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            Author’s Statement

         

         Although a number of real historic events are referred in this book, it is a work of fiction. A few real names are used, but no real people are portrayed. All of the characters in this book are fictional. When I have used official titles and positions, I do not suggest that the persons who held those positions in the past are the same persons portrayed in the novel or that they have spoken, thought or behaved in the way I have imagined.

      

   


   
      

         
            Prologue

         

         It was a very British ending. The soldiers stayed in their barracks, the Prime Minister resigned and the detention camps in the Shetlands remained empty except for puffins and gulls. Life went on. An hour’s average wage still bought five pints of bitter. Liverpool won the league, but Southampton upset Manchester United in the FA Cup Final. The Two Ronnies made you laugh and Abba made you dance. An oblivion of unknowing stretched across the land. The record-breaking temperatures of the following summer lulled the country into a dozy complacency. Most had no idea what happened – and no one was going to tell them. The tarmac at Heathrow baked in the sun, but the ring of tanks and armoured vehicles had gone. No heads were chopped off, but a government had changed. No one talked and the Secret State kept its secrets.

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            A Very British Ending

         

         
March, 1976: Covehithe, Suffolk

         William Catesby had to brake hard. Otherwise, he and his bicycle would have gone over the cliff. But the press would have loved it: Body of Top Spy Found on Remote Suffolk Beach. The MI6 officer, reported to be under investigation for serious misconduct, had been summoned to answer questions before a secret Whitehall Committee…

         Catesby was surprised how much of Covehithe had fallen into the sea during the winter gales. It was the worst erosion he had seen for years. The road now ended abruptly with broken black tarmac hanging over the cliff edge – the warning sign and barrier had been claimed by the last storm. Just as Catesby had seen no warning of the lethal cliff edge, there had been no warning of his summons to appear before the Cabinet Secretary. On the other hand, it wasn’t unexpected either. Catesby wasn’t good at burying bodies so they stayed buried. He knew that his own fall was just as inevitable as Covehithe tumbling into the sea.

         What, he thought, did they want? A full and frank confession in exchange for immunity from prosecution? Not likely. They wanted his pension and his freedom. Catesby knew he was going to lose everything. Maybe he shouldn’t have braked before the cliff edge.

         The north-east wind was biting and cold, but Catesby was oddly happy squinting against the salt spray out to sea. He had been born a few miles up the coast. Catesby’s job had sent him around the world, but the Suffolk coast was the only place he felt complete. He looked north towards Benacre where the cliffs ended and the dark woods began. When the tide was high, acorns and chestnuts fell directly into the sea. During the long summers of childhood, it had been a place for secret dens and midnight swims. Suffolk was a private hinterland that no one could ever take from him. They could put him in prison, but they couldn’t erase the place from his brain.

         What had Catesby got to hide? A lot. It wasn’t just murder – and there were more than one – and it wasn’t trampling over the Official Secrets Act. What mattered was that he had betrayed himself and those he loved. Catesby looked out over the cold sea. How many of his family’s bones lay rolling there? Tossed and ground by the sea into smooth pale lumps. Crawled over by crabs and nosed by what was left of the cod. Catesby, the spawn of a Lowestoft sailor and an Antwerp barmaid, belonged to the North Sea – and felt as empty as that salty waste. He had grown up fluent in three languages, but couldn’t say what he had become in any of them.

         Catesby had served the state for thirty-three long turbulent years. First in the Army and then as an officer in the Secret Intelligence Service. He was tired and battered. His stepchildren used to have a running joke that he was ten years older than his real age. When he was forty, they gave him a birthday card wishing him a ‘Happy 50th’ – and so on every year until he actually did turn fifty. The step-kids, now grown-ups, suddenly realised his premature ageing was no longer funny.

         His jobs had left him with few physical injuries – bullets seemed to curve around him – but very deep emotional scars. The worst was what had happened to him in the war. In fact, it wasn’t a scar, but a deep open wound that would never heal. The puss of mental pain and self-recrimination was still coming out nearly thirty-two years later. Could he have prevented what happened?

         Thirty years in SIS had left a different set of emotional wounds: the inability to trust anyone; the hard-faced rationality of inflicting pain; the guilt of complicity with the merciless machinery of the state. Three decades as a spy had earned Catesby a pension, but ruined his marriage and his closest friendships. And now that pension was in doubt too. But they were not just out to get him, they were out to get the Prime Minister too.

      

   


   
      
         
The Board of Trade, Milbank, London: March, 1947

         It had been the coldest winter on record. Ice flows off the Suffolk coast had disrupted shipping and pack ice had suspended the ferry service between Dover and Ostend. Drifting snow had blocked railways and roads. Many power stations had been forced to shut owing to lack of coal deliveries. German PoWs and British troops worked side by side shovelling snow by hand to clear essential rail lines.

         Britain wasn’t just cold; it was hungry too. Straw-covered potato clamps were no match for the severe frosts and 75,000 tons of potatoes were destroyed. Meanwhile, many winter root vegetables remained un-harvested because they were frozen hard in the ground. Cattle fodder was in short supply and there were fears for the survival of British herds. There was a real danger that food supplies would run out and rationing measures, more severe than during the war, were introduced.

         The Board of Trade canteen had just been refurbished and was considered the best in Whitehall. The mood in the canteen was egalitarian as suited the time. Mandarins from on high sat at the same long tables with secretaries and the most junior clerks. The civil servants who dined there came from all government departments – including the Secret Intelligence Service, whose basement club only served senior officers and didn’t do lunch. Eating in works canteens was also popular because the food was ‘out of ration’, which meant your ration card coupons weren’t cancelled. A lot of people were scraping the butter off their buns to take it home for the family. But when Catesby tried to do the same, his new boss and mentor, Henry Bone, advised him: ‘Don’t do that, Catesby. They’re plebs and you’re supposed to be an officer.’

         The BOT works canteen was not Henry Bone’s natural habitat. He described lunch there as ‘feeding time at the zoo’, but also a good place to observe ‘the mood of the Whitehall fauna’. Henry Bone looked like his name: tall, gaunt and sepulchre. His manner was patrician and his eyebrows arched as he spoke. But beneath Bone’s droll hauteur, there was a very complex person that Catesby never completely unravelled. Bone’s personal life was only a secret to the naive and unsophisticated, but his deeper loyalties were far more complicated. Spies spy on each other and Catesby had done the requisite snooping on his boss. Bone’s most famous ancestor was an eighteenth-century artist of the same name who enjoyed royal patronage. Bone himself was a devotee of the arts and a talented musician. He had also helmed a yacht in the 1936 Olympics.

         ‘Do you know him?’ said Bone staring at his food, but giving a barely perceptible nod.

         ‘Who?’ said Catesby.

         ‘The young minister with the moustache sitting next to Stafford Cripps.’

         ‘It’s Harold Wilson. I briefly met him at the Labour Party conference in 1945.’ Catesby had campaigned for a parliamentary seat while still in uniform, but had been soundly beaten by a Tory landowner.

         ‘By the way,’ said Bone, ‘are you still a member of the People’s Party?’

         ‘No, I followed the rules and terminated my membership – as instructed.’ Catesby frowned. ‘Terribly unfair.’

         ‘Not at all. SIS officers cannot be seen as politically partisan. Why are you smiling?’

         ‘Because many of our colleagues are the most political beasts in the Whitehall jungle.’

         ‘My exact words, Catesby, were cannot be seen as politically partisan. In any case, what do you think of Wilson?’

         ‘Very intelligent and sharp.’ Catesby glanced at the minister under discussion. ‘That’s odd.’

         ‘Don’t turn your head when you look at someone. Swivel your eyes. What’s odd?’

         ‘Stafford Cripps just pushed his chicken leg on to Wilson’s plate. Is he trying to fatten him up for higher office?’

         ‘Cripps is a vegetarian – he’s also a completely teetotal Christian. But higher office for Wilson is on the cards.’

         Catesby smiled. ‘You seem, Mr Bone, well informed about the People’s Party.’

         ‘While remaining non-partisan, it is our job to be politically astute. It is almost certain that Stafford Cripps is going to become Chancellor in the next reshuffle and that Wilson will replace him as President of the Board of Trade.’

         ‘He’s a rising star.’

         ‘Wilson will become the youngest cabinet minister since Pitt the Younger. Look at him again, Catesby, but swivel your eyes this time.’

         Catesby gave a furtive glance.

         ‘You’re looking at a future prime minister. But first,’ Bone smiled, ‘he will have to shave off that ridiculous moustache.’

         ‘But otherwise, you seem impressed by him.’

         Bone nodded. ‘I had to give Wilson a security briefing about his planned trip to Moscow next month. We were together for over an hour and discussed the wider context.’

         ‘Why’s he going to Moscow?’

         ‘I’m disappointed in you, Catesby. You don’t seem very well informed at all. Do you even know what Wilson’s job is at present?’

         ‘He’s secretary for something.’

         ‘He’s Secretary for Overseas Trade – a very important position for a junior minister. You need, Catesby, to keep your ear to the ground in Whitehall too. There’s more to this job than spying on the Sovs.’

         Catesby nodded. Bone was head of USSR P Section, which was responsible for meeting R Section demands for intelligence about the Soviet Union. Although Catesby was assigned to the intelligence branch of the Control Commission for Germany, his own post came under Bone’s expanding jurisdiction.

         ‘Have you heard,’ said Bone, ‘anything about the Rolls-Royce jet engines deal with Moscow?’

         ‘I’ve heard it was still under discussion and that Tedder was busy twisting arms at MoD.’

         ‘Much better, Catesby. We were involved too – under pressure from Downing Street. We had to convince the Air Ministry that selling those jet engines to Russia would not give the Sovs a long-term strategic advantage.’

         ‘Is that true?’

         ‘Not very. We lied through our teeth – which is part of our job. Spies are professional liars.’ Bone sipped his tea and made a face. ‘Ghastly. Not only over-brewed, but cold. In any case, the deal with Moscow is almost certain. The MoD has now agreed to the Board of Trade granting an export license for fifty-five Rolls-Royce jet engines.’

         ‘What did you lie about?’

         ‘We lied about the Soviet Union’s industrial capacity to turn those jet engines into a power source for jet fighters and bombers. They are, by the way, an utterly marvellous example of British technology: centrifugal flow turbojet engines that are five years ahead of the rest of the world.’

         ‘But we’re only flogging fifty-five of them.’

         ‘Don’t be naive, Catesby. As soon as the Russians get their hands on them, they will strip down those beautiful Rolls-Royce engines and reverse engineer their construction to make their own copies – the fifty-five jet engines will soon become 500.’

         Catesby already knew the answer, but he asked the question anyway. ‘Why are we doing it?’

         ‘Look around you. Look at that lean clerk scraping the butter off his bun and wrapping a chicken leg in a piece of paper. His poor, freezing family have probably used up their ration coupons. Not good management, but hungry people don’t always make wise choices.’

         ‘What are we getting back from the Russians?’

         ‘That’s for Wilson to negotiate. We need 800 tons of grain, cattle fodder and timber.’

         Almost on cue, the Minister for Overseas Trade and his boss got up to leave. Wilson nodded a greeting at Bone as he passed by – and gave Catesby an odd look.

         ‘I think,’ said Bone, ‘your former comrade was surprised to see you supping with the devil.’

         ‘He has an excellent memory for faces and names.’

         ‘The rest of his memory is just as formidable. During our most interesting discussion he rattled off figures and facts with uncanny accuracy.’

         ‘A bit like the classroom swot showing off?’

         ‘No, Catesby, not at all. He’s passionate and sincere about his job. There is, however, something of the insecure little boy about him. Wilson wants to win approval by doing a good job.’ Bone paused. ‘He needs hardening up. I don’t think he fully realises how malicious and dangerous this world, the world of power, actually is.’

         ‘Will he be all right in Moscow?’

         ‘I should think so. I explained to him about Moscow Rules and how to avoid honey-trap compromises. But I was a bit concerned when I warned him about the dangers of marathon vodka sessions; he said that as a Yorkshire man he could drink any Russian under the table.’

         ‘Bravado.’

         ‘I hope so. He won’t have any problems because the Sovs are desperate to get those jet engines.’ Bone paused. ‘But there is a problem, a big problem. The Americans are not going to like this. They’re going to be furious.’

         ‘Why don’t the Americans buy the engines instead?’

         ‘Because they think we should give them the technology for free. The Yanks say it’s part of a wartime agreement to share expertise and intelligence. They’re impossible. I think Wilson is going to find the Americans far more difficult than the Russians. We talked at some length about this.’

         ‘Did you convince him?’

         ‘To some extent. He confided that Stafford Cripps had warned him that negotiating the jet engines deal could turn out to be “a poison chalice”. Ironically, Wilson had nothing to do at all with the original decision to sell those engines to Moscow. It was made before he was appointed. But the deal will always have his name on it. That is how ministerial responsibility devolves.’

         ‘Not very fair.’

         ‘Nothing is fair in our game. Mark my words, the Americans will never forgive Harold Wilson for selling those jet engines to Moscow. It will come back to haunt him over and over again.’

      

   


   
      
         

         
Bremen: May, 1951

         Catesby had chosen the ruins of the U-boot bunker as the best place to carry out the execution – remote and off-limits. It was the first time that Catesby had killed a man face to face. Killing in the war had been different, impersonal. Afterwards, Catesby was surprised – and shocked – by how little he had felt.

         Catesby didn’t regard what he had done as murder. It wasn’t revenge either. He didn’t know a single person who had been killed in the massacre. But the images were still haunting him seven years later. Catesby thought that by killing a war criminal, one who had operated in the region, he could get rid of the ghost that haunted him. It was a form of exorcism. Catesby wanted to remove the phantom of Oradour-sur-Glane so he could sleep at night and stop the recurring images. He didn’t know that you can’t kill a ghost – you had to find a way of living with it.

         Catesby had been parachuted into France in 1943 along with a radio operator and a courier who doubled as an explosives expert. Their principle job was to send intelligence back to London about the enemy. The resistance group they worked with, the Maquis du Limousin, was the largest in France and numbered more than 10,000. The resistance fighters were busiest in the days following the D-Day landings as German units streamed north to join the fight in Normandy. The Maquisards sabotaged rail lines, blew up bridges and attacked troop movements. The Germans responded with reprisals against the civilian population. Owing to a stroke of luck, Catesby’s resistance group captured a high-ranking German officer, SS -Sturmbannführer Helmut Kämpfe. What to do with the captured SS officer became a problem and a matter of contention. One of the resistance leaders wanted to execute him; others wanted to use him to negotiate a prisoner exchange.

         Catesby never found out exactly what happened, but never forgave himself either. He wished that he had stood up to the Maquis leader who wanted to execute Kämpfe. Catesby couldn’t see the point of risking reprisals for the satisfaction of killing an SS officer. But what happened? No one seemed to know – or wanted to admit knowing. Was Oradour-sur-Glane a reprisal for the killing of Helmut Kämpfe? Or was the execution of Kämpfe a reprisal for Oradour-sur-Glane?

          

         Catesby had been warned not to go to Oradour because the Germans were still in the area. But he needed to verify whether or not the rumours were true. It was a long cycle ride through the dark forests of Limousin warmed and scented by the summer sun. His fake identity papers were in order and his French was so fluent that he was sure he could talk his way out of confrontation with the Milice, the French paramilitary police who collaborated with the Gestapo. In any case, the Miliciens were pretty thin on the ground in a sparsely populated countryside dominated by increasingly well-armed resistance fighters. Just north of Limoges, Catesby rendezvoused with a Maquisard who accompanied him the rest of the way to Oradour. When Catesby asked him what had happened, the resistance fighter simply shook his head and remained silent. The news was unspeakable.

         It was the day after the massacre and the ruins of the village were still smouldering. The first thing that Catesby noticed was the overpowering stench of burned flesh. It was inescapable – and most of it seemed to be coming from the church. The second thing that he noticed was the large number of lost-looking dogs. The animals were prowling around sniffing with their tails down – probably, thought Catesby, looking for their owners. Other dogs were howling and whining in a chorus of despair. The sound made his flesh crawl.

         The people, on the other hand, were silent. There were fifty or so wraith-like figures poking through the ruins looking for loved ones. When people did speak it was in hushed whispers. Everyone seemed numb. Catesby heard one person whisper that the Germans had left only a few hours before and weren’t far away. Another said they were on their way back. But no one seemed afraid – and neither was Catesby. The enormity in front of them blanked out all other emotions. If a tank appeared in the village square and started firing, no one would have dived for cover.

         Catesby was drawn to the church whose ancient stone walls had survived the flames within. He couldn’t resist its dark pull. He didn’t want to look inside, but he had to. The whispers he had heard were still echoing in his head: all the women, all the children; burned alive. He was later told that the church contained the bodies of 247 women and 205 children, but on the day he was unable to count – or even to recognise the charred corpses as women or girls or boys. In many cases, the only remains were blackened carcasses with thigh and upper-arm bones sticking out. The only thing that differentiated the bodies was their size. The smallest blackened bundles were obviously infants. There were other charred body parts that could have belonged to children or adults. It was a confusion of dead burned flesh that defied description. The smell in the church must have been terrible, although Catesby couldn’t remember it. It was as if some of his senses had been abruptly shut down. But the visual image stuck in his brain forever.

         Catesby had wanted to explore further into the church, only it was impossible to move forward without stepping on the bodies. The floor of the church was a singed carpet of women and children. He couldn’t member how long he stared at the horror. But it wasn’t a horror then; it was just dead bodies. The images on his brain were like a film that hadn’t yet been fully developed. Eventually, he felt someone touching his elbow. It was the Maquisard he had cycled with. He gestured for Catesby to follow him.

         There were more bodies to see: a bedridden elderly man burned alive in his bed and a baby baked alive in a bread oven in the village boulangerie. But most of the bodies, nearly 200 in number, were those of men who had been machine-gunned or shot in various barns and outbuildings – and then covered with straw, wood and petrol and set on fire while they were dead or dying. Once again, there were few bodies that were identifiable – just trunks of carcasses with bones sticking out, a grotesque reminder of Sunday roasts. Catesby felt more and more numb. It was too much to take in.

         At the time, it was impossible to find out exactly what had happened. Some said there were only two survivors; others said there were twenty. It seemed certain that a few boys had escaped by running into the woods – and a woman had jumped from a church window and hidden in a patch of garden peas. But she was badly injured and had been taken to a hospital in Limoges. Confusion in the wake of chaos.

         Catesby knew it was important to identify the troops who had carried out the atrocity. A boy of about eight, probably one of those who ran away, said the soldiers were dressed in greenish-brown camouflage smocks. Another survivor turned up – a male of about nineteen. He said that he and five others had fled a burning barn after hiding under dead bodies, but one of his companions had been shot and killed. There were rumours that many of the soldiers spoke good French, but with strong Alsatian accents. It turned out to be true. The revelation that former French citizens, from German annexed Alsace-Lorraine, had taken part in the massacre rocked France for years afterwards. There was always a twist.

         The people were more talkative now and Catesby took notes with a shaking hand. The entire population had been ordered into the marketplace to have their identity papers checked. But once they were there, the Germans didn’t bother to check their papers at all. Following a brief conversation – oddly polite – between the commanding officer and the mayor, the men of the village were led into outlying barns to be questioned. The women and children were ordered into the church and the doors locked behind them. The executions soon followed. The village was then looted – someone showed Catesby a few dozen empty champagne bottles – and set on fire.

         Catesby later found out that the atrocity had been carried out by a battalion of the 2nd SS Panzer Division, also known as Das Reich, under the command of Otto Diekmann. The battalion had been involved in other war crimes – in Russia as well as France. Diekmann was killed in Normandy two weeks later.

          

         The ruins of the U-boot bunker weren’t the ideal place for a clandestine rendezvous. The bunker was dark, massive and echoed every footstep. And Catesby didn’t like being dressed as a Roman Catholic priest either. It brought back too many childhood memories. His Belgian mother had brought him and his sister up as Catholics in an East Anglia where Catholics were an oddity and minority. Children don’t like feeling different. It wasn’t so bad speaking Flemish and French in the home, because that was hidden and private – and when school friends came around they always reverted to English. But being marched down Lowestoft High Street to Our Lady Star of the Sea on Sundays and holy days of obligation was public and humiliating. By the age of fourteen Catesby was a sceptic; by the age of sixteen, he was a militant atheist. As he used to explain to his smart new friends at Cambridge: ‘I lost my faith as soon as I found my brain.’ During visits home he used to humour his mother by going to Mass, but it soon became apparent that she didn’t care what he did – and he stopped going all together. He began to realise that his mother didn’t do things out of faith, but out of habit. But perhaps habits, however empty, give people a moral centre. Maybe, thought Catesby, if I hadn’t lost the habit of Mass and confession I wouldn’t be waiting in the ruins of a submarine pen with a greasy pistol in my pocket. But the priest disguise was, for a lad who had grown up among East Anglian fishermen, amusing and ironic. The wooden club that Lowestoft fishermen used to knock out cod thrashing about on the deck was called ‘a priest’.

         The U-boot bunker was a dark and spooky place. A few weeks before the end of the war two eleven-ton Grand Slam bombs had finally managed to penetrate the fifteen-foot-thick roof rendering the submarine pen useless. Steel reinforcing rods now hung down from the blasted concrete roof like the venomous snakes dangling from Medusa’s head. Catesby didn’t like being alone there in the middle of the night. It was a place of monsters where hidden eyes seemed to be tracing his every movement. Catesby touched the Webley MK IV revolver, a dead dank weight that stretched his trench-coat pocket. He liked the Webley. It was big and awkward – two and a half pounds and ten inches long – but simple and reliable, like a friendly black Labrador. The Webley could vanquish a gunman who was a poor shot or an assassin coming at him with a garrotte or a knife. But it couldn’t silence the ghosts.

         How many ghosts were squeaking and gibbering against those massive concrete walls? Catesby didn’t know. No one ever would. The deaths of the Polish and Russian slave labourers who built the U-boot bunker were too numerous and insignificant for the construction company to keep a record. Not long after the war Catesby had been assigned to the intelligence branch of the Control Commission for Germany. His real job was spying, but his cover job had been compiling a report on the activities of Organisation Todt, the construction company that had used Zwangsarbeiter – forced labour – in Bremen. One of his sources of information had been a mild-mannered bespectacled man who had been an accountant for Todt during the construction of the Weser submarine pens. The accountant was very apologetic about his role – and desperate to avoid a trip to Nuremberg – but he was safe. There were far bigger fish to hang. The accountant estimated that the project had used 10,000 slave labourers, of whom 1,700 were registered as dead, however he admitted – sighing and wringing his hands – that the actual number of deaths may have been 6,000 owing largely to Unterernährungoder physischer Erschöpfung – malnutrition and physical exhaustion.

         Catesby looked through the huge hole in the ceiling. The clouds had parted and starlight poured into the bunker illuminating the rubble like ancient ruins. He knew that he was alone and safe from anyone other than himself. He touched the revolver again and wondered if the American was going to turn up. Kit Fournier wasn’t always reliable. Catesby knew that Fournier had his own demons. He had bribed Fournier’s Putzfrau to do some snooping. The Putzfrauen, the cleaning women of post-war Germany, were Catesby’s most reliable agents. Fournier’s Putz didn’t even require training; she had used a Minox spy camera before. The snaps of Fournier’s private diaries, letters and sketches revealed a private passion that had tortured the American since adolescence, if not before. The blackmail card would always be ready if Fournier didn’t do what was asked.

         The ruined bunker wasn’t a quiet place. There were drips of water and the scuffling of rats – and the grinding tectonic shifts of loose rubble. But a footstep was distinct and human. Catesby froze and gripped the handle of his revolver. He was good at making enemies – and his extracurricular vendetta against Nazis had singled him out as a troublemaker. The problem – and a constant source of friction with his American intelligence colleagues – was the Gehlen Organisation. Reinhard Gehlen, the Wehrmacht’s former Chief of Intelligence for the Eastern Front, had cut a deal with the CIA. In return for generous funding and immunity from prosecution for their agents, the Gehlen Org provided intelligence to the Americans about what was supposedly going on in the East Bloc.

         Catesby knew that Gehlen Org intelligence was useless. Nazis were terrible spies. The real purpose of the Org, thought Catesby, was to save war criminals and mass murderers from the Nuremberg hangman. One Org operative had been in charge of the Drancy concentration camp in the bleak northern suburbs of Paris and was responsible for the deaths of 140,000 Jews. But it was too late to get him – he had escaped to the Middle East. Others had winged their way to South America – a place that cynical US intelligence officers called the Fourth Reich. Catesby and a French colleague were still on the trail of Klaus Barbie, the Butcher of Lyon. When the French found out that Barbie was in American hands they demanded that he be handed over for execution, but the US High Commissioner for Germany, John McCloy, refused. Catesby had since heard that Barbie had been ‘ratlined’ to Bolivia with the help of a Croatian Catholic priest. That’s why Catesby was wearing a Roman collar – Nazis on the run always expected priests to help them. Catesby was sure there were good priests – and tried hard to think of one.

         Another footstep echoed in the bunker. Catesby checked that he wasn’t silhouetted by the starlight pouring in from the broken roof and took out his revolver. Someone coughed. Catesby called out: ‘Ich sehe dich; Hände haut.’ Catesby was bluffing. He couldn’t see the other person in the darkness and would have had no idea whether or not their hands were up.

         A disembodied voice answered, ‘Wer sind Sie, bitte?’ The ‘who are you, please’ was unmistakeably American and disarmingly polite. It was Kit Fournier.

         ‘It’s me – Catesby.’

         ‘Golly,’ said Fournier, ‘you had me worried. You sounded just like a genuine kraut. Where are you? The sound in this place bounces all over the place.’

         ‘Are you alone?’

         ‘Yes. I left your present in the car.’

         ‘Have you got a torch?’

         ‘No, but I’ve got a flashlight.’

         ‘Same thing. Shine it in your face so I can see where you are.’

         A light flashed on and Fournier’s boyish smile appeared – a cheerful out-of-place Disney-esque cartoon in a tomb where thousands of slave labourers had sweated out their lives. But there was something fragile and false about Kit’s smile – he only pretended to be the American naïf. It was part of his act. Spies shouldn’t only be taught to stalk and use secret codes – they should go to drama school too.

         Catesby removed his hand from the revolver and crunched across the rubble to the American. ‘Why didn’t you bring your friend?’ said Catesby.

         ‘He isn’t my friend.’

         ‘Is he alone in the car?’

         ‘Yes, he is.’

         ‘How do you know he won’t run away?’

         ‘He thinks I’m his friend – and he knows this is his last chance.’

         Catesby looked at Fournier. His face was shiny with sweat and beads were forming under the brim of his trilby. ‘You don’t look well, Kit.’

         ‘Kraut food gives me wind.’

         ‘And too much schnapps?’

         ‘Maybe.’

         Catesby was afraid that Fournier was going to blow it. ‘Do you want to practice your lines again before you hand him over? It could be awkward if he smells a rat.’

         ‘Maybe I’m not going to hand him over.’

         ‘What’s the problem?’

         ‘You haven’t done your part of the deal.’

         ‘I have,’ said Catesby. ‘I’ve told you everything I know and answered all your questions.’ Catesby was lying, but they all lied.

         ‘My boss in Washington keeps pestering me for more. He wants stuff that he can pass on to the state to put pressure on London. You guys aren’t doing enough – and you owe us a big favour after selling those jet engines to the Sovs.’

         Catesby knew that the Labour government was under a lot of pressure from Washington to increase military spending and send more troops to Korea. The Chancellor, Hugh Gaitskell, had scrapped free NHS prescriptions and specs in order to spend more on defence. A handful of ministers on the Labour Left had resigned in protest – and the CIA man in London had ringed their names.

         Fournier continued, ‘Last month was bad, real bad. The worst day was called “Black Thursday”. Did you know, Catesby, that most pilots shit themselves when they get shot down?’

         ‘So I’ve heard.’

         ‘And their last words are seldom a prayer, but almost always “shit” or “fuck”.’

         Catesby knew that the Americans were taking a kicking in Korea on both the ground and in the air – and London’s biggest fear was that Truman might give into his generals and use atom bombs. It could spiral into another world war that would destroy Britain.

         ‘A lot of our guys,’ said Fournier, ‘are calling for blood, British blood. They think there are people in your government who betrayed the alliance and are siding with the Russians.’

         Catesby sighed and shook his head.

         ‘Why did you sell Moscow those jet engines?’

         ‘We made a mistake,’ said Catesby.

         ‘I’m glad you admit that.’

         ‘We made a mistake because if we had known the Russians were going to use our jet engines in their MiG-15s, we would have made them display the Union Jack on one side of the fuselage red star and the Rolls-Royce trademark on the other.’

         ‘That’s not funny, Catesby.’

         ‘Then why are you laughing?’

         ‘Because I like your dark sense of humour. But, Catesby, don’t ever try making that joke in front of my American colleagues or they will have your guts for garters.’

         ‘Then maybe I’d remind them that Britain fought in the war twice as long as America and took five times as many casualties per head of population – and now you’re squeezing us dry over the war loans.’ Catesby smiled. ‘If you didn’t want Moscow to get those engines, why didn’t you outbid the Sovs?’

         Fournier shook his head. ‘It doesn’t excuse trading with the enemy.’

         ‘What about Wall Street financing Hitler?’

         ‘We were neutral then – but we’re not now. We’re fighting to stop the spread of Communism.’

         Catesby yawned.

         ‘Sorry if you find me tedious.’

         ‘Because we’ve had this conversation so many times before. Listen, Kit, you said I hadn’t done my part of the deal. What part of the deal?’

         ‘My boss wants dirt to throw.’

         ‘Which boss?’

         Fournier smiled bleakly. ‘I can’t tell you that – but I think you can figure it out yourself.’

         ‘He thinks he’s a genius, but he isn’t.’

         ‘Regardless, my boss thinks there’s a Communist conspiracy at the heart of the British government. Why are you laughing?’

         Catesby answered in Russian.

         ‘I don’t know the language. What did you say?’

         ‘It’s a Russian proverb: it’s about people who believe you can milk chickens and use cows to hatch eggs.’

         ‘Pigs might fly.’

         ‘That’s right; you got it.’

         ‘You’re being glib, Catesby. Americans don’t like smart asses – especially when they’re British.’

         ‘Washington has gone mad about Reds-under-beds. Your leaders need psychiatric help as much as they do lessons in foreign policy.’

         ‘No more lectures. Tell me more about the guy who sold the jet engines to the Commies.’

         ‘Look up the newspaper files. It’s all public. The decision was made by Stafford Cripps, the President of the Board of Trade, with the approval of the Prime Minister.’

         ‘We need dirt, Catesby.’ Fournier smiled. ‘The sort of dirt that only a London insider like yourself can provide. Tell me straight, is Cripps a Communist?’

         ‘No, he’s a vegetarian.’

         ‘Your so-called English sense of humour is getting on my nerves.’

         ‘I wasn’t being funny. Stafford Cripps is not just a vegetarian; he’s also a puritanical non-drinking evangelical Christian. Let me tell you, Kit, something about Britain that you might not know. We may be a complex people with many contradictions, but there are no British Communists who are teetotal vegetarian Christians – not a single one.’

         ‘You know something, Catesby?’ Fournier smiled. ‘You might be right. I understand Mr Cripps isn’t very well – too much tea and not enough meat. I believe he suffers from colitis which is aggravated by stress – and has been on sick leave.’

         Catesby knew that Fournier was showing off. The CIA and FBI had a reputation for ‘black bag ops’ – burglaries – and getting medical records was one of their favourite pastimes. But sex smears were even better.

         ‘Nah,’ said Fournier, ‘the guy we’re really looking at is the real Commie who succeeded Cripps – the one who actually went to Moscow to seal the jet engines deal with his comrades over generous libations of vodka. You know who I mean – Harold Wilson.’

         Catesby laughed. ‘If your boss thinks that Wilson is a spy, he is absolutely barking.’ Catesby could see that Fournier didn’t know English slang. ‘Barking – it also means mad, crazy.’

         The American smiled. ‘Why are you assuming that it was my boss who told me that Wilson was a Communist? Maybe you should look closer to home?’

         Catesby felt a frisson of doubt run down his spine. Fournier wasn’t the American naïf he seemed.

         ‘I’m surprised, William, that they haven’t shown you the file.’

         Catesby felt a twinge. A drop of sweat had begun to form on his spine. He had just remembered that in a short time he would be carrying out an execution, but there was also something in Fournier’s voice that was sinister and worrying.

         The American was smiling. ‘Would you like to know more about this file?’

         Catesby didn’t answer.

         ‘I’m not,’ said Fournier, ‘going to copy it down for you. It’s not the sort of thing I want in my own handwriting. But I’m sure you can remember it. There’s a report dated 26 March 1947 entitled East-West Trade. And it’s a purely British file – parallel red stripes and all. It’s classified top secret and was compiled by MI5. Maybe if you ask in a nice way and say please, they’ll let you have a peek.’

         Catesby put his right hand in the pocket of his trench coat and touched the cold steel of the Webley.

         ‘I know,’ said the American, ‘you’re just dying to ask me how I know about it. But you don’t have to ask, I’ll tell you. One of your colleagues showed it to me last time I was in London. If you think I’m full of bullshit, Catesby, ask some questions next time you’re home in Limey Land.’

         ‘You’re playing games, Kit.’

         ‘If they let you have a look – and I don’t think they will – you ought to read MI5’s comments about the Russian Wood Agency. It’s a cover story for getting Soviet intelligence officers into Britain posing as timber merchants – and you need wood to build houses.’ Fournier paused. ‘Why don’t you tell me more about Harold Wilson? We know that you were a socialist candidate in the 1945 election – you must have been close comrades.’

         ‘We were Labour candidates.’ Catesby smiled bleakly. ‘And I got beaten. By the way, no Labour Party insider would ever describe Wilson as a socialist, much less a Communist. He’s being smeared. Mark that top secret and put it in your files.’

         Fournier kicked a piece of rubble, which set rats scurrying. He could see that he wasn’t getting anywhere. ‘In any case, Wilson ought to be arrested for trading with the enemy.’

         Catesby smiled. ‘I’ll pass your suggestion on to London.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘Are you going to turn him over?’ said Catesby. He was getting pretty close to playing the blackmail card.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Your German friend.’

         ‘Christ, I almost forgot. Stay here. I’ll fetch him.’ Fournier paused. ‘But before I get him, isn’t there anything else you can tell me?’

         Catesby shook his head.

         ‘Fine. You’re like squeezing water out of a rock.’ The American turned to leave.

         There was, however, one piece of intelligence that Catesby had withheld and would never let Fournier anywhere near. It was a toxic intelligence pill that would have sent the Pentagon into paroxysms of mass rage and carpet chewing. The MiGs over Korea were largely flown by elite Russian pilots. Catesby had first heard the rumour via a bribed and honey-trapped Soviet cipher clerk in East Berlin – and later had the information confirmed by a piece of used toilet paper. Soviet troops on exercise in East Germany were not provided toilet rolls and had to use whatever paper was available – training manuals, code books and unit rosters. The beshitten paper was an intelligence treasure trove and Catesby employed a small army of scavengers to collect them up under cover of foraging for mushrooms. At first, Catesby had been sceptical about the cipher clerk’s info, but an excrement-covered page from a Soviet flying manual resolved his doubts. The page contained a list of Korean-language flying terms spelled out phonetically in Cyrillic characters – just the sort of thing a Russian pilot pretending to be a Korean pilot needed. Catesby reported his find to London who quickly decided not to share it with Washington. They didn’t want to give an excuse to trigger-happy US generals. World War III was not in Britain’s national interest.

         Catesby listened to the American’s footsteps echoing around the U-boot bunker. He suspected that Fournier was an actor playing a role he didn’t much like – and working for people he secretly despised. Fournier’s diaries had revealed more than his secret sex fantasies for a member of his own family. At one point, probably after a late-night drinking session, Fournier had written a comment about the PAPERCLIP war criminals that he was supposed to be helping escape – Hang them all! Perhaps Kit wasn’t as reluctant about handing one over as he pretended.

         The sound of muffled voices and footsteps jolted Catesby back to the business at hand. He was now in a cold sweat. For the first time he was sorry that he had got involved – but it had to be done. The silhouettes of the two men appeared like one-dimensional cut-outs against the light from the hole in the roof. Fournier was speaking to the war criminal in bad German explaining that Père Roux was going to take him away in a boat to a ship that was embarking for Cartagena. Catesby touched his Roman collar and tried to put on a priestly air as the two stumbled across the rubble towards him.

         The German spoke first in French, ‘Good evening, Father.’

         Catesby answered in German. ‘Have you got your passport?’

         As the German reached into his pocket, Catesby addressed Fournier in English: ‘You can leave us now. Everything is taken care of.’

         Catesby listened to the echo of Fournier’s receding footsteps as he left the bunker. He turned to the German. If the German had been perturbed by hearing Père Roux speak English, he didn’t show it. He held up a passport. It carried his own photograph, but the name and details were false.

         ‘I’ll need that,’ said Catesby. ‘It is best that you have as little contact with the crew as possible – and important that none of them see your passport. It will be safe with me.’

         The German handed over the document. Catesby would have a close look at it afterwards. He wanted to see how good the Americans were at forgeries.

         ‘Are you coming with me?’ said the German.

         ‘No.’

         It took the German a second to realise that a revolver was pointing in his face. ‘What are you doing?’

         ‘I’m taking you to the boat. I’ve heard you are a dangerous man.’

         ‘This is nonsense.’

         ‘Turn around and keep walking until I tell you to stop.’ Catesby didn’t want to have to drag the body through the bunker. ‘It isn’t far.’

         The German stumbled through the rubble for thirty paces. There was a sound of flowing water.

         ‘Don’t fall in,’ said Catesby.

         They had come to a massive man-made channel that diverted water from the Weser into the bunker. It was where they had intended to launch and hide the completed submarines. The German had reached the edge and was staring into the abyss at the fast ebbing dark water.

         ‘Kneel down,’ said Catesby.

         ‘There isn’t a boat and you’re going to kill me.’ The German’s voice was strangely devoid of emotion.

         Catesby was trying to hold the revolver steady, but his hand was shaking.

         ‘Are you really a priest?’

         ‘Yes,’ Catesby lied.

         ‘Will you hear my confession before you kill me?’

         ‘I can’t give you absolution unless you tell me everything.’

         ‘I know that.’

         ‘I’m listening.’

         ‘Bless me, Father, for have I sinned. It has been ten years since my last confession. I have frequently failed to go to Mass on Sundays and other holy days of obligation…’

         ‘Tell me about your other sins.’

         ‘I was unfaithful to my wife on three occasions…’

         ‘They are sins of the flesh. Tell me about what you did in Russia and France.’

         ‘I carried out my duties as a soldier.’

         Catesby was sick inside and boiling with rage. ‘At Tulle. What happened at Tulle? You were there – you were in command.’ Catesby knew that every man between the age of sixteen and sixty had been arrested. Ninety-nine had then been chosen at random for torture and hanging. Another 150 were sent to the death camp at Dachau. The terror reprisals spread throughout the Limousin.

         ‘I carried out General Lammerding’s orders.’

         Catesby knew it was pointless to explain that what he had done was murder and a crime against humanity. He was pointing his gun at a clockwork military puppet. But one more try. ‘And Oradour – tell me about Oradour.’

         ‘The action at Oradour-sur-Glane was an act of passion.’

         Catesby blinked – language had lost all meaning. ‘Does passion mean evil?’

         ‘I believe, Father, that you are from that part of France and that is why you are doing this to me.’

         At last, a glimmer of understanding. ‘Yes, I was there.’

         ‘You know then that the officer who commanded the troops at Oradour was Otto Diekmann?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Otto Diekmann was in love with Helmut Kämpfe.’

         Catesby felt he was drowning in a pool of sick and excrement with Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde blasting away in the background.

         The German’s voice turned wistful. ‘Helmut was a beautiful man and such a brave soldier. When Otto heard that Helmut had been executed by the resistance he carried out an act of revenge.’

         ‘Against innocent women and children; burning them alive.’

         The German shrugged. ‘Otto wasn’t following anyone’s orders. He was killed two weeks later in Normandy – you could say that his death was suicide.’

         Catesby had heard enough. Understanding did not mean forgiving. And this wasn’t genuine understanding – it was an attempt to sentimentalise and romanticise evil.

         ‘Helmut was married and had three children.’

         Catesby frowned. The mystery of what happened to Helmut Kämpfe had finally been resolved. Or had it? Some said Kämpfe had been shot trying to escape, others said that he had been executed. But was the German’s story true? Was the Oradour atrocity a reprisal for Kämpfe’s execution? Catesby knew it would still keep him awake in the dark watches of the night. What could he have done? Could he have persuaded the Maquis to keep Kämpfe alive as a hostage for bargaining? Would that have prevented the massacre at Oradour-sur-Glane? Or not made any difference at all? Nothing had been resolved.

         The German was muttering an Act of Contrition.

         ‘Stop that,’ said Catesby.

         ‘Are you going to give me absolution, Father?’

         Catesby smiled. He still remembered the words from his childhood: Ego te absolvo – and, hey presto, your soul is as fresh and clean as a new pin.

         ‘Have I time to do penance?’

         ‘No,’ said Catesby. He pointed his pistol at the base of the Nazi’s skull and pulled the trigger.

      

   


   
      
         

         
Kensington, London: 30 October 1951

         ‘How much of this slum do your parents actually own?’ Catesby was well into the bottle of sparkling Portuguese rosé that he had bought in an off-licence on the way to his wife’s flat.

         ‘They own the whole house.’

         ‘Well, they must be breathing a sigh of relief.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Now that the Tories are back in power, there’s no longer any danger of it being confiscated and turned into council flats.’

         ‘That’s not fair, William, you know my parents are Labour supporters – and, in fact, wouldn’t mind having this house off their hands.’

         ‘What a shambles.’

         ‘You mean the house?’

         ‘No, I mean the election.’ Labour had won the popular vote, but had taken fewer seats owing to boundary changes, which benefited the Tories and returned an elderly Churchill to power.

         Catesby’s wife got up and straightened her skirt. ‘I think the lamb is nearly done.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Frances, I really apologise.’

         ‘For what?’

         ‘For being a shit husband, a shit step-dad – and I was also a shit Army officer and now I’m a shit intelligence officer. Je suis simplement une grosse merde.’

         ‘I think we need to flush you down the toilet. But I’ll serve the food first.’

         As Frances padded off to the kitchen, Catesby surveyed the flat. It badly needed redecorating and repairing. There were botched repairs from wartime bombing that still needed putting right. The Regency ceiling was water damaged from burst pipes and loose-hanging plaster was concealed with wallpaper. The house was a five-storey terrace divided into flats overlooking Stanhope Gardens. Catesby knew that his parents-in-law hadn’t the money to put things right. They were shabby genteel idealists.

         As his wife came back into the dining room bearing a steaming casserole, Catesby lifted his glass of semi-sweet sparkling rosé, ‘Votes for women!’

         ‘You’re out of date, William. Women now have the vote.’

         ‘But if wasn’t for your brave cousin, you wouldn’t have the vote.’

         ‘She was my father’s cousin – and I’m not sure that throwing herself under the King’s horse made much of a difference.’

         ‘I was also being ironic, not about your cousin, but about you doing all the work. What can I do to help?’

         ‘You can pour me a glass of wine.’

         ‘It’s ghastly – I apologise.’

         ‘Stop apologising, William. Once again, your Roman Catholic guilt is driving me mad.’

         ‘And once again, Frances, I am not a Roman Catholic – I am an atheist and a socialist. I lost my… Why are you yawning?’

         ‘Because I’ve heard that line so many times before: “I lost my faith when I found my brain”.’

         ‘Don’t you think it’s clever?’

         ‘I did the first time you said it. But, in any case, I don’t think it’s true: once a Catesby always a Catesby.’

         ‘The Catesby jibe is as tiresome as my repetitions – my name is just a coincidence.’

         ‘You get teased a lot about it in SIS, don’t you?’

         Catesby sighed and nodded. The fact that he bore the surname of the fanatical recusant Roman Catholic who led the Gunpowder Plot wasn’t lost on his colleagues. Catesby, like most British working class, couldn’t trace his family tree back further than his grandparents, but the name came to haunt him. Catesby had never heard of his alleged ancestors until he studied Shakespeare’s Richard III at the grammar and discovered that a William Catesby had been one of the hunchback king’s henchmen:

         
            
               
                  The Cat, the Rat and Lovell the Dog,

                  Rule all England under a Hog.

               

            

         

         A few weeks later a history master, using an embarrassed Catesby as a cue card, recounted the story of Robert Catesby, a direct descendant of William ‘The Cat’. Catesby had masterminded the plot to blow up Parliament, but Guy Fawkes was more famous because he had been so publicly hung, drawn and quartered for high treason. Catesby, on the other hand, had escaped to Holbeche House in Staffordshire where he had been shot in a last-ditch stand and died clutching an image of the Virgin Mary. But had, dreamed Catesby, that really happened? Could the man killed have been another? And had the real Robert Catesby escaped to the Suffolk coast where he had waited in vain for a rescue ship from the Spanish Netherlands? Then, finally realising that no ship was going to appear and aided by undercover Jesuits, Catesby had disappeared forever into the Suffolk countryside. For a year or two, Catesby relished the romanticism of a famous rebel as an ancestor, but then came to realise that Catesby-the-recusant-Catholic was even more reactionary than those he had plotted against. He became ashamed of his adolescent fantasy.

         ‘This lamb,’ said Frances, ‘comes from a flock that grazes on the marshes near Aldeburgh. Dad knows the farmer.’

         Catesby put his fork down. ‘If your father didn’t buy it with his ration book I’m not going to eat it. I won’t eat black market meat.’

         ‘William, meat rationing ended in 1945.’

         ‘I was joking. You never laugh at my jokes.’

         ‘I do when they’re funny.’

         ‘This is delicious – you can taste the samphire from the marshes where they were grazing.’

         ‘Would you like some Algerian red? I found a case left over from the war.’

         ‘Don’t you like the rosé?’

         ‘It is a bit sweet, maybe we should save it for the pud.’

         ‘As I said, I never get anything right.’

         ‘Would you like this casserole poured over your head?’

         ‘Then I hope you would lick it off.’

         ‘Don’t be rude.’

         ‘You look very fetching tonight.’ Catesby had felt pangs of desire ever since he walked in the door. It had been so long.

         ‘How’s your mother?’

         Catesby stared at his wife; then laughed aloud.

         ‘What is so funny, William?’

         ‘You are a master of the passion-killing reply. Sorry, ignore that. My mother is a mystery. I don’t even know how old she is.’

         Catesby knew that his sailor father had met his mother in an Antwerp bar the very day that the Great War had broken out. The Bastins weren’t a particularly poor family, his Belgian grandparents apparently owned the bar, but he had never met them – or any Bastins other than an uncle. The uncle had turned up one day in the 1930s with his Russian émigré wife. They helped the Catesbys find a larger house in north Lowestoft and moved in with them. It was bliss compared to the cramped house on Roman Hill – it even had indoor loos. The aunt by marriage was extremely glamorous and taught Catesby and his sister basic Russian. Ten years later, at the end of the Second World War, the aunt and uncle disappeared as mysteriously as they had appeared. It was a story that caused a lot of frowns and head shaking whenever he had a security vetting – but Catesby and his sister had grown up as skilled linguists. His sister went on to study Slavonic languages at the London School of Economics.

         ‘I’m going to get some red,’ said Frances getting up.

         ‘By the way, Freddie sends her love.’

         Frances smiled bleakly. ‘Send her my love too.’

         Catesby didn’t know how to make things better. Relations between his sister Freddie and his wife had never been good and were getting worse. Maybe Frances knew things about Freddie that she had never shared. Spying was the family business. Frances worked for MI5 and Freddie was a translator at GCHQ.

         Frances got up and came back blowing the dust off a litre bottle of Algerian red. ‘I hope this hasn’t turned into vinegar.’ She poured the wine into Catesby’s glass.

         He sipped. ‘It’s quite good, actually. Was it liberated by your father?’

         ‘I’m not sure.’

         ‘I think it came from Admiral Darlan’s private cellars.’

         ‘We don’t talk about that.’

         The assassination of the pro-Vichy Darlan in Algiers was hush-hush – and Frances’s father had been involved. His father-in-law would never even hint at what had happened. But Catesby suspected that the British had done the dirty work as a favour to de Gaulle? Spying was her family’s business too.

         ‘It’s a pity,’ said Catesby, ‘that the children aren’t here.’

         ‘I think they need some time to get used to you again.’

         ‘Does that mean…’

         ‘I don’t know what it means.’

         Catesby looked at his plate; then continued to eat in silence. Their marriage seemed permanently on hold. He didn’t know what she wanted – and he wasn’t sure what he wanted. Frances had been wild during the war. It was a frightful time, but a glamorous time. She celebrated VE day by giving birth to twins. She was seventeen – and the Royal Canadian Air Force officer who had fathered them had already slimed off back to Saskatchewan where he had a wife and three kids.

         At times, Catesby and Frances had been incredibly close. But there were problems that neither of them talked about. Their jobs kept them apart too. Frances certainly needed to work for the money, but also for her self-esteem. She came from a family who, when they weren’t throwing themselves under horses at the Epsom Derby, were devoting themselves to making the world a better and fairer place. They were anarchists, socialists, Fabians, feminists, humanist aesthetes and members of the Bloomsbury group. You could find them at literary salons and in the Houses of Parliament. Some were conscientious objectors, while others commanded infantry regiments. Frances felt she had to do her part, but didn’t know what that part was. She juggled child care with a secretarial course – and then, through the inevitable network that encased women of her class, drifted into MI5.

         ‘Your collar’s frayed and you need a haircut. Sometimes, William, you look like you’ve been dragged backwards through a blackthorn hedge. You need looking after.’

         Catesby smiled. ‘I’m practising the Fitzrovia look. I’m going to quit SIS and go to art school. You’ve never seen my creative side.’

         ‘You’re not serious?’

         ‘I suppose not. But my new cover story is as a very junior dip, a tenth secretary or something, in the cultural attaché’s office – so I’m trying to look the part.’

         ‘Oh no, William, that’s not the part at all!’

         ‘I knew you were going to say that.’

         ‘You’ve got to be very polished, suave and elegant.’

         And not, Catesby thought, carry a greasy gun in a stained mackintosh and execute Nazi war criminals in the ruins of a rat-infested U-boot bunker surrounded by the ghosts of slave workers. She didn’t understand. It was one of the things that separated them – but he immediately felt a pang of guilt. She was a loving person who understood pain and loss: both her brothers died in the war. Maybe he was the one who didn’t understand, who was too self-pitying.

         ‘I’ve got a pair of jade cufflinks that I can lend you.’

         ‘The Canadian’s?’

         ‘No, someone else’s.’

         Catesby didn’t bother to enquire further.

         Frances saw the pained look on her husband’s face and gave him a warm smile. ‘They’re my dad’s. He wanted you to have them.’

         Catesby gave a bleak smile, his only smile. Was she telling the truth – or quickly making up a story? MI5 trained their staff well.

         ‘You look a million miles away, William. What’s wrong?’

         ‘I was thinking of something.’

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘You do know. Why don’t you ever talk?’

         ‘Don’t be cross.’

         ‘I have every reason to be cross.’

         Catesby reached out a hand and put it on her wrist. ‘I do care about you.’

         ‘Then why don’t you spend more time with me?’

         ‘It’s difficult when I’m in Germany saving Britain from the Russians and the Americans.’

         ‘Which ones are more dangerous?’

         ‘The Americans because they’ve got more money and think they speak our language.’

         ‘You know, William, those views don’t make you very popular at Leconfield House.’ Frances was referring to the not-so-secret headquarters of MI5 in the heart of Mayfair.

         Catesby laughed. ‘On the other hand, the Russians are more likely to blow us up with atom bombs – which, I suppose, is an even worse fate than being inundated with chewing gum and Hollywood films.’

         ‘I don’t think that you’re going to be assigned to Washington anytime in the near future.’

         ‘What a pity? I was hoping that I was going to replace Guy Burgess.’

         Frances frowned and looked away.

         ‘Sore point, isn’t it?’ Catesby gave Frances a sly look. ‘Why don’t you admit it?’

         ‘Admit what?’

         ‘You were ordered to let Guy and Maclean do a quiet fade.’

         Frances pursed her mouth and looked away.

         ‘You look as if someone just made an indecent suggestion,’ said Catesby.

         ‘I don’t think you understand our limitations – and the pressure we’re under.’

         ‘I do. We’ve both got shit jobs.’

         Catesby knew that Frances was part of A4, the MI5 section responsible for surveillance. A4 was composed of three women and nineteen men. A total of twenty-two MI5 officers were responsible for keeping an eye on all Britain’s enemies the width and length of the entire UK twenty-four hours a day – except they didn’t work evenings or weekends. Consequently, there were no trench-coated, trilby-wearing shadows on the Southampton docks when Burgess and Maclean hopped on board the Falaise for a trip to St Malo – it was late on a Friday and A4 had clocked off for the weekend.

         ‘You would have thought,’ said Catesby, ‘that you could have altered the duty rotas to put a tail on them.’

         Frances smiled. ‘I volunteered to work overtime that evening, but couldn’t get a childminder.’

         ‘Being a good parent is more important than catching spies – but you could have taken the kids with you; no one would have ever guessed you were a watcher.’

         Frances shook her head. ‘No, William, no.’

         Catesby did, in fact, advise his agents to take children with them when picking up dead drops or making rendezvous. It was a perfect cover.

         Frances lowered her voice, ‘But they didn’t need me. There was someone on their tail.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Don’t ever tell anyone. It was the DG himself.’

         ‘Good lord.’

         ‘But…’ Frances had a fit of giggles, ‘…he couldn’t follow them to France because he’d forgotten his passport.’

         Catesby shook his head. ‘He didn’t forget his passport and he wasn’t on their tail. The DG went to Southampton to see them off and wish them bon voyage.’

         ‘By the way,’ said Frances, ‘I’ve got something else for you.’

         ‘Let me guess.’

         ‘Don’t you remember, you asked me?’

         ‘I shouldn’t have – it was too risky for you.’

         ‘I didn’t get it. Hortense got it for me.’

         ‘Does she still live downstairs?’

         Frances nodded. ‘She’ll do anything for you.’

         Hortense had been parachuted into France at the same time as Catesby. She had fallen in love with a member of the resistance who was captured and shot by the Germans. Catesby was certain that the relationship had never been consummated. Hortense was one of a small army of genteel spinsters that managed the Registry. The Registry was a vast catacomb of vaults and shelves that contained all the files and archives of MI5. The women were the only ones who could decode the arcane index cards and navigate the labyrinth.

         Frances got up and unlocked an oak roll-top desk. ‘She even copied it for you. Here it is.’

         Just as Fournier had said, the document was dated 26 March 1947, titled East-West Trade and classified top secret. Catesby smiled and looked up. ‘I owe Hortense a bottle of Harvey’s Bristol Cream. Have you read this?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What do you think?’

         ‘I’m suspicious of why it was classified top secret. It simply reiterates the objections of the Chiefs of Staff about the proposed sale of Rolls-Royce jet engines to the Soviet Union. Not a big surprise – and it was even referred to in The Times.’

         Catesby read the document again. Fournier had lied. There was absolutely no reference to Harold Wilson – the only politicians mentioned were Cripps and Attlee. The decision to sell the engines had been made months before Wilson became President of the Board of Trade. Catesby looked up. ‘Do you know why they’ve classified this top secret?’

         ‘It is strange.’

         ‘It’s an old trick. By denying access to a file you create suspicion about what it contains. You make people think there is fire when there isn’t even a whiff of smoke.’

         ‘Don’t patronise me, William. I know more than you think.’

         ‘Sorry. What do you know?’

         ‘They’re trying to smear Harold Wilson – and they’re doing it to curry favour with Washington. They want the Americans to think that Wilson is the sole villain involved – a sort of evil genius – and entirely responsible for selling those jet engines to Moscow.’ Frances sipped her wine. ‘I keep my ears open, William – they think I’m just a compliant girlie, part of the wallpaper – and I hear things that chill my blood.’

         ‘Usually after lunch.’

         ‘Lunch is a big tongue-loosener at Leconfield House. They’ve mastered the art of the high volume whisper that you can hear through two walls and a ceiling.’ Frances paused and smiled. ‘When the indiscretions end, the postprandial snoring begins. By three o’clock the place sounds like the sea lion enclosure at Regents Park zoo.’

         ‘May I have some more wine?’

         ‘Not if you’re going to snore.’

         ‘I didn’t know I was staying.’

         Frances filled his glass.

         Catesby stared blankly and tried to separate the professional from the personal. He wanted to concentrate on seducing his wife, but Kit Fournier’s words about Harold Wilson kept getting in the way. ‘Are they passing on these rumours about Wilson to the Americans?’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘To the CIA?’

         ‘Even worse, directly to Republican congressmen and to the right-wing Hearst press.’

         ‘Have you got proof?’

         ‘Of course not, but it wouldn’t make any difference. They’re not passing on state secrets; they’re passing on disinformation, lies.’

         ‘If they’re not guilty of treason, they’re guilty of libel and slander. It reeks.’

         ‘But there’s nothing we can do about it. They cover themselves. Nothing is in writing or ever said in front of witnesses – and they pass rumours on to Members of Parliament too, usually Conservatives. Keep your eye on Hansard for the latest.’

         Catesby leaned forward and whispered. ‘You’re winding me up, aren’t you? None of this has ever happened.’

         ‘It would be better for me if you think so.’

         Catesby knew it was all true, but didn’t want to know more. Power was a blood sport in which there were no rules.

         ‘But William, there are good people in MI5. Most of them are good and honourable people – Sir Percy, for example – but there is also a nest of vipers who can’t be controlled.’

         ‘Name them.’

         She did.

         Once again, Catesby had no regrets about his choice of career. Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? Who guards the guardians? It was Catesby’s biggest secret. He would never say it because it sounded so sentimental, so embarrassing. But Catesby loved his country.

         Frances pushed her chair back and stood up.

         ‘Let me help,’ said Catesby.

         ‘I’m just getting the pudding.’

         Catesby was already up standing next to her. Their mouths met and he felt her arms entwining his neck like a spinning spider. It had been so long. She felt warm, sleek and silky. He brushed her hair aside and kissed her neck. Her breath was hot on his neck and they were so close. The telephone rang.

         ‘I’ll get it,’ said Frances.

         ‘Leave it.’

         ‘I can’t. It could be about the children.’

         ‘You’d better answer it then.’

         Frances disappeared into the bedroom to pick up the phone, but didn’t close the door behind her. Catesby listened as her voice turned from concerned to annoyed: ‘Knightsbridge 1803 … Yes, he is here … Would you like to speak to him? … Of course, I will get him.’

         She came back into the room. ‘It’s your sister. She said it’s urgent.’

         ‘Fuck.’

         ‘Don’t swear.’

         ‘I suppose I’d better speak to her.’

         ‘Why does she always disturb us?’

         ‘She doesn’t always disturb us.’

         Catesby went into the bedroom. He knew the evening was ruined. His heart sank when he saw that Frances had laid out for him a neatly ironed pair of pyjamas. He picked up the phone. ‘Hello, is that you, Freddie?’

         ‘Thank god you’re there, Will.’

         He shifted into Flemish. ‘What’s happened? Has Moeder died?’

         ‘That’s not funny, Will.’

         He went back to English. He knew that Frances was listening and didn’t want to hide anything from her. ‘I suppose, then, she hasn’t. Why are you ringing?’

         ‘It’s about Tomasz. This is really serious. I’m frightened of him.’

         Catesby sighed. They had been there before. Tomasz was Freddie’s mad Polish live-in lover. He had been an RA F fighter pilot during the Battle of Britain. During one encounter Tomasz had run out of ammunition so he rammed the German bomber with his Hurricane instead. Both planes had been destroyed, but Tomasz had somehow managed to parachute out of his mangled fighter. He had stayed in Britain after the war because he had no desire to return to a Poland under Soviet occupation: ‘They will execute me because I am member of szlachta.’ Whether or not Tomasz was really an aristocrat, one of the szlachta, was something that Catesby had never determined. But he did have the arrogance to be one – and loads of charm too when he chose to turn it on. Tomasz worked irregular hours for the Polish Service of the BBC.

         ‘What’s happened?’

         ‘He’s having an affair – and now he’s accusing me of having a lover to justify himself. When he comes home drunk I think he might kill me.’

         ‘Have you got a lover?’

         ‘Of course not, but he’s suspicious about the move to Cheltenham.’

         ‘Sure.’ GCHQ’s move from Hillingdon, outer London, to Gloucestershire was creating a lot of problems for staff – and lots of opportunities for affairs. The security services were not well known for marital faithfulness. Spies were professional liars and deceivers.

         ‘Will?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I don’t want to be here alone when Tomasz comes back.’

         Catesby sighed and rolled his eyes at Frances who had come into the room. Then spoke into the phone: ‘Why don’t you come here?’

         Frances shook her head, but then raised her hands and nodded yes.

         ‘No,’ said Freddie.

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I don’t want to.’

         ‘Where’s Tomasz now?’ said Catesby.

         ‘I don’t know. I think he’s with her – and then he’ll go out to drinking clubs with his Polish Service friends. They’re lethal.’

         ‘I know. Why doesn’t he stay with her?’

         ‘She’s married.’

         ‘That’s good.’

         ‘Don’t be flippant, Will. He’s going to come back drunk and angry. I’m frightened. Please come here.’

         Catesby looked at Frances. She was nodding yes and whispering, ‘You’ve got to go.’ She had either heard or surmised what Freddie had said.

         ‘Okay, I’m on my way. See you soon.’ Catesby put the phone down and looked at his wife. ‘I don’t want to go. She’s crying wolf.’

         Frances didn’t reply.

         ‘I’m going to call her back and say I’m not coming.’

         ‘No, William, your sister needs you – or she might. You can’t take the risk.’

         ‘You’re very generous.’

          

         Catesby left the house into a mild autumn night. At least, he thought, it wasn’t raining. There were even stars above the plane trees in Stanhope Gardens. The residents had keys to the private green space – and some had turned part of it into a Victory Garden during the war. But now all that idealism was draining out of Britain like a bucket with numerous holes.

         Catesby looked at his watch. It was too late for the underground and it was an hour’s walk to the flat in Pimlico. He turned north to Cromwell Road where he was going to have to splash out for a taxi. He hadn’t walked far when he saw them. They were sitting in a stately four-door Austin 8. It was one of the clumsiest surveillance stakeouts that he’d ever seen: two men wearing trilbies sitting smoking in a parked car. Why, Catesby thought, didn’t they just hoist a sign saying MI5 Surveillance Team? But maybe they wanted to be seen. Was it a form of intimidation aimed at him or Frances? Or a warning? Catesby was pretty certain that some of his wife’s bosses wouldn’t be happy about a marital reconciliation. In any case, he wasn’t playing the game and the wine made him bold. Catesby strode over to the car. It was a bit odd, he thought, that they were staked out in an Austin instead of a Humber from the Security Service garage pool in Kennington. Catesby stood next to the passenger side window, which was too fogged up for him to recognise who was inside. He didn’t know what he should say. A brisk ‘fuck off’ seemed most in character. On the other hand, he could turn it into a joke and ask them for a lift to Pimlico to save them the trouble of trailing him. Catesby smiled and tapped on the window.

         As soon as the window began to crack open Catesby knew that something was wrong. It smelled wrong. MI5 ‘watchers’ don’t smoke Gauloises. The driver spoke first, but it wasn’t in English or French – and the words weren’t addressed to Catesby. He was giving an instruction to the man in the passenger seat. Catesby was already sprinting at full stride before the first shot was fired. He heard the car door open. He didn’t look behind, but heard two more shots. Catesby now was weaving and twisting like a hare trying to outwit a lurcher. He heard the driver shout another order. Catesby recognised the language, but didn’t understand it. The car door shut and the engine started.

         Catesby was now on Cromwell Road where there were people and a fair amount of late night traffic. He ducked into the shadows of a passageway next to the Gloucester Road tube station and kept an eye out for the Austin 8. He reckoned they might have given up the chase. He waited until he saw a taxi before stepping into the light. He quickly hailed it looking both ways.

         ‘You sound like you’ve been running,’ said the driver.

         ‘I’m being chased by a jealous husband waving a meat cleaver.’

         ‘Happens to all of us.’

         ‘Listen, I hope you won’t mind, but I’d like to take evasive action to make sure we’re not being followed.’

         Catesby then put the driver through a series of manoeuvres and feints, which he had been trained to do as ‘counter-surveillance’ craft. When they finally arrived in Pimlico, Catesby was almost certain that they hadn’t ‘grown a tail’, but he still asked the driver to drop him off a couple of hundred yards from the flat in Tachbrook Street. He would make his way there via a series of back alleys and ‘choke points’ to make sure he wasn’t being followed – he didn’t want to put Freddie in danger.

         The driver looked at Catesby with suspicious admiration as he accepted the tip and fare. ‘You seem to know your stuff, guv.’

         ‘You have to when you play around.’

          

         ‘Thank you for coming, Will,’ said Freddie taking Catesby’s jacket. ‘You look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.’

         ‘A blackthorn hedge.’

         ‘It doesn’t matter what sort.’

         ‘Aren’t you going to lock and bolt the door behind us?’

         ‘I have to leave it open. Tomasz forgot his key ring.’

         ‘Then at least he won’t lose it while he’s out shagging and getting pissed with his mates.’ Catesby knew that Freddie had made up the story about Tomasz as a pretext for getting him away from his wife. For some reason his sister despised Frances and wanted to keep them apart.

         ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

         ‘You lied to me. Didn’t you, Freddie?’

         ‘Would you like something stronger? We’ve got some Spanish brandy.’

         ‘Republican or Fascist?’

         ‘We’ve also got Slivovitz, plum brandy from Czechoslovakia – you might find that more ideologically sound.’

         ‘Not necessarily. You know, for an anti-Communist member of the szlachta, Tomasz has quite a store of East Bloc spirits.’

         Freddie shrugged.

         ‘I think,’ said Catesby, ‘I’ll take my chances with General Franco’s brandy.’

         Freddie smiled. ‘I always suspected you were a class traitor. I’ll get you a glass.’

         Catesby sat down to a creaking of springs. ‘We need a new sofa.’ The Tachbrook flat was also Catesby’s home when he was in London. It was located in the basement of yet another building owned by Frances’s family. The top floors were lived in by eccentric aunts with artistic and musical connections – a whiff of Bloomsbury in Pimlico. You often heard musical instruments being played through the ceiling.

         Freddie came back with the drinks. ‘I take it for granted that you lied to me,’ said Catesby, ‘so I can rest assured that Tomasz isn’t going to burst through the door wielding an axe.’

         Freddie nodded.

         ‘Good. I’ve already had someone try to kill me this evening.’

         ‘Was it Frances?’

         Catesby smiled. ‘You said that with a real gleam of hope in your eye. No, we were having a loving evening until you telephoned. Don’t pout.’

         ‘Don’t patronise me and treat me like a child.’

         Catesby sipped his brandy. His sister was two years younger than him. They had both experienced the grinding poverty of 1930s Lowestoft – and their politics had been formed by it. There was no one closer to him, but no one that he understood less.

         ‘I’m sorry that I snapped at you.’ Freddie smiled. ‘Did someone really try to kill you?’

         The exhilaration of his brush with death was now wearing off and Catesby had begun to feel numb and empty. It was always like that. Being in battle was always better than the depression that came afterwards. Catesby nodded, ‘Yes.’

         ‘Who? Why?’

         ‘I don’t know. I’m still trying to put the pieces together.’ Catesby looked at his sister. ‘You’re a better linguist than I am.’

         ‘That’s not true – but I studied harder.’

         ‘Who do you know who speaks Elsässerditsch?’

         ‘No one, but I’ve heard it spoken during a visit to Strasbourg.’

         ‘And it’s only spoken in Alsace?’

         ‘As far as I know – and maybe a tiny corner of Lorraine.’

         Catesby didn’t need further convincing. He was sure the two men in the Austin had been speaking the low German dialect of Alsace. He had heard it before. It was a distinct dialect that couldn’t be mistaken for Swabian or Swiss German.

         ‘Their “no”,’ said Freddie, ‘is something like naan.’

         Catesby nodded.

         ‘Is this something to do with Oradour-sur-Glane?’ asked Freddie.

         ‘They tried to shoot me.’

         ‘What?’

         Catesby briefly explained what had happened, then stared blankly into space. He hadn’t told her everything about Oradour-sur-Glane, but he had confided in his sister more than anyone else. Oradour was a war crime that was tearing France apart. At least a third of the soldiers who had carried out the massacre were not Germans, but Alsatians who had been French citizens before 1940 and became French citizens again after 1945. It was an unhealed wound and the trial of the Alsatians who had been part of the SS battalion at Oradour kept getting delayed. Although Catesby had only seen the aftermath, the French prosecutor had summoned him to be a witness if the trial ever took place. The request had caused consternation at SIS and the British government were trying to assure Catesby’s anonymity.

         ‘They want to shut you up, don’t they, Will?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ Catesby did know that a lot of people wanted him dead, but he didn’t think it had anything to do with a French war crimes trial. The art of getting rid of someone was to make it look like someone else did it for a completely different reason. Catesby wanted to change the subject. ‘Where’s Tomasz?’

         ‘He’s on the nightshift at Bush House.’

         ‘Nothing more dramatic?’

         ‘Sorry, Will.’

         ‘What have you got against Frances?’

         Freddie drank her brandy and tossed her hair back. Her eyes were sparkling. ‘What has Frances got against Tomasz?’

         ‘Can we start answering questions instead of asking them?’

         ‘You first.’

         ‘You’re jealous of Frances. You didn’t want me to get married – you wanted to keep me as a big brother to lean on and to deal with Moeder.’

         ‘What a stupid, silly and egotistical answer.’

         Catesby smiled. ‘But it was an answer. Your turn. Tell me about Frances and Tomasz.’

         ‘She’s spying on him.’

         ‘Personally or professionally?’

         ‘Both. Tomasz is sure that Frances has put him under surveillance – that she opens his mail and that our phone is tapped.’

         ‘Do you want me to check the phone for a bug? I can show you how.’

         Freddie smiled knowingly. ‘Of course you can, Will. But no one can check if a phone is tapped at the GPO exchange.’

         ‘Good point.’ Catesby kept a straight face. If a UK phone itself was tapped, it was a sign that the person listening in was a foreign spy, a criminal or a jealous lover or spouse. The UK Security Services worked with GPO telephone engineers.

         ‘Frances,’ continued Freddie, ‘is trying to destroy Tomasz and our relationship by putting him under suspicion as a spy – and that is utter nonsense.’

         ‘Why does she want to do this? What’s her motive?’

         Freddie smiled slyly. ‘I think it’s jealousy. Frances has always fancied Tomasz – and can’t bear the thought that someone as lowborn and mousy as myself could have landed him. I’m sure she made a play for him and Tomasz rejected her – and now she wants revenge.’

         Catesby smiled. ‘So my wife doesn’t love me.’

         ‘You’ve just realised that, Will?’

         ‘You’re being especially poisonous this evening.’

         ‘You have every reason to be jealous, Will. Tomasz is far more interesting and attractive than you.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘I am winding you up a bit.’

         ‘How,’ said Catesby, ‘has Tomasz discovered that he’s under surveillance and suspicion?’

         ‘He says that people have told him that people are asking questions about him?’

         Catesby kept a straight face and hid his annoyance. Bad security. Someone was spying on Tomasz, but it wasn’t Frances.
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