurois and all it said against the name was – refugee. CSM Phillips asked the captain to send for the man. As he waited, Phillips lit a cigarette. There was a routine for refugees. Brief and simple. The sorting out was done at the deep-interrogation centre at Wandsworth, and they didn’t like Port Security to go beyond the routine.

Maurois was tall and thin, his fair hair unkempt, his face pale, with an apprehensive air. He seemed surprised when Phillips spoke to him in French.

‘How old are you, M’sieur Maurois?’

‘Twenty-three.’

‘And why have you come to England?’

‘I want to join de Gaulle, the Free French.’

‘Have you any bags or cases?’

‘One small bag.’

‘Go and get it and then report back to me here.’

Phillips sat drinking a brandy with the Greek captain who was all hospitality and amiability now that he knew he was free to go into Southampton docks on the next tide.

Ten minutes later Phillips was swinging his leg over the ship’s side and fishing around with his foot for a rung of the rope ladder that led down to the drifter that would take him and Maurois back to the security office on the dockside.

He stood looking up the side of the big ship as the Frenchman slowly and clumsily made his way down the ladder. It wasn’t easy until you got used to it. There was a thirty or forty foot drop. The sailors held out their hands to Maurois each time the big ship plunged down, and eventually they almost peeled him off the ladder to the heaving deck of the drifter.

Phillips phoned the central police station in Southampton and an hour later a Special Branch man came over to pick up the Frenchman and take him up to Wandsworth.

Two days later Captain David Miller, Intelligence Corps, sat at the table, looking over the Frenchman’s documents and the lab reports.

Everything was genuine. The Carte d’Identité, the Permis de Conduire, and the birth certificate. There was a brief note from the laboratory to point out that the ink of the signature, and the stamp itself, on the Carte d’Identité seemed fresher than the issue date would indicate. But they emphasized that there seemed to be no question of forgery.

He tucked them all back in the file and sent them to Central Registry. It would be three days before he could start interrogating the Frenchman.

He walked over to French Archives to see if she was there. Captain Miller had an eye for the girls, and the girls weren’t averse to him. Female opinion reckoned that there was a touch of Errol Flynn about the captain. But David Miller was gradually coming to the conclusion that if Penny Lucas would have him on a permanent basis he would be prepared to forswear all others. Females were thick on the ground at the interrogation centre for a very good reason. They were more secure than men. They felt no urge to impress their dates with hints about the secret and vital work that occupied their days and nights. This wasn’t because they were more patriotic than men but because they saw no glamour in their jobs. They wouldn’t have been impressed by similar hints from men. Unfortunately young men never realized that they boasted in vain; and that one red rose would have got them further much quicker.

Penny Lucas wasn’t the prettiest girl at the centre. A blonde girl in Jugoslav Archives held that award, but Penny was a strong contender, and pretty enough to have had a film contract with Rank before she was called up to the services. She spoke good French and the Army had been in two minds about where she should go. It would be either SOE or the Royal Victoria Patriotic School at Wandsworth, the deep-interrogation centre. Her French wasn’t quite good enough for SOE field work, and as the RVPS was clamouring for assistants that was where she had been posted.

Like most girls serving the more secret sections of British intelligence, she came from a good family. Her father had been born in Paris, the only son of a banking family. Despite parental pressure he had come to London in his teens to study at the Slade. By his early twenties he was a portrait artist in a small way, and when he was twenty-seven he had become a naturalized Britisher. It was a condition laid down by his fiancée’s parents if they were to marry. His own parents took it as the insult it was, but the young man himself was only amused. He was a man who disliked any kind of conflict.

Penny’s parents had met David Miller a number of times. Her mother disliked him intensely. But that was par for the course. Mrs Lucas disliked all her daughter’s boyfriends. She was a plump, petulant woman who dominated the whole household from her comfortable armchair. Her weapon was her heart. An organ that defied medical diagnosis but allowed her to impose her will on those around her.

David Miller was sometimes puzzled by Penny’s attitude when they were at her home. He guessed that she knew well enough that her mother’s heart was virtually as strong as her own, but she became a small girl again, controlled and dominated by remote control from the armchair, going out of her way to avoid sitting with him, listening silently as her mother tried to dominate him too. She even reproved him sometimes when her mother went too far and he amiably resisted her domineering attitude.

If they had not been mother and daughter he would have suspected them of having some sort of passive lesbian relationship. The older woman’s possessiveness and domination were unpleasant enough, but her daughter’s willingness to change her whole personality in front of her mother struck him as either juvenile or sick. He wasn’t sure which. He didn’t dwell on it, but he was aware that her mother was an avowed enemy.

Penny’s education had ended at Roedean. The screen test and the subsequent contract had got in the way of university. There hadn’t been a film. Four months at the Rank charm school had made her call-up a welcome relief. She had neat, even features, and a nice young body, but it was her big brown eyes that pole-axed Captain Miller. There were times, when his hands were moving into forbidden territory when those two brown eyes seemed able to hypnotize him into inaction.

She had several boyfriends, but like Easter, they were movable feasts, and they generally got posted before long to some far-flung outpost of the Empire. She was very fond of David. He was good-looking, lively and intelligent, but she thought that he was also a bit too self-contained. Despite the amiable exterior there was a ruthlessness underneath that boded ill for those who crossed him. Maybe it was because of the war and what he was doing. She was in no hurry. There was plenty of time to find out what he was really like. All she knew of his background was that he had been brought up in an orphanage.

She turned to look at him. ‘I’m not going to make it by seven, Dave.’

‘When?’

‘More like eight.’

‘Can I help?’

‘No. It’s a ferreting job. Somebody’s filed the Paris Gestapo records in the wrong place. It’s just a process of elimination.’

He looked at his watch. ‘I’ll start on the Frenchman then, and get the preliminaries over. I’ll be in 107, give me a knock when you’re ready.’

‘OK.’

Miller looked across at the Frenchman. He looked uneasy, but most of them did, innocent or guilty; being interrogated was an ordeal. It was meant to be an ordeal. He pressed the button on the leg of the table and waited for the red light to come on over the door. When it flickered, and then held, he knew that the wire-recorder was working. He looked across the table and leaned back in his chair to give an air of relaxation.

‘Your name?’

‘Pierre Maurois.’

‘Date of birth?’

‘March first, 1918.’

‘Place of birth?’

‘Paris.’

‘Father’s nationality?’

‘French.’

‘Mother’s?’

‘French.’

‘What was your work when you left?’

‘I was a clerk.’

‘Where?’

‘At Renault.’

‘What department?’

‘I was a progress clerk.’

‘Go on.’

‘I was responsible for checking on tank tracks from the foundry to assembly.’

‘What made you decide to come to England?’

‘I listened to de Gaulle on the BBC.’

‘Why weren’t you called up for the French Army before the occupation?’

‘I was in a reserved occupation.’

‘You could have volunteered.’

‘That wasn’t allowed without permission from the Ministry of Labour. I wasn’t all that keen in those days anyway.’

‘What contacts have you had with the German authorities?’

‘Only the two Germans in charge of production at Renault.’

‘Have you had any contact with resistance groups in France?’

‘No.’

‘Do you belong to any political party?’

‘No.’

‘A trades union?’

‘Yes.’

‘Which one?’

‘CGT.’

The Frenchman turned as he heard the knock on the door but Miller ignored it.

‘Have you had a meal?’

‘Yes.’

‘Cigarettes?’

‘I don’t smoke.’

Miller stood up, pressed the bell twice and waited for the Field Security sergeant to take the Frenchman away.

Penny was waiting for him in the corridor.


Three

Despite the fact that it was the middle of June the interrogation cell was cold, and the smell of fresh whitewash on the cement walls gave a stale dampness to the air.

The transcript of the previous short interrogation was in the file on the table and as Miller lit a cigarette, he said, ‘Will it worry you if I smoke?’

Maurois shook his head. ‘Not at all.’

‘Tell me about your journey.’

‘I found a man in Perpignan who took me over the frontier.’

‘Let’s go back before that. How did you travel to Perpignan?’

‘By train.’

‘From what station?’

‘Gare d’Austerlitz.’

‘What time did it leave?’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘Morning, afternoon, or night?’

‘I think it was afternoon.’

‘Where did the train stop?’

‘I don’t remember. I slept most of the time.’

‘You weren’t scared there would be a security check?’

‘Not really.’

Miller noted the hesitation. ‘You don’t remember any stops on the way?’

‘I think we stopped at Pau.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. I’m sure we did.’

‘We?’

Maurois shrugged. ‘The passengers.’

‘What time did you arrive in Perpignan?’

‘In the evening.’

‘What time?’

‘I don’t remember.’

‘Was it dark?’

‘Just about.’

‘Where did you stay?’

‘At an inn.’

‘Name?’

‘Flêche d’Or.’

‘Go on.’

‘A man approached me next day and asked if I wanted to go over the frontier. He said he could arrange it.’

‘How much did he want?’

‘Twenty thousand francs.’

‘And you accepted?’

‘Yes.’

‘Go on.’

‘He took me to a butcher’s shop. I stayed there one night and he took me over the next day.’

‘Was it an easy journey?’

Maurois shrugged. ‘I suppose so. He was all right but I was done in.’

‘Did you stop on the way?’

‘We stopped just short of the top.’

‘What happened?’

Maurois looked surprised. ‘Nothing. We just rested and then went on.’

‘Carry on.’

‘He left me at the border and about two kilometres inside I was picked up by Spanish police and put in a van.’

‘Yes?’

‘They took me to a prison.’

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know. It was called Miranda.’

‘What happened?’

‘They said I was part of a Catalan terror group and put me in a cell. They kept me there for three days and then they released me.’

‘Were you in a solitary cell?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember the number?’

‘No.’

‘What could you see from the window?’

‘I don’t think there was a window. I don’t remember.’

‘Describe the butcher’s shop for me.’

‘What butcher’s shop?’

‘The one in Perpignan.’

‘Oh. It was in a cobbled street. I was in a room at the top with blue shutters.’

‘What was the patron like?’

‘A fat man. Round face. Bald.’

‘What colour eyes had he got?’

‘Blue, I think.’

‘What happened after you left Miranda?’

‘I went to the Embassy at Madrid and they made arrangements for me to go to Gibraltar and catch the boat.’

He spent another two hours going back over the questions again and again, slipping in an extra question here and there, extending an answer, tying down hours and minutes. He already knew the man was a phoney but he wanted to sort out the best way to break him down. He was probably another one of Kurer’s men. The Germans never seemed to learn. Once they’d worked out what seemed to them a good routine, they stuck to it no matter what. They had already been notified of at least four failures through the Red Cross. Maybe they thought it was a ploy by the British. But they must know that nothing was going through to them.

He looked across at Maurois. ‘We’ll take a break this afternoon and I’ll talk to you again some time tomorrow.’

‘Is it going to be all right?’

‘Is what going to be all right?’

‘All this. Me.’

Miller leaned back, looking at Maurois, whistling through his teeth, trying to remember the words of ‘Dearly Beloved’.

‘What do you think, my friend?’

Maurois pursed his lips. ‘I just hope. That is all.’

‘That’s all any of us can do,’ Miller said, smiling, as he stood up.

Miller walked slowly down the narrow passage, out of the door and across to the other wing. He showed his pass to the guard who let him go through to the building.

The woman at the desk was in her late forties. A handsome woman with shrewd but tired eyes. The wife of a judge, she was responsible for the administration of the evaluation section. She played no part in the actual evaluations but she was a buffer between impatient, demanding interrogation officers, the reference section, and the evaluation section itself. Mrs Selwyn-Frazer was tough but diplomatic.

‘Well, Captain Miller, what can we do for you?’

‘There’s about three hours of recording from 107. I was wondering when I could get the report.’

Mrs Selwyn-Frazer looked at her gold watch.

‘Not today I’m afraid.’

‘Tomorrow morning?’

‘Is it straightforward?’

‘Pretty well.’

‘Let’s say 14.00 hours tomorrow. On the dot.’

‘Can you send it through to me?’

‘Of course.’

‘Any news of Sammy?’

‘Just the official notification from Geneva. He’s in a PW hospital in Italy somewhere. No other details. Joe’s pulling strings like mad to find out more. All we can do is hope.’

Miller felt that everybody was doing a lot of hoping that day.
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SUMMARY.

This detainee has all standard indications of Abwehr ‘plant’. Suggest further interrogation on those lines.

Final laboratory report MAUROIS, Pierre. Dated 7.6.43

Carte d’Identité and Permis de Conduire.

Signatures and stamps on both documents appear to be genuine but in both cases are incompatible with date of issue. Date of issue is given as Jan.6. 1943 but ink analysis of signature much later. Same applies to ink of stamp. This incompatibility has been noted before on documents issued by Abwehr Stelle Paris for line-crossers. We assume that blank documents are signed and stamped in batches to be used later as required, hence discrepancy. See RVPS files 407/14, 503/7, 609/9, 707/2 and 1012/7.
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