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The young girl stood in the darkness before the tall window and watched with excitement and fascination the bombs falling on the city. The sky in the east, where the docks were, flared and flashed in all sorts of colours, yellow and blue and pink and mauve, and big clouds of smoke, red-rimmed, billowed up. It was as if Guy Fawkes Night had come early. Or no: it seemed a sort of theatrical event, like the last act of an opera, the whole performance conducted by the sweeping batons of the searchlights.

Indeed, she saw herself as a figure on a stage, standing there, with the enormous, shadowed room behind her and the sky in the distance on fire.

Then something came flying swiftly out of the dark and banged against the pane in front of her, making her jump. After the first shock she stepped nearer to the window and saw the bird on the gravel outside, lying on its back with its wings tucked against its sides with unnatural neatness. It was twitching, and its eyes were open: she could see them shining like little black beads in the glare from the sky. What kind of bird was it? Not an owl—could there be owls here in the middle of the city?—but it might be a starling, or even a small crow. She knew it was going to die, and even as she watched, the twitching stopped, and the wings went slack.

She imagined people over at the docks, workers, sailors, firemen, people in the streets and even in their homes, dying like that, with their arms pressed tight against their sides and staring into the flaming sky, and then their eyes dimming and their arms going limp.

The door opened behind her.

‘What are you doing?’ her sister asked sharply.

The girl didn’t turn from the window. ‘Nothing,’ she said.

Her sister came forward swiftly and pulled the heavy curtains shut, making the rings rattle on the rail high above. ‘Don’t you know there’s a blackout?’

Her sister was four years older than she was, and terribly bossy.

‘The lights weren’t on.’

‘It doesn’t matter—the rule is to keep the curtains drawn at all times after dark.’

The little girl sighed. Her name was Margaret. She was ten.

‘A bird flew into the window and was killed,’ she said. ‘It’s outside, on the ground, if you want to see it.’

‘You shouldn’t be here, standing at the window. If a bomb fell there would be a blast and the glass would shatter and you would be killed.’

‘Would they drop bombs on us, here?’

This was a possibility she hadn’t thought of before. She was curious to know what it would be like, to be blown up. But the Palace was so big it wouldn’t collapse, surely. Only the roof would be damaged, and chimney pots knocked over.

‘They drop bombs everywhere,’ her sister said. ‘Now come along—Mummy and Daddy are waiting for us.’

She led the way out of the room. They went along a broad corridor where there were chandeliers, and rows of gilt chairs facing each other on either side, and big ornate mirrors on the walls, impassive as sentries.

As they walked, Margaret studied her sister with interest. ‘You’re shaking,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘Are you frightened of the bombs?’

Her sister would not look at her. ‘Of course I’m not frightened.’

They came to a pair of broad double doors, with two footmen in livery standing to attention, one on either side.

‘I wonder why the bird flew into the window,’ Margaret said thoughtfully. ‘Maybe it was frightened, too, of all the noise and the lights.’

The footmen stepped forward smartly, each one opening his side of the double doors to allow the girls through.

The large, high-ceilinged drawing room had faded gold wallpaper and a dark-yellow carpet. There was a chandelier, too. Big blurred paintings, portraits, mostly, in varied shades of black and brown and red, leaned out a little way from the walls, as if the people in them were listening intently to everything that went on in the room. There was an enormous marble fireplace, with an absurdly small coal fire smoking in the grate: in wartime it was the duty of everyone to use fuel sparingly.

The girls’ father, tall and lean and wearing a three-piece suit of grey tweed, stood by the mantelpiece with a glass of sherry in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Their mother, in a green silk dress, her hair a layered helmet of marcelled waves, sat on a chintz sofa; she also had a cigarette and a glass, though hers had gin in it.

‘Hello there, you two!’ their father said cheerily. A cluster of bombs landed somewhere not far off, shaking the windows in their frames, and he added, ‘Frightful racket, what?’

He had a slight stammer, which got worse when he was excited or upset.

After fifteen minutes the sirens sounded the all-clear. Margaret and her father had seated themselves at a small round table with curlicued legs and lion’s-paw feet. They were playing draughts. Her mother, still reclining on the sofa, was flicking through a copy of Punch. The older sister was sitting in an armchair with a book open on her lap. It was plain she was only pretending to read. Margaret glanced at her now and then with narrowed eyes; her sister, she could see, was still afraid, even though the bombing had stopped.

Their father made a move on the board. ‘Aha!’ he exclaimed in triumph. ‘See, you’ll have to king me!’

Margaret laughed disparagingly. ‘Then you’ll be a king twice over.’

‘That’s r-right!’ her father said, flushing a little at the difficulty of getting the word out; he was ashamed of his stammer, or ‘speech impediment’, as her mother encouraged her to call it, though in fact it was rarely referred to, and never in her father’s hearing. She felt embarrassed for him. She didn’t know any other grown-up who had a stammer.

‘Lilibet, my dear,’ the woman on the sofa said to her older daughter, where she sat clutching her book on her knees, ‘are you sure you both have everything packed and ready? Miss Nashe will be here very shortly.’

‘Yes,’ the girl replied, ‘everything is ready.’

She kept her eyes fixed on the book. Margaret looked across at her again. The atmosphere in the room had become tense.

‘You shall have to be brave, both of you,’ their mother said, in a lightened tone. ‘It will only be for a little while, and then we shall all be together again.’

‘Why can’t we just go to Scotland, and you could come with us?’ Margaret asked.

‘Because your father and I must stay here, to be with the people and share in their—in their—’

‘In their what?’ the younger girl demanded.

‘Their bravery,’ her father said. ‘And to show Mr Hitler we’re not afraid of him and his bombs, and that we shall never give in to his b-bullying.’ He turned to his elder daughter. ‘Isn’t that so, Lilibet?’

‘Yes, Daddy,’ the girl in the armchair said. Her father began to move a draught, changed his mind and sat thinking. Margaret again gave her sister a narrow look, and, unseen by their parents, made a simpering face and stuck out her tongue.

‘I can’t see how it’s being brave to send us off to Ireland,’ she said. ‘That seems more like running away to me.’

Her mother and father exchanged a glance.

‘I sometimes think,’ the King said, smiling across the draught-board at his younger daughter, ‘that we should set you on to Mr Hitler, my dear. I’m sure you would frighten him half to death, just by looking at him!’

Outside, the sirens started up again. The girl in the armchair lifted her eyes from her book to the curtained windows and turned another page.
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Detective Garda Strafford stood at the foot of the steps of the Kildare Street Club and glanced for the third or fourth time up the road in the direction of Government Buildings. The minister was ten minutes late—deliberately so, Strafford was sure: self-important men never passed up an opportunity, however trivial, to demonstrate their importance.

It was a warm October lunchtime, the sun was hanging about the sky somewhere, and the air was suffused with a pale-gold haze. Strafford, congenitally thin, wore a three-piece suit of dark tweed that hung loosely on his tall, skeletal frame, a dark-green shirt and a dark tie. In his right hand he held a soft felt hat, and a gabardine trench coat was draped over his left arm. His hair was so pale it was almost colourless, and a lock of it at the front had a tendency to droop over his eyes, so that he had to keep pushing it back into place with a quick gesture of his hand and four extended stiff fingers.

He looked up the street again.

Strange to think of a war going on in Europe while everything here was dreamily at peace, or at least looked to be. The Irish Republic, having declared itself neutral in the conflict, and intending to stay that way, didn’t even call the war ‘the war’, referring to it instead as the ‘Emergency’. The pub wits had a lot of jokes about that.

The minister of external affairs, Daniel Hegarty—Dan the Man, as he liked to be known among the party faithful and, more importantly, among the public, especially at election time—the person on whom Strafford was impatiently waiting, had the reputation of being halfway civilised. In his youth he had studied for a time at Heidelberg, and was said to have dined once with W. B. Yeats and Lady Gregory at the Russell Hotel. This side of things he played down, however. It was a mainstay of his political strategy to pretend to be a simple countryman, though he was nobody’s fool, as everybody knew.

A large, shiny black car drew up to the kerb. The black-suited driver hopped out smartly and opened the rear door, and the minister himself emerged, putting on his hat.

He was in his early forties, though he looked older. In shape he resembled a slightly compressed and elongated Guinness barrel. The impression was emphasised by a voluminous long black winter overcoat, the great girth of which was compressed a little at what would have been the waist, if the man had had a waist, by a broad belt tightly buckled. His head was remarkably large, much too much so for his features, which were crowded together in the middle of a face as wide and round as a dinner plate. He wore rimless spectacles and sported a small black moustache, like a smudged, sooty thumbprint applied to the groove under his nose, which was a godsend to his opponents, whose nickname for him was ‘Adolf’. His little washed-blue eyes were deep-set in folds of fat, and his mouth, which made Strafford think of the valve of a football, was drawn down sharply at the corners. It was said his bark was worse than his bite—though there were quite a few people in politics who could show you the tooth marks he had left on various tender parts of their anatomy—and that when he was with his cronies he liked to relax over a bottle of porter or a glass of whiskey. He had even been known to crack the odd joke and, at the end of the hooley on the last night of the annual party conference, to sing a rebel song, in an unexpectedly light baritone voice.

‘Are you Strafford?’ he demanded. He had a strong Cork accent. ‘What age are you? You look like you should still be in shorts.’

He shook hands perfunctorily with the detective. His hand was moist and warm and surprisingly small, almost dainty, and for a moment Strafford entertained the notion that within the folds of that enormous overcoat there was concealed a tiny woman, a female assistant, even a wife or daughter, whom the minister bore along in front of him everywhere he went to perform his handshakes. Strafford often came up with such droll notions. It made him think he must be fundamentally frivolous, surely a serious weakness in a policeman, though he didn’t know what he could do about it.

The two men climbed the steps, passing between the polished stone pillars on either side, and Strafford drew open the door with its big square glass panel and stood back to let the minister enter ahead of him. Should he mention the legend that the glass had been put into the door during the War of Independence so that if there was a raid the gunmen could be seen coming up the steps? Of course not, no, he thought, remembering in time that in those days the minister himself had been a gunman. Strafford had considered pointing out, too, further along the outside wall, the frieze with the carved stone monkeys playing billiards, a striking curiosity—whose idea had they been? But he doubted that Dan the Man would be interested in such fanciful details.

Unlike Strafford, Minister Hegarty took himself very seriously indeed.

From the open doorway a waft of thick warm air came out to meet them, heavy with the odours of cigar smoke, overcooked beef, old wine and old men. The Kildare Street Club represented the unofficial headquarters of Anglo-Irish Protestant Ireland. Strafford could see from the way the minister darted glances here and there, attempting to square his unsquarably fat and sloping shoulders, that he was not only unfamiliar with the place but was intimidated by it, too.

The minister removed his hat and struggled out of his overcoat. He wore a tightly buttoned double-breasted suit of navy-blue serge, a white shirt with a high, stiff collar, and a dark-blue tie with a tiny knot that looked as if it hadn’t been undone since he was a young man. From the moment he’d stepped out of the car the minister had reminded Strafford of someone, and now he realised who it was. In that constricted suit and strangling tie, with his big head and a thin slick of shiny black hair stuck to his pale damp forehead, he was the dead spit of Oliver Hardy.

A stooped, white-haired old fellow in a dusty tailcoat materialised suddenly before them—he might have risen at that moment out of a concealed trapdoor in the floor—and the minister started back, clutching his overcoat and his hat possessively to his chest.

‘I’m here to see—’ he began.

‘Yes, yes, Mr Hegarty,’ the doorman interrupted, reaching for the minister’s things. ‘This way, please.’

Hegarty threw the detective a wild look—how had the porter known who he was?—and Strafford smiled and nodded encouragingly. He knew his way around places like this. His father had been a country member of the club, though he had long ago let his membership lapse. When Strafford’s father had come up for his regular weekend once a month he used to amuse himself by standing in the bay of the big window that gave on to Nassau Street, in his loudest check suit and matching waistcoat, with his hands clasped behind his back and his watch chain and silk pocket-handkerchief, the tokens of his class, prominently on show, glaring down at the passers-by.

The minister was at last induced to relax his hold on his overcoat and hat, and the elderly porter took them, and draped the coat over his arm and set the hat on top of it, and led the two men to the bar.

It occurred to Strafford that, in the same way that Hegarty looked the spit of Olly Hardy, perhaps he himself, in his turn, resembled a young Stan Laurel, pale and spindly as he was, with concave chest and narrow head and mild, distracted manner. He had to press his lips tightly together to stop himself grinning. His mother, long dead, used to say, when he was a boy, that he had an unnatural sense of humour, and he thought that on the whole she was right, although as he grew to manhood he had learned to keep it more or less in check. He had always been a solitary, and his private jokes were a kind of company for him, like, he supposed, a child’s imaginary friends.

The bar was empty, save for the barman, in striped trousers and a black waistcoat. The minister ordered a Jameson.

‘I suppose you’re not able to have a drink, being on duty,’ he said to Strafford.

‘Well, I’m not sure I am on duty, strictly speaking, Minister. I’ll take a Bushmills.’

Hegarty sniffed. Bushmills, of course: the Protestants’ tipple.

The barman set the two tumblers of tawny liquor on the counter, pointing out which was which, then placed beside each one a glass of plain water.

Hegarty lifted the glass of Jameson. ‘Sláinte,’ he said, with the hint of a challenge; he was known to be very hot on the language question, and had once even proposed a ten-year plan to make the speaking of Irish compulsory throughout the country. He wore a little circular gold pin in his lapel to proclaim himself a Gaeilgeoir.

Strafford, too, took up his glass. ‘Sláinte,’ he responded stoutly; social life was a minefield, in this still young nation.

They drank in silence for a while, facing the mirror and the ranked bottles behind the bar. Hegarty looked at his watch. ‘He should be here by now, shouldn’t he?’ he said testily. ‘I thought your crowd were always punctual.’

Strafford knew exactly what was meant by ‘your crowd’. He was one of the very few non-Catholics on the Garda Force, and, so far as he knew, the only Protestant at detective level. He had enjoyed rapid advancement—he had been on the force for only a couple of years when he was taken off the beat and promoted to the rank of detective—though he still wasn’t entirely sure why he had joined in the first place. Maybe he had wanted to make a gesture of support for the new order. Protestants constituted only five per cent of the population of the Republic, and the majority of them had quietly withdrawn from public life after independence, leaving the running of the place to the new Catholic bourgeoisie. Strafford was a son of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy—though as an individual he could not have been further from one of Yeats’s hard-riding country gentlemen—and he had a slightly shamefaced sense of duty, towards what, exactly, he couldn’t have said. At any rate, he had by now reconciled himself to his anomalous position as a Protestant member of an almost exclusively Catholic institution of state, and hardly thought about it except on those occasions when it was brought forcibly to his attention.

He and the minister had almost finished their drinks and still there was no sign of the official from the British embassy who was the reason for them being there. Strafford could hear the minister breathing down his nostrils, the sound of a man of consequence feeling slighted and having a hard time controlling his temper. Minister Hegarty was not accustomed to being kept waiting.

In the end, a good quarter of an hour elapsed before Richard Lascelles turned up. He was one of those languid-seeming Englishmen—Strafford knew the type well—deliberately affected but with a backbone of tempered steel and a ruthless light glinting behind a carefully maintained easygoing smile. He wore a British Warm overcoat and glossy, handmade brogues, and carried a bowler hat balanced on the upturned underside of his wrist with a thumb hooked over the brim; it looked like a trick that had cost him considerable time and effort to master, to what end it wasn’t clear, except perhaps the small pleasure in so deftly performing something at once trivial and difficult.

Yes, Strafford decided, Lascelles, behind the suave exterior, would be a bit of a joker. That was something to keep in mind.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Lascelles said, jerking his arm and making the hat do a somersault and catching it in his fingertips and setting it down on the bar; no end to his flashy adroitness. ‘Bit of a flap at the embassy.’ He shook hands with Hegarty, and cast a quizzical smile in Strafford’s direction. ‘I was led to believe this was to be a private meeting?’

Hegarty introduced the detective. Lascelles smiled again, more warmly. It had only taken a closer look at Strafford’s clothes and general demeanour for him to place the young man precisely as to class, caste and religion.

‘You go along and see what he wants,’ Strafford’s boss, Inspector Hackett, had told him. ‘You’ll be able to talk to him in his own lingo.’

The minister’s department had objected to the detective being present, but the request for this meeting had come from the embassy via Hackett—the British knew and trusted him, insofar as they trusted anyone in this country—and it had been considered advisable that someone from the force should accompany the minister.

Strafford thought the whole business distinctly irregular, given the tensions with Britain over neutrality, and the British government’s bullishness on the question of the Royal Navy’s demand for access to Irish ports, which the Irish government had resolutely refused to grant. And why the Kildare Street Club, of all places? But, then, most things were irregular, these days, with Britain’s cities under nightly attack by German bombers and the United Kingdom braced for an invasion.

‘So,’ Hegarty said, ‘what can I do for you, Mr Lascelles?’

Lascelles had been offered a drink but had declined. Now he said, ‘Why don’t we go up and have that lunch? The chop is not bad here, and they have a cracking fine cellar.’

Hegarty and the detective drank the last of their whiskey, which they had been carefully nursing, and the three men climbed the stairs to the first-floor dining room. Here, three big, light-filled windows looked out across Nassau Street to the railings of Trinity College and the cricket ground beyond. A match, surely one of the last of the season, was in progress, the tiny figures in white moving over the grass in seeming slow-motion, like the celebrants of an archaic religious ritual, which, it occurred to Strafford, in a way they were.

In the room a dozen or so men were at lunch, some in pairs but most of them alone; there were no women in today, though a couple of years previously it had been agreed, against some strong opposition, that members might invite ladies into the club for luncheon or dinner. In one corner a table set for three stood in conspicuous isolation: Hegarty’s people had called ahead to make sure no one would be seated within eavesdropping range. Although the embassy had not disclosed the nature of the business to be discussed, it was clear that it would be a matter of some significance, and it wouldn’t do if word of it were to be put about.

Hegarty and the Englishman both chose oxtail soup, and all three asked for grilled sole to follow. Lascelles suggested a glass of red wine, since they would have a bottle of white with the fish. ‘The house claret is excellent,’ he said.

A bottle of the claret was duly ordered, though Strafford took none, saying he would wait a while; as a rule he hardly drank at all—in the bar he had asked for the whiskey only to make a point, and he was feeling the effects of it now.

While they waited for the soup to arrive, Lascelles nodded towards the window and the distant cricketers. ‘Can’t help wishing I was out there,’ he said wistfully, then turned back hastily to the two men at the table and added, ‘No reflection on you, gentlemen, of course.’

‘So, Mr Lascelles.’ Hegarty’s rimless glasses flashed with reflected light from the window. ‘Will we get down to brass tacks? You have something to ask of me, I suspect.’

Lascelles directed his gaze once more towards the cricket match, leaning with one elbow on the arm of his chair and rubbing a fingertip slowly back and forth across his chin just under his lower lip.

‘Well, the thing is, Minister,’ he said, and hesitated, obviously choosing his words with care, ‘we—the embassy, that is—we’ve been instructed by our masters in London to approach your government with a somewhat delicate request.’

‘What kind of request?’ Hegarty made no attempt to suppress the edge of hostility in his voice.

Lascelles took no notice: he hadn’t been long in his post but already he had plenty of experience in dealing with Irish officialdom. ‘It concerns a couple of children,’ he said.

Hegarty stared. ‘Children?’

‘That’s right. Two young girls, to be precise.’
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The soup was brought then, and the plain green salad Strafford had ordered so as not to be conspicuous while the other two were consuming their first course. Nevertheless Hegarty threw a disdainful glance at the somewhat wilted lettuce. No doubt considered Strafford was being ostentatiously abstemious, or so Strafford thought; there was no middle way, with a man like Hegarty. What must Yeats and Lady G. have made of him?

The cricketers had stopped for a break, and were heading towards the pavilion, Strafford saw. He disdained sports of all kinds, except tennis, which he liked for its fluid elegance—not that he had been any good at it, but he had admired, and in some cases envied, the few talented players who had passed through his school.

‘The girls are aged fourteen and ten,’ Lascelles was saying, vigorously sprinkling salt on his soup. ‘They must be got out of London straight away. We’ve been rather at a loss as to what to do with them, since the Blitz started. But it’s imperative they be lodged somewhere safe, somewhere we can be sure of them.’

Hegarty, his soup spoon suspended in mid-air, was watching Lascelles with the keenest attention. ‘And may I ask who they are, these “girls”?’

Lascelles, too, stopped eating, and smiled at him again, showing his teeth. He was handsome, in a refined yet somewhat brutal way, with a narrow forehead and high cheekbones and dark, oddly glittering eyes. His skin had a leathery quality, as if he had spent many years in an equatorial climate. Diplomats were a strange breed, in Strafford’s experience: their frequent uprootings and re-postings to various quarters of the world gave them, behind their studiedly bland demeanour, a slightly nervous quality, as if they expected a courier to come bustling in at any moment with orders for them to pack up and be gone within the hour.

Hegarty was still waiting for an answer to his question. Lascelles glanced to the side with his lips pursed. ‘Let’s just say, Minister,’ he replied, ‘that the girls are from a good family—a frightfully good family.’

‘I see,’ Hegarty said, and returned his spoon to his soup. He was smiling slyly, which had the effect of making the features of his face contract, so that they seemed to become even more closely crowded together. ‘Your king and queen, I hear,’ he said, in a conversational tone, keeping his eyes hooded, ‘insist that they’ll stay put in London for as long as the nightly bombing lasts, in order to’—he looked up, with lifted eyebrows—‘to share in the sufferings of the common people.’

‘Yes, indeed. Their Majesties are adamant, they will not be moved.’

‘Very noble of them, I’m sure,’ Hegarty remarked, with a dry little sniff. ‘And their family will remain with them?’

‘That is the implication, yes,’ Lascelles said, measuring his words. ‘But of course in times like these there are many things that are better kept from the public. It’s a question of morale, you see.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Hegarty said, with a throaty chuckle.

Strafford was fascinated, sitting between the minister and the diplomat, to watch the progress of the haggle they were engaged in, even though the terms of whatever deal they might eventually make had not yet been set out for consideration.

Two girls, from a family at the pinnacle of British society: he had a pretty fair idea of who they would be. This meeting had become extremely interesting.

Hegarty finished his soup, pushed the plate aside, and applied his napkin to his little moist red mouth and coughed into a tiny fist; for all his bulk, various parts of him were made in miniature, as if their growth had been arrested, the last vestiges, as it were, of the child that, however implausible it seemed today, he must once have been. Slowly he picked up his glass and drained the last remaining drop of wine.

‘Ireland is neutral in this war, Mr Lascelles,’ he said pointedly. ‘As you are well aware.’

‘Of course. Yet I also know—in fact, I believe we both know—where Ireland’s best interests lie.’

The waiter, a grizzled bruiser in a striped waistcoat, came to the table. He had brought the wine list, and Lascelles took it from him and studied it, frowning, and palping his lower lip between a finger and thumb. Hegarty caught Strafford’s eye and, without the slightest change of expression, winked.

Lascelles looked up at the waiter. ‘The hock, Dudley,’ he said.

‘Very good, Mr Lascelles,’ the waiter growled. The skin on his cheeks and chin was red and mottled and in places peeling in grey flakes. He had the look of a retired prize-fighter, to Strafford’s eye. The staff in a place like this were always an interesting lot, and it was frustrating that he could never hit on a way of finding out their backgrounds without seeming to patronise or giving outright offence. Dudley was the most un-Dudley-like person imaginable. Yet that was his name, unless Lascelles had invented it, which he might well have done, as his idea of a joke. Hard-eyed types like him enjoyed making sport of those to whom they might have referred as the lower orders.

‘Our best interests, you say,’ Hegarty said, gazing out thoughtfully in the direction of the cricketers. ‘And what might they be, would you think?’

The mist was thickening over the pitch, and the sun was having a harder task than ever in striking through it.

‘As a matter of fact, I believe our interests, yours and ours, coincide, in this case,’ Lascelles responded softly, glancing to right and left, making doubly sure there was no possibility of his being overheard.

‘The British shot my father twenty years ago, in the War of Independence,’ Hegarty said, maintaining a mild, even a friendly, manner. ‘Did you know that, Mr Lascelles?’

Lascelles drank the last of the wine in his glass, then set the glass on the tablecloth and turned it round and round slowly on its base, keeping his gaze fixed on it. ‘Yes, I knew that,’ he said smoothly. ‘But from what I hear, in that same bit of unpleasantness your father managed to shoot his fair share of our chaps. Indeed’—he smiled again, again showing his teeth—‘if I’m not mistaken, you bore arms yourself, as a young fellow, in—what was it? The West Cork Brigade?’ He looked to the window. ‘Oh, well bowled, sir!’ he exclaimed.

Lascelles poured another glass of wine for himself and the minister—Strafford put a hand over his empty glass. In attending to the course of these exchanges between the two men, he had increasingly the sense of being slowly drained of all pigment, so that presently he would have become perfectly transparent. Indeed, as far as the pair at the table with him were concerned, it seemed he was already invisible, a figure made of glass, so thoroughly were they ignoring him. He didn’t mind: as far as social intercourse went, he was, and was content to be, one of life’s born bystanders, most frequently the observer, seldom the agent.

Dudley the Unlikely came with their fish, assisted by a raw-knuckled, red-haired young man—a boy, really—who had the look of a frightened bull-calf. The wine was produced, and Dudley uncorked it with a show of brusque expertise of which plainly he was proud. He poured a measure into Lascelles’s glass and waited, with one forearm behind his back. Lascelles tasted the wine, swilling it about in his mouth, filling one cheek and then the other before swallowing, then nodded to the waiter.

‘So, Mr Lascelles,’ Hegarty said, when Dudley and his helper had departed, ‘you’d like to separate these two girls from their frightfully good family and send them over to us for a while for safe-keeping?’

Lascelles had cut up portions of the fish and potatoes into individual bite-sized cubes. He must have spent at least some of his young days in America, Strafford decided, for this, he knew, was the way in which American children were taught to eat. Just as with the club staff, you could never know, in the case of these embassy types, where they came from, or what their antecedents were. This one looked and sounded like your typical Eton and Oxford man, but he could have been from anywhere. Was Lascelles even an English name? Though Strafford seemed to remember that the King’s private secretary was called something like it—in fact, it came to him now, not something like it but the same: Tommy Lascelles. He wondered if this one might be a relation; there couldn’t be many families by that name.

‘That was the general idea, yes,’ Lascelles said, still deftly dissecting his food. ‘As you point out, Minister, Ireland is neutral, and I’m glad to say is a very peaceable place’—he paused for a second—‘nowadays. Therefore ideal for our purpose. We thought at first Canada would be best, but the Jerries’ submarines are becoming worryingly effective all over the North Atlantic. Australia? Much too far away. South Africa? Well. So we wondered—that is, London wondered—if indeed you over here might agree to take in the poor waifs and give them shelter for the duration.’ He took a sip of his wine and pursed his lips appreciatively. ‘Quite decent, isn’t it, this hock?’

Hegarty held his face bent over his plate—like a sheep over a patch of grass, Strafford thought—mashing the potatoes into the fish juices and inserting forkfuls of the resulting mush into his mouth, the process accompanied by small, surely unconscious, mumbling slurps of appreciation.

‘And tell me now, Mr Lascelles,’ Hegarty said, still with his eyes lowered, his jaws working, ‘what would be’—he paused a moment, then resumed—‘well, not to put too fine a point on it, what would be in it for us?’

Lascelles was engrossed in separating and measuring out and cutting up his lunch. However, despite his Yankee way with the grub, he had to be a public-school man, Strafford decided: only a person who had been to one of England’s more exclusive educational establishments would consume the watery sole and sodden spuds with such unforced indifference—though even he had given up on the marrowfat peas, which were not green in colour but an unhealthy-looking dusty shade of grey. Ireland, for all its neutrality, was having to put up with some of the privations of wartime.

Despite appearances to the contrary, Lascelles had been listening. He put down his knife and fork, took another swig of wine and, dabbing his mouth with his napkin, drew his chair closer to the table and leaned forward confidentially.

‘Your country, I’m told, is in need of coal,’ he said quietly, speaking out of the corner of his mouth. ‘Now coal, Mr Hegarty, is something Britain has a great deal of—it’s one of our few inexhaustible assets in these perilous times.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Hegarty said, narrowing his already heavy-lidded little eyes. ‘The Yorkshire dales, the Welsh valleys …’ He let his voice trail off dreamily. Ireland had only its turf.

‘Quite so,’ Lascelles said, nodding. ‘Now, HMG, in the form of the Foreign Office, suggests the possibility of a fortnightly shipment to Dublin port of—well, let’s just say, for the moment, X tons of the stuff, as a gift from a former oppressor’—he put on a twinkly smile—‘to a former oppressed.’

‘A gift?’ Hegarty said, turning his lower lip inside-out and showing its shiny purple lining, in what looked to be at once a smile and a sneer.

‘An inducement, then,’ Lascelles lightly conceded. He turned suddenly to Strafford, as if he had just remembered he was there, and addressed him directly. ‘And you, young man, how are you finding the sole?’

‘Very good,’ Strafford answered, in his most studiedly toneless and unemphatic fashion.

In fact, he had given up on the fish, which as well as being insipid was no more than lukewarm. Lascelles was still eating his with unflagging dispatch, forking the individual portions from the plate to his mouth with practised rapidity. Strafford speculated as to what age he might be. In his forties, he supposed, like Hegarty, but, unlike Hegarty, seeming younger than his years, with those big white teeth and that sun-tanned skin, which in the folds under his eyes and beside his ears had a markedly blackish cast. Yes, the colonies, definitely.

Hegarty meanwhile was looking out of the window and sucking at what must be a scrap of the fish wedged between his molars.

‘It’s a lot you’re asking,’ he said, addressing Lascelles. ‘If the German legation was to get wind of the kind of deal you’re suggesting, we’d all be in hot water.’

‘But how would they “get wind” of it?’ Lascelles laughingly enquired.

‘What if they were to be recognised?’

‘The feeling is that their presence in the wilds of—their presence in rural Ireland would seem so unlikely that it simply wouldn’t occur to people that it could be them. They’ve been coached to go by false names—Ellen and Mary. I’m sure they’ll treat it as a sort of game, and throw themselves into the spirit of the thing.’

‘It’s risky.’

‘From our point of view, leaving them in London would be a far greater risk. It has all been weighed in the balance. We can send the girls in by plane one dark night, or on an unmarked naval vessel, and no one will be the wiser.’

‘Aye, except every clerk and cleaner at the British embassy, for a start,’ Hegarty said drily. For a while, he worked again at that morsel trapped between his back teeth. ‘And tell me,’ he said, ‘what are we supposed to do with these lassies, if we were to agree to take them?’

The Englishman closed his eyes briefly and made a smoothing-out gesture with his left hand.

‘We’ve spoken to the Duke of Edenmore,’ he murmured, ‘and he’s willing to offer accommodation. His place is Clonmillis Hall, near Clonmillis, in County Tipperary—’ He broke off. ‘D’you know, until I was posted here I never realised that Tipperary was a real place? I thought it was just a made-up name in the old song.’ He chuckled, shaking his head. Then he turned serious again. ‘The duke is some sort of relative of the—of the girls’ family. The Clonmillis estate is large, quite isolated and safe. There couldn’t be a better place for the poor dears, in the estimation of our people.’

Hegarty cast a restless glance about the room. It was apparent he wished to bring the meeting to a close. ‘All I can do is put your request to—to our people,’ he said.

‘Excellent!’ Lascelles gave the edge of the table a happy little slap with the tips of the fingers of both hands. ‘I’ll await word, then.’ He turned solemn again. ‘But I must emphasise, it’s a matter of the utmost urgency.’

‘I understand that,’ Hegarty said, with a touch of irritation. ‘All the same, we’ll have to go into the various aspects of the business. There’s the question of security, and confidentiality, and—and all the rest of it.’ The lunch was at an end. He cast about again uncertainly. He looked all the more like Oliver Hardy, in those moments in the films when the fat man begins to realise that something might be about to go seriously wrong. ‘Who do I ask for the bill, in this place?’

‘Oh, don’t bother with that, it goes on the embassy account,’ Lascelles said, with an expansive gesture. ‘Will you have some coffee, before you go?’

‘Would they run to a cup of tea, do you think?’

‘I’m sure they would, Minister, I’m sure they would. And what about you, Mr Stafford—will you have coffee or tea?’

‘It’s Strafford,’ Strafford said, and smiled. ‘With an r. Don’t worry, everybody gets it wrong.’
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3.

As far as looks were concerned, Celia Nashe was the classic English rose, but her father, who had served for some years on the Palestine Police Force, always said that of the two of them, she was the tougher by far. She had what advertising copywriters would describe as a peaches-and-cream complexion, short fair-to-blonde hair that had never needed a perm, and the kind of smile any airman would count himself lucky to have for a last memory as his shot-to-pieces Spitfire headed screaming nose-down into the drink. She had been one of the very few women members of the Special Branch—her father had high-up contacts there—but as the possibility of war turned into certainty, she had succeeded in wangling a transfer to MI5. This had been done due to her own merits, but also with the application of a serious amount of pull, by her father again but also, and more significantly, by an uncle on her mother’s side, who was a brigadier in the Household Cavalry.

Whatever she might have expected of the Service, the reality was, she had to admit, a distinct let-down. From the start she had been assured by her male colleagues, and in no uncertain terms, that ‘bloody women’ were the last thing that was needed or wanted about the place; that she was being brought in only because it was wartime and men were required elsewhere; and that she shouldn’t imagine she would ever become a fully operative agent. She would be kept in reserve until some easy task presented itself.

The commission she was being sent on now struck her as not so much soft as distinctly rum. Her masters had given her little background information on it. She was to leave London for somewhere not very far away—Scotland, she assumed, or Wales even, though she hoped not the latter—and was to bring enough clothes and things with her for what might turn out to be a longish stay. Her job would be to look after ‘a couple of gels’, Manling, her direct superior, had informed her portentously, and actually tapped a forefinger to the side of his nose.

‘May I ask who they are, these girls, sir?’ she had enquired.

‘No, you may not, my dear young lady,’ Manling had told her, with a supercilious laugh. ‘You’ll find out soon enough. You will be taken tomorrow night to pick them up, then the three of you will be driven to the coast to catch a boat.’

Not Scotland, then, but not Wales, either, which was something.

‘A boat to where?’

Manling had only shaken his head in pretend regret. She could see how much it gratified him to keep her in the dark. He was fat and middle-aged, with a bad case of dandruff, and busily roving hands—he had tried it on with her more than once, and each time had been politely but firmly rebuffed—and loved the cloak-and-dagger aspect of the secret world in which he moved.

But then, all of those she worked with were like that, to a man, if men they could be called—overgrown schoolboys, more like, from what she had seen of them. She only hoped they knew what they were doing. She had heard rumoured accounts of more than one operation having gone disastrously awry because the mandarins in control had been foolishly adventurous. They were too cavalier when it came to the lives of men in the field. After one total cock-up, in which three experienced agents had perished, she had overheard Manling’s boss, who was even more pompous than Manling, remark, almost with amusement, ‘Well, that was hardly one of our finer moments, eh?’

Women, of course, would do a better job of it, but women were never going to get to the top, not unless, as in the Great War, enough of the menfolk got themselves killed. But the likes of Manling—she often smiled to herself at the aptness of his name—were never going to risk their necks in action. Desk-men, the lot of them, though they affected the swagger of battle-hardened warriors recently returned from highly secret and extremely hazardous offensives.

She had been issued with a Browning automatic—‘Sign here, and don’t bloody point it in my direction’—a dandy little weapon, as she first thought, and was taken for an afternoon to a shooting range in Surrey to learn how to fire it. In fact, the gun was not so little, and was surprisingly heavy. The lesson in the use of it was rudimentary, since no one imagined for a moment she would ever be called upon to fire off a round in anger. The corporal in charge had complimented her on how quickly she had got the hang of the thing and told her what a good shot she was, then ruined it by asking her to go to the pictures with him.

On the night she was to leave London a great gleaming black beast of a car, more like a battleship than a motor, its headlights painted over and with only small bright crosses showing in the middle of each lamp, had picked her up just before ten o’clock from her flat on the Finchley Road, and headed for what she’d assumed to be the city centre—because of the blackout it was hard to know exactly in which direction they were going. Then a bombing raid had come on, though the worst of it was concentrated at the docks. Her driver, a civilian, or dressed at least in civilian clothes, had greeted her curtly and after that had uttered not a word more. She had wanted to sit in the front seat, beside him, but he had as good as bundled her unceremoniously into the back.

It all became steadily more and more unreal. As they drove along through the darkness she could barely make out the driver’s form in front of her, and she began to think of him as an automaton, and that they would continue on like this all night, the big car whispering along and the buildings looming around her and then falling away behind, and over in the east the bombs raining down and the sky filled with flames and roiling clouds of smoke and the vivid tracery of anti-aircraft fire.

At last the raid ended, though the docks went on blazing, and would continue so until dawn and after.

The night was overcast, but then the moon came out briefly and she saw they were on the Mall, with the long low grey bulk of Buckingham Palace straight ahead. She supposed they were on the way to the safe house she had heard the Service kept somewhere down near Victoria station. However, when they seemed about to pass by the Palace and head south, the driver, to her surprise and sudden consternation, pulled around to a side gate, which opened ponderously before them, and they arrived in a small, cobbled courtyard.

The King and Queen—she had nearly fainted: the King and Queen!—had received her in a yellow drawing room.

‘Didn’t anyone tell you the nature of the t-task you are being entrusted with, my dear?’ the King kindly enquired.

‘Well, I knew I was to accompany two young girls on a trip abroad, but not who the girls were or where we would be going.’

Plainly the royal couple
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