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This book is about France, but it began in Ethiopia.

I lived for a time in a house on a hill just outside Harar, an almost biblical town, in Ethiopia. The house was covered with bougainvillaea and I shared it with another army officer. We had a portable gramophone and were both madly in love with Josephine Baker. We had a record of hers that we played a dozen times a day. On my side she sang J’ai deux amours – mon pays et Paris and on my friend’s side she sang La petite Tonkinoise. His ambition for after the war was to live in Saigon. Mine was to live in Paris. For France to have been defeated and occupied by the Germans seemed incredible and obscene. When, eventually, Germany was defeated and I was part of the occupation, the lesson that has stayed longest in my mind is that in occupied countries life has to go on. It doesn’t make much difference whether you are French or German, the same indignities and human virtues and vices still apply. Occupiers and occupied are just men and women, like the marriage service – for better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in health. I wrote this novel mainly for those who didn’t live in those times – to show how it was. My friend never made it to Saigon. He died in Auschwitz. And I’ve lived in many places but never in Paris.
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Prologue

Marcus Price was the Member of Parliament for one of the West Midlands constituencies. An excellent constituency MP but an infrequent speaker in the House. It was only because it was a Friday afternoon and most MPs had already left for their constituencies that he caught the Speaker’s eye.

‘Mr Price.’ The Speaker called, and Price took one last quick glance at his single page of notes before he stood.

‘Will the Prime Minister inform the House of the circumstances that led to the betrayal and deaths of British officers in Special Operations Executive during World War Two. I refer to the deliberate betrayal by the then Prime Minister, of the SOE network code-named “Scorpio” who were callously sacrificed to placate Soviet demands for a Second Front in Europe. Can the House also be informed as to the compensation paid to the relatives of the officers concerned?’

When Price sat down there was some conferring on the government front bench. Neither the Prime Minister nor the Foreign Secretary or the Minister for Defence were present and it fell to the Minister of Health to respond.

‘I feel sure that the whole House will regret the incredible and unwarranted slur on a brave man and war-leader – the late Sir Winston Churchill – unsubstantiated innuendo is not the currency we deal with in this place. I deplore the wild accusations promulgated by the Honourable Member

And the Minister sat down.

Marcus Price stood up and said, ‘I equally resent this evasion of a reply and the cavalier attitude to a serious question by my Right Honourable friend. I shall pass my information through the usual channels and will look forward to receiving a considered reply to my question after the recess.’

There were a few desultory cries of ‘Shame’ from the scattering of government supporters and silence from the handful of Opposition MPs. It seemed a sour note on which to end proceedings when there was the long summer recess to look forward to.

Several lobby correspondents tried to persuade Marcus Price to give them details of what his question was all about but he refused to be drawn as he made his way to the Opposition Whip’s office. Even there his reception was frosty. Thirty-year-old events and casting aspersions on popular war-heroes were not vote-getters whichever way you looked at them. The public wouldn’t like it. No matter what the historians said, for the general public, old Winnie was the man who had won the war.

It was midnight before Crowther and Travers had been able to get together in Crowther’s office. Crowther sat in his shirt-sleeves, his tie unknotted and hanging loose.

Travers said quietly, ‘Are the PM’s office at panic stations?’

Crowther shook his head. ‘No. Seem to be taking it all with a pinch of salt. Asked for something they can use in rebuttal if it comes up again in the autumn. What about the media?’

‘Interested, but Price wouldn’t give them anything. They’ll ferret around for the Sundays but they’ve got nowhere to start. No names, no dates – nothing.’

‘What did he pass to the Whip’s office?’

‘Nothing much more than he said in his question in the House. Nothing any outsider could latch on to.’ He smiled and shrugged. ‘Nothing most insiders could latch on to either.’

‘But he’s obviously referring to the Masson business, isn’t he?’

‘There’s nothing else that would fit.’

‘Are there any SOE archives anybody could get to?’

‘No. They were officially destroyed in September 1945 by SIS.’

Crowther sighed. ‘You know better than that, don’t you?’

‘I’ve heard rumours that they were spirited away to some place in Wales.’

‘They’re down a mine-shaft of an abandoned mine near Builth Wells. Sealed off so that you’d need mining equipment to get at them.’

‘Why did we do that with their records?’

Crowther shrugged. ‘That was friend Palmer’s doing. He was obsessed with hatred of SOE from the moment it was started. Some say he worked actively against them. He probably wanted to make sure that there was nothing on file that could be used against him.’

‘So why didn’t he have them destroyed?’

‘I guess he didn’t dare go that far.’

‘What do you want us to do?’

‘Put somebody on it. Somebody reliable. Just one man. And make clear that he doesn’t talk to the media, nor to Marcus Price. Just let him find out what actually happened. There’s no hurry. He’s got plenty of time. And meantime the PM can say that a full investigation is under way if there are any more questions that have to be answered. There’ll be the usual bull-frogging from the media for a few days but it’ll die away. Just stonewall them. No comment all the way. All calls to you. OK?’

‘Yes.’

As Travers was leaving Crowther said, ‘Keep me in touch.’ Travers opened his mouth to speak, changed his mind and just nodded as he opened the door.


Part One
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Both families, the Duchards and the Macleans, had always spent the summer in Provins. The Duchards owned both houses but the smaller of the two was rented permanently to the Macleans. Their homes in Paris were in different arrondissements and apart from the summer months they met less frequently. But as the years went by M. Duchard, who was not fond of the English, came to accept Maclean as a Scot. A countryman of his much-loved Mary Queen of Scots. The friendship was cemented by their weekly game of bridge where Maclean always diplomatically allowed his opponent to win a small amount.

The Duchard family consisted of the couple and their only daughter, Anne-Marie. The Macleans had a daughter and two sons. Adèle Maclean was French from the Seychelles and M. Duchard only recognised as French those born and raised in Metropolitan France. But Adèle Maclean was both beautiful and vivacious and she could do an imitation of Josephine Baker singing La petite Tonkinoise that endeared her to M. Duchard despite her origins.

Anne-Marie was fifteen and Philip Maclean twenty when he first realised that he was in love with her. They had walked together down to the field at the edge of the woods. A field full of pale red field-poppies and a scattering of marguerites and buttercups. He had set up his easel and by mid-day he had finished the basic painting and made colour notes on his cartridge paper block. When he turned to show the girl what he had done he saw her opening the small basket of sandwiches and fruit that his mother had packed for them. And for the first time he realised how beautiful she was as she raised her head to look at him. The big, brown, heavy-lidded eyes, the neat nose and the dimples at the side of her mouth as she smiled up at him.

‘Beef or ham. And there’s two tomatoes each.’

For several moments he didn’t answer and then he said quietly, ‘I ought to have been painting you, not the poppies.’

She blushed. ‘Come on. Say which you want.’

He smiled, reaching out his hand to touch her hair and said, ‘Let’s have one of each.’

He was conscious of a constraint between them as they ate but when they walked back along the bank of the river she made no move to stop him when his arm went round her waist.

The next day both families had driven down to Fontainebleau and while the adults did the tour of the palace the young people were allowed to explore the forest. Philip’s elder brother Tom had tactfully taken his sister for a long walk as Philip and Anne-Marie sat together on one of the wooden benches. Tom had recognised long before the couple themselves that they were a natural pair. He was also aware that M. Duchard would not have approved of even the mildest affection towards his daughter. He was a lecturer on German literature at the Sorbonne. Old-fashioned in his views and he would have been something of a domestic tyrant if his pretty wife had not learned early on how to tease him into relaxing his penchant for rules and regulations where his family was concerned. She and Adele Maclean often laughed together at some of his antics that had been subverted. The two women were close friends and fond of their young people.

By the end of the summer everyone except M. Duchard knew that Philip and Anne-Marie were a couple. They had been seen walking hand in hand, smiling happily at each other and everyone was happy for them and hoped it would last.

In late September the families had moved back to their homes in Paris. Anne-Marie to study for her bachot and Philip to art school. There had been some talk that Philip should widen his experience by a year at art school in Edinburgh, the Maclean family city. But already the young man was selling his paintings, providing him with enough income to be independent.

In September the following year Philip had asked M. Duchard if he and Anne-Marie could become engaged. Her father had angrily refused and despite protests from their mothers he had insisted that they didn’t see each other any more. A week later the Munich agreement had been signed but it had gone by unnoticed by the two young people. It seemed irrelevant in their misery. With the connivance of their families, they usually managed to spend a few hours together every week. But between the young man’s anger and the girl’s feeling of guilt their time together was never long enough or relaxed enough to satisfy them. The mounting political pressure in Europe and in France itself, they barely noticed.

The tensions were increased when Andrew Maclean decided to take the family to Edinburgh for Christmas and the New Year. Philip refused to go until his mother persuaded him that he was being unreasonable. They would only be away for two weeks, his Scottish grandparents were eager to see him and his father felt that his son was being selfish. Smiling but with tears in her eyes she said that she thought his father was right. She understood why he wanted to stay in Paris but a love that couldn’t sustain a two-week absence must be rather fragile. She hated saying something that she didn’t really believe for she understood her son’s temperament all too well. She wasn’t being fair but he was being selfish.

In fact he enjoyed his time in Edinburgh, meeting his grandparents and distant relatives and there were parties and visits that kept his mind occupied. He had arranged with Anne-Marie to phone him when her father was out and he was rather ashamed that he felt so happy when she sounded so sad. There had been no parties at the Duchard home. But he would be with her in two days’ time. It was then that he decided to buy her the ring. His mother had gone with him to the jeweller’s in Princes Street and had approved his choice of an opal in a gold Victorian setting. It seemed expensive at £25 but it was very beautiful and as his mother pointed out the opal was the birthstone of both of them.

Anne-Marie and her mother had met them in from the boat-train and for a couple of hours they were all happy to be back. And Paris was their home again.

But the elation didn’t last. There was an uneasiness sweeping through Paris. Threats against France and her African colonies from Mussolini. The Germans taking over the last remnants of Czechoslovakia and then in March the French Assembly gave Daladier wide powers to speed up rearmament. That had been the final signal for Andrew Maclean. Slowly and discreetly he made arrangements to transfer his business to Edinburgh. It would be just as easy to use his expertise and contacts to import silks and rayon from Lyons as to export them to Britain.

When von Ribbentrop and Stalin signed the German Soviet non-aggression pact in August and Neville Chamberlain warned Hitler that Britain would stand by Poland it was the last straw.

When Andrew Maclean told his family that they were leaving France and moving to Edinburgh there was a kind of relief all round. It looked now as if war was inevitable and if there was to be war they wanted to be in their own country. And Paris was no longer the Paris they loved. There were constant rumours of corruption and subversion amongst the politicians, vague talk of an accommodation with the Germans. And underlying it all was a mixture of panic and euphoria. Fear of what was going to happen and relief that the uncertainty, the guessing, was soon to be resolved one way or another.

Philip could see the concern in his father’s eyes but he was adamant. He was going to stay.

‘You realise that there’s going to be a war with the Germans, Phil? It’s inevitable now. Just a matter of time.’

‘If there is a war, father. Then I’ll probably come back.’

‘The French are in no mood for fighting, boy. You can tell. It’s in the air. All the chest-beating and defiance doesn’t mean a thing. The people at the top are totally corrupt. The army is unprepared and the people don’t believe in their leaders any more.’

‘It’s the same in England, father.’

Maclean shook his head. ‘It isn’t. It looks the same but it isn’t. It’s an island and that makes a difference. It always has and it always will. They don’t want war any more than the French do but they’ve learned the lesson of appeasement. The French haven’t.’

‘I’ll come back if it gets bad.’

‘If you leave it too long it won’t be easy. There’ll be conscription as soon as it starts and if you don’t report you’ll be committing an offence.’

Philip smiled. ‘In that case I’ll have to join the Foreign Legion.’

‘It’s not a joke, son. I’ve been through it all. If things go bad for the French you’ll find that foreigners, especially the British, will get the blame. Fighting to the last Frenchman and all that rubbish again.’ He paused. ‘Where will you live?’

‘I’ve got myself a room on the Left Bank.’

‘Already?’

‘Yes, father.’ He smiled. ‘I can look after myself.’

As the clouds gathered over Europe Marie Duchard had insisted on inviting her best friend’s son to the house. It would be shameful not to do so when he was on his own in Paris. And Duchard had reluctantly agreed. After a few weeks there was no need for formal invitations and Philip visited most days for a meal or to take Anne-Marie for a stroll. It was the most beautiful summer that anyone could remember.

Philip had tuned the Duchards’ radio to the BBC and they all sat listening to Neville Chamberlain announcing that Britain was now at war with Germany. Later the same day the French government announced that France too was at war with Germany.

Philip and Anne-Marie had walked to the Tuileries Gardens to get away from the gloom of the Duchard household. When they got back there had been a telephone call from Philip’s father, but when he tried to return the call all unofficial overseas calls had been temporarily suspended.

A telegram from his father arrived at his room the next morning. Urging him to return home immediately. Three days later he was able to phone home and spoke to his mother. His father was very worried about him and when he told her that he intended staying on unless the situation grew more serious, she said that even she felt that he was being reckless, and stubborn.

Two weeks later he got a letter from home to say that his brother Tom, who was a lieutenant in the RNVR, had lost his life when HMS Royal Oak had been sunk at her home base in Scapa Flow. But life in Paris seemed virtually unaffected by the war and from reading the English newspapers it seemed to be much the same at home. People were calling it the ‘phoney war’ and there were editorials in the French papers suggesting that the war would be over by Christmas.

He had almost decided to return home at Christmas but discovered that transport to the UK was virtually impossible without some sort of official blessing. In the case of civilians that approval would have to come from the Paris Embassy. The consular official at the Embassy had pointed out rather frostily that he was overdue for call-up and should have returned as soon as war was declared. Despite the admonitions he was told that he would have to make his own way back, there was no assistance the Embassy could offer.

He was overcome by indecisiveness, seized by a strange lethargy, and even after Christmas he felt no urge to make his way home. Neither could he justify in his own mind why he stayed. He knew that leaving Anne-Marie was part of the problem but it was more than that. He wanted his life to go on as it had for the last six months. Painting, seeing Anne-Marie almost every day. He didn’t feel that he was involved in the war in any way. And England and home seemed like something from the past. A different life, and he was no longer part of it. He had his own private and pleasant limbo and was determined to ignore the outside world. He sensed that he was less welcome now at the Duchards’ house. He saw Anne-Marie every day but he was seldom invited in for meals and their meetings had an air of conspiracy about them now. Their feelings towards each other were even more intense but the cloud of unexpressed disapproval gave them an irrational feeling of guilt at being so happy and uninvolved with the war news.
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Only two days earlier he’d arranged to meet her at their favourite café on the Champs Elysées. And now he couldn’t even cross to the other side because the German troops were marching down the Champs Elysées. It didn’t seem possible but there they were. It was Thursday, June 14, 1940.

The whole city seemed to be suspended in time. Three million Parisians had already fled the city. There were shutters up on all the shops and no traffic in the streets. Just a handful of people watching in silence as the Germans marched by. There had been no radio, no newspapers that day. A few statues had been protected with sandbags and far away black smoke rose from burning fuel depots darkening the sky in one last pathetic act of defiance of the Germans.

He could see now that like the rest of the shops and cafés theirs was boarded up. It was going to be difficult to contact her again. He was British and they blamed the British for the French surrender.

As he walked back slowly to his room he wondered what he ought to do. Rumour said that all the British would be rounded up and sent to prison camps, but despite that he was reluctant to leave. He was only twenty-two and he was madly in love with Anne-Marie Duchard. It would take time for the Germans to track down several thousand Britishers. And he wasn’t sure how he would get back to England anyway.

There were lights on all over the Hôtel Crillon and a line of German staff cars outside, it looked as if it was already some kind of German headquarters. It was an hour before he got to his room off the Rue du Bac. There was no electricity and he stumbled up the rickety staircase to the third floor. As he sat on the edge of his bed in the darkness he suddenly felt incredibly tired and deeply depressed. And for the first time in his life he knew that he was scared.

It had taken him nearly a month to get to Marseilles. Cycling most of the way on small back roads, avoiding big towns, sleeping in barns and woods, buying food in country markets. Eating raw fruit, cheese, butter and bread. A few shrewd shopkeepers had obviously realised from his accent that he was English. Some refused to serve him, others gave him fresh milk and bread from their own kitchens. For the first part of the journey the roads had been crowded with refugees but gradually the roads emptied and the country people seemed almost unaware of the war and the German occupation. There were few signs of the Germans, and the French police had given up trying to check documents. Too many people genuinely had no means of identifying themselves. The checks were mainly to discourage refugees from trying to settle in villages where food and accommodation were short.

There was an American consulate in Marseilles and although they had questioned him suspiciously for over an hour they had given him a name and address that they said might be helpful. They had also agreed to notify his family in Edinburgh through the Red Cross that he was safe. They warned him that there was a newly-arrived detachment of the Gestapo already operating in the city. They said that at the moment the Germans were more concerned with registering French Jews than security. He wondered why they were so interested in Jews.

The Frenchman whose address they had given him had stared at him for long moments and then had refused to let him in the house. But he had given him another name, a man who ran a small garage just outside the city. Two weeks later he was on a Panamanian-registered freighter with a cargo of hides from Jibuti destined for Liverpool. He had been given forged papers and been signed on as crew.

At Liverpool he had been interned and sent to a camp at Aintree where he had been interrogated daily for two weeks on how he had escaped from German-occupied France.

In the middle of the third week an army captain in battle-dress had sat in on the interrogation, listening but not speaking. The following day he had been taken to a different part of the camp and in a small office the captain had smiled and waved him to the wooden chair on the other side of a small table. Maclean noticed a file with his name on the cover alongside a clip-board.

‘Mr Maclean, my name’s Mathews, I’m sorry all this rigmarole has taken so long but I’m sure you’ll understand that everyone who arrives in the UK from France is not as straightforward as you are. And in your case we had a special interest. You speak fluent French, you know Paris very well and you showed a great deal of initiative in getting back here on very slender resources.’ He paused, smiling as he looked across at Maclean. ‘I wonder if I could interest you in joining the army?’

‘Does that mean that if I don’t join I’ll be kept in this camp?’

‘Good heavens, no. We’ve notified your parents that you’re sound in mind and limb and that they can expect to see you in the next couple of days or so.’

‘Wouldn’t I be called up anyway?’

‘Yes. But you’d be able to opt for the Royal Navy or the RAF. I’d like you to make it the army. We need people with your qualifications.’ He paused. ‘You’d be given fourteen days’ leave before you went to the depot. Time to sort yourself out and all that.’

‘Where’s the depot?’

‘Are you interested?’

Maclean smiled and shrugged. ‘I suppose I feel slightly flattered that I’ve gone from being a prisoner to a useful human being.’

‘Not a prisoner, Philip. An internee.’

Maclean grinned. ‘It feels the same. Do I have to sign anything?’

‘How about we have a sandwich together in our local pub?’

‘I’d rather get straight back home, sir, if that’s OK.’

‘Of course. Let me tell you a bit about what you’ll be doing. Because of your French you’ll be in the Intelligence Corps, but before you do your Corps training you’ll be doing three months’ basic infantry training at the Royal Sussex depot in Chichester.’ Mathews smiled. ‘The War Office felt we ought to learn which hand to salute with and all that. When you’ve finished that you’ll be going to Winchester and get your training as an NCO in Field Security. After that – a lot of doors are open.’

He had been given a rail-warrant, clothing coupons and ration cards for two weeks and his army record and paybook, and had taken the train to Edinburgh. It was a slow journey with long hold-ups because of air raids, and the train was crowded, mainly with servicemen, all strangely silent in the unlit carriages and corridors. In the darkness he closed his eyes and thought about Anne-Marie, wondering what she was doing and how they were coping with the Germans. Maybe they had moved from Paris to the house at Provins.

Captain Mathews and the other interrogators had made him describe watching the Germans marching down the Champs Elysées again and again. It was only when describing it to them that he realised that he had seen a piece of history in the making. But it still seemed incredible. The collapse of the French armies had seemed inevitable. The French had been in no mood to fight, but somehow nobody had actually envisaged what that meant. That the Germans would occupy Paris, and control the whole of France. Even the Germans must have been amazed that it had been so easy.

Mathews had said that because he spoke fluent French and knew Paris so well that he could be useful to them. He would do anything they asked if it meant the chance of seeing her again. The British seemed to feel that the French deserved what they were getting because they had been so weak and demoralised. And Mathews and the others had seemed faintly amused when he had made excuses for the French. It was hard to explain to people who hadn’t been there what it was like. Like a party that had gone on too long and where the last stragglers had been interrupted by a gang of hooligans. But the British didn’t see it that way. They had been left to fight it out on their own, and they barely concealed their contempt for their former allies.

The two weeks’ leave with his family were a strain. They were so obviously still mourning the death of his brother Tom. He spent a lot of time with his mother who was eager to hear of his experience in Paris after they had left. She tried to reassure him that Anne-Marie would be safe with her parents. Duchard may be a hard, unbending man but he had influence and that sort of man would know what to do to see that his family survived.

His sister was in London, working as a clerk at the Admiralty and his father was now an Air Raid Warden. No longer the decisive man that he had been, he had become withdrawn, his thoughts seemingly far away. There had been a few moments of pride when he had taken Philip down to the Air Raid post and introduced him to the other Wardens.

He was ashamed that he was relieved when the time came for him to go to the Royal Sussex depot at Chichester. Only his mother had gone with him to the station and as they stood there on the platform she had tears in her eyes as she said, ‘It’ll be better next time, my love. It takes time to adjust.’

He kissed her and said, ‘Don’t worry, Maman, I understand. Take care of yourself and Father.’

She looked a frail figure as she waved a chiffon scarf to him as the train pulled out.

For three months Philip Maclean had done foot drill, weapons drill, boiled out a Lee Enfield rifle, stripped and assembled a Bren gun and learned how to use the back of a toothbrush to burnish the toecaps of his boots. And one other thing had happened. He had been taken in front of the depot commandant and offered immediate promotion to WOII – Company Sergeant Major in the Royal Sussex Regiment. It had been suggested obliquely that he was too good a soldier to spend the rest of the war with a bunch of wets from universities. And Maclean was a good soldier. When he was on guard duty there was no dossing down for a nap in the guardroom in the early hours of the morning. Private Maclean was on guard for King and Country. He was also ambitious enough to want that quick promotion. Private Maclean actually liked the army and the army liked him. With the proviso that he should grow a moustache to give him an air of maturity in his new role the deal was done.

At least they thought it was done. But three days later a major with green Intelligence Corps flashes on his battle-dress sleeves had spent ten minutes in the commandant’s office. But his voice had been heard way past the company clerk’s office, the adjutant’s office and as far as the cookhouse. There were no obscenities, no cursing, no blasphemy, but people had listened and tried to remember the words that were uttered for future use.

Private Maclean had been given a rail warrant and his AB64 Part 2 and packed off with a flea in his ear on a train to the Intelligence Corps depot in Winchester. The training staff at the depot were Intelligence Corps NCOs or officers but the so-called permanent staff who were responsible for administration were all from Guards regiments who enjoyed their short spell of harassing professors of history and a flock of soldiers who could speak between them every language from Serbo-Croat to Swahili. It was an offence of dumb insolence to look an officer in the eye unless he spoke to you. If the Commanding Officer was not in his office when you entered you saluted his empty chair. The contempt of the Intelligence Corps recruits for the Guardsmen was obvious. To most of them it was incredibly childish and rather pathetic, but Maclean had had a foretaste of the military at their devotions on his infantry course.

The intelligence training covered advanced map-reading, survival training, unarmed combat, small-arms and automatic weapons, the administrative structure of the British Army (how to obtain rations and supplies to which you were not entitled) and finally the basic elements of security of persons and premises. After a short course in motorcycle rough-riding Maclean was posted for more advanced intelligence training to an establishment in the Derbyshire hills, in what had formerly been a luxury hotel.

He was subsequently posted to a Field Security Unit in his home town – Edinburgh. He had been back from France almost nine months when he was recruited into Special Operations Executive and was sent for further specialised training at a country house in Surrey. At Wanborough Manor he learned how to run a network in enemy occupied territory. Coding, operating a radio, parachuting, surveillance, how to use explosives, and the organisation of the various German intelligence organisations and how to resist interrogation. And finally he did a parachute course at Ringway.

When he was briefed that he would be leading a small network in the Dordogne he was flattered by their faith in his competence. Two weeks before he was due to be dropped he was told that he now had to take over a network that had lost its leader. A network just south-east of Paris based near the small town of Melun. It would be a temporary command until an experienced leader could be found. He would only be there for two or three months. New maps and different aerial photographs had to be studied. He would go by Hudson and be dropped further south below the small town of Sens. It was more a village than a town but there was a good dropping ground in parkland west of Sens.

Twice the drop had been aborted because of heavy cloud over the dropping area but on the third attempt there was a clear sky and an almost full moon.

There was a last minute final check of his clothes and equipment and then they walked in the darkness to the vague white shape of the Hudson. Mathews had come as his directing officer and had wished him luck as he took one last look around before he entered the plane.

They were taking a dog-legged route. Down to the Iles Chausey and across the Baie de Mont Saint-Michel to cross the French coast just south of Granville. Then south-east almost to Le Mans before the final leg due east to Sens.

The navigator gave him the ten minute warning then a minute-by-minute countdown until they were over the area. They saw the marker lights clearly on the first pass and he was to drop on the return, the supply canisters going first.

As one of the air-crew turned the levers on the hatch and lifted it back on its hinges there was a noisy rush of cold air into the body of the plane. Maclean leaned back to keep his balance as he swung his legs into the opening and seconds later the crewman’s mouth by his ear said ‘Jump’. Maclean was tempted to pull the release before he had finished counting but he knew that if he did he could easily be caught up in the plane’s slipstream. When he pulled the ring the canopy snapped open seconds later and his body swung so that for a few moments the marker lights disappeared. As he steadied the parachute lines the sound of the plane was very distant and all was silent except for the rush of air past his face, as he dropped slowly.

Then there was that last rush of the ground towards him and a sudden vision of a ploughed field before the shock of landing, rolling sideways, clawing at the parachute lines as he was dragged along the ground. Then the disciplined routine took over as he slipped out of the harness and collapsed the canopy. He saw the figures of two men running towards him, one took over folding the ’chute and the other, panting said, ‘Qui vive?’ and Maclean said softly ‘L’arc en ciel’. The man gripped Maclean’s hand in both of his and put a hand around his shoulder, leading him towards a line of trees at the edge of the field. He said softly, ‘The canisters are already loaded and on their way. Pierre will take care of the parachute. Can you ride a cycle?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s not far. About five kilometres.’

They had spent that night in the barn of a small arable farm on the outskirts of Sergines, a small village off the main road about half-way between Sens and Melun. Even on the short cycle ride and their arrival at the farm he had been aware of several lapses of security. It wasn’t the right time to comment but he was determined to make them more secure in future. They had very little sleep that night. Georges Loussier who had led the reception group had told him about the more important members of the network which covered a wide area almost up to the outskirts of Paris itself.

‘What have you been doing in the last six months?’

‘Training on weapons and explosives. Identifying targets. Recruiting in special areas like the railway workers, power station technicians, civil engineers, radio repairers and so on.’

‘How many people do we have?’

The Frenchman shrugged. ‘About twenty who are really important. At least a hundred who will actively take part and a lot more who will give us information and tip-offs who are on our side but have obligations to wives or families that limits what they will do.’

‘What was Fayolle like as a leader?’

‘A good, solid man. Didn’t want to take risks. Said it was a time of preparation. Action would come later when London gave the signal. Very strict but much liked.’

‘What happened?’

‘He had a small farm. He was killed when his tractor overturned when he was on a steep slope.’

‘And you’ve been running the network since his death.’

The Frenchman smiled. ‘Not running it. Just holding it together.’

‘You’ve got a room for me in Melun.’

‘Yes. A good-sized room over a bakery.’

‘Who owns it?’

‘The widow of the baker. She still runs the place. Very reliable. She hates the Boche. They took her son. Sent him off to forced labour in Germany. Just rounded up men in the streets, stuck them on a train and that was the last anyone heard of them.’

‘What’s the general attitude to the Germans?’

The Frenchman hesitated then sighed as he said, ‘Most people ignore them and get on with their lives as best they can. See them as a fact of life – like the weather. Some actively collaborate. Think the Germans will bring discipline and get rid of the bad influences in French life.’ He shrugged again. ‘Depends on their experience with the Germans.’

‘And Vichy? What do they think of Vichy?’

‘The old Marshal is popular. War hero, father figure. But people see the rest of them as just typical politicians with their snouts in the pig trough. The people who lost the war for us.’

‘Do people expect France to be liberated?’

Loussier smiled wryly. ‘Not really. It’s like winning the lottery. A nice thought, but not taken seriously.’ He paused and looked at Maclean, hesitating before he spoke. ‘I don’t want to discourage you but most people if they spoke the truth would rather things went on as they are. Liberation means war again. More Frenchmen killed. More families destroyed.’

‘So why do we have so many supporters?’

‘They are the proud ones. The ones who care about being free. They won’t rest until the Germans are defeated. Patriots who put France above all other things. Families, loved-ones, the easy life.’

‘What do they feel about the English?’

‘Most feel you let us down. They know it’s not really true but it saves some guilt feelings.’ He grinned. ‘But the same people hope against hope that the English throw the Germans out. Even if they only do it to suit their own reasons. They respect the English.’ He laughed grimly. ‘They have to. They’re our only hope.’

‘Is it safe to sleep here for a while?’

‘Yes. You didn’t meet them but there are two men on watch around the buildings. I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.’

‘Did you get me the painting things?’

‘Yes. They’re in your room at the bakery.’

They had taken the bus into Melun, walked to the baker’s shop and had been given the key to the large attic room on the third floor and Loussier had gone off to buy food for him.

The son had been training to be a graphic artist and a designer, and the walls were covered with posters and labels from household products. Labels of La Vache qui Rit, Le Petit Marseillais, a pure olive soap, and a Camembert label with a portrait of Napoleon. A poster for Byrrh tonic wine and a poster advertising Maurice Chevalier at the Olympia.

There was a single bed along one wall and a long work-bench under the gabled window. One wall was shelved from top to bottom. Most of the shelves were empty apart from a dozen or so Livres de Poche and two or three objets trouvés. The bark of a tree, a smooth stone from a beach and a piece of purple pyrites.

A drawing board and a T-square were upright against the wall beside the door and there were two comfortable-looking cane armchairs with cushions. A small curtained-off section was a toilet and wash-place and a small gas hob stood on a marble-topped set of drawers with hooks above and cups and other crockery ranged in line. An easel and four canvases were propped against the wall by the window. And the paints and charcoal were in a cardboard box.

And suddenly the pressures of the last twenty-four hours took over and he walked over to the bed and sat down, his head bowed. It all seemed unreal. It had appeared so straightforward in training but now it seemed crazy. Sitting in a strange room in German-occupied France with grown men who assumed he could lead them in defiance of the Germans. He felt a wave of anger against the people who had so calmly arranged for him to be there, fifty kilometres from Paris where the Gestapo, the Sicherheitsdienst and the Abwehr with all their men and resources were ranged against him. Why the hell had he got himself involved in such a ridiculous and dangerous pantomime? He lay back on the bed and closed his eyes. A few moments later he was asleep.
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