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‘Out here on the lonely margins of military life, heroes seem more heroic and blackguards more blackguardly than they do in the ordinary line of battle, where companionship keeps men steady and women are not expected to fight at all.’

M. R. D. Foot
SOE in France



Part I


One

The head-waiter showed him to the table that had been booked in the corner, and he half-smiled at being addressed as Mr Bishop. His field name was Archevêque, and SOE enjoyed these little touches of humour disguised as security. He sat quite still, his eyes looking around the restaurant. He supposed that even in peacetime the Savoy looked much the same as it did now. There was a sprinkling of uniforms but the men looked the kind of men who would have been there anyway. A few couples were dancing and he looked over towards the band. It was still Carrol Gibbons, and they were still playing ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’. He had heard them sometimes on the radio before the war had started. Carrol Gibbons and the Savoy Orpheans.

Only twenty-four hours before he had been standing in the frosty moonlight in a meadow just south of Lyon, watching the dark shape of the Lysander come in low over the trees. He had been the only passenger to be picked up and they had been well inside the statutory change-over time of three minutes when they took off. Some idiot from his network had flashed ‘Au revoir’ as they started the take-off run. It was one of those warning signs that indicated over-confidence, and over-confidence could wipe out a successful network in days.

Then he saw them walking over towards him. Carter and Pardoe. They were smiling as they sat down. They were wearing best battledress and infantry arm flashes.

‘Did you get any sleep, James?’ Carter said.

‘A few hours.’

‘You look fit enough.’

‘I am.’

‘It’s nice to see you, anyway. Let’s order a meal and then we can talk. There’s not much choice but I can recommend the omelettes or there’s generally liver on the menu.’

‘Omelette for me. Cheese or mushrooms, I don’t mind which.’

Carter pushed the menu to one side and looked across at Harmer and opened his mouth to speak. He closed it with irritation as the waiter arrived. He ordered for the three of them and when the waiter had gone he leaned forward.

‘How are you managing for food over there?’

‘It’s very bad for the city people. Outside in the country it’s not so bad. We’ve got good connections so we get by.’

‘Is there anything they need urgently?’

‘Detonators for plastique and spares for the transmitter. I’ve got a list I’ll give you tomorrow.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘I’ll need to take back more cash. We need tyres very badly. And I’d like to talk about providing an armourer for the Communists. But that can wait.’

‘Are they playing ball with you?’

‘Not really. They’re already working out who’s going to be mayor of Lyon when it’s all over. But putting in the armourer for them would be a good move for us.’

They sat in silence as the waiter served the food and poured the wine. When they were alone Pardoe said, ‘Have you got all you need at Sloane Street?’

Harmer smiled. ‘It’s luxury after my bloody attic.’

Carter raised his glass. ‘To you and your chaps, Jimmie.’

Pardoe nodded and raised his glass. And despite the fact that he found such displays embarrassing Harmer raised his glass, too, and took a sip of the wine.

Looking over the top of his glass, Carter said, ‘How are things in general with Curfew?’

‘You’ve seen my signals traffic?’

‘Of course.’

He smiled wryly. ‘They’ll survive for a week or two without me.’

‘D’you feel rested enough for a meeting tomorrow morning?’

‘Of course. What time?’

‘Say ten. At Baker Street.’

‘OK.’

They quizzed him for an hour or so about two networks working south of Lyon and his relationship with the Communists’ network working in Lyon itself.

He walked back to Sloane Street alone, ill at ease with the lack of responsibility and tension, only half believing that he was entitled to be walking up the Mall. Still freezing inwardly at the sight of a uniform and, without thinking, keeping to the shadows from the trees. The blacked out windows of Buckingham Palace made the building look empty and neglected, and there was no Royal Standard on the flagpole.

He let himself into the flat at the bottom of Sloane Street and as he switched on the light he saw that since he had left somebody had put a pile of mail on the small hall-table. His accumulated mail from the past seven months. There were ten or more envelopes but he felt no inclination to open them. They belonged to a different world, and there was little or nothing from that world that much concerned him. Tomorrow would be soon enough.

He lit a cigarette as he sat on the edge of the single bed and looked casually round the room. It was sparsely furnished, and by reflex he had already checked the two doors and the windows as soon as he had been left alone that morning. Lieutenant James Harmer, Intelligence Corps seconded to SOE, believed that security should be second nature. Time spent in reconnaissance was seldom wasted.

The room had an air about it, almost an odour; it was a room for strangers, a transit camp that had absorbed nothing from its occupants; the men who came back to report their successes or excuse their failures. Men to whom English had almost become a foreign language. Whose glibness or reticence was weighed in the scales by their fellows, who debriefed them and then formed their own judgments. And who listened to their complaints. There were few heroes and fewer cowards; when you had had enough you could say so, and there were times when others decided it for you. When twenty or more people’s lives could depend on one man the stakes were too high to take risks; and loyalty was a two-way traffic. Like most other agents Harmer felt less loyalty to the individuals who ran SOE, than to the concept, the organization. It was all-pervading, and as natural to Harmer as breathing. It was much more than an organization. It was a cause. A cause he totally believed in.

Switching off the light, he opened the curtains and undressed in the moonlight. He looked up at the night sky. The moon was two days into waning but that night, and maybe the next night, it would still be bright enough for the Hudsons to drop their loads of arms and stores and parachutists, and for Lysanders to bump down and pick up their clandestine passengers. He stubbed out the cigarette, fished around in the darkness for the packet and the matches and lit another. He knew why he was smoking the extra cigarette. It was the people at the Savoy. He had never been to a luxury hotel before in his life but it wasn’t just that. It wasn’t envy either. But he knew that he felt a bitter resentment against the people he had seen in the Savoy, uniformed or not. There was a kind of indecency about the whole thing. There was a war on, Russians were dying in the snows of Kiev, all over Europe people were starving, French girls were selling their bodies to Germans for a bar of soap and in all the occupied countries people lived every day and every night in fear. But those bastards snapped their fingers to the waiters for a light for their cigars or another bottle of wine. And the servicemen weren’t only men on leave, they were the knowing ones who always managed to stay in staff appointments where the bright lights still shone. Was there really any difference between them and the arrogant Germans dining with their mistresses at the Ritz in the Place Vendôme? War after war it was always the same, ordinary people bore the burdens and the others lived as if nothing was happening. He knew that he would be glad when he was back with his network. With real people, whose only thought was to defeat the Nazis.

Despite his thoughts, when he pulled up the army blankets over his shoulders it was only a few moments before he was asleep.

Seahouses is a small holiday and fishing port on the Northumberland coast. You can look to sea from the end of the jetty on a clear day and see the Farne Islands. It’s not much more than a straggle of shops and houses up its only real street, and on a winter’s day most of the shops will be closed. In the ten weeks of its northern summer, Seahouses is crowded with trippers from Newcastle and holiday-makers from further south and, despite the visitors, its miles of long golden beaches are almost empty. But local yachtsmen can navigate at night by the smell from the fish and chip shops.

At the end of the row of shops is a pair of large, solid, stone-built semi-detached houses. Built to last several lifetimes, a southerner might find their appearance rather grim. But old houses built near the Scottish border had been built for defence as well as for living.

The left-hand house of the pair was now a boarding house of excellent reputation for both food and service. That reputation had been built up over the years by hard work and careful budgeting. Its proprietor, Anne-Marie Harmer, was the driving force of the enterprise.

She was a Frenchwoman from Honfleur who had married the British soldier she had met at the end of World War I. Hector Harmer was a quiet man; some said that he was dour rather than quiet. Whichever it was, he had been quite content to serve his time as an insurance agent for the Prudential, riding through the countryside on his bicycle to collect the monthly or weekly payments. In his thirty-five years he had twice been offered promotion and had twice refused. His wife, with the boarding house, earned them twice what he made from his agency, and when he was 55 he had opted for an early retirement so that he could help her run it. James Harmer was their only child and was a fair reflection of his parents. Single-minded, courageous, hard-working and reliable, he had done well at grammar school. Bilingual and Francophile because of his mother and the long summer holidays with relations in Bordeaux, he had found a job in Alnwick at its only bookshop. Called-up early in 1940 to the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, the War Office’s wheels had eventually turned so that his language qualification had been highlighted and he had been transferred to Field Security; and from there he was recruited into Special Operations Executive.

Throughout his training he had done well at almost everything but, despite this, there had been doubts on the part of the training staff as to his suitability as an operator in the field. There was no flair; courage but not boldness; he seemed almost too reliable, and he stood out as a rather negative personality compared with the more piratical temperaments that were attracted into SOE. They had marked him down as a first-class potential instructor. But the operational heads of SOE saw him as excellent agent material, just the kind of man who would survive in the field. They had to spend too much time unravelling the crumbling networks that were run by leaders who saw it all as a sport – ‘knocking the Boche for six’ – not to be glad of a man like Harmer.

Lieutenant Harmer had been dropped near Angoulême as second-in-command of a shaky network. And when, four months later, the network had been smashed by the Sicherheitsdienst he had taken over the survivors and pulled them out of the area until they could be picked up by London. Six months later he had been parachuted in again to take over the Lyon network. For seven months they had harried the Germans, blowing bridges and power lines, wrecking trains and cutting communications. Nobody had fallen into German hands although one member of the network had died from natural causes. The harassed men in Baker Street had been justified in their choice. But they wanted him now for other things. Men who could hold crumbling networks together in enemy-occupied territory were few and far between. And such men who did what they were ordered to do, without question, were rarer still.

By 5.30 the next morning Harmer was dressed and shaved, and he sat in the ancient armchair opening his mail. There were two letters from his father with brief postscripts from his mother. Both letters were quite short. There were no complaints and there was no affection, they were limited to news of a few neighbours and a couple of his school-friends, and the death of a distant uncle whom he had never met. They hoped that he was well. There was a long gossipy letter from the owner of the bookshop enclosing a paperback entitled Fair Stood the Wind for France by Flying-Officer X. A statement from the Bank of Scotland showed a credit balance of £450.12.0. A duplicated newsletter from his grammar school gave details of the activities of some of its Old Boys. He featured in a one-line mention as a rifleman in the Fusiliers. A leaflet from the Reprint Society offered him special introductory terms, and a typewritten note from Alnwick library threatened legal action unless he returned the overdue copy of J. P. Marquand’s The Late George Apley. A postcard from a jeweller’s in Newcastle informed him that the repair to his wristwatch would cost 12s.6d and they awaited his instructions. Finally, there was a stilted but friendly letter from one of the girls at the tennis club. He recognized the name but he couldn’t remember the face. He burnt them all in the empty grate and mashed up the ashes with the poker.

It was still dark when he walked slowly down to Sloane Square and bought a paper before he turned into the King’s Road. He read the Daily Mail and lingered over two coffees and a round of toast at the Kardomah.

There was a message for him at Baker Street. He was given an address in Bryanston Square. The number was on the west side of the square, and just inside the door a counter with a flap cut off the rest of the passage. A Field Security sergeant asked his name, checked his identity card and reached for the telephone. He watched Harmer’s face as he spoke in what sounded to Harmer like Arabic. When he hung up he said in English, ‘They’re sending someone up for you, sir.’ A tall girl in her early thirties came for him, and although she smiled at him as she lifted the flap for him to go through, she said nothing as they walked to the end of the corridor, down to a basement and along another passage that seemed to go on and on. Finally she knocked on a door and in response to a shout from the inside she opened the door and Harmer walked into the room.

It was quite a small, windowless room with white-painted walls and ceiling, and with a pine parquet floor. Carter waved him to a chair at the table alongside Pardoe. There was a Thermos and cups on a tray, and Pardoe poured him a coffee.

‘Did you sleep well?’ Carter said.

‘Like a log.’

‘D’you mind if we pile in right away?’

Harmer shrugged. ‘Not at all.’

‘We’re going to pull you out of Curfew, James. We need you somewhere else.’

Carter waited for the protests but there were none, and he continued.

‘We’d like your recommendations as to who should take over in Lyon.’

‘Who did you have in mind?’

Carter smiled. ‘You first, James.’

‘I’d say de Salis then.’

Carter looked surprised. ‘But you sent a report that he’d been approached by RF section. And he’s not been trained by us.’

‘You could pull him out for a course but he doesn’t really need it. And as far as RF section is concerned he’s not a de Gaulle man. Never was. Apart from that he’s ambitious enough to prefer heading up his own network.’

‘Will he follow instructions?’

‘That would be the weak point, but if you give him good reasons he’ll do what you want.’

Carter smiled. ‘We can’t always give reasons, James, good or bad.’

Harmer half-smiled. ‘Then make them up. Give him reasons he’s likely to go along with.’

He noticed the quick glance that Carter gave Pardoe.

‘We’d thought that maybe it should be Cowan,’ said Carter.

Harmer shook his head. ‘He’d be the first to crack under pressure.’

‘Why?’

‘He’s got a local girl he wants to marry. That’s a pressure in itself. It also gives him a bolthole if the Germans got at the network. He would leave the rest of them to fend for themselves.’

‘Any other reasons?’

‘Yes. He’s a bit of a bullshitter. He’d like to be a hero, and it’s too early for that sort of stuff. There’ll be time enough for that after the landings.’

‘You think there will be an Allied invasion?’ Carter smiled as he said it.

‘If I thought there wasn’t I wouldn’t be over there. And you wouldn’t be here now.’

‘You’d be happier with de Salis?’

‘Yes.’

Carter nodded. ‘OK. Now let’s talk about you. Do you know any of the people in Seagull?’

‘No. That’s one of the réseaux in Paris isn’t it?’

‘Yes. You never met Paul Gethin?’

‘Not that I know of. What’s his field name?’

Carter ignored the question. ‘Have you any objection to being moved?’

‘No. None.’

‘We think that it’s possible that the Germans have penetrated Seagull.’

‘Gestapo or SD?’

‘We’re not sure, but the indications are that it’s the SD.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘We’d like you to look them over and let us know what you think.’

‘You want me to take over Seagull?’

‘No. We don’t want you to have any contact with them. Just carry out a surveillance.’

‘How do I report back to you?’

‘We’ll give you your own radio-operator and courier.’

‘Experienced?’

‘The courier has been operational for nearly a year, and the radio-operator is just finishing training.’

‘French or English?’

‘Bilingual, a Scot.’

‘How old?’

‘Twenty-three.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘It’s a girl. You can interview her later today. Or tomorrow if you prefer.’

‘Is there an alternative?’

‘Possibly. Why?’

‘She’s too young.’

‘Wait till you’ve seen her, James. Then we can talk again.’

‘What’s her background?’

‘Pardoe’s brought along her “P” file for you to read.’

Pardoe slid two red files across the table and said, ‘There’s both files there, James. We’ll leave you to read them. Just press the bell when you want us back.’

Jane Frazer was born in 1920, the daughter of an Edinburgh solicitor and his French wife. When Paris fell she had been in her second year at Les Oiseaux. She had pleaded on the telephone for her parents to let her stay in Paris, but for the first time in her life her father had not been open to argument. He was adamant, the Germans were only days from the capital, she was British not French, she was at risk every hour, there was nothing she could do if she stayed, and he would instruct the Embassy to send her back if she didn’t promise to return immediately. It was a bad line, but not so bad that she could not hear the panic in her father’s voice, and the tears in her mother’s pleading.

It had taken her five days to get to Bordeaux, and three days before she could get on a boat bound for Harwich. She had had to trade her British passport for her passage, and for the first time in her life she had been scared. At Harwich she had been quizzed by an official about conditions and morale in Paris and Bordeaux. She had been surprised that the conversation had been in French and that it had wandered over her family background and what she had been doing in Paris.

She had joined the FANYs a couple of months later and had been posted to HQ Scottish Command in Edinburgh. A year later she had been interviewed in a small office in Queen Street. The interview had been in French and had lasted for four hours. The interviewer was a man in his fifties, bald and round-faced, with a quiet voice that somehow didn’t match his Marseillaise accent. Two months later she had been posted to London, to SOE’s headquarters in Baker Street. For nearly two years she had worked as a cypher clerk decoding the signals from networks in the field.

She had a small basement flat in Sussex Gardens and spent most evenings being escorted to night-clubs and the restaurants of Mayfair’s better hotels. Even at her finishing school in Paris her evenings had been spent in expensive clubs. At first she had been given the standard lectures on ladylike behaviour, but the staff at Les Oiseaux, and eventually at SOE, had come to realize that the pretty girl was in fact quite capable of looking after herself.

There was a pattern about the men she spent her time with, they tended to be what the English call bounders and the French call louche. Unorthodox, arrogant men, who knew their way around. Men who knew how to get scarce things and fix things. But, on the other hand, men who laughed, who didn’t take life too seriously, amusing, worthless men. She was under no illusion about them, she didn’t take them seriously but she preferred their company to more serious young men. And even when the evening ended in bed it was just that. There was never a relationship; she wanted it that way, and if a man pressed for more she dropped him. She was too pretty not to be the target of more serious intentions but she laughed them off as if they were only a joke.

SOE had checked on her after the first six months and were satisfied that she had stuck to her cover story with her parents and the casual acquaintances at the night-clubs that she was a clerk at a War Office unit of the Pay Corps. She did her work well, and willingly worked long hours when it was necessary. At the end of the first year she had been sent on a signals course and had done well. From time to time she was given a week as stand-by operator to receive the signals traffic from two networks in France. She had never actually taken over but when there was a desperate shortage of operators her name had been put forward for a full training course. At SOE’s various stately homes she had been trained on security, self-defence, map-reading, firearms and explosives, surveillance and sabotage. There had been a special field radio-operators’ course, and she was now at Beaulieu waiting for the training staff to decide her fate.

It was their report that Harmer sat reading. She had done well on all aspects of the course but they did not recommend her for field work on two grounds. Firstly because she was too pretty, and secondly because of her liking for night-life. The comments were not male prejudice; a girl, or a man, who was noticeable in any way was always a problem in any network. It was average people who could best blend into the landscape. Abnormal height, an obvious birthmark, a physical handicap or a striking appearance could make that person noticed in a routine check and remembered too easily. And the liking for night-life all too often indicated irresponsibility, and a proneness to boredom when night-life was impossible. The operations staff needed her but shared the doubts. Both Carter and Pardoe felt that she could be used provided the network leader was the type who could control her. They reckoned that James Harmer might be such a man.

When Harmer had read the ‘P’ file twice he put it on one side. He wouldn’t decide until after he had interviewed her. The courier’s file was straightforward. Like many recruits to SOE’s ‘F’ section he was British but with a French parent, in his case his mother. He had been brought up with French as his mother tongue. His father was British and had a small restaurant at Dieppe until the Germans invaded the Low Countries. The family had moved to England and the father now worked as a waiter at the Mayfair Hotel. Marcel Thomas had been a successful courier for a network in the south of France and later a network in Nancy. He had been arrested once by the Gestapo, and had escaped and come back along the usual route over the Pyrenees to Gibraltar.

Thomas looked a good choice but he would also wait until he had talked with him.

They sent Harmer down to the SOE training school at Beaulieu. He was to be briefed there about his new mission, interview the courier and the radio-operator and be debriefed from his responsibilities for Curfew. They were also taking the opportunity of using him to lecture those trainees who had not yet been operational.

They gave him one of the cottages on the estate and, on the Sunday when he arrived at mid-day, the grey November sky emphasized the gaunt woods and bare trees where the daylight was already beginning to fade. Carter drove him down and took him for an evening meal in Southampton. It was while they were drinking their coffee that Carter tossed the two green-edged felt stars on the table and told Harmer that he was now a captain.
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