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At 21.31 hours on Sunday 3rd November 1940, the teleprinter at 57-58 St James’s Street, London, burst into life and MI5 Night Duty Officer, Flight Lieutenant Charles Cholmondeley, received the following message from Special Branch:

URGENT: 

At 15.00 hrs today enemy parachute, complete with harness, overalls and flying helmet found behind hedge next to bridle path on Hill Farm, Haversham, Bucks. Inside camouflaged parachute was paper wrapping for chocolate made in Belgium, and packet containing white tablet, believed concentrated food. No trace of crashed aircraft, with parachute undoubtedly deliberately deployed. User appears to have landed uninjured and is still at large. Police enquiries continue together with Home Guard and military units. 

Message ends.

This is the story of what followed, based upon now declassified Security Service documents, the author’s further researches and some speculation. While trying to distinguish between the two, the reader is reminded that truth is often stranger than fiction.
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CAMBRIDGE

Monday 4th November 1940

To a hungry man the approach of a waitress should have been a welcome sight. To the spy it spelt potential disaster. He started to panic. 

Sitting in the dining room of the Station Hotel in Cambridge, Dutch traitor Engelbertus Fukken was starving. His arrival by train the previous evening had been too late for a meal, and he had been looking forward to breakfast. Until he realised he had no idea what to order. He was struck by the irony of the situation. Although trained to transmit Morse at twenty words a minute, tell the difference between a Spitfire and a Hurricane and put a bullet into the heart of someone at ten paces, English food had not been on the syllabus of the spy school in Hamburg and remained a mystery to him.

Fukken glanced around the shabby room. Once a spick and span establishment, the Station Hotel was now showing signs of the neglect forced on it by the war. Regular redecoration had ceased when tins of paint disappeared from the shelves of Barratt & Sons, the local hardware shop in St Andrews Street. There was always the black market but the redoubtable owner, Miss Brown, would have no truck with the spivs who were flourishing in such times.

Although many of the men in the room were in uniform the spy was confident his neat, three-piece suit was the equal of those in civvies. He knew he spoke with a Dutch accent, but at least he was fluent in English. His confidence began to return.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the waitress walking towards him, pencil and pad at the ready. His fears resurfaced and he became convinced that the other diners were listening intently for what he would have to say. His heart pounded as he waited for the question that might expose him.

The waitress smiled at the tall, smartly dressed young man, with wire-rimmed glasses and the small moustache. ‘Good morning Sir. What can I get you for breakfast?’ 

Fukken froze. What could he have? If he said something silly, it would expose his ignorance and could bring his mission to an end before it started. His worries were interrupted by an impatient voice. The smile had also disappeared. ‘Your breakfast order. Sir?’

He looked around and in desperation nodded towards the next table. ‘The fish looks nice, I’ll have that please.’

Fukken hated kippers, but ploughed his way through them if only to satisfy his appetite. His ears pricked up when diners at a nearby table discussed the likelihood of an invasion. He wondered what they would have said if they knew he had trained initially to be part of an advance party to reconnoitre landing grounds and then support the invading troops.

After completing his meal he passed the reception desk on the way back to his room. The young lady on duty tried to catch his attention. ‘Mr Ter Braak. I’ve got your bill here for you.’

At first the spy failed to recognise his cover name, and it was only when the receptionist called out again that he returned to the desk and apologised to mask his mistake. ‘Sorry, I didn’t hear you. I was wondering where I might find a letting agent. I need to organise some permanent accommodation.’

‘You’ll need to walk into town. Haslops in Green Street should be able to help you. Here’s your bill,’ and she handed over the account which he paid, at the same time offering up a silent prayer of thanks for having been so thoroughly taught the intricacies of pounds, shillings and pence.

In his room, Fukken opened the 1938 edition of the Cambridge street plan he had brought with him, and checked the location of Green Street. Although keen to take the shortest route, he decided on a slightly longer detour to avoid passing the police station in St Andrews Street.

Leaving the hotel, he set off down Station Road. At the junction with Hills Road, Fukken noticed the statue of a soldier, a memorial to local men killed in the Great War. He wondered what sort of monuments the Third Reich would erect to celebrate what he saw as their inevitable victory. Concluding that it would undoubtedly be something very grand, he pulled his cap down over his face, and strode on carrying his two cases, keeping a look out for a phone box so that he could make that all important call. 

Surprised not to find the extensive bomb damage he had been told to expect, he soon reached the crossroads and the Catholic Church of Our Lady and The English Martyrs. Promising he would return when he could and make his peace with the Virgin Mary, he turned left. By the time he reached Trumpington Street his arms were sore from the weight of his cases, especially the one containing the radio set. His legs were also aching and the hole in his left shoe felt as though it was getting bigger with each stride. He cursed himself for not getting it mended before leaving Hamburg. To make matters worse, there was still no sign of a phone box.

Passing Addenbrooke’s Hospital, with its sandbag protection around the external walls, Fukken soon reached Green Street, and turned right into the narrow cobbled lane. On one corner, the Whim Tea Rooms were just opening, and from the other side of the street came the enticing smell of newly baked bread from Matthews and Son. He continued walking, and at number 4 spotted his goal, the offices of G W Haslop & Co., Estate Agents. Pushing open the door, he approached the receptionist and after carefully reciting his cover story, asked for details of available accommodation. 

‘For how long, Sir?’ asked the young lady. 

The spy hesitated. Even if he completed his mission to find Maud in a matter of days, he knew he was trapped until the invasion took place. ‘I’m not sure; a few months at least,’ he replied.

The receptionist pulled open the drawer of her wooden filing cabinet, and took out one of the cards. ‘Are you a smoker?’ Fukken had puffed a pipe for a number of years, but anxious to get himself a room as soon as possible, shook his head. 

The young lady smiled. ‘This may suit you then. Mr and Mrs Serrill at 258 St Barnabas Road. They have one room for a non-smoker. Their last tenant was thrown out the other week, when they caught him puffing away in his room. They want one pound ten shillings a week for bed and breakfast, and evening meal. Will that do?’

Fukken readily agreed, and made his way out into the road, struggling as before with his luggage. It was not long before he was sitting on a bench overlooking the grass and trees of the Victorian park known to locals as Christ’s Pieces, close to where some building work was taking place. Consulting his street map he soon located St Barnabas Road and anxious to be free from his incriminating radio set, he pressed on, passing Parkers Piece, where the sight of army lorries, a couple of anti-aircraft gun emplacements and a pillbox, surrounded by coiled barbed wire, left him in no doubt that this was a country at war. 

Striding out, he spotted what he was looking for, a red public phone box. Approaching, he saw someone inside, in the middle of a call. The spy weighed up his options and decided that to stand around and wait might provoke awkward questions, so he kept walking until he reached St Barnabas Road, with the church of the same name on the corner. Reaching number 258, Fukken cursed when he realised he had now carried his two suitcases virtually back to the railway station. 

The front door to the neat terraced house had a small coloured glass panel at head height through which he could see movement inside. He put down his cases, knocked and waited to see who would answer the door, at the same time repeating under his breath, ‘My name is Jan Willem Ter Braak, Jan Willem Ter Braak...’
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LONDON

To the casual passer-by, 57-58 St James’s Street was a building in search of a new tenant, as announced by the ‘Office To Let’ sign outside. To those in the know, this was merely a front to hide the London office of the security service, MI5.

On the third floor, two men were deep in conversation. The senior of the pair was Guy Liddell. Bald-headed, with a round cherub like face, he was a quiet man with an intuitive talent for his role as director of B Division with responsibility for counter-espionage. The other was the handsome and extrovert Major Thomas Argyll Robertson, head of section B1(a) dealing with special agents, and known to all by his initials.

Tar Robertson completed his update on the missing parachutist. ‘I’ve just checked with special branch, army units and the home guard, and so far they’ve all drawn a blank. A stranger wandering around country lanes ought to result in some sightings, so either this man is very good or just lucky.’

Liddell nodded. ‘Not good enough to bury his parachute, so at least we know he’s here.’

‘I suppose that’s a blessing in disguise. The fact that the ’chute was camouflaged certainly confirms we’re dealing with another Abwehr agent. It’s worrying that we didn’t get the usual advance warning. Do you think Major Ritter has rumbled us?’

‘Let’s hope not. Perhaps we’ll have more news in time for tonight’s meeting with the DG.’

Both men grimaced at the thought of the tongue lashing they were likely to get from the recently promoted acting director general of MI5.
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HAMBURG

Major Nikolaus Ritter greeted his visitor with a broad smile. ‘My dear Karl, I’m delighted to see you. I really thought you’d bought it this time. Do tell me what happened.’

Hauptmann Karl Gartenfeld, the Luftwaffe’s most experienced ‘special ops’ pilot frowned. ‘It’s kind of you to worry about me, but could it be you’re more concerned about my passenger?’

‘I’m anxious about all my agents but why the delay in getting back?’

‘I have to admit this was the hairiest trip so far. We reached the drop zone without any trouble, but as we set course for home, a night fighter got onto our tail. I managed to lose him, but by then we’d drifted further south so I went for plan B and made for Rennes. Ran into some anti-aircraft fire on the south coast, but eventually made it. Needed some repairs before I could get back to base.’ 

‘And how did the drop go?’

‘That guy was the most gung-ho man I’ve ever flown. He showed no fear when it came to the jump. My dispatcher says he even shouted, ‘Maud, here we come’ as he was about to leave the plane. So who’s Maud, then?’

Ritter glared at the pilot. ‘Maud is no-one you need worry about. In fact, it’s a name you and your crew must forget. If I ever hear it mentioned again...’

Gartenfelt had been involved with special operations for long enough to know not to ask any more questions. He saluted smartly. ‘Instructions received loud and clear, Major.’

Once the pilot had left, Ritter dispatched the following message:

STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL

Priority to Admiral Canaris, Tirpitzufer 72, Berlin.

Search for Maud commenced.

Ritter (Major), Hamburg.
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CAMBRIDGE

Walking back into town in the late morning sunshine without his heavy luggage, Ter Braak, as he now thought of himself, enjoyed his newfound freedom. Not having the radio set with him was also a great weight off his mind. To be caught with such incriminating evidence could only lead to the hangman’s noose and it had been a relief to lock it inside the wardrobe in his bedroom.

Thinking back over the morning, he reckoned he had been fortunate to have ended up on the doorstep of the Serrills who seemed a kind and caring couple, but more importantly, had accepted his cover story without question. His bedroom at the back of the house was ideal, with its window overlooking the garden and from which he could hang his radio aerial when transmitting. There were also some gas pipes to which he reckoned he could connect the earth wire from the set. His forged passport and registration card had passed muster, together with his ration book which Mrs Serrill had kept for her daily provision of meals that they had agreed should start tomorrow.

These achievements put a spring in his step, and retracing his earlier route, he made his way back into town, looking for somewhere to have lunch. All thoughts of food were forgotten when he came across another phone box, this one empty. At last he could call the local contact he had been given by his spymaster. He opened the door and stepped inside. Checking the details from the note in his wallet, he dropped two penny coins into the slot, dialled the number, and waited. A voice soon responded. ‘Professor Carpenter’s Office. How may I help you?’

Ter Braak pressed button A. ‘May I speak with the professor please? I have a message from Dr Rantzau,’ responded the spy, quoting the cover name.

‘I’m sorry Sir, Professor Carpenter is away at present but should be back next week. May I take a message?’ 

Ter Braak tried not to sound as dejected as he felt. ‘No thank you, I’ll call again later.’ He left the phone box feeling very lonely. He had been banking on this contact to guide him to his target. How was he going to find Maud now?

Forcing himself to focus on finding somewhere to eat, he hesitated outside the Post Office on the corner of St Andrews Street and Petty Cury, where a sign announced the presence of a ‘British Restaurant’. Unsure what to expect, he decided to see what else was on offer and, walking on, chanced upon Dorothy’s Café next to Hobson’s Passage. 

He was amazed by the size of the premises, which could clearly accommodate many hundreds, but the separate entrances and exits on both Sidney and Hobson Streets persuaded him this was the place to choose; ideal for losing any unwanted followers. Making his way up the curved staircase to the restaurant, he found a seat close to the piano, but panicked once again when confronted by a waitress. 

This time, with no-one close enough to copy, he blurted out, ‘I’ll have what you would eat yourself. Your favourite.’ Praying he would not be presented with another plate of kippers, he hurried to pass himself off as a Dutch refugee who’d escaped via Dunkirk and was now working for the Dutch Free Press. 

The young lady, in a smart black dress with white apron, already considered anyone involved with Dunkirk a hero. She smiled graciously. ‘I’ll get you mince and mash.’

Ter Braak left a tip when he left which, although only a few pence, seemed to be gratefully received. Descending the stairs and reaching the street, he wandered aimlessly, eventually sinking down onto a bench, and putting his head in his hands. Staring at his feet, he remembered the hole in his shoe, and the need to get it mended. His mind turned to the well-worn clothes he had brought in his second suitcase. The spy had always liked nice things, but until now had not had the funds to buy them. It did not take him long to persuade himself that the risks he was taking justified some reward. After all, he was not being paid a salary for his services to the Third Reich. Fingering the bulging wallet in his jacket pocket, he resolved to sort out his shoes and buy some more clothes. His mission to find Maud, whoever Maud was, could start when the professor returned.

Comforted by this decision, Ter Braak spent the rest of the day trying to come to terms with the layout of the town that was to be his home for the immediate future. Wandering along Wheeler Street, he glanced up at one of the grander buildings, and stopped. Carved over a large doorway were the words Free Library, together with a coat of arms and the year 1884. He knew that in such places daily newspapers, reference books and local directories could be viewed, all free of charge. 

Entering the library with a feeling of anticipation, he found himself in an impressive Reading Room. Below the lofty domed glass roof, people were studying books at several of the polished wooden tables, and many others were standing in front of lecterns reading daily papers. Around the edge of the room the walls were covered from floor to ceiling with book-laden shelves, which spilled into several annexes. All was quiet except for the rustle of pages being turned and the occasional cough.

Locating the librarian he asked in hushed tones where he might find a directory of the town. He was pointed to one of the annexes and went off in search of information which he hoped would help him trace the mysterious Maud.

Running his eyes along the shelves, he came across The Blue Book, Cambridge Directory 1938, and next to it another volume with a brown cover called Spaldings Directory 1939. Not knowing which to choose, he carried both to a nearby table. Opening up the Blue Book first, he felt a tingle down his spine. Here was a complete list of Cambridge residents and businesses. Flicking through the index, he located the page of surnames beginning with M and looked for the name Maud. Nothing. Worse still, Christian names were limited to initials only.

He opened the Spaldings Directory, hoping that would be of more help. Again, there were no surnames given as Maud, and even though full Christian names were stated, he realised it would take forever to search for that as a first name. In any event, there must be many of them and which one would it be? His optimism vanished. 

His next idea was to check who lived at 7 Oxford Street, the address on his forged registration card. Quickly turning the pages of Spaldings, he was shocked to find there was no Oxford Street, let alone a number seven. The realisation that anyone local was likely to know Oxford Street did not exist made him wonder if Hamburg was trying to set him up. Deciding he would have to watch out who saw his card, he closed the book and replaced both volumes on the shelf.

Making his way back along Trumpington Street to his lodgings, he lost his way in the blackout, and wandered into one of the smaller roads next to Saxon Street. As he was wondering which way to go, the clouds cleared and a weak moon illuminated a row of ramshackle buildings. Suddenly, the door to the Cross Keys pub burst open and out spilled a rowdy group. The majority made their way back towards the town centre, except one red-haired young woman. She sidled up to Ter Braak, unbuttoning her coat as she did so, to reveal a low-cut blouse and ample breasts. ‘My name’s Marge. Want a good time, deary?’ she enquired.

Ter Braak was taken completely by surprise, and found himself unable to protest when Marge, with practised fingers, began to undo his fly buttons. Rising to the occasion, he let Marge lead him all the way down Gothic Street to her shabby first floor bedroom. It was some sort of way to celebrate his safe arrival in Cambridge.
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HAMBURG

In a purpose-built concrete bunker, a few miles north of the city, radio operator Heinz Valenti sat with headphones clamped to his ears, listening for a message from the latest agent to be sent to England. He had been involved with teaching Fukken the intricacies of Morse, and knew that he had left on 1st November. However, four days later, static was all that could be heard on the allocated frequencies.

Valenti thought back to his lessons with Fukken. He had seemed different to the other trainees. His mastering of Morse had certainly been quicker than most and the radio man knew he would have no difficulty in recognising his distinctive touch, or fist. But there was something else that had set Fukken apart from his peers; his blind faith in Hitler and in resounding victory for the Third Reich. Not that Valenti had ever discussed this with Fukken. He knew that even an innocent remark could be reported as treason, and too many people had received a visit from the Gestapo before disappearing for ever.

Valenti reminded himself that it often took some time for new agents to settle in before beginning transmissions, and he decided there was nothing to worry about...yet.
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CAMBRIDGE

Making his way carefully in the blackout to St Barnabas Road, Ter Braak could not stop dreaming about Marge; how tender she had been; how kind; how seductive. His thoughts turned to his darling Neeltje, the fiancé he had left back in the Netherlands. He knew he should feel guilty, and convinced himself it had been a one-off lapse in trying circumstances. He strode out and was soon standing in front of the door to number 258, which opened before he had time to knock. 

‘Hello, Mr Braak. I’m glad you’re back at last.’ Mrs Serrill had a smile on her face, but the tone of her voice conveyed obvious annoyance at being kept up. ‘I think, Mr Braak, you’d better have a front door key, so you can let yourself in when you’re going to be late back.’ She handed him the key and gave him a stare which suggested that nice people did not stay out to this hour. 

Thanking her, Ter Braak made his way upstairs to his room. Once inside, he locked the door, and after carefully closing the curtains, switched on the light with its puny 60 watt bulb. Unlocking the wardrobe, he took out the suitcase housing the radio he’d been given just before taking off from Schiphol airfield, and for the first time swung open the lid. He had feared that this would be an unfamiliar set but it was the same type he’d used during his training - an SE/88/5. 

He looked again. Something was different. At first, he could not work out what it was. Then he realised, the labels for the various dials and plug sockets were all in English. He laughed at what he saw as a futile attempt to persuade anyone finding the set that it was not German. How would he be able to explain away the set itself?

Doing his best to put that problem out of his mind, he checked the contents of the case. Noting the pentode valves, and day and night-time crystals, he reckoned he had everything he needed, but then his eyes rested on the coil of wire that was the aerial. His heart missed a beat as he remembered that it needed to be matched to the wavelength. Not being able to recall the formula for calculating the correct length of wire, he concluded there was only one way to find out. 

He settled on his first message as ‘Capture successfully evaded. Now established Cambridge. Prof not yet available.’ To show he was not under enemy control he signed off with the letters HH. If he was forced to transmit with a gun to his head he knew to add Heil Hitler in full.

Just as he had done many times in training, he plugged in the aerial and without opening the curtains, lowered the coil of wire out of the window. The earth he connected to the gas pipe serving one of the redundant wall lights. Then there was a sharp knock on his bedroom door. His heart nearly stopped and he held his breath.

‘Hello Mr Braak, you’re not asleep are you?’ 

‘No, Mrs Serrill. What can I do for you?’

‘Sorry to bother you, but I forgot to say that I’ll leave a jug of hot water outside your door in the morning. Will eight o’clock do?’

‘Yes, that’ll be fine, Mrs Serrill. Thank you very much.’

He listened with relief to the sound of his landlady slowly making her way across the landing to the front bedroom. Taking a moment to calm down, he realised he was simply too tired to continue. Putting his coding details back in their hiding place, he disconnected his earth wire, recovered the aerial, and shut the case before locking it inside the wardrobe, content that Hamburg would not be concerned by a delay of a few days in making contact. 

Ter Braak lay back on the bed, and tried to gather his thoughts. He smiled at the memory of his time with Marge, but forced himself to focus on his present position. He was relieved to have made it to Cambridge without any mishap, and promised himself he would establish contact with Hamburg tomorrow night. His deliberations then turned to his mission to find Maud. The more he thought about it, the more he began to relax. The professor should be available quite soon, and in the meantime he had ample funds in his wallet. Ter Braak started to look forward to the coming weeks, and his shopping spree. He would buy some new shoes and get the hole in his others mended. After that, maybe another suit, some shirts and underwear Then he would look for Maud. 

Ter Braak was soon fast asleep.
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LONDON: MI5 HEADQUARTERS

Behind the blackout curtains of 57-58 St James’s Street Brigadier Oswald Allen Harker, the Acting Director General of MI5, was at his desk. Sitting opposite him were Guy Liddell, and Tar Robertson, the latter now wearing the regimental tartan trews that dated from his time with the Seaforth Highlanders, and which had resulted in him being christened passion pants by the ladies of MI5.

Harker, known by all as Jasper, made his usual point of staring disapprovingly at the unorthodox trousers for a moment before opening the meeting. ‘Gentlemen, I realise it’s very late but I need to know the latest position on this missing agent, the one whose parachute was found yesterday at...?’ 

‘Haversham, Sir. Tar has the details.’ Liddell, gestured to his colleague and Tar took over.

‘To recap, Sir, the parachute was discovered by a Land Army girl at 15.00 hours yesterday, the 3rd November. It had been hidden behind a hedge on Hill Farm, near Haversham, a small village just south of the new radio intercept station we’re setting up at Hanslope Park. Of more concern, it’s only a few miles north of Bletchley Park. The local police were called, and as soon as they realised this ’chute wasn’t one of ours, they passed the matter onto Special Branch. We received an Express Message from them at 21.31 hours last night confirming the find and that their search for the parachutist had so far drawn a blank.’

‘What steps have been taken to find this man?’ barked Harker. 

‘Air intelligence, field security, together with all searchlight and RAF units in the area were alerted, together with the radio security service, and of course all regional security liaison officers in adjacent areas. In addition, the military at Bletchley, Stony Stratford, Whaddon, Winslow, Lathbury, Hanslope and Cold Brayford are still searching, together with home guard units in those areas.’

Guy Liddell continued. ‘As you can see Sir, we’re all fully aware of the danger of this man remaining at large. It must be assumed he has a transmitter and we can’t have him sending back intelligence which contradicts the false information we’re feeding to Germany through our small band of double agents.’

‘Who in the Abwehr might be this missing man’s spy master? Will he be another of Ritter’s merry men?’ asked Harker.

Tar nodded. ‘Seems most likely, Sir. Major Ritter seems to have been involved with all ten of the agents sent over to date.’

Harker rose and paced the room. The eyes of his subordinates followed him as he circled the perimeter of his office. ‘Remind me, Liddell, how close have all the previous agents been dropped to their intended targets?’

‘Not brilliant, Sir. I think ‘could do better’ would be my progress report on their pilot.’

The brigadier sat down again. ‘So, where do we think this man was heading? From what you say, it would seem he only landed near Bletchley and Hanslope by accident, rather than by design.’

‘That’s also my view, Sir,’ agreed Liddell. ‘The problem is, he could have been aiming for anywhere. The only possible lead we had was the sighting, by a porter at Wolverton railway station - a man struggling with two suitcases who boarded a train on the branch line to Newport Pagnell. Unfortunately no-one remembers seeing him at the other end, so that trail seems to have gone cold.’

‘What about the ticket office clerk? Did he sell any tickets to foreigners around that time?’

Tar checked his notes. ‘It was a woman, Sir. First day on the job, but she didn’t recall anyone strange asking for a ticket. The local bobby on duty at the station over that weekend also confirmed he didn’t see anyone suspicious.’

Liddell looked worried. ‘Sir, while the search goes on, I propose Tar visits station X at Bletchley to warn them of the possibility of a spy in their area. I will liaise with our new Y station at Hanslope Park myself’.

Harker closed his file to indicate that the meeting was over. ‘Approved. Let me know how matters develop. We have to find this man, and silence him, one way or another.’

‘Am I to take it, Sir, that we are to treat him in the same way as SNOW in the event of an invasion?’ Liddell was referring to the cover name given to a Welsh double agent, Arthur George Owens. Recruited during the early 1930s by MI6 to report upon what he saw during business trips to Germany, Owens had felt he was underpaid by the British and had sold his services for a higher price to the Abwehr, the German secret service. Interned at the start of the war, he had admitted to having a transmitter/receiver which he agreed to use for MI5 providing, of course, that he was released.

The weight of responsibility resting on his shoulders was reflected in the brigadier’s voice. ‘Yes, you have my authority to liquidate. Ideally this new man should be captured and squeezed for as much information as possible, but if the only way to stop him is a bullet to his head, then so be it. At least it would save us the charade of a trial before his execution.’ 
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CAMBRIDGE

Tuesday 5th November 1940

After his best night’s sleep since leaving Hamburg, Ter Braak went down to breakfast feeling refreshed and looking forward to a relaxed meal. He knew he would not be faced with making a choice with only tea and toast available, and butter if the rations allowed. 

The greeting he received from Mrs Serrill came as a shock. ‘Mr Braak, that ration book you gave me yesterday was out of date.’ 

The spy’s mind raced. Why? he wondered. And then it came to him. It could only have been the extra tuition that delayed his departure. How careless not to have checked before he left. Whatever should he do now?

He was about to make some lame excuse when, to his amazement, Mrs Serrill said, ‘You really should sort this out yourself, but don’t worry, I’ll drop it into the Food Office in town and get you a temporary card. Then I expect you’ll have to write off for a new one.’

‘That’s very kind of you Mrs Serrill. By the way, there’s one ration I won’t need. I don’t take sugar in my tea.’

This delighted his landlady and banished any criticism of the out of date ration book. ‘Good. I can collect your allowance, and that’ll make our ration go much further.’ 

Her husband, sitting in his usual chair reading the morning paper, looked up and also smiled. ‘You’ve made our day, Mr Braak. Now, as I explained, my years on the footplate have wrecked my lungs, so as long as you don’t start smoking, you’re very welcome here.’

‘Thank you, Mr Serrill. That’s very kind of you, and I can assure you your lungs are safe with me.’ Ter Braak had expected the strain of the last few days to have driven him to the comfort of tobacco, but it dawned on him he had not missed his pipe at all.

Recalling his thoughts of the previous afternoon, and knowing he had no idea where to buy what he wanted, Ter Braak asked, ‘I need to buy some more clothes as I didn’t manage to bring much over with me. Can you tell me the best places to shop, please? I can’t spend a fortune, you understand.’

‘Quite so, Mr Braak. Now let me think. It’s a long time since Elsie and I bought anything for ourselves. We have to be careful. ‘Make do and mend’ as they say on the wireless. With the pension being what it is, and everything getting more expensive since the war started, we’ve no choice. That’s why we let out your room, you know.’

At this point Mrs Serrill butted in. ‘I know, Bert, aren’t there all those men’s tailors in Petty Cury?’

‘So there are. That’s your best bet, at least to start with.’

The spy was grateful. ‘Thank you very much, I’ll walk into town and see what I can find. By the way, I’m going to get myself another pair of shoes, so that I can get the sole of this one repaired. It lets in the rain. Do you know a good shoe shop and a repairer?’

Mr Serrill thought for a moment. ‘Yes, there are also a few shoe shops in Petty Cury, and there’s a shoe repairer in a small road just off Castle Street. Jack Overhill’s his name. He fancies himself an author but does a good cobbling job, as long as you don’t mind putting up with anti-war nonsense.’

Ter Braak’s walk into town the previous day had avoided the police station. There had been a number of constables walking about the town on their defined beats, but none had given him a second glance. With growing confidence, he decided to pluck up his courage and walk along St Andrews Street into town.

Arriving at the catholic church in Hills Road, Ter Braak took a deep breath and walked straight on into Regent Street. Before long, he found himself in St Andrews Street with the feared police station on the left. It was impossible to miss as the whole of its stone-faced ground-floor frontage had been protected with sandbags, and a bobby stood on duty outside, gas mask bag slung across his shoulder. Staying on the opposite side of the road, the spy marched resolutely past, constantly reminding himself to keep walking, not look round and to keep his head up. 

Inside the borough police headquarters, Chief Constable Robert Pearson had recently received the ‘All Forces’ message warning of the missing enemy agent, whose parachute had been discovered near the small village of Hanslope. But even if he had looked out of his window at that moment, as Ter Braak walked past, with no description to help him, the chief constable would have had no reason to suspect the man striding along the pavement.

Not knowing this, Ter Braak dreaded hearing a whistle or a shout. However, none was forthcoming and he soon reached Petty Cury. Turning left past the Midland Bank, it struck him that this road had been designed to cope with the horse and cart, but now had to deal with cars, the odd bus, not to mention the ubiquitous bicycle. Continuing down the narrow street , he found the type of shop he sought, Thirty Shilling Tailors, nestling next to the Musical Box Café. Strolling on, he reached Falcon Yard. Instead of well-kept shops he saw children with ragged clothes playing in a debris-strewn street, surrounded by dark, dingy dwellings. Overwhelmed by this depressing sight, Ter Braak quickened his pace, and soon reached the junction with Market Hill. Realising he had only been looking at the shops on his side of the street, he crossed over and began his journey back on the north side of the road. 

This was much more encouraging. The second shop was Montague Burton the Tailors, followed by the Dolcis Shoe shop. Further on and sandwiched between the Empire Meat Company and Joe Lyons confectioners, he spotted Fifty Shilling Tailors. Confusion reigned when another branch of Montague Burton appeared. His shopping options increased even more when he encountered Hepworth Tailors and, just before the junction with St Andrews Street, the True Form Boot Co.

Deciding a rest was called for, Ter Braak made his way to Dorothy’s Café. In spite of his gaffe about what to eat, he had felt comfortable there on his visit the day before. It had been busy, but not excessively so. The last thing he wanted to be was a customer sitting on his own.

Walking up the curved stairs, he was pleasantly surprised to be able to take a seat at the table he had occupied before, just by the piano. He ordered a cup of tea, and sat back to mull over what to buy, and from which shop. 

His first decision was straightforward. The shoe in need of repair was from True Form, which had been the only English shoes in the Abwehr store to fit him. He liked the style and, apart from the hole, they were comfortable, so he resolved to get another pair from the shop of the same name. 

The decision as to where to buy a suit was another matter. He reminded himself it had to look smart, but not too smart. It must look the part, but not stand out. 

He had no knowledge of any of the tailors he had seen, and for no particular reason, decided to rule out both Burtons and Hepworths. That left the Thirty Shilling and Fifty Shilling Tailors and upon the basis it was not his money he was spending, he opted for the dearer one.

After paying for his tea, he made his way back to Petty Cury, and taking a deep breath, pulled open the door to the consumer world of Cambridge.

9

STATION X BLETCHLEY PARK

Tar Robertson was one of the few people in the country who knew what went on at Bletchley Park. Arriving at Bletchley railway station, Tar rang the telephone number he had been given, and a disembodied voice at the other end told him to wait for the car which would collect him. 

The journey only took a few minutes, and he was comforted to find armed guards at the entrance gate, and a tall perimeter fence topped with barbed wire. His pass was inspected thoroughly before the car was allowed into the long tree-lined drive that led up to the manor. A lake with a small island soon came into view, together with an imposing Wellingtonia tree. Numerous timber huts were dotted around the grounds.

Greeted by a pretty young Wren, Tar was shown into the surprisingly modest ground-floor office of Commander ‘Alistair’ Denniston, a veteran of Room 40, the centre for code breaking during the first world war. The man in charge of Bletchley Park greeted his visitor and the two sat down in a pair of old, but comfortable easy chairs located in the large bay window, through which the tree and lake could be seen. 

The major had not met Denniston before and judged him to be in his late fifties, a quiet and reserved man but with an incisive manner of speaking. Tar’s gaze then fell upon a hockey stick hung on the back wall. 

The commander smiled. ‘That’s the one I used in the London games. Managed to get a bronze medal with the Scottish side.’

Nodding his appreciation of the feat, Tar got straight down to business. ‘Thank you for seeing me, Commander. I’m sorry to say that sometime towards the end of last week, one of Canaris’ spies dropped in to see us. He
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