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         For Priscilla
– with love and appreciation of what a lot she’s put up with – come to think of it, almost Rosie-fashion, in fifty years and
            books. Could be that’s where Rosie sprang from?
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      I said, facing her across a marble-topped table in the Brasserie des Aviateurs, ‘Still can’t believe it – that I’m sitting
         here with you. With Rosie – the Rosie …’
      

      
      Who allegedly had vanished in Australia quite some while ago, and about whose exploits in German-occupied France during World
         War II I’d written several novels: which she’d read, she’d told me, and which must more or less have passed muster with her,
         or she’d hardly have invited me to meet her here in Toulouse to hear from her the story I had not written, that of her first mission, which I’d had no way of researching. I’d kicked off with what had been her second outing,
         when she’d been put ashore in Brittany from a motor-gunboat, on a moonless night in 1943. But her first had been in November
         of ’42, not long after her twenty-fourth birthday; on that occasion, by the light of a near-full moon, she’d parachuted into
         open countryside somewhere near Cahors and made her way down to Toulouse, where she was to join the local SOE network (or
         réseau) as its radio operator and courier.
      

      
      SOE standing for Special Operations Executive. Exceptionally courageous men and women who’d had the nerve for that kind of thing: as well as certain specialist skills and of course fluent French.
      

      
      Now, in October of 2002, Rosie had to be eighty-four. Although if one had been guessing one might have said twenty years younger
         than that. Mid-grey hair with what looked like natural waves in it, lovely eyes, and skin a much younger woman wouldn’t have been ashamed of; trim figure elegant in silvery trousers and a grey silk
         shirt with a ruby brooch at the throat, studs in her ears that matched it. While a ring on the appropriate finger of her hand
         resting on the marble prompted me to ask her – needing to know, and not necessarily anticipating a happy answer, her husband had after all been six or seven years older than her – I tried gently, ‘Ben not with you? Left him in
         Australia, or –’
      

      
      ‘Ben’s long dead.’ Small smile, shake of the head, I suppose at my own reaction. Not shock, I’d at least half expected it,
         but sadness, for her. Sadness anyway: if I’d got Ben Quarry even half right in the novels he’d been a great guy, really tremendous,
         and the pair of them had been deeply, desperately in love. She was saying, ‘Long, long time ago. More than forty years. So in that sense I’m inured to it, although in quite another I’m very definitely nothing
         like inured and never will be. The bloody awful truth is he was murdered.’
      

      
      ‘Murdered …’
      

      
      Meeting her calm but sensitive brown gaze. My own I dare say showing some degree of shock.

      
      ‘Forty years ago – about 1960, would have been – but where, how, who –’

      
      ‘In Aussie, is where. Queensland. Nineteen fifty-eight. And it was me they were after. Who – well no, that’s something else.’
      

      
      Blinking at her. Repeating what she’d said – ‘You they were after … Whoever they may have been. Sounds like it’s two stories you’ll be giving me?’
      

      
      ‘All one, really – 1942, resurfacing 1957.’ A glance beyond me: ‘Here come our martinis.’

      
      She’d written to me three or four weeks earlier, in care of my publishers and writing from an address in Paris – smart address,
         16th arrondissement – introducing herself as
      

      
      the original of the person you’ve called Rosie in several novels that I’ve read, having been introduced to them by a friend
            who’d happened to pick one up and found herself astonished by what struck her as similarities to me and to ‘Ben’ and as much
            as she knew of our earlier lives. And in the last of those books, the Paris one, I must admit that the woman you called ‘Marilyn
            Stuart’ is an easily recognizable portrait of her as she was, which makes the source of all four stories obvious enough. ‘Marilyn’
            was beyond doubt my SOE Conducting Officer, equally plainly she must have given you the facts out of which you built your
            fiction. I wonder how you came across her. But in that Paris book, where she tells you in the final pages that my darling
            and I had done a disappearing act into the Outback – basing this on her allegedly not having had Christmas cards from me over
            a period of a few years – well, to put it plainly I found myself admiring her bloody nerve – I’d gone on sending cards maybe
            two or three years after hers stopped coming!

      
      That’s going off the track a bit, but it was when I was reading the end of the Paris story that I had the idea of getting
            in touch with you, or trying to. I haven’t done so until now because – well, laziness is one factor, but another is doubting
            whether you’d want yet more ‘Rosie’ history, whether it wasn’t only vanity making me think you might be interested. I admit
            I’ve enjoyed reading about myself – or your version of myself, at times a somewhat glorified version of me as I see me. How’s
            that for syntax? I should in fairness add that all the stories as you tell them come close enough to the truth, despite the odd embellishment or wild fancy here and there, what I suppose might be called novelist’s licence;
            and of course one might have expected as much, since ‘Marilyn’ was supplying you with the details. She really did get to know
            it all, and obviously her memory was unimpaired at any rate at that stage! It’s equally a fact that she wouldn’t have known
            anything much about my first trip, because although she saw me off from the airfield at Tempsford, she was then despatched
            on some SOE business which kept her out of London – one assumes, in France – until quite some while after I got back. In-house
            gossip had it that she’d nagged them into giving her a trial in the field, and they eventually pulled her out of it on account
            of her dangerously English accent. I know she’d had a theory that she’d get away with it by claiming to be Belgian: I guess
            that in practice this didn’t work out, and as she didn’t actually come to grief it would have been the Organiser of her réseau
            who had her shipped home. And the file on my Toulouse adventures wouldn’t have come her way at all; whereas after each of
            the other excursions, as my Conducting Officer she sat in on the routinely lengthy and detailed debriefings, she’d have had
            no business in that one.

      
      However – circumstances have now arisen which I think justify my throwing caution to the winds and offering to bend your ear.
            There’s to be a three-day reunion, on the face of it BCRA but with SOE section ‘F’ and ‘RF’ also invited – although it seems
            unlikely there’ll be many other takers, from our side – and it’s to be in Toulouse, of all places, where on that first jaunt
            I worked as pianist/courier with the Countryman réseau. The last BCRA/SOE get-together was in Paris ten years ago, and what’s
            special about this one, apart from its location, is that it’s almost certain to be the last, as survivors who are both mobile
            and in their right minds are getting to be rather thin on the ground. The organisers are the French Féderation Nationale Libre
            Résistance, the invitation came to me through the Special Forces Club in London – and I’ve accepted.

      
      A break here for some interpretations, since not all readers of this will have read the earlier Rosie books, and even those
         who have may not remember a lot of detail.
      

      
      BCRA, standing for Bureau Central de Renseignments et d’Action, was General de Gaulle’s London-based equivalent of SOE, employing
         only Frenchmen – Gaullists, naturally. He – characteristically – resented SOE’s existence, taking the view that any secret
         army in France should belong to him. This view was in fact held and implemented more stringently at Free French command levels
         than in the field, where agents whose lives were at constant risk tended to help each other out when necessary. And BCRA had
         to rely on SOE in any case for such essentials as transport and radio communications, which in itself must have irritated
         Monsieur le Général no end. But that’s BCRA. ‘F’ Section SOE was simply the department of SOE that dealt with France, British
         through and through although employing some French agents, while Section ‘RF’ was still part of SOE but had its own management
         and employed only French agents, French nationals who for instance weren’t keen on working for de Gaulle. And a ‘pianist’ – Rosie mentioned
         having served as such – was SOE/Resistance slang for a radio operator. This had been her occupation even before ‘F’ Section
         took her on as a field agent. Part of the set-up was a signals establishment in a large country house near Sevenoaks in Kent;
         signals received from agents in the field were received there and rushed up to Baker Street (or in ‘RF’s case, to Dorset Square)
         by despatch riders on motorcycles. And it was at this Sevenoaks establishment that Rosie worked. She and her first husband,
         Squadron Leader Johnny Ewing, had a flat nearby, and he was based at RAF Biggin Hill, until his Spitfire with him inside it
         was shot down in flames, within a day or two of which she’d got herself on to the agents’ training course. Actually her first
         application was turned down, the interviewer deciding that as a brand-new widow she had to be suicidally inclined, whereas the truth was that by this time she hadn’t even liked her husband, for various reasons including the fact he’d frequently cheated on her. And being already a skilled radio operator
         as well as speaking fluent French – her father had been French – she was an ideal recruit; had only needed to be taught to
         parachute, live rough in the open, shoot with all types of handgun, fight with knives, handle explosives, blow safes, resist
         interrogation, and so on.
      

      
      Back to her letter, though.

      
      The reunion’s scheduled for October 4th, 5th, and 6th, Friday to Sunday, and the venue is the Hôtel l’Ambassade on Boulevard
            d’Arcole. I’ve been offered a bed-and-breakfast reservation, which I’m now accepting, but although it’s a biggish place I’m
            told it’s going to be very full, with our bunch of superannuated thugs occupying a whole floor, apparently. So I’d suggest
            that if you did feel inclined to come, and could make those dates, you might book yourself – or yourselves – into some other
            hotel in that vicinity or at any rate not too far away. Could be wet in October, couldn’t it. Although I know you spent your
            war in submarines, and a submariner shouldn’t mind getting wet? Sorry. One thing your stuff about me does not reveal is that
            I have a rather childish sense of humour. Bring an umbrella, anyway. I’d say the reunion itself will consist of speeches and
            discussions between sessions of food and booze; I’d introduce you to the committee as the writer you are, with special interest
            in SOE and the Resistance generally, and I’m sure they’d be only too pleased to let you sit in on whichever events may appeal
            to you. Much of it’s likely to be fairly boring, I dare say – and a lot of it will be simply old friends meeting again and
            swapping memories, so forth. In fact a lot of the people who attended last time, ten years ago, were only relatives of former
            agents. Odd, but there it is. Spreads the cost of such junkets, I suppose. Anyway, the great thing would be for you and I
            to get together in peace and quiet in our own free time – don’t you agree? Suppose we were to get there the day before it starts – Thursday the 3rd, spend that evening together and then play it by ear – if you’re on,
            that is?

      
      By the time I’d read her letter I had no doubt that this truly was Rosie, the one and only, and I felt real excitement at
         the prospect of just meeting her, let alone getting the story of that 1942 deployment straight from her own mouth and memory.
         All I remembered Marilyn Stuart telling me about it – all she herself would have known, according to Rosie – was that the
         Toulouse réseau was penetrated by the Gestapo, and Rosie escaped over the Pyrenees ‘by the skin of her back teeth’. In Into the Fire I’d written that this happened about seven months after Rosie had joined the réseau; whether this had been misinformation from Marilyn or simply my own wild guess, the truth is that Rosie had been there only
         a few weeks before everything went up in smoke. I’d guess it would have been simply Marilyn’s assumption: if she’d been away that length of time, and Rosie might have been on what one might have called survivor’s leave, returned to Baker
         Street only a week or two ahead of her. Something like that. Anyway, I’d be hearing all about it now, and was thrilled at the
         prospect. As I say, even just to meet and speak with Rosie Quarry … So I telephoned, and the ball was rolling – to the extent
         that I’d flown into Toulouse around noon on this Thursday 3rd October 2002, transferred by taxi to the Hôtel Mermoz on Rue
         Matabiau, called Rosie at her conference hotel, l’Ambassade, at five-thirty, met her there at six and settled down with her
         in the Brasserie des Aviateurs, which was situated at the hotel entrance, all plate glass and marble.
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      Rosie admitted, ‘It was scary, all right. I suppose setting out on trips always was, but that first time – oh, crikey … And the parachuting itself – the prospect of it, mostly, the waiting around and thinking
         about it. When the moment came it all happened so fast you barely knew it had – you were on the ground suddenly, maybe a few bruises here and there but mainly thanking God you hadn’t broken a leg or
         your neck, whatever. But I’ll tell you – our para training was at Ringwood, near Manchester, and the first thing that happened
         when we got there was they took us out to the airfield for a demonstration to show us how easy and safe it was, some old aircraft
         flying over dropping dummies – sandbags – and believe it or not half the ’chutes didn’t open. I mean literally half: sandbags
         just hurtling down and bursting. And this was to give us confidence.’
      

      
      ‘And when you did it?’

      
      ‘Oddly enough, there were no casualties, in training. Were some in action. Oh, there had been one earlier that summer, a Section
         “RF” pianist – male. I was only the second female to be sent in, did you know that?’
      

      
      I’d asked her about her departure from Tempsford that first trip, how nerve-racking it must have been. As in fact I knew already,
         there was an SOE hut on the airfield, where her Conducting Officer, my latter-day friend Marilyn Stuart, had put her through
         what she, Marilyn, had referred to as ‘the last rites’. Checking on clothing and contents of pockets, ensuring there were
         no give-aways of British origin – even laundry-marks for instance – that every item had originated in France, and that her
         papers – identity documents, authorities to travel, ration cards and so forth – matched her cover story. They’d have been
         checked and treble-checked before, of course – and forged by a team of geniuses or ex-criminals in a villa on the Kingston
         bypass in Surrey; Rosie’s cover on this outing being that she was Suzette Treniard, born in Paris in September 1918 and now
         widowed, her husband Paul, a young lieutenant de vaisseau, having been killed in the British attack on the French fleet in Mers-el-Kebir on 3rd July 1940. He’d been serving in the
         battleship Bretagne, which had capsized; she’d had a letter about it from a friend of his, Arnaud Dupré, who’d been in the battleship Provence, which although damaged had managed to get itself to Toulon. She’d had this letter in her bag, crumpled, even tear-smudged,
         along with other items including a snapshot of Paul in a swimsuit at a picnic on a beach near Le Palais on Belle Ile where
         they’d spent their honeymoon just before the war; background features were easily identifiable, by anyone wanting to check
         on it. She also had a bitter hatred of the British, especially of their Navy. SOE interrogators had rehearsed her in all this,
         and Marilyn had her run over it again in the Tempsford hut; it was essential of course to have it all off absolutely pat,
         believe in it, be Suzette Treniard, not for instance to have to think twice when asked what were her late husband’s parents’ names or where
         they lived – they came from Nantes – not all that far from Belle Ile – or in the case of her own parents the de Gavres (with whom she didn’t get
         on well), St Briac-sur-Mer, near Dinard and St Malo.
      

      
      She’d had her radio transceiver with her, of course, a B Mark II supposedly boosted for long-distance transmissions – as would
         be essential from the Languedoc – in a suitcase sixty centimetres long and weighing about fifteen kilos, with its battery
         and twenty metres of thin, dark-coloured aerial wire. Rosie’s individual, easily-breakable crystals were packaged separately,
         inside her clothes. The set’s heaviest item was the battery; and a priority she’d had in mind when starting out was to have
         a couple of spare sets and several batteries either dropped or shipped in to her, for the purpose of setting up alternative
         transmission sites. She’d been assured that this would be treated as urgent. Pianists had been having a rough time of it lately:
         there was a nasty rumour that their operational life in the field had been averaging out at only about six weeks.
      

      
      Wouldn’t apply to her, of course. She’d simply see to it that it didn’t – she thought – and one basic precaution was never to transmit from the same place twice. Use of batteries, as distinct from plugging in
         to the mains, allowed one to tap out one’s messages from open countryside – or from ruins, farm buildings, church towers and
         the like.
      

      
      Marilyn had asked her, ‘Got your one-time pads?’

      
      For cyphering and decyphering purposes. She’d nodded, touched the small of her back. ‘Along with the cash.’

      
      Half a million francs: to be handed over to her boss, the réseau’s Organiser, as soon as she established contact with him.
      

      
      She told me – looking across the now crowded brasserie at three elderly men who’d just come in and were goofing around for
         an unoccupied table, Rosie frowning slightly as if unsure whether or not she might know or have known one of them – and then giving up, starting again … ‘Felt as if one had
         everything except the wash-house mangle. Really stuffed with bits and pieces. Including a battered cardboard suitcase with one’s personal gear in it. That was hooked on externally,
         same as the transceiver. I was wearing an overcoat as well as the jumpsuit, mark you. Skirt, blouse, coat, and a scarf covering
         my hair. Which, as I think you mention here and there in the books, used to be brown with coppery lights in it.’ She’d smiled; was a little vain, I realised for the first time. And had a right to be, must have been startlingly attractive, at that time.
         In fact still was attractive. Shaking her head: ‘Imagine it. Jumpsuit trousers pulled up over the skirts of the topcoat, parachute harness over
         that – the two cases slung on it, and my handbag on a cord round my neck, hanging inside the suit. Could barely stagger, and
         looked like God knows what, and when one landed – intact, please God – and hid or ideally buried the parachute, harness and
         jumpsuit, one had to reorganise the rest so as to look as near-normal as possible. Catch a train for instance without attracting
         any particular attention, especially that of gendarmes. Oh, I say gendarmes, as distinct from more sinister elements such
         as Gestapo, because this was the non-occupied zone I’d be landing in. Pétain’s police and snoopers – the DST, Vichy security
         police, Direction de Surveillance du Territoire, as well as the gendarmerie – well, those had comprised the main opposition,
         up to this time there’d been no Boche soldiery or overt Gestapo presence; but now, at this precise moment they were flooding in. In response to Operation Torch, you see, our invasion of northwest Africa.
         On 8th November, Torch was launched, Boches began their move on the 11th, and I was flying in on the night of the 12th/13th.
         From that point of view you might say I couldn’t have timed it worse.’ A shrug and a movement of the head that was entirely French. ‘On the other hand, looking on the brighter side, in the Western Desert our
         Eighth Army had smashed through the Africa Korps at El Alamein, and Rommel and his boys had their tails between their legs.
         It was a relief to know something somewhere was looking good at last. Don’t you want to make notes at all?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll do that later. I’ve a laptop in my room.’ I asked her, ‘Did you take a pistol in with you on this trip?’

      
      Headshake. ‘Could have, of course – and later as you know changed my mind on this – but at that stage I was accepting advice
         that if one was to get into shoot-outs one couldn’t expect to last long thereafter, and meanwhile it was an item which – well,
         if one was searched, would guarantee being arrested and no doubt shot or – whatever. As with the transceiver of course, but
         one wouldn’t normally be toting that around. Not if I could help it, one wouldn’t. No, the only item of significance I haven’t
         mentioned, and which Marilyn handed to me last of all, was your regular standard issue poison pill – little gelatine capsule
         of potassium cyanide which if the worst came to the worst – well, I’d been told that if I bit on it I’d be dead before my
         teeth had actually come together.’
      

      
      ‘Handy.’

      
      A smile, and the shrug again. ‘In some circumstances, a convenience.’

      
      ‘Convenience.’ I liked that. Suggested, ‘How about we bite on another dry martini?’

      
      Our third, that was, and waiters were trying to pressure us into ordering food, but we’d been in that place long enough, were
         ready for a change of atmosphere. I suggested a small restaurant I’d noticed on my way here and thought looked promising,
         Rosie was amenable and had no alternatives in mind; in fact she wasn’t familiar with twenty-first century Toulouse, hadn’t patronised the better (i.e. black market) restaurants in 1942, and none of them would have been recognisable
         to her now in any case, even if they still existed.
      

      
      The place I’d seen was called the Colombier, and wasn’t far from l’Ambassade. Just along Boulevard Arcole to where it becomes
         Boulevard de Strasbourg, along there and up to the left a bit.
      

      
      Arcole pronounced with a hard ‘c’, incidentally. Should perhaps have mentioned that before. But I asked her, while on the
         subject of towns and their topography, whether she still knew Paris as well as she had in 1945, the year of her SOE swansong
         as recorded in my last Rosie novel, Single to Paris.
      

      
      ‘Darned well should do. It’s my home, for God’s sake, has been since 1961!’

      
      The brasserie’s blue-tinted glass door hissed shut behind us. Wet paving and cool night air but no rain falling at this moment.

      
      ‘Nineteen sixty-one. So you didn’t stay long after Ben was killed. I’d wondered.’

      
      ‘Remember what we’d been expecting to do out there, in Aussie?’

      
      ‘An Australian governmental land-clearing scheme Ben had reckoned to go in for, wasn’t it. Returning ex-servicemen being offered
         some enormous acreage, and as much again if they cleared the first lot on schedule?’
      

      
      ‘Right. He was really set on it. Would have gone in for it if they’d accepted him, but as you know he’d had two smash-ups in motor-torpedo boats, and he was really
         too lame for that hard labour. He swore black and blue that he was perfectly all right, went through agonies trying not to
         limp, and so on, but they still wouldn’t have him. Obstinate bugger, he was bloody mad at ’em, although the alternative was so simple and obvious – his father had been asking him since God knew how long to join him in his timber business; Ben
         saw this as the “soft option”, which in principle he was against, had to make it on his own. Well – you know this, I think
         – the old man had started it in the early thirties, he’d been in the Merchant Navy, had his master’s ticket, left the sea
         when he married Ben’s Aussie mother, and had the intention of building boats – yachts – but got diverted into timber. Which
         was a success right from the start. Yes, you mentioned it somewhere – how just before the war when Ben was adrift in Paris
         chasing girls and trying to get to be an artist, keeping himself alive by washing dishes in the big hotels, and so forth,
         the old man writing letter after letter calling him home by the next boat, Ben saying yeah, yeah, coming – got as far as England
         and joined the RNVR in September 1939.’
      

      
      She’d stopped, pointing up to the left, where we were about to cross at a major intersection. ‘Place Jeanne d’Arc, right?’

      
      ‘Is it? I’m sure you’d know, Rosie. Yes – must be. So we take the next left after this. You’re saying he did finally go into
         the timber business?’
      

      
      ‘He’d’ve been crazy not to. It was going like a bomb and the old man really did need some help. He’d obviously counted on
         Ben seeing sense eventually, he was tickled pink and Ben of course having made up his mind went for it hell for leather, like
         he did everything. He certainly earned his keep – bloody good keep, and – you know, everything coming up roses.’
      

      
      ‘Until 1958.’

      
      ‘Fifty-seven actually. The two of us were lunching in the MHYC – Middle Harbour Yacht Club. One of the biggest and most successful
         in the country, although this was before they built the smart new clubhouse. They were a great crowd. Ben’s father had been
         in on the start of it, and Ben like him was mad on sailing. He’d done a lot of it as a boy, there in Brisbane before leaving to seek fame and squalor in Gay Paree.’
      

      
      ‘At lunch, you say. Just like that – out of the blue, whatever it was?’

      
      ‘Just like that.’

      
      ‘A year before they killed him, meaning to kill you.’
      

      
      ‘That’s – yes … Is this where we turn?’

      
      ‘If it’s Rue Bayard –’

      
      ‘Beginning to rain.’

      
      ‘Hang on.’ Umbrella, large enough for two. It was only a bit of drizzle, actually. I asked her, to get this into perspective,
         ‘In 1957, you’d have been thirty-nine, Ben forty-five, and his father – what, sixty-five or seventy?’
      

      
      ‘More like seventy-five. He was eighty in ’62, the year I left. Fit as a fiddle, but – you know, sad. He’d made himself rich,
         and Ben would have been too. I came in for that, of course – inheritance I mean. Truth is, the old man and the company did
         me proud.’
      

      
      ‘Good for them. Better than bush-clearance, eh?’

      
      ‘Well, there’d have been a hell of a lot of land and several million sheep. And then again, if we’d been doing that, more
         than a thousand miles away, we wouldn’t have been in the yacht club that lunchtime, huh?’
      

      
      ‘Consequently you’d still have Ben, still be living there?’

      
      ‘I’d still have Ben.’

      
      ‘Maybe a crippled Ben.’

      
      ‘Or who knows, maybe dead. I mean without – assistance. He was a few years older than me, you know.’

      
      I was suggesting we might cross the road, at this point, starting over right after the passage of an ambulance with a screaming
         siren. I could see the restaurant on the other side, only a short way up. I was thinking that the subject of Ben’s death was
         overdue for dropping – thinking this as the ambulance and its spray rushed by and she repeated, ‘Still have old Ben. That truly is a thought. Hey, rain’s stopped …’
      

      
      We drank a bottle of good wine with our excellent meal, booked a table for the next evening, Friday, and agreed that I’d handle
         evenings while she’d pick-up daytime tabs – in the Brasserie des Aviateurs anyway, where from Friday on we’d most likely be
         mingling with former BCRA and/or SOE stalwarts and it would be easier for her to treat me as her guest. In the evenings, she
         said, she’d ‘sing for her supper’; and I pointed out that we were going to need all the song-time we could get, especially
         as we’d be covering happenings not only in Toulouse and the Languedoc in 1942 but also Brisbane in 1957/8. Maybe she’d play
         hooky from some of the reunion’s daytime sessions? She promised me she would; probably from most of them. And the Brisbane
         stuff would take no time at all. As little as half an hour, maybe, it was the build-up to it that was going to keep us busy.
      

      
      I took her word for that. Over supper she’d only talked about the para drop and how she’d got from Cahors to Toulouse. I tried
         to push it along a bit, but was realising we’d cover more ground much faster in daytime sessions without attentive waiters; and I’d need to be a little cunning, if not ruthless, in getting her well away from the conference hotel
         and its brasserie – i.e. from what had brought her here in the first place.
      

      
      We summoned a taxi to take her back there now. I’d walk, the Mermoz being really very close. It wasn’t far short of midnight,
         and I was reckoning on spending an hour or more at the laptop; a little fresh air and exercise now couldn’t do any harm. In
         the morning we were to meet for coffee in the Aviateurs at ten. Now, outside the restaurant, I kissed her on the cheek.
      

      
      ‘Rosie. Can’t even begin to tell you how grateful I am, or how much I’m enjoying your company. It was a wonderful idea.’
      

      
      ‘As you’ve mentioned a few times. But I’m enjoying myself too, I really am. Honest truth, would’ve been a bore to have been
         here on my own. Give my best to your wife.’
      

      
      ‘I will. Ten o’clock, then.’

      
      ‘Don’t work too late …’
      

      
      It was too late to call my wife in Ireland. Although midnight here was only eleven there – eleven-twenty by the time I was
         back at the Mermoz. She’d gone over there to spend a few days with her sister, whose husband was in hospital and (we thought,
         although no one was saying this) unlikely to come out of it; I doubted whether either she or her sister would appreciate being
         woken in the middle of the night, just for a chat.
      

      
      In any case, time now to focus on twenty-four-year-old Rosie in her parachuting gear in a Lancaster bomber of the Special
         Duties Squadron, droning over France towards Cahors. Not far to go: they’d dropped a pair of male French agents somewhere near
         Limoges, spewing them out through the hole in the deck about a quarter of an hour ago, and at the Despatcher’s suggestion
         she’d now moved into their place on the trembling cold metal, a couple of feet for’ ard of the hatch. You went out feet-first
         and facing the tail: more a matter of pushing off than jumping. Hatch still shut at this stage: round hatch, whereas in the
         old Whitleys from which she’d done her training jumps they were square.
      

      
      ‘OK, Missus?’

      
      Missus, indeed. Well, she’d look to him like a tub of lard with two eyes at the top under the tight dark headscarf. He was
         a flight sergeant, Polish, high-voiced to be heard over the general racket, small man in a wool hat. Big ears, crooked smile. She’d answered, ‘Fine, thanks.’ Feeling like a triced-up sack of spuds and very, very nervous, but actually drawn towards that hole in the deck, thinking of it as an emergency exit, her only way out of this.
      

      
      ‘Crazy, but how it was.’ Rosie sipping wine as she’d told me this. ‘Sack of spuds I said, but more like jelly, internally
         bloody shaking. Smiling at the Pole and telling him “Fine!” while shivering and sweating in the cold, and the aircraft shaking even harder.
         Probably somewhat over the hill: SD Squadron didn’t get first pick. But don’t get me wrong, I was probably more het-up than
         I’d ever been, but I never thought my number would be up, I was going in there to do this and that and then get out again, I doubt it even occurred to me as conceivable
         I wouldn’t.’
      

      
      Still was scared, though, she’d admitted. Actually, terrified. Hardly surprising to me, however contradictorily or confusedly
         she’d put it, when one recalled that fifty per cent of them did not come back from their various jaunts. Despite that irrational faith in one’s own survival. How you had to feel, to have gone in for it in the first place. Anyway, I’ll tell it my way now, the way I’ll write it, my interpretation of her recollections as condensed that night on the laptop. The Despatcher
         opening the hatch as the machine dropped lower: she’d be jumping from only 600 feet, and that was moonlight out there as well
         as a howling rush of wind. No doubt if she’d peered over the edge, looking down, she’d have had a view of the ground – woods,
         fields, maybe a river or two – the Lot, for instance, the big one that ran right through Cahors, looped around its city centre,
         but she wasn’t inclined to look down – ‘having no head for heights’, she’d said – in any case she’d be down there on it in a minute. On it or in it – field, please God, not tree or bloody river, and pasture preferable to vineyard, on account
         of posts and wires. Despatcher urging her to shift forward, to the brink: he hooked her rip-cord to the static line and pointed at the red light which when it turned green would be the pilot’s signal
         to her to jump. Machine settling lower and banking now, she guessed adjusting its approach to line up on the torches or lanterns,
         of which there should be four in a straight line with a fifth set off at right-angles to the top end of that line, this one
         flashing a pre-agreed morse letter.
      

      
      If the reception party was in place, it would mean they’d heard the BBC’s confirmation, broadcast of some prearranged message personnel telling them she was on her way.
      

      
      They were in place. Light switching to green. Despatcher’s gloved hand on her shoulder, a short, sharp shove and a scream of ‘Go-o-o!’
         trailing into the howl of wind as she went out and the rip-cord did its stuff, canopy opening to arrest her flight in a fantasia
         of moonlight, stars, fields and hedgerows, and a welcome reduction of noise in her immediate vicinity. The Lanc would hold
         on for at least a few miles, rather than turn back soon enough for anyone on the ground to guess this had been its target
         area. Rosie swinging through dark sky and reminding herself about landing with knees bent: then she’d hit turf, rolled with
         the smell of it in her nostrils and the thought in her head. Now what? Knowing perfectly well what, though, already doing it, gathering in the cords and billowing silk, on her knees and then at a crouch, pleasantly surprised
         at having suffered no injury, and getting it all in more efficiently than she’d ever done in training jumps, thanks to the
         lack of any wind; not letting up on the effort even when a rough male voice called ‘Bienvenue! Mais parfaitement, madame!’
         Madame Suzette Treniard, widow, back on French soil again at last – and two of them now, relieving her of the mass of parachute material while she unhitched the two suitcases from the harness and then
         divested herself of both harness and jumpsuit. Standing again – headscarf loosened, strap of the handbag over one shoulder of her tatty old coat, seeing that the man who’d got to her first, the taller one who’d been first
         on the scene, was stuffing her discarded gear into sacks. Earthy smell of potatoes, doubtless the sacks’ previous contents.
         He’d shouldered the load, growled to the shorter, noticeably broader man, ‘See you again all too soon, Alain, I dare say.’
      

      
      So this would be Alain Déclan, right-hand man to the réseau’s boss. He’d said to the tall one, ‘Count on it. And thanks.’
      

      
      ‘For nothing. Adieu, madame.’

      
      ‘Perhaps au revoir, monsieur.’

      
      Déclan watched him go, trudging off with the sacks over his shoulders, then asked her in English, ‘All set, Lucy?’ Stooping
         to pick up the larger of her cases; she’d taken possession of the smaller one, the one that mattered enough to give your life
         for. Peering at him, making him out as quite short – five-seven or eight maybe – but very solid. Sweater, and peaked cap,
         face black-looking in the moonlight. Not so much bearded as maybe hadn’t been shaved for a week or so. She’d nodded to his
         question, asked him, ‘Should I take it you’re Batsman?’
      

      
      Wrong way to have put the question Should have asked him, ‘What’s your code-name?’ He knew it now – even if he was an imposter and hadn’t before, in which case he’d be glad of the information. Sloppy of her: he’d started
         it, of course, by calling her Lucy, which was her code-name, the only name she or SOE in England would ever use in signals. He’d grunted an affirmative anyway, adding ‘Come
         on. First thing is pick up the lamps.’
      

      
      ‘And then?’

      
      ‘My camionette’s not far.’ Camionette meaning truck or pick up. ‘We’ll sit it out till daylight, then I’ll drop you at the station.’
      

      
      ‘In Cahors?’
      

      
      ‘Where’d you imagine?’

      
      ‘Conceivably, Toulouse.’

      
      ‘Daft, would that be. I’m on that road night time, chances are I’m stopped. OK for me, they know me – if they’re locals that
         is. I’ve a wife at Léguevin – west of Toulouse, that is – I’m local, near enough. But who do we say you are – middle of the night, suitcases an’ all, including you know what?’
      

      
      ‘I can account for myself, Alain.’

      
      ‘Not for that radio you’re carrying, you can’t. Besides, supposed not to be seen together more than we bleeding have to –
         right?’
      

      
      It was one of the principles instilled in the course of training. One réseau member gets arrested, others move away fast and lie low, while the one that’s caught is counted on to hold out against interrogation
         for at least forty-eight hours before leaking anything that might earlier have led them to his or her confrères. Whereas if the Gestapo had prior knowledge of any such associates, chances are the arrests would have been simultaneous.
      

      
      Instructors had admitted that not to be seen together was a principle, not a blanket instruction. Very often you had to be together in public places. Just a matter of common sense, she guessed, in practice. She wondered whether Déclan knew
         she was a greenhorn, still had practically everything to learn. Following him now – along a hedgerow, for the advantage of
         its shadow, then after casting around a bit he stooped to pick up a bag containing the lamps – bicycle lamps probably – from
         where he’d left it among what looked like nettles and docks. Telling her as they went on, ‘Proper bastard now. Boches taking
         over from bloody Vichy. Last couple of days, this is, truck convoys an’ trains full of ’em. Won’t make our lives easier, will
         it. Like as not you’ll have a few on whatever train we get you on. I got you a ticket, by the way.’
      

      
      ‘Well, thanks.’

      
      ‘Save having to show papers at the guichet. But there’ll be guards, bet your life. Account for yourself, you say – so why’re you in Cahors, for a start?’
      

      
      ‘I’m moving house from Paris to Toulouse, I’ve a cousin married to a farmer near La Capelle, took the chance of stopping off
         with them for a few days.’
      

      
      ‘They know about it?’
      

      
      ‘No. They exist, but – who’d bother checking?’

      
      ‘Gestapo would, if they thought they had reason.’

      
      ‘So I don’t give them reason. I’m coming to Toulouse to find myself a job and because I was sick of Paris. I’m a widow – husband
         drowned by the bloody British. Needn’t worry, that’s cast-iron. And there’s an aunt of my late husband’s in some village somewhere
         – whichever way I’m going, I’m hoping to locate her. What’s your story – French wife, you said –’
      

      
      ‘Long an’ short of it is I’m a local. Make my living fixing borehole pumps and suchlike. “Agricultural engineer” is what I
         have on my papers, what my wife calls it is “odd-job man”. But look – stay put a minute, while I do a recce?’
      

      
      He left the suitcase and the bag of lamps with her, vanished towards a dark confusion of buildings, ruins of some kind. The
         moon was obscured by cloud at this moment and it was a jumble, not easy to make out. Ruins of a small farmstead, must have
         been. No truck visible, anyway not from here. The ground was rutted, though, no doubt by farm traffic. Well – narrow ruts,
         so carts … Déclan had disappeared. She moved closer to the ruins, dumped the suitcases amongst long grass and rubble, went
         back for the lamp bag then sat herself down on the larger case. Not all that visible, and she’d be in the shadow of this nearer lot when the cloud shifted. Déclan’s truck presumably somewhere amongst
         all that, or behind it; he’d be checking that there were no foreign bodies lurking in the immediate surroundings.
      

      
      Wise enough, at that – if the truck had been standing there for an hour or two, as it most likely would have been. Déclan
         was obviously in his element, knew what he was about – and had worked with that other one before, was what he’d call a mate
         of his. Whereas she’d had her antennae and/or hackles up, to start with, for some reason. Instinct – or just nerves? One of
         the things you dreaded – well, there’d been cases of agents parachuting into traps, resulting either from bad security, radio
         interception or plain treachery – informants on the ground here being by no means rare and leading, in cases one had heard
         of, to reception parties composed of Germans or gendarmes instead of colleagues or résistants, agents like herself landing virtually into their arms then handcuffs, leg-irons, torture-cells and/or firing-squads, and
         nothing more heard of said agent, nothing known, except – another thing that had been known – messages tapped out on his or her transceiver and individual crystals, such messages having been coded on his
         or her one-time pad, and at least on one occasion a complete disaster scene developing quite swiftly – other réseaux penetrated and blown, multiple arrests and disappearances as tongues wagged and the ripples spread.
      

      
      The nub of it all being that one couldn’t – shouldn’t – ever relax completely or take any set-up, individual or outfit, as sure-fire, safe.
      

      
      Although one would, she guessed. Distrust had been strongly recommended as what one might call a proper initial attitude,
         but for one’s own peace of mind, even sanity –
      

      
      ‘Lucy – come on …’

      
      ‘Alain – my field name’s Suzette. Suzette Treniard.’
      

      
      A grunt as he joined her and waited for the case on which she’d been sitting. ‘Suzette. Sure. Just happens I’ve a weakness
         for “Lucy”.’
      

      
      ‘Nice for her, I’m sure. What’s your wife’s name?’

      
      ‘Oh. Monique.’ Rosie was on her feet; he picked up the suitcase. ‘Watch out for brambles. Tell me – name of the people you’re
         supposed to’ve been visiting at La Capelle?’
      

      
      ‘D’you need to know?’

      
      ‘If we got stopped on our way into town, need to know where I’d picked you up, wouldn’t I?’

      
      ‘Suppose you would. Sorry. Their name’s Lafrenière.’

      
      ‘Don’t know ’em. About Monique though, I better mention she’s not concerned in our business, only in my legit work, the farm
         stuff. This other I never talk to her about.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not likely to meet her, then.’

      
      ‘If I was with her and we ran into you, I wouldn’t know you. Here’s the old bus, though.’

      
      A dark-coloured gazogène – charcoal-burning vehicle, the burner and tall funnel behind the cab. It was parked in the angle between what must have
         been a farm cottage and a roofless barn. Déclan told her, ‘Converted her meself. Sunbeam Talbot she was once.’ He pulled open
         the passenger door. ‘Hop in, if you like.’
      

      
      ‘First gazo I ever saw.’
      

      
      ‘Dare say it would be.’

      
      Gazogènes had come into being through petrol being virtually unobtainable, except by Germans, Vichy officials, or those rich enough
         to patronise the black market. Who’d more or less have to be collaborators or high-priced Pétainists.
      

      
      ‘Did you know this was my first deployment?’

      
      Asking him this as he climbed in on the driver’s side of the truck. Odour of charcoal, oil, cigarette smoke. He said, ‘Jean did mention it. You’d know who I mean by Jean?’
      

      
      ‘Jean Samblat.’

      
      ‘Yeah. Big white chief. Captain. Whereas yours truly, you may not be surprised to hear, attained the dizzy eminence of sergeant,
         no less. Still be that, I dare say, if they hadn’t like poached me from my outfit.’
      

      
      ‘But to be an agent in the field you have to be commissioned?’

      
      ‘You do, an’ all – what I’m saying, on paper I’m a Second Loot. And you, now let me guess –’
      

      
      ‘Fanny.’ First Aid Nursing Yeomanry. ‘D’you get on with Jean?’

      
      ‘Poor lookout if I didn’t!’

      
      ‘And the other courier?’

      
      ‘Sure. Don’t see a lot of him, mind you.’

      
      ‘Code-name Raoul.’

      
      ‘Name on the ground, Marc Voreux. All we’ve wanted for is you, might say. Jean’ll be over the moon, getting you. Good at it,
         are you?’
      

      
      ‘I was a radio operator for a couple of years before they let me into training as an agent. What happened to the pianist I’m
         replacing?’
      

      
      ‘They didn’t brief you on that, eh?’

      
      ‘Nothing beyond the fact I’m his replacement.’

      
      ‘That’s about all we know. Bugger should’ve been in a place where I’d pick him up, and wasn’t. So if they got him – caught him on the job’s the
         likely thing, eh? – least we know is he wasn’t talking.’
      

      
      Rosie thinking, maybe wasn’t. Or was and they’re leaving us in the open where they can keep tabs on us and whatever we may be up to – including what’s done about
         replacing him. One had heard of that dodge, even if Déclan hadn’t, or preferred not to take it into account.
      

      
      One thing they’d know for sure was that he would be replaced. They’d be waiting for you, direction-finders ready to beam in on your first transmission; then no doubt they’d
         have their ways and means. She broke a silence with ‘What sort of man was he?’
      

      
      ‘Nice enough. Quiet, like. Supposed to be writing a book, was his cover. Toulouse and its Environs, he was thinking of calling it. Historian, he was supposed to be.’
      

      
      ‘Would you have put him down as capable of holding out against Gestapo-type interrogation?’

      
      ‘Oh. Oh, well … Tell you the honest truth, Suzette, wouldn’t know who to put down as capable of that.’
      

      
      ‘One more question?’

      
      ‘Uh?’

      
      ‘Not having a pianist, how did Jean set it up for me to join you here?’

      
      ‘Ask him that, if I were you.’
      

      
      ‘Used some other réseau’s pianist, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘Could’ve.’ A shrug. ‘Well – I mean, how else?’

      
      ‘So d’you think I’ll be expected to take in work from other réseaux?’
      

      
      ‘That I don’t know. Another one for the boss, eh?’
      

      
      The principle as taught in training was that réseaux received their orders from Baker Street and reported back to Baker Street, had no contact with each other in the field. On
         which basis one might hope that no other réseau would even be apprised of one’s existence.
      

      
      Déclan stretched and yawned. ‘Don’t have a smoke on you, do you, Suzette?’

      
      ‘OK to light up, is it?’

      
      ‘Oh, anyone close enough to spot it’d have us on toast already. And we’ll be here an hour or so yet, by the look of it.’

      
      The moon was low, behind cloud a lot of the time, and would be down well before dawn arrived from over the distant Alps and the nearer Cevennes. An hour would about do it, she thought – rummaging in her bag for the crumpled pack of Gitanes which Marilyn had produced at Tempsford,
         when she’d confiscated the Players Rosie had been carrying.
      

      
      ‘Gitanes.’

      
      ‘Bless your heart. Duck down, light two while you’re at it? Got a match?’

      
      ‘Yep.’ French ones, too. ‘Are fags in short supply?’

      
      ‘Anything smokeable’s in short supply. And pricey. But I left mine with old Fernand.’
      

      
      The farmer, she guessed. She passed Déclan his, then pushed herself back in her seat, head back, inhaling greedily. ‘Boy …’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘When you were a sergeant, were you regular army? No, can’t have been, can you. But –’

      
      ‘Joined up in ’39. I’d been third engineer in a cross-Channel packet, married Monique in Cherbourg and settled there like.
         Then when this lot started, thought I’d try the Army – reckoned I’d seen enough salt-water. And – hell, cutting a long yarn
         short, after Dunkirk, seeing as I was at home in French – and SOE having scouts out like –’
      

      
      ‘And Monique?’

      
      ‘Hung on in Cherbourg a while, then she moved down near Bordeaux where her folk are.’

      
      ‘And you joined her – after SOE training, I suppose. Was she expecting you?’

      
      ‘Was by that time, yeah, I’d got word to her. It was in Léguevin I joined her, though. She had a half-sister there – still
         has – and the pair of us was supposed to’ve come from Bordeaux. Not bad, eh?’
      

      
      ‘Just about perfect. But if Léguevin’s west of Toulouse, you’re a long way from home?’
      

      
      ‘Often as not I am. Go where the work is, near or far. Big country, eh?’

      
      Tapping this out in note form on my laptop in the Hôtel Mermoz after that first session with old Rosie, I was tired – in fact
         about ready to drop off. It was gone 1 a.m., now, the hotel and the street outside dead quiet. In any case I could afford
         to call it a night now, remembering clearly enough her description of arrival in Cahors – enough to work on anyway, converting
         it into some kind of narrative form as I went along. Déclan for instance piloting his old gazo into the station forecourt, stopping between a farm-cart and a charcoal-powered motor-bus from which country passengers were
         alighting, and telling her, ‘Get in that crowd, none of ’em’s going to look twice at you.’
      

      
      ‘Well, thanks.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong …’

      
      At our table in the Colombier a few hours ago she’d put her hand on one of mine and confided, ‘Nice man, was Alain Déclan. A bit rough, in some ways, but absolutely genuine, the real McCoy.’
      

      
      ‘Was, you say. Sure it’s was?’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes – sadly, quite certain. But for instance, there at Cahors he must have realised how shaky I was, just at that stage,
         and although he’d been going to drop me there and leave me to to get on with it, he changed his mind, saw me right on to the
         train – didn’t say anything, just came along – through the station building and on to the platform, bringing the larger of
         my cases. The platform was crowded, not only with new arrivals but with Germans, soldiers who’d come off the train – milling
         around, goofing at the stacks of freight – farm produce including crates of eggs and – oh, rabbits, chickens, pigeons, cabbages …’
      

      
      Then she’d seen the Gestapo, her first ever. First gazo earlier, now first Geheimer Staatspolizei – and exactly as she’d envisaged them, in belted raincoats and soft hats. Cartoon characters, almost, but none the less loathsome
         for that – not in the least difficult to believe what one had been told, that a lot of them had criminal records. There were
         uniformed Boches who were not off the train, too, mostly Funkabwehr, security police. She and Déclan had stopped, looking up and down the train to see where there might be room, windows and/or
         doorways where it might not be absolutely crammed; and in the course of that she’d perhaps unwisely watched one of the uniformed
         Germans disdainfully handing an elderly woman back her papers. It was his manner that appalled her – as if, if the old girl
         hadn’t been quick to take them, he’d have dropped them, let her scrabble for them. But glancing away from her as she snatched
         at them, he’d seen Rosie’s interest in him, was staring at her.
      

      
      ‘Alain – aren’t these sweet?’

      
      ‘Uh?’

      
      A crate of piglets – pink, squiggly, squealy. She was crouching beside it. ‘Poor little darlings …’ Looking up at Déclan, with the transceiver in its small, heavy case on the stone flags beside her, her left hand resting
         on it but her attention back on the piglets, Déclan gesturing towards the train – soldiery reboarding, peasants crowding in
         where they could, Rosie rashly allowing herself to look past him in the direction of that German, who fortunately had lost
         interest, turned away.
      

      
      I had that scene in mind, didn’t need to make a note of it on the laptop. Nor of the train journey itself – Rosie jammed between
         two large women on the slatted wooden seat, avoiding the smirks of a group of Boche soldier-boys who until they fell asleep persisted in eyeing her, whispering and sniggering amongst themselves. Sixty kilometres to Montauban,
         another fifty from there to Toulouse.
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      I had one breakfast at the Mermoz – why not, I was paying for it anyway – and got to the Brasserie des Aviateurs shortly before
         ten, prepared for Rosie to buy me coffee and, if she insisted, another croissant. But she wasn’t down yet. The place was quite
         full, predominantly with senior citizens who for all one knew might be former résistants of one kind or another. I might even have written about some of them. Anyway – conveniently – a group of three vieillards were vacating a side-table from which there’d be a direct view of the blue-glass entrance, and I got to it ahead of a middle-aged
         man and two girls who might have been his daughters. He looked disappointed at having been beaten to the post, and asked me
         whether I’d be prepared to share; I told him that regrettably it would not be possible, and as luck would have it, Rosie made
         her appearance at that moment.
      

      
      ‘Am I late, or were you early?’ She looked charming, in a pale-green linen suit with that same ruby brooch on it. Victorian,
         I guessed. And precious to her. Another guess was that it might have been a present from old Ben and she’d never be seen without
         it. She was saying as I shifted along the banquette seat to make room for her on my left side – the ear that works best – ‘Had to call Paris, and the darn line
         was busy. Did you get through to your wife?’
      

      
      ‘Did indeed. And all’s as well as it could be in the circumstances.’

      
      A waitress with red hair was clearing away those old men’s litter. Rosie suggested, ‘Coffee and croissants?’

      
      ‘Well – why not. But one croissant, if that’s obtainable.’
      

      
      ‘From which I deduce you’ve already breakfasted.’

      
      ‘Well –’

      
      ‘Burn much midnight oil?’

      
      ‘Got it all noted anyway. It’s left you on the train from Cahors with the young Germans ogling you. You’d have got here –
         Toulouse – about mid-morning?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. Two and a half hours, roughly, with a stop at Montauban. ’She broke off to ask the redhead, who’d returned with her order
         pad, for croissants with café au lait, and gave her a room number in the hotel. The Ambassade owned this brasserie, apparently.
         Rosie told me, ‘We’re having an opening session of our conference at eleven. General get-together, introductions, speech of
         welcome by Monsieur le President, and a meal of wine and cheese served up there in the conference room at twelve-thirty or
         so.’
      

      
      ‘Only wine and cheese?’

      
      ‘Because our guest of honour can’t get here until tomorrow at the earliest, maybe even Sunday. He’s coming from – oh, from
         Réunion, and missed some connecting flight, they think.’
      

      
      ‘Who is he?’

      
      ‘First question, though – d’you want to attend this eleven a.m. session?’

      
      ‘Not unless you think I should.’

      
      ‘Or the wine and cheese part?’

      
      ‘Not really. I’d only be in your way. You’ll have to, won’t you?’

      
      ‘I think so. Yes, I will. So maybe – if we got together early afternoon? Meet here at say two o’clock?’
      

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll have a look round the town and a snack of some kind, back here at two. Unless you’d rather make it half-past –
         time for a rest after all that wine?’
      

      
      ‘All right. Yes, might be as well. Two-thirty … As for our guest of honour – you’ll have heard of him, read about him, I’m
         sure – André Brussaud, the famed Resistance hero?’
      

      
      I thought for a moment, drew a blank, shook my head. ‘Don’t think so.’

      
      ‘You wouldn’t from your researches into my shenanigans, but – well, try this – heard of Jean Moulin?’
      

      
      ‘Well, sure, him, but –’

      
      ‘Tell me what you remember about him?’

      
      ‘Key figure in the Resistance, wasn’t he, and the Gestapo killed him, in the course of interrogation. Yes – first time they
         had him, he tried to kill himself – in his cell I suppose, between torture sessions – broken bottle, glass of some sort anyway, tried to cut his own throat,
         and – well, did it a lot of damage, but survived, and – afterwards, got away somehow? Don’t remember how, they wouldn’t have
         let him go, would they – but he actually got to London. I suppose once he was on the run, your lot must have shipped him out.
         He was in London, seeing de Gaulle and others – wearing a scarf to hide his lacerated throat – right? He was BCRA, wasn’t
         he – nominally head of it in the field then, de Gaulle’s top man in France?’
      

      
      ‘He was Chief of the National Resistance Council. Enormously respected. But then betrayed. There was to be an important, highly
         secret meeting of the Council, and some rat brought the Gestapo in on it. They surrounded the house, smashed their way in,
         killed some of the delegates, arrested others including Jean Moulin.’
      

      
      She’d broken off, to wave and call ‘Amélie, hello!’ to a tall woman to whom she’d introduced me the day before; continuing then after a pause, ‘So they had him again. June of 1943,
         this was, and this time as you say they tortured him to death. In Lyon, Gestapo headquarters, SS Leutnant Klaus Barbie’s stamping-ground
         at that time, uh? But the man we’re expecting here shortly, Brussaud, was one of Moulin’s close associates. I don’t know if
         he was at that meeting, but if so he must have been one of the few who escaped. He swore revenge – well, was supposed to have
         – and went on to make a Resistance legend of himself. According to stuff that was passed around at the time he kicked off
         by catching the traitor who’d led the Germans to that meeting and had him incinerated.’ A smile, small gesture. ‘Which even
         in those days and circumstances would have got him noticed. Then managed to keep it up and remain at large, over some period of time attracted such a following that a lot of them wanted him installed officially in
         Moulin’s place – logically enough, you might think, but de Gaulle wouldn’t have it.’
      

      
      ‘Any particular reason?’

      
      ‘Well, Brussaud was missing no chance of killing Germans and French traitors – actually specialised in eliminating Gestapists
         – while Gaullist policy was attentiste – wait, train, equip, prepare for the big day – invasion and post-invasion. I think that must have been it, mostly.’
      

      
      ‘De Gaulle with a keen eye for what you might call the main chance, his own position and authority post-invasion.’

      
      ‘Not far wrong there. Aren’t you going to eat your croissant?’
      

      
      ‘Oh –’

      
      ‘Anyway, that’s the man we’re waiting for.’ She checked the time. ‘Look, we have about half an hour. Like me to start on as
         much as I can remember of my arrival here – making contact with my new boss, for instance, if that’s of interest?’
      

      
      ‘Unless you’d rather leave it until after lunch. If we’re meeting at two-thirty, rest of the day at our disposal?’
      

      
      ‘All right. Yes, might be better.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a lovely brooch, Rosie. Present from someone, was it?’

      
      I was back at the brasserie by two-thirty, having reconnoitred the general layout of the town, especially the ancient parts,
         and had lunch at a bistro just off the Place du Capitole. I thought Rosie might like it, as a change from the Aviateurs, and
         it wouldn’t be all that much of a hike for her. At the Aviateurs, though, there she was waving at me from a table not far
         from the one we’d used at breakfast: I headed for her – not overjoyed at the fact she had people with her – elderly male,
         middle-aged female.
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