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INTRODUCTION
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I didn’t start writing until I was fifty-five. I had never thought about being a writer nor particularly wanted to be one. My start didn’t come out of sudden inspiration but out of an entirely negative situation. Something happened in my private life that depressed me deeply. Enough to end up taking those green pills to get through the day and the purple ones to get through the night. I gave up work and the world and retreated into the lethargy and despair that go with depression. For some unknown reason I wrote four chapters of a book. Its central thrust was based on my experiences as an intelligence officer in Occupied Germany. The four chapters were shown by somebody to a literary agent who phoned me a few days later to say that he had sold my book to St Martin’s Press in New York and was selling it to a British publisher the next day. Would I get a move on and finish it? As all would-be writers know, it’s not this easy to get published – but that’s how it happened. It sure was a cure for my depression because the pretty Polish girl from the typing agency who came to type the manuscript is still around. We got married.

Since then I’ve written thirty-one novels, some short stories and a number of radio plays and serials for the BBC. And, naturally, you learn a few things in the course of all that writing. When I first started writing I worked out a plot and bolted on the characters, but by about book number seven I realised that what I liked writing about most was the people. Their problems and their relationships. It also dawned on me that nobody was stopping me from writing any way I wanted to. So I start now with the people and the plot allows them to work out their destinies. I think that I now write novels that just happen to have espionage as their setting.

I am often asked what makes a writer, and how to set about being one. The second question is the easier to answer. Buy yourself a W. H. Smith jumbo pad and pencil – and start writing. There are books on how to write. Some good, some not so good. Then read a lot, especially the kind of books you would like to write. But when it comes to what makes a writer, I don’t know the answer. It’s like playing the piano by ear. You don’t know how you do it.

However, I can tell you what doesn’t make a writer. It’s not formal education. My headmaster told my Grandma that I was on the dustheap of the school and would be on the dustheap of life. I was pleased to be guest of honour a few years back at the school’s bicentenary. More importantly, it’s obviously never too late to start. If I can start from scratch at age fifty-five so can anyone else. I strongly recommend that you write while you still have a full-time job. I did, and this meant writing until two in the morning and all day Saturdays and Sundays. I’m a strong believer that anyone can do anything if they want to do it enough. And it’s the last part that is the test. Do you really want to do it enough?

Obviously I get asked if it helps that I was an Intelligence officer myself. It does help in some ways, but just knowing what happens doesn’t mean that you can write about it well enough to interest readers. Authenticity doesn’t come from knowing which way the safety catch goes on a Walther PPK. It comes from the everyday feelings of what it was like when you were being trained and what it felt like on your first job.

Perhaps the most important thing that you learn from doing the job is that whether you are SIS, CIA or KGB you are all men, recruited in much the same way and trained in much the same way. And doing the same kind of work. This means that you end up with more in common with your opposite numbers than you have with your own civilian population.

There is a kind of hypocrisy, particularly in this country, that surrounds the Security and Intelligence services. Even when they catch a spy or a traitor, the shout goes up – ‘Why didn’t they catch him sooner?’ Every country has its own Intelligence services and certainly ours and the Americans’ do a good job of work. Sometimes things have to be done that are not “kosher” but if the nation wants protection from foreigners’ interference these things have to be done. The men who work in these services are, admittedly, specially trained to do their jobs. But they are perfectly ordinary men with mortgages, families and responsibilities. Like the rest of us they can be lonely and perhaps cynical, but on the whole they behave like you and I would behave doing their job. And what I have said about men applies equally to the women in the services.

It seems a terrible thing to say, but for young men like me from the less posh suburbs of Birmingham the war was our university. A broadening of our vision and the exercise of our minds and imaginations far beyond what would have happened if we had not been involved. Irrational though it may be, I still feel an affinity with those men and women who were in the services rather than those who were not. Shakespeare’s Henry V’s speech at Agincourt about “gentlemen in England now a-bed” is still valid for me. And that means that I have little sympathy for those, mainly Brits, who write non-fiction books purporting to prove that our Intelligence services are being run by traitors and double-agents. And even less sympathy for those who publish the names of serving officers so that their lives are endangered.

Ted Allbeury

Lamberhurst
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THE THREE ANGELS
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A lot of people seemed to find it surprising, even incredible, that a man could bring up two girls, but it had seemed simple enough to me in the doing. The nanny had stayed on after Helen died, I was reasonably well-off and I worked at home. And I never tried to be a mother as well as a father. It had meant dodging a few issues that were essentially feminine but between Nanny Freeman and school they seemed to have filled in the gaps all right. To me it had seemed all quite simple and straightforward. I loved my two daughters and taking care of them was, in my fortunate circumstances, a pleasure not a burden.

Victoria is thirteen. Very pretty. Blonde and leggy, with a temperament and character very like Helen’s. Pauline is dark and beautiful, calm and slightly aloof. At eighteen she seemed to have more common sense than I had myself. No doubts about herself or how life should be lived. She seemed to have inner strength rather than the bounce and enthusiasm of young Tory. I sometimes had to look away when one of her gestures was too like Helen to be ignored.

I had found that while time didn’t heal all wounds, it was possible to keep the memories of Helen under control for most of the time. But there were odd things – a song, a place, Chanel No. 5, Le Figaro on a news stand or a smell of bluebells in a wood – and she was there as if she had never been away. Sometimes, late at night when I was tired and perhaps uncertain about some film-script that I was writing, my low spirits could dissolve into depression at the thoughts that came surging back. So real that my mind started going over camera angles, lighting and dialogue as if it were some script that I was working on.

If my memories could have been only of that lovely happy-go-lucky girl and our days of wine and roses, they would have been welcome. But, inevitably, my thoughts were of the two years of deterioration and those last months of doomed failure when love and caring were not enough. But I had kept all that from the girls. It had meant letting Helen become a vague background figure. Not mentioning her birthday, our wedding anniversary or even the date of her death.

The past closes quickly behind young children and I had done my best to keep the door tightly closed. When they were older and more mature, perhaps I could tell them how it had been. Unfair to the dead but beneficial for the living. I was never sure that this was the right way to deal with the problem and sometimes I had the dread that some day I would be proved wrong and a lot of birds would be flying back home to roost.

The birds started flying home the following Christmas when Pauline was unpacking from her first term at college. I was sitting with her in her room, chatting as she put her clothes in drawers and her books on the shelves. She had not responded very enthusiastically as we talked and finally she sat on her bed facing me, her big eyes looking at me intently.

‘Tell me about Moma.’

‘What about her, sweetie?’

‘Everything.’

‘Is something worrying you?’

‘Yes.’

‘What? Tell me.’

‘Was Moma a drunk?’

‘What on earth made you ask that?’

‘A reporter from a newspaper phoned me at college and said he wanted to interview me. He came down and showed me some old newspaper cuttings about Moma. He said he was doing a piece about forgotten heroines of World War Two. He said he’d contacted you and you’d refused to see him.’ She paused. ‘One of the newspaper cuttings was about her death. It implied that she’d died of drink and drugs.’

‘What did you say to him – the reporter?’

‘The same as you. I told him to go to hell.’

‘Reporters are used to that. I can’t imagine he just went.’

She smiled wryly. ‘I opened the window and asked somebody to find one of the college servants as I was being pestered by a man.’ She shrugged. ‘He left before one of the porters arrived.’

‘Have you told Tory about this?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘I wanted to talk to you first.’

‘Was that because you thought that the newspaper cuttings were true?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘How about we leave it until tomorrow and I’ll talk to you both about it?’

‘Whatever you want.’

‘Let’s do that. We’ll go out for lunch and come back home and talk.’ I paused. ‘Meanwhile, I want to say something to you. Don’t ever judge people by their appearance or what other people say about them. Other people could be gossips or liars, mistaken or even intentionally mischievous. Your Moma was a beautiful, brave, honest and … well, I’ll tell you tomorrow. Let’s all have a glass of champagne to celebrate us being back together again.’

I tried to sleep that night but failed, and about 2 a.m. I got up and went to my study with a cup of tea. I turned on the gas fire and sat in my old leather chair. I may be a film-script writer but this time I was in the wrong film. People were tired of hearing about the war and the girls were no exception. They knew more about the Battle of Hastings than they did about World War Two. And that had suited me fine. But there was no way I could give them a fair picture of what happened with Helen without explaining what the war had been like in Special Operations Executive. And inevitably my mind went back to the Dordogne.

The small cottage and workshop was on the outskirts of Brantôme. Perched on a small hill so that anyone approaching by car or on foot could be seen long before they arrived.

There were no lights on that night, just a candle in a bottle as she put on the headphones. It was a Mark III suitcase transceiver and she was working on the “blue” frequency band. I watched her check the meter and then switch to transmission, her finger already resting on the black cap of the micro key.

She moved the candle with her free hand as she tapped out our call-sign, so that she could read the message pad more easily. She turned the switch to receive and waited for London to respond. After they had come through she turned the switch to transmit and tapped out the groups of five letters.

I remembered standing up and walking to the window. I could see the glow of François’ cigarette as he stood watching the approach road. It was two months after D-Day and things were much tougher now. The Gestapo and the Sicherheitsdienst were lashing out ruthlessly at all the Resistance networks. Being in the Unoccupied Zone was no longer any protection. It seemed crazy that, as the Allied armies fought their way into Europe, we were facing the near annihilation of groups that had two or more years of resistance experience.

I turned to look at Helen. She was still taking down coded traffic from London and I looked at my watch. She’d been on air for nearly ten minutes and that was too long. There were Gestapo teams with direction-finding vans that the Germans had brought up from Bordeaux and they were now operating from Angoulême, roaming the countryside at night listening for unauthorised radio transmissions. In the right weather conditions we could transmit to London in daylight but the darkness gave us a stronger signal path.

As I watched she switched the set off, took off the headphones and shook her blonde hair, running the long slim fingers of one hand through it as she checked the switches on the radio before putting it back in its wooden box.

It was midnight before I had decoded the messages from London. And it was almost 1 a.m. when I told the girls to call it a day. When I was away the three of them slept in the attic and a casual inspection of the cottage would indicate that only one person lived there. The three of them would disperse to other locations as soon as it was light.

Afterwards I felt guilty that I hadn’t said goodbye to any of them before I left on my cycle. I spoke for a few moments to Paul-Henri, who had taken over from François, and then I pedalled off down the slope of the hill and turned on to the road to Brantôme, heading for my room at the back of the café. There was nothing special in the traffic from London that night and I slept until ten that morning.

I dressed and shaved in a leisurely way and had just lit a cigarette when I heard the knock on the door. The emergency code knock. Forty-four in Morse. Four dots and a dash repeated. It was Aristide, the café owner. Not one of the network but an active sympathiser. His face was white and his whole body was shaking as I opened the door and let him in.

He was almost too disturbed to give me the news. He had to keep pausing to get his breath back. The Germans had raided the cottage at dawn and four other locations during the night. Seventeen of the network had been arrested. He said that the three girls had been taken to Angoulême and the others to Périgueux.

The next week was a nightmare of hurried, desperate journeys trying to check how much of the network was left intact. There were few survivors. Certainly not enough experienced people left to constitute a network. I released them all from their obligations and was aware that one of them was perhaps a traitor. The Gestapo sweep had been too thorough and too accurate for it to be the result of just surveillance. Somebody had definitely betrayed us.

I made my way to Brive where there was a radio-operator used by a network that operated out of Cahors. I needed to let London know that we had been betrayed and wiped out. And it was then that I learned that Helen had not been caught in the raid on the cottage. She had escaped but had been picked up fifteen days later in a shop in Angoulême. That was all I could find out about her at that time. London sent in a Lysander for me a week later and I spent the last months of the war at SOE’s headquarters in Baker Street.

And for some inexplicable reason, thinking of Baker Street made me think of the club. The Special Forces Club. They’d get a feel of the atmosphere of the Resistance. And as if that had solved all the problems, I was suddenly tired and I slept through until morning in the leather armchair.

It was years since I had been to the club. There were too many memories there. Too many reminders. But Helen and I had lunched there most Saturdays. Sometimes with a baby in a carry-cot asleep under the bar counter. Carefully watched over by Albert, the barman.

Going there would maybe bring the two worlds together. The Special Forces Club members mainly consisted of old SOE and SAS people with a few from the wilder areas of military intelligence. And if I was lucky it would provide me with some inspiration on how to tell the girls what had happened. I wanted them to have the right picture of their mother. Sooner or later they would hear some snide, weasel version and they had to be armed to confront it. Two months of dying doesn’t represent a whole life.

I booked a table for the three of us for lunch that day.

The three of us sat at a table by the tall windows with a bottle of the club Bordeaux, the girls sipping gingerly and, I suspected, wishing that it was a Coke. When Michael signalled to us that our lunch was ready we walked over to the dining-room.

We were just by the door when Vi came into the bar and, seeing me, she waved and walked over to us slowly, prodding the carpet with her stick and breathless when she got to us.

‘Harry. My dear. How lovely to see you here. We’ve all missed you. How are you?’

‘I’m fine, Vi, thank you. Let me introduce you to my daughters. This is Victoria and this is Pauline.’

She looked at them each in turn and then back at me. Her voice trembled as she said quietly, ‘They’re so lovely, Harry. She would have loved them so much.’

I saw her try to blink the tears away but she had to put up her hand to smooth her cheeks.

There was a slightly awkward silence and then she said, ‘It all seems a long, long time ago, doesn’t it? She’s so like her, Harry.’

She turned and headed unsteadily for the bar.

We were eating our crême caramel when Pauline said, ‘By the way, who was the old bag?’

‘What old bag?’

‘The one with the blue rinse hair and too much rouge who spoke to you by the door.’

It would have seemed to me a harsh commentary in any circumstances but in that place at that time it was like a physical blow. I felt a quick flush of anger. And that was unfair. The comment may have been flippant and unkind but it was no more than that. It was made in ignorance.

‘Her name’s Vi. Vi Harty. She’s a club member. She knew your mother very well.’

‘Are you cross with me?’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘You said “your mother” – you usually say “Moma”.’

‘No, I’m not cross with you. Drink up your coffees and we’ll get on our way.’

I’d paid the bill and we went down the stairs slowly, the girls not even glancing at the photographs on the wall. Photographs of the heroes and heroines of the Resistance in France, Holland and Norway.

Halfway down, I stopped them in front of the three photographs grouped together. The photographs of three pretty young women. One smiling, the other two looking rather solemn.

I pointed at the photographs. ‘Do you know who they are?’

The girls looked at the photographs but without any real interest. They exchanged glances and shrugs as they said ‘No’ together.

‘You should recognise the one on the right. Have a good look.’

Victoria said slowly as she looked at the photograph, ‘They’re all very pretty. The one on the right reminds me of someone.’

‘Go on.’

‘In fact she’s very like Pauline,’ she said slowly. ‘The same eyes, all big and bedroomy, and the same mouth.’ She turned quickly. ‘It’s Moma, isn’t it? It’s our Moma.’

I nodded, smiling. ‘Yes. That’s Moma. She was about four years older than Pauline is now when that was taken. She’d just finished her training course.’

‘It says underneath – Les Trois Anges – the three angels – why that?’

‘It was a joke. They were very close friends. All on the same training course. All three of them were highly rated except for discipline. They were all rather naughty so far as the army’s rules and regulations were concerned. That’s why they got the nickname, because they always looked so surprised and angelic when they were confronted with their misdeeds.’

‘What sort of misdeeds, Daddy?’

‘Nothing very bad. They were just a bit wild.’

‘Who’s the one in the centre?’

‘She was Pauline. You were named after her. She was caught by the Gestapo and died in a concentration camp. Ravensbrück. A lot of SOE girls died there.’

‘And the one on the left? The smashing blonde?’

‘She was a special friend of Moma’s.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Well, her name then was Violette Daudet. I’ll tell you about her some time.’

I’d cast the baited hook deliberately for Victoria who could never wait for anything. She rose so easily.

‘Tell us now or you’ll just forget.’

‘Let’s get home and I’ll tell you about the three of them.’

I settled them down in my study and looked from one to the other.

‘So, what do we talk about?’

It was Tory who rose to the bait, as usual.

‘Tell us about Moma and how she was when you first knew her. Where did you meet her?’

‘She was on an SOE course at Beaulieu. I had gone there to give a talk about how a network was run in the field. I noticed how pretty she was and I also noticed that she yawned twice while I was saying my piece.’

‘Did you chat her up?’

Pauline laughed. ‘I can’t imagine Daddy chatting up pretty girls.’

‘Why not? I bet he did, didn’t you, Daddy?’

I smiled. ‘Let’s leave it that I didn’t chat your mother up. I was also going to take back a new radio operator. They gave me a file marked “Helen McNay” and I read through it several times and then told them that I didn’t want her. She wasn’t suitable.’

‘That was Moma, I bet. Why wasn’t she suitable?’

‘Well, she was top of the list for almost everything. Coding, radio, driving, parachuting, shooting – everything. But she’d been put on a charge three times in three months.’

‘What’s “put on a charge”?’

‘Being taken in front of the Commanding Officer for doing something you shouldn’t do.’

I saw that they were both interested now. ‘What had she done?’

‘Well, the first charge was insolence to an officer instructor. And she’d said some very rude things about him. But he wasn’t very popular and she was just reprimanded. The second time it was disobedience on active service. And that’s pretty serious. She’d been told how to do something with the team she was in charge of. She completely ignored the order and did it her own way. She got docked two days’ pay which was the minimum they could do. She’d admitted what she had done and pointed out that her way was quicker. It was, but it was still a bit naughty. The third charge was that on ten different occasions she had used one of His Majesty’s vehicles and petrol for unauthorised journeys. I don’t think that it helped that all the journeys were to a night-club in Mayfair – the Embassy Club.’ I smiled. ‘She was very fond of dancing and having a good time.’

‘Did they find you somebody else?

‘No. They insisted that I at least gave her an interview. As you know, she was very pretty – and very charming. She convinced me that if I took her as my radio operator there would be no indiscipline and no wild behaviour.’

‘What sort of things did you do in SOE? Were you spies?’

‘Oh, no. Nothing like that. We blew up bridges and roads and electricity pylons. General sabotage. And we organised French resisters. Got them weapons and explosives and trained them on how to use them.’

‘But girls just did radio stuff?’

‘No. Some girls were couriers. That was very dangerous work. And some carried out sabotage missions the same as the men.’

‘How did she get into SOE?’

‘She spoke fluent French because she was brought up in France. Somebody contacted her and she volunteered. We were all volunteers.’

‘And she actually shot with guns and actually parachuted?’

‘Yes. Bren guns and pistols and a parachute course at Ringway. Where Manchester airport is now.’

‘She must have been very brave.’

‘Yes, she was.’

‘Did she mess about when she was your radio operator?’

‘No. Never. She was first-class in every way. A good operator and she was as disciplined as anybody else in the networks.’

‘Did you fall in love with her while you were in France?’

‘I liked her a lot, admired her but there wasn’t the time or the …’ I shrugged, ‘… the peace to love someone. At night we were exhausted, just longing for the chance to close our eyes and sleep. I was away a lot too. It was a big area to cover. We had seven sections in the various towns. I had to visit them to keep up morale. We didn’t see much of one another in those last few months.’ I paused. ‘She saw Pauline from time to time and one or two other girls from SOE.’

Victoria sat with her head resting on her knees and her sister sat in the armchair, her head turned to look at the fire burning in the grate.

It was Victoria who said, ‘Go on. When did you fall in love with each other and where did you get married?’

‘We got married about a year after the war ended.’ I smiled. ‘We were married in a hospital chapel.’

‘Had you been wounded or something?’

‘No. It was Moma who was in hospital.’

‘Was she wounded?’

‘No. But Moma had been very ill. It took a long time to get her better again.’

‘What was the matter with her?’

‘She had TB, tuberculosis. Nobody gets it any more but in those days they didn’t have all our modern drugs and treatments. People were very frightened by it. They didn’t even like to say the word out loud. They just said somebody had a weak chest, or an infected chest. It made people who got it very depressed. And it was very contagious so you had to be in an isolation hospital and kept away from other people.’

‘So how did you get to see her?’

‘I pulled some strings. Old SOE strings. But I was a civilian by then.’

‘How did she get to be so ill?’

‘The three girls in that group of photographs were all in my network. Pauline was a courier. Violette was an explosives and sabotage expert. And Moma was the radio operator. In the autumn of 1944 the network was wiped out by the Gestapo. Pauline and Violette were taken to Angoulême for interrogation. Moma got away but had to abandon her radio and code-books. I was in Brantôme that day, so they didn’t get me.

‘We never found out what happened to Pauline in the prison. But she was sent to a concentration camp called Ravensbrück. A lot of captured SOE girls were sent there. Most of them – including Pauline – died in the ovens there. We found that out from the camp records after the war was over.’

‘Don’t get upset, Daddy.’ It was Pauline who interrupted.

I was aware that my voice was unsteady as I went on. ‘When a network was taken there were always certain people the Germans most wanted. The leader of the network, that was me, the radio-operator, that was Moma, and the couriers. Obviously, if they could be persuaded to talk it gave the Gestapo tremendous advantages in countering resistance.

‘So – they hadn’t got me and they hadn’t got Moma. And that meant working on Pauline and Violette. We know that both of them were tortured and it’s just possible that one of them succumbed to the pain. Probably Pauline. We know it wasn’t Violette because she survived.’

‘Would she tell you, even if she had?’

‘We didn’t really need to ask her. She was tortured and abused. Sadly enough, the evidence was on her body. They used pliers to pull off her toe-nails and finger-nails and she was never able to walk properly again. Even today she is in constant pain. She wouldn’t have needed to go through all that if she’d talked.’ I paused. ‘And she was Moma’s best friend. And that meant a lot in those days. It was no disgrace, by the way, to talk. All we were expected to do was hold out for two days so that the rest of the network could disperse.

‘Anyway, by luck or some other means the Germans eventually picked up Moma. She and Violette were removed for further interrogation to Fresnes prison in Paris. There was no record that they had been moved there and it was a month after Paris had been liberated before we discovered where they were.

‘I got them back to England. Violette was engaged to an Englishman – she was French – and they married that Christmas.’

‘What about Moma?’

‘She was half-starved and she’d had a very rough time but she seemed to recover quite quickly. We saw a lot of one another and we became engaged. I’d got my first film assignment and we started looking for a flat.

‘Then, quite by chance, we met Violette at the food shop at Harrods. They hadn’t met since the war and I left them talking to one another.

‘That evening we were due to have dinner together at the Royal Court but she didn’t turn up. I phoned but there was no answer so I went round to her room in Kensington. She was there and I could see that she was very distressed.

‘It was the first time that she had learned about what happened to Pauline and Violette. She was convinced that just as the injuries that Violette had suffered were to save her – Moma – from the Germans, so was Pauline’s death. She was in such a bad state that I phoned for her doctor. She was taken to hospital that night and the next day they diagnosed that she had TB.

‘She was in hospital for almost a year. We married just before she was due out. I thought it might cheer her up. When she came out it seemed to have worked. She was free from the TB and full of energy. She got a job at an antique bookshop. Then Pauline came along and Moma gave up the job. She seemed very happy. Just like when I first knew her. Eventually there was Victoria and we took on Nanny Freeman.

‘We went out quite a lot. Theatres, concerts and dinner parties and all seemed so well. We never talked about the war and I avoided seeing Violette and her husband. I didn’t want anything to remind her of the old days. We went to the dub most Saturdays but that was because she wanted to.

‘Then one night we were at a dinner party and somehow the talk got on to SOE, and some idiot man said that SOE had just spent their time sunbathing on the Riviera. Moma threw a glass of wine in his face and walked out. I went with her.

‘I told her the man was just an ignorant fool and to ignore what he said. She looked at me strangely and said, “Maybe he was a fool, and maybe he was ignorant, but in a way he was right.” I asked her why she thought that and she said very quietly, “Nobody cares what we did, Harry. We wasted our lives. It was all a waste of time. A ghastly game.” She started to cry and then she said, “Poor Pauline, poor Violette, and nobody cares.”

‘I talked to her for hours that night but it didn’t have much effect. She was like that for a week and then suddenly one evening it all seemed to go. She was laughing and happy-go-lucky again. I was terribly relieved.

‘It was like that for about four months. Then I had a phone call from Violette. She wanted to see me. She told me she was terribly worried about Moma. That she was drinking heavily and was taking drugs. All sorts of drugs. I could hardly believe it but she said that our doctor knew about it.

‘I went to see him. He was very cagey but he confirmed what Violette had told me. I asked him what had caused it and I can remember even now what he said: “Your wife’s got a guilt complex a mile wide.” I asked him why she should feel guilty and he shrugged and said, “One friend dead because she protected her, and another disfigured for life in the same cause. Enough to make anyone guilty, surely?” He made it seem like being guilty was what she deserved.

‘I found another doctor. Somebody more sympathetic. I tried to talk with Moma about the drink and the drugs but she denied it and said I was making it up. After that she drank openly and it was a kind of nightmare. Finding drink and other things hidden away. The sight of Moma half out of her mind. I don’t want to say any more about all that.’ I was conscious of taking a deep breath. ‘Then I came home one night and the place was empty. An hour later, a policewoman came to the door. Moma had been found dead in a shop doorway in Kensington.’ I stopped for a minute to take another deep breath, and I heard Victoria say, ‘Don’t talk about it any more, Daddy. We understand. We really do.’

I looked at them both and said, ‘I’ve told you all this because you’ll hear it – totally distorted – some day. She didn’t die of drink or drugs. She died because she’d been in the war. What had happened to Pauline and Violette was more than she could bear. If she hadn’t been brave she would be alive today. She would never have volunteered for Special Operations Executive.’

For a moment they were silent and then Pauline said quietly, ‘What happened to Violette?’

I was terribly tempted to make the point by telling her the truth. That Violette was the woman she’d described as “that old bag”. But you don’t do that to people you love. ‘She’s still around,’ I said.

This story was first published by Woman and Home in 1986 and was reprinted in the Dutch magazine Margriet that year.

The members of the Special Forces Club in Herbert Crescent are men and women who served in one of the resistance forces such as SOE – Special Operations Executive. On the stairway up to the dining-room there are photographs of people who were exceptionally brave. I am always moved by seeing the photographs of young girls who are now elderly ladies or who long ago died in some concentration camp.

After the war the girls seemed to have more difficulty in settling down than the men and I wrote this story in remembrance of them.


TIME SPENT IN RECONNAISSANCE
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Julie Peyton was twenty-two with dark hair, big brown eyes, a neat nose and a soft gentle mouth. She sat in the small cubicle with the earphones on, watching the dials on the tape recorder and looking up from time to time at the digital clock on the wall.

In the next room Peter Harvey was interrogating the Russian. Grinding away, asking the usual questions about meeting places, dates, names, who controlled him, where did he do his training? Then he’d go back over the same questions again. One of her duties was to note the discrepancies, the hesitations and evasions. Peter would probably notice them himself but she was there, or one of the other girls, as a back-up. When you couldn’t see the person’s face it gave an extra awareness of what was said.

It still seemed unbelievable to her. This rambling stately home not far from London. Set in its own grounds in the quiet countryside so that at night she could hear owls and, in the spring, the bleating of new-born lambs. Discreet guards patrolled the grounds and there were surveillance and security devices everywhere. Inside, the barred windows of the basement and the officers who could interrogate in almost every language in the world. And the steady flow of suspects and defectors laying out their tatty lives like offerings at a jumble sale. It all seemed a long way from college and the sixth form at Tunbridge Wells Grammar School for Girls.

Her father had always said that it was all very well to get a degree in some foreign language. But not Russian. How on earth would she earn a living from speaking Russian? Better get yourself a proper skill like shorthand and typing, he’d said. Mind you, he’d done the decent thing and paid for the crash course in what they called “secretarial skills”. She had never told him what she did in her job.

She had still been on the secretarial course when she got the letter. It was from an address near Trafalgar Square. Would she like to come for an interview for a job in a government department where her Russian could be used?

There had been two men at the interview. One talking, one listening and watching. She was conscious of doing very badly. It was almost as if they didn’t believe anything she said. There was nothing they said that was actually rude, but she disliked both of them long before the interview was halfway through. At the end of two hours, to her amazement, they offered her the job, to begin when she had finished her secretarial course.

There was no doubt that Peter Harvey was good-looking when he was relaxed. She liked him; admired his obvious talent but she had reservations. The hard lines of his mouth when he was interrogating, the half-closed eyes as he listened to the answers, disbelief so obvious on his face. But it was fair to say that that was what he was there for. Intelligence officers were trained to be like that. She remembered what they’d said on her course: ‘Everybody tells lies about something. It pays to find out what it is.’ And the course for the interrogators lasted for months, not the three weeks she had had. But give him his due, he was always amiable and friendly with her.

They had been going out together a couple of times a week for the last few months and he made it very clear that he liked her. She had taken him home once and she smiled to herself as she remembered her mother’s comment: ‘A nice-looking young man, very polite and all that. But I wouldn’t want to meet him on a dark night.’ For her mother, the whole male world was divided into those men whom she would or wouldn’t like to meet on a dark night. But her mother had no idea what Peter’s job was. She didn’t even know what her daughter’s job was. Secretary in a small government department was what they had suggested she said, and she’d stuck to it.

When Peter Harvey walked into the ops room he looked around for the girl. There was only Daphne Cooper.

‘Where’s Julie?’

‘She’s gone into town. She handed over to me about five minutes ago. She’ll be back for your next session after lunch.’

‘What bus did she catch?’

Daphne shrugged. ‘I think she cadged a lift.’

‘Who from?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

Harvey walked down the corridor to the internal phone, picked it up and dialled two numbers.

‘Is that transport …? Is Captain Palmer’s car in the garage …? I see … when did he leave …? No, I just wanted to check if he was around … Thank you, Sergeant.’

He put back the receiver and his hand shook with suppressed anger. Palmer was a captain. In his late thirties. His immediate superior. A quiet man who adopted a fatherly approach to all the girls. They all liked Palmer. The reliable one, the shoulder to cry on. He and Palmer had had quite a good relationship until Julie came along. He was sure that Palmer had his eye on her. Probably impressing her with his superior rank. And making clear that Peter was just one of Palmer’s juniors.

He finished the afternoon session at five and walked into her small annexe.

‘What did you think of him?’

‘Beginning to sound like a “plant”.’

‘Why?’

‘He talked about meeting his contact at the Albert Theatre when he meant the Albert Hall. If he’d actually been there he’d have known its proper name. Said he was born and brought up in Moscow. But he’s got a strong Georgian accent when he’s tensed up.’

‘Anything else?’

‘He gave the same two dead-letter drops and at least one recognition sign that’s been used before in phoney cover stories.’

He smiled. ‘Did you get your shopping done at lunch-time?’

‘Yes, thanks.’

‘How did you manage to get there and back in an hour?’

‘Hey, Peter. What is this – an interrogation? What I do in my lunch hour is nobody’s business but mine.’

‘I’m sorry. I’d better get moving.’

She looked up at his face and said softly, ‘Don’t get huffy, Peter. I like you and I admire the way you do your job, but I …’

He interrupted. ‘I know what you mean. I apologise. How about I take you down to the coast on Sunday and we can relax and have a meal?’

She smiled. ‘OK. Let’s do that.’

At the weekly meeting Captain Palmer had gone over that week’s interrogations with both of them.
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