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With this, my fourth novel, it is time that I acknowledged my indebtedness to those who got me into the writing game and kept me at it.


I must start with the person who kidnapped my small daughter Kerry in November 1970 so that to this day I don’t know where she is. It was in this desert of unhappiness that I started on a book which became A Choice of Enemies. My business partner and friend Roger Coombs read it, and sent it to the man who became my first literary agent, Peter Janson-Smith. He liked it and offered it to Derek Priestley of Peter Davies Ltd. He bought it immediately and encouraged me to write more, and his constant encouragement and helpful advice led to Snowball, Palomino Blonde and now this book. Recognizing a beginner’s problems, manuscripts were read in days, and the offers were always generous.


Last, but genuinely not least, my wife Grazyna, who types it all, makes it possible for me to have the time to write, and who got me back in the world again.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


There were two pistols lying on the green baize table-top and the armourer-sergeant watched the tall man as he stood looking from one to the other. One was a Luger PO8 and the other a Walther MP. Both were 9 mm parabellum cartridge types and the fine film of oil that covered them had marked the green baize.


For a month the tall man had been shooting 98s at 25 metres with the Walther. In the same month he’d been shooting 95s with the Luger. He preferred the Luger. It had a better feel as it lay in his hand. It even looked more like a gun should look than the blown-up version of the Walther PP. But he knew from past experience that the Luger had too many stoppages. Mud and sand seemed to have what could literally be a fatal attraction for Luger mechanisms. It said a lot for the Luger that he even hesitated in his choice, yet as any gunman will tell you, firing on a practice range is one thing and doing it for real is another. Then, ‘feel’ matters a lot. Without any hesitation he reached forward and touched the Walther. ‘I’ll take this one, sergeant.’


He had fired another forty-eight rounds after the pistol had been recalibrated and the acrid stench of cordite seemed to go with him as he walked up the basement steps to the street. He walked slowly across Green Park, down towards Hyde Park Corner, and then he turned into the back streets that lead to Shepherd Market. The man standing in the foyer of the Curzon Cinema bent down to release the door-lock. As he opened the door he said, ‘Morning, captain, Major Franks is already in there.’


There was a still picture on the screen of the front page of the previous day’s copy of the Berliner Tageblatt, and a voice on the sound system was saying crisply but with a slight lisp, ‘Und hier sind die heutige Nachrichten zu Deutsch …’ As he slid into the comfortable seat alongside Franks he said, ‘Why does that stupid bastard always say “zu” instead of “auf”?’


Franks laughed softly. ‘Mainly to annoy you, I think.’


They settled down to hear recordings of the morning’s news bulletins as broadcast by the radio stations in Berlin, Hamburg and Munich. They were shown two current German news-reels and news-reels from occupied France and Holland. After a long but currently popular version of Die Lustige Witwe in rather poor colour, there was a short pause, and the speaker system announced that they were to be shown a film made two months previously by special order for the Führer’s private viewing. There was no commentary to the film, just a pleasant piano accompaniment as twenty or so very pretty girls did callisthenics. Most of the girls were blondes and all of them were naked. The new 300 mm Schneider telelens lingered lovingly and unashamedly on jiggling breasts and youthful bellies. When the film finished the speakers crackled again and a man with a fruity Berlin accent retailed three of the latest dirty jokes circulating in Germany. All were political and one was funny.


Going from the darkness of the cinema into the bright December sunshine they shaded their eyes as they looked for a taxi. It was the 20th of December 1944 and Captain Felinski was parachuting into Germany in four days’ time.


The first approach to Felinski had been made in May, and they’d spent almost a month before that, checking through the SOE and MI6 records for suitable candidates. There had been three ‘possibles’ but Felinski’s Russian and Polish had outweighed some missing qualifications.


Despite his name, Felinski was third-generation English. His great-grandfather was a victim of that fateful year 1830, when the revolution in Paris had decided the fate of France. The hatreds of that revolution blew their seeds to Brussels and broke up the uneasy kingdom of the Netherlands, and there had been flames enough to spare for Polish officers and landowners to fling their hopeless challenge to Tzar Nicholas and the Russian Empire. It was a year before the flames were stamped out, and with them the last vestige of Polish liberty.


From 1831, Paris became the intellectual capital of the Poles. Stefan Felinski was not an intellectual and he had brought his wife and small son to England, where his talents as one of the finest horse-breeders and trainers in Europe were used on a farm in East Anglia. At the end of ten years he had bought a farm and developed the most successful breeding establishment for work horses in the four counties. His son had added another thousand acres to the farm by the time his grandson was born. Stephen Felinski was twenty-one on the day the Germans invaded Poland in 1939, and he’d joined the British Army the day before war was declared.


In Central Intelligence Records they had thousands of simple punched cards and in May 1944 something remarkably like a large knitting needle had been pushed through the holes in a data check card, and when it was lifted its catch was three record cards of men with a long list of vices and virtues that would make them suitable subjects to be dropped in enemy territory and sustain themselves with minimum help until the war with Germany was over. The Joint Intelligence Committee’s estimate was that that would be in another seven months.


When British Security decides on such an operation, once the man has been selected, his briefing, training and support are relentlessly efficient. The first approach to Felinski had been oblique. He was given two weeks at the British Embassy in Stockholm as an adviser to King Gustav’s royal stables on a breeding and training plan for the next ten years. The King was also receiving advice from German and American experts at the same time. It was a pleasant, civilized interlude but it left Felinski puzzled as to the real purpose of the two weeks’ jaunt. His knowledge of horse-breeding was very limited.


Immediately on his return to London he was asked if he would be willing to be dropped into Germany on a special mission. There had been no hesitation and he’d reported at Ringway, just outside Manchester, the same evening. He didn’t make a good parachutist despite the extra days that they tacked on to the standard course, but they came to the conclusion that he was competent enough for what was going to be a single operational drop.


There were two days in a dentist’s chair while his fillings were removed and replaced with their Germanic equivalents. An appendix scar was checked and a barely visible operation scar on his rib-cage was cut and resewn with continental stitches. And finally his hair had been cut en brosse.


From that point he had lived in the two rooms of a basement flat in Lancaster Gate where everything – plumbing, furniture, carpets, décor, switches, appliances and utensils – were all German. He was forbidden to listen to any radio stations other than Berlin, Hamburg and Munich. Each day he received two German newspapers, one day old, from the Lisbon Embassy. He was probably the worst informed of His Majesty’s Intelligence officers. He was allowed no contact with English-speaking people outside a handful of service personnel.


On the top floor of the Peter Robinson store at Oxford Circus there were long corridors with doors to small offices which were air-conditioned and heavily sound-proofed. It was here that the specialists of Security Signals transmitted and received the radio traffic to agents in enemy-occupied Europe. And it was here that Felinski was trained to use a Morse key, and a code based on the date and the letters of the first two lines of a song by Charles Trenet called ‘II pleut dans ma chambre’. When they had seen his lack of skill with a soldering iron they had pulled the small transceiver apart and converted most of the soldered joints to crocodile clips. The girl who was going to handle his traffic worked hard with him to improve his operating technique and worked even harder trying to decide whether she was in love with the man or the glamour and danger of his assignment.


For the last three months he had spent an hour each day at Drury Lane Theatre in which there was a row of shops in the auditorium where he purchased his food and supplies at current German prices using the appropriate coupons. His food was limited to the standard German rations. Much time was given to the details of his cover story, and in the studio backstage there was further intensive language tuition.


Twice a week he attended briefing meetings at one of MI6’s cover addresses. This was usually the MGM offices in St James’s Street where girls in twin-sets and pearls acted as lion-tamers to some of the security services’ wilder elements. At the first of these meetings he’d been handed photographs and maps of the dropping zone together with the dossier of the man who was to give him cover in Germany. When he opened the packet of photographs he had recognized the German expert he had met at the Swedish royal stables. Baron von Leder was an internationally famous horseman and had led the German team at equestrian events all over the world, including the Olympics. His horsemanship and charm had made him friends all over the world, and this popularity had allowed him to stand clear of the Nazis and still survive. He never discussed them favourably or unfavourably, either in public or private. Although he had admired their courage he had been dismayed by the ineptness and insecurity of the group who came to be known as the 20th of July plotters. When Hitler had hung them from meat-hooks in Berlin he had shuddered at their fate but not for a moment did he turn from the path he had chosen. And in England the plans and the training went on, and for the first time Felinski was given an inkling of what his mission would be in Germany. At that meeting the DDMI, the Deputy Director of Military Intelligence, had, without any intention of humour, said drily to Felinski and the others, ‘And if you get yourself killed before the surrender we shall have wasted our time.’




CHAPTER TWO


The briefing meeting took place at the ‘safe’ house in Ebury Street. Felinski and Franks sat in the smaller room and three senior SIS men and an SOE officer were assembled in the larger room with files and photographs.


There was a photograph of the Royal Family at Balmoral on the long sideboard and on the wall facing the window was a Sisley water-colour, not a good one. On the wall facing Felinski was a Munnings, and his good English heart was warmed by the bright shafts of sunlight shining on a glossy chestnut. But blood will out and some leftover chromosome from his Polish great-grandfather made him notice that the stallion was down on his pasterns with a bad tail set-on into the bargain.


The ATS girl brought in coffee and although she appeared to ignore Felinski he sensed that she was examining him. When she had gone Franks leaned back, pushed his empty cup forward on the table and crossed his legs at the ankles. He had a thin, ascetic face, was in his middle thirties, and was almost completely bald. Once again Felinski wondered how Franks had got into this rough, tough business and what his special qualities were.


‘Well now, Stephen, let me put you in the picture. I’ll give you the general outline first and then we can fill in the details. Agreed?’ Felinski nodded but he didn’t speak, and Franks continued.


‘Baron von Leder, as you know, will provide you with physical cover. You will be his business and agricultural adviser. The man he had before died six months ago. As you know the Baron is assisting us because he’s an anti-Nazi. He’s never been anything else and we’ve had contact with him since about 1935, through Stockholm of course. But you must not look for anything more than physical shelter from him, to ask more than that would not only be unfair but highly dangerous. Your cover has been specifically designed to leave him in the clear if you are picked up. At that point he would rely on you for protection. Just as up to that point you have relied on him. Understood?’


‘Is this laid down by him?’


‘Not at all. It’s laid down by us. He is of great value to us and will be most important after the war. We would sacrifice a lot to preserve him intact.’ Franks looked across to check Felinski’s reaction, but there was none visible.


‘Now the small group you are going to join are Russian.’ He noticed the surprise on Felinski’s face but he ignored it, closing his eyes as if to blot out anything that might divert his thoughts or hinder his words.


‘They are badly trained and considerably demoralized. They have a source which is proving very valuable – I’d better say potentially valuable, because it’s coming out far too late at the moment to be of use.’


‘Have we got any details of the source?’


‘Yes. It’s inside the Gauleitung at Hanover. The Gauleiter’s secretary as a matter of fact. She’s providing political and military information. Most of it is only a day old when she hands it over, but by the time they get it out it’s pretty useless.’


‘No radio?’


‘We understand it was damaged when they landed.’


‘Landed? How landed?’


‘By parachute. Nearly a year ago. The Russians seem to have been rather ham-fisted. They dropped a large number of Russian nationals in 1943. Most of them were picked up in days. Inadequate documents, poor cover stories and insufficient training. The rest were picked up over the next six months. One of them, named Voronov, was never picked up. He still had a radio and was in contact with the Moscow Centre until three months ago. Then for some reason they ignored his call-sign. He went on net at the right time every day for eight weeks. There’s some indication from Geneva that the Russians think he’s blown or turned. We are pretty sure he’s not. We think that like the others he was badly trained and can’t repair the radio. The stuff he is sending out is high-grade and we want it, but we need it fast, by radio.’


‘How’s it coming out now?’


‘He’s got a long-winded contact to SOE. He gets it to Liège and then it goes to Bruges and it takes over three weeks on average. It also overloads the SOE Signals net in Belgium.’


‘Who are the rest of them?’


‘All Russian but a more recent vintage. The Moscow Centre dropped another swarm of parachute agents about six months ago. Just as badly equipped and trained as the first lot. Three of them ended by being shuffled along to Voronov. We think the remnants of the German communist party put them in touch.’


‘The Moscow Centre has just left them to rot?’


‘We think so.’


‘Why?’


‘We’re not sure. One of the reasons may be that the Centre is getting first-class service on Germany from a network in Switzerland. It looks like they suspected Voronov way back. Normally they’d check on an agent they suspended, especially one of their own nationals. They’d find out one way or the other. If they finally found him turned or it was unresolved, they’d knock him off.’


‘Tell me about Voronov.’


‘There isn’t much, but all we’ve got has been assembled for you. It’s next door.’


‘What’s the pay-off for the Gauleiter’s secretary?’


‘She sleeps with Voronov. As you’ll see he’s a big bear of a man. Gauleiter Lauterbacher’s a small man, maybe she likes ’em big and rough.’


‘No indications, I presume, that the girl is planting stuff for the Germans.’


Franks pursed his lips and stretched slowly. ‘It’s been carefully gone over, Stephen – there’s no indication that it’s a plant.’


‘You said that there are others in the group. Are they getting anything themselves or is it just Voronov?’


‘We haven’t much information about them. Our impression is that they are more of a nuisance than an asset. But one of them takes the stuff down to Liège – the stuff that Voronov gets from the girl. He makes contact with the SOE group down there and as I said it comes to us through SOE channels. Because we can’t overload the radio operator most of it has to come by Lysander whenever we land people or supplies. Now we are moving across towards Germany our contact is almost certain to break down.’


‘Why are they prepared to pass it to us?’


‘For payment and some personal arrangements for Voronov – his parents are in Leningrad. Our people in Moscow keep an eye on them for him. Voronov and his chaps are stuck there anyway.’


‘Does any of the stuff Voronov gets affect the Russians?’


‘Yes, there’s quite a lot of political stuff covering the German communists and relationships with other groups, including people in Moscow.’


‘And the Russians still won’t support Voronov.’


‘They don’t get that material.’


‘Why not?’


‘On military material they are well served by Geneva. The other material is political and it is not in our interest to pass it on.’


‘What is my brief then?’


Franks stood up and lit a cigarette before continuing. ‘We want you to pull this group together – give leadership and get the stuff back to us immediately by radio. It’s our most reliable source of information on morale inside the Nazi Party and the general public, and Hanover is now the key to most troop movements in North Germany. What we are getting is high-class material but it’s too late to be useful – most of it anyway. And we want to get a picture of the local communists who are actively helping the Russians.’


‘Does the Russian group know I’m coming?’


‘Not right now but they’ll be told nearer the time.’ He looked at Felinski for a moment and then said, ‘I’d better make clear that you won’t necessarily be welcome.’


Felinski spent ten days going over the dossiers assembled on the group. There was almost nothing on the three Russians who had recently arrived, and not much on Voronov. But what was coming out of the Hanover Gauleitung was white-hot.


There were daily situation reports from both the west and east fronts including Wehrmacht orders-of-battle. There were lists of persons arrested by the local Gestapo covering all northern Germany, and extracts of interrogations were frequently included. Daily reports from the Abwehr Aussenstelle at Hamburg and Hanover had been much reduced after the arrest of Canaris, but their assessment of civilian morale in the northern half of Germany gave invaluable information. There was much detail of the reduced rail and road facilities due to the Allied bombing campaign. There was secret correspondence between Gauleiter Lauterbacher and Himmler – and similar correspondence with Goering and Walter Schellenberg. Felinski could well understand the importance attached to this source of high-grade material. There was little doubt in his mind that the information was not planted. The crude internal treacheries revealed in the Gauleiter’s private correspondence could never have been faked.


At the end of the briefing period Felinski had sat in his small flat writing a dozen non-committal letters to be forwarded to his mother while he was away. His home cover was an extended trip to Africa, and that seemed only to emphasize the operation’s unreality as his letters tried to give an impression of heat and sunshine as he wrote them in a grey London pounded by V1s and V2s. He gave them unsealed to Franks.




CHAPTER THREE


There was a warm yellow light from big hangar doors and then the doors closed behind them, and Franks walked him over to a small shack that was set in a fenced-off area of the gaunt building. Mechanics were working on an aircraft, and their voices, and the noise of tools on metal, echoed and hung in the vast roof space. Felinski noticed that the shack was not just fenced off but covered in a wire-mesh cage. At the metal door a sergeant of the RAF Police stood guard and a CSM of Field Security checked their documents. He read every word carefully, and frequently looked at their faces, checking the detailed descriptions. Finally he nodded to the sergeant and they both saluted as Franks and Felinski went through the door.


As Franks closed the door Felinski looked around the small room. It was warm and brightly lit with wall-to-wall carpet but no windows. There was a bath and shower unit along one wall. As he looked at Franks the Major waved him to one of the chairs and he moved to it and sat down.


‘Stephen, we now have to go through a very precise drill. I’m sure you’ll understand it’s all for your benefit. But from past experience I know that it’s rather depressing, so if at the end you feel a bit low you’re being quite normal. I don’t know for sure what causes it and we’d be particularly interested in your views in due course. Shall we start?’


And already they had started. Felinski was momentarily flattered that they wanted his opinion and then inordinately deflated at the ‘in due course’. That meant it was intended to flatter and they were indifferent to his view. But he looked across at Franks and nodded.


‘I’m ready when you are.’


‘Right then. Take off all your clothes and put them on the trestle table over there.’


When his socks came off and he stood naked, Franks told him to bath and then take a shower. After he had towelled himself dry a medical orderly had scrubbed his fingers and toes and carried out a pedicure. Then Franks had opened the door to the adjoining room and when they went in there were hangers and hooks with his German civilian clothes. Franks sat in one of the comfortable easy chairs and was silent while Felinski dressed. For the next half hour Felinski’s equipment was checked piece by piece and the radio was tested live back to London. The girl on the top floor of Peter Robinson seemed a long way away but the check came back clearly and crisply.


There was a tray of food brought in by a Field Security sergeant and Felinski took the good chicken soup and some brown toast. When he had finished he leaned back in his chair. Franks was sorting out documents on the table and when he saw that Felinski had finished eating he separated the documents one by one and identified them individually as he handed them over to him. Then they both sat, chatting of friends and fellows until an RAF squadron leader came in. He walked over to the table and spread out charts and maps, and as they stood with him he chatted easily and expertly without introducing himself.


‘The Met report is fine. Very little head-wind and clear as day above the cloud layer. There’s a good moon and there are over sixty planned bombing raids tonight, most of them from the UK, so the ack-ack will have plenty to occupy their minds. Now I want you to absorb the main details of this course in case anything should go wrong. I’ll keep you in the picture as we go along but it’ll help if I can gen you up on the flight plan. We’re not going the usual route to Hanover; we’re going to be fifteen minutes ahead of some Yanks who are heading for Kiel and when we get to this island here, called Fehmarn, we shall head almost due south. There are raids on Hanover and Brunswick and we shall come straight down the middle between the two towns. And about here at Celle, we shall go for a triangulation that a Pathfinder unit will lay on. The raids will have been on for about twenty-two minutes before we arrive, and everybody will be very busy. If we’re dead on time you’ll be down on the ground saying “Happy Christmas” just after midnight. Now have you got any questions?’


Felinski pointed at the map. ‘I thought that there were heavy ack-ack batteries just south of Hanover here.’


The RAF officer raised his eyebrows. ‘Well done. The map boys would be very pleased with you. The batteries are well south of Hanover just outside the railway station at Salzgitter. They’re mobiles mounted on railway rolling stock. That means that these particular guns are not really all that mobile. They cover an area that’s either roughly north-east or south-west, and the way they point ’em depends on whether there’s a raid on Berlin or not. If we’re banging them in Berlin they like to lay a curtain to catch our chaps on the way back, and the mobiles cover the northeast, so that if we try to slide between Brunswick and Magdeburg then we get this lot up our arses just as we begin to relax. So they’ll be pointing at Berlin tonight for the benefit of US Fifth Air Force. And that leaves you clear.’


And that was that. They synchronized watches and there were twenty minutes to go. It was after five minutes that Felinski started trembling. Suddenly it seemed unbelievable that it was going to happen. In a few hours he would be in Germany, and all the training would work or fail, but all the structure of support would be gone. In a few seconds the trembling developed into a body-shaking ague and when he found the courage to look at Franks he saw sympathy and encouragement. Franks had said quietly, ‘Don’t bother about me. It’s always like this with everybody. Pretend I’m not here because when you’re in the plane it’ll go. They all say that.’


Franks looked across at Felinski for he knew that he had more reason to tremble than the others, who could be supported and, if necessary, picked up. They fell among friends. Then he used what he’d been keeping back for these last few minutes. ‘By the way, your posting as a major was in today’s Part Two orders. Congratulations.’


And Felinski was young enough for it to matter. As he opened his mouth to speak the door opened and the squadron leader was saying ‘OK. We’re off.’ Franks seemed unaware of the airman and he took a deep breath.


‘Major Felinski, I have to inform you that you are free to stand down from this mission and I am ordered to point out that you enter this arrangement of your own free will, not from a direct order. What do you say?’


The formal speech to ensure that HM Government would not have to pay undue compensation to the deceased’s next-of-kin broke Felinski’s tensions, and he laughed for the first time. He picked up his four packages and said to Franks, ‘Bullshitters to the last. See you when it’s over.’ And he moved easily to the door. At the door he turned and Franks felt that he looked very young. Too young. ‘Tell them I appreciate the promotion – I really do.’ And then he had turned and the door had closed.


There were four other air-crew members in the outer room and sitting stiff and upright on an RAF-issue wooden chair was the sergeant WAAF who always assembled his ‘chute pack. When the squadron leader beckoned to the girl she stood up, and the sergeant helped her carry over the pack. Because of his load an oversize canopy had been made up, and he noticed that all the harness straps had been dyed dark brown and the buckles were dull black. He had leaned slightly forward as they adjusted the pack across his shoulders. The leg straps for his equipment were left loose because they were to be fitted during the flight. One of the aircrew carried his equipment and the little group wound awkwardly towards the hangar door.


Outside it was black and then, as his pupils dilated, he saw the plane. It was a Dakota and there was a wooden ladder to the door. They steadied him from behind as the weight on his back kept him unbalanced. He hated going out of Dakotas because it meant going out of the door at the side, and as you stood there with the plane lurching you could see for miles over 180°. It was nauseating and unnerving, and the jump from the fuselage always seemed too short as the wind pushed your body back into the slip-stream. He looked above the door to see if there was a clip for an automatic release wire; the squadron leader saw his look and, grinning, he pointed at the plane’s belly. There it was, a proper jumping hatch complete with auto-clip and rubber-padded perimeter. It was like the milk and biscuit by his bedside at night when he was a little boy. Somebody cared about their very own coward.


The plane shuddered as both engines were taken up to top revs and then there had been a waving green light and pale, intent faces. Somebody waved as they moved forward and by the time they were airborne it was just darkness and noise.


All the Dakota’s interior had been stripped out and the navigator had a whole panel of extra instruments and a comfortable working area. There was a long metal seat running down the port side with loose air cushions and belts. Felinski had to ride side-saddle to accommodate his parachute pack. An RAF sergeant came back after about half an hour to help him fasten his equipment packs to his legs and as he was fastening the last buckle the plane banked sharply and the sergeant looked up quickly. ‘It’s all OK sir. We’ve just passed the island and we’re turning through ninety degrees. Won’t be long now.’


The navigator was busy again at his desk and Felinski could hear him on the intercom giving new bearings to the pilot. Almost an hour later the co-pilot took over and the squadron leader came back. ‘Well, soldier, we’ve had a nice quiet journey. We’re on target in ten minutes. We can see fires at Hanover and Brunswick. We may pick up a bit of flak but it won’t be serious.’ He put his hand on Felinski’s knee. ‘I don’t know what you’re going to do chum, but we’ll be thinking of you when we get back to base.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll be despatcher. Whoops, we must be coming down for you now.’ He bent and turned the three clamps and looked at the navigator who adjusted his head-set and then held up his hand. He looked towards the squadron leader and nodded. The officer bent and put his hands on both grips and lifted, and the circular cover came up with a rush of cold air. With his mouth against Felinski’s ear he said, ‘Sit on the mark now. I’ll tap you once for warning, and then I’ll tap you twice. Then you go. Best of British and Happy Christmas.’
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