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Captain J. P. (Jack) Grimwood RN

1921–2020

Born into a world ravaged by war and Spanish Flu. Died in a world haunted by Covid. Sailed out of Rosyth and Aberdeen, sunk sailing home from the Faroes, fought in the Far East. Signed up for the Navy as a very young man. Never really left. I’m sorry we weren’t allowed to say goodbye.




Author’s Note

No facts were killed in the writing of this book – but I don’t doubt a passing historian might consider they’d been given a hard time.

Island Reich is a novel. A work of fiction woven around real events and real people. Bill O’Hagan didn’t exist. A number of the people Bill meets did.

Historical events happen in Island Reich on the day they happened in life. Where possible, I’ve kept faith with the truth. Occasionally, I’ve cheated, and invented an incident, implied a motive, or shifted a tide or weather pattern for narrative convenience.

A number of memoranda occur throughout the book. A few are real, many are simplifications or paraphrases, and the rest are made up. All relate to real events and the dates of those events are correct.

(If not, the mistake is mine.)

In my defence, Herodotus did say, ‘Very few things happen at the right time, and the rest do not happen at all. The conscientious historian will correct these defects …’

How could a conscientious novelist do less?
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IN THE BEGINNING … LATE MAY 1940






I

The teenager stumbled as her mother threw her into a muddy ditch.

‘Stay there,’ the woman ordered.

Her voice was so fierce that her daughter obeyed. She huddled, hands over her ears, as a Stuka bomber dived like a hawk on the line of refugees. The next few minutes were filled with the thud of bullets hitting flesh, and the howls of an old man, and women and children taking too long to die. A French girl lay in a sewer mouth, face down, with blood flowing from a gash in her back. Yanking her aside, the girl scrambled in, pulling the body after her. She wanted it to stop.

The dead girl had a bag so she stole it.

The girl was dead so it wasn’t stealing, not really.

There was no money. That would be asking too much. There were papers, though. Papers naming her as Mignon du Plessis and the girl took those. She also stole the crucifix from the girl’s neck, hanging it round her own.




II

Settling himself under the pine, the young German officer unslung his captured Lee–Enfield .303, and jacked a round of English ammunition into the breech. He had one shot and it was the most important of his life.

In a matter of minutes, the Duke of Windsor and Wallis Simpson would be travelling along the road below in their unmistakable Canadian-made Buick. A Rolls-Royce would bring up the rear, laden with Wallis’s luggage.

Captain Keller knew what he had to do and knew he was the man to do it. This shot guaranteed his future. His mother had been English. That was a black mark against an ambitious young intelligence officer.

This shot was his chance to wipe that mark away.

This shot was the shot of his life.

Putting his eyes to the cross hairs, he picked off refugees on the road below one at a time in his head, as he readied himself to take it. He was behind enemy lines. He was dressed as a civilian. He would be shot if he was captured. It was a risk worth taking.




III

A tramp steamer was waiting at the docks. First stop Belfast, second stop Dublin. Bill O’Hagan would be getting off there, although he’d signed on for Cardiff, Liverpool and then back to Glasgow, where he was now.

Bill hadn’t presented references but there was a war on and ships were under attack. A working boat on a trip like this might as well have painted a big red target on the deck and a sign saying Sink Me.

They’d been glad to get him.

He was heading for Kingston docks when he saw the houses. A row of them. The kind of houses lived in by people who’d never had to worry about money. The kind of people he despised. One last burglary to fund his new life in Southern Ireland.

What kind of fool would turn that down?

He chose a house that looked empty, but for a window in the attics, which was open and had a curtain flapping. Its front door was up five grey stone steps, its lock was a Chubb and new. The lock on the back, once he’d scaled the garden wall, was older and simpler. It took no time to pick at all.




IV

Grabbing a schnapps from the built-in cabinet between chauffeur and passenger, Colonel von Neudeck considered his options.

At his age, and having already lost one arm in the last war, his chances of throwing himself from a speeding Mercedes and living were zero. Even if he did remember to roll when he landed on the pristine surface of one of Herr Hitler’s new autobahns.

Bullet-proof glass separated him from his driver. The man was half von Neudeck’s age, and twice his fitness. The kind of shaven thug who’d take having someone try to wrestle the steering from him badly, even if this had been possible.

Sitting back, von Neudeck helped himself to a second schnapps and wondered how much it would hurt to die by firing squad. He didn’t bother to wonder what he’d done wrong. These days you didn’t have to do anything. All the same, he did wonder why they’d dragged him from his castle instead of simply shooting him on the spot. That’s what he would have done.

He did miss the old days.

A soldier hurried from a guard hut, saluted the Mercedes and lifted a barrier. The Mercedes purred its way along an oak-lined drive towards the courtyard of a newly redeveloped hunting lodge.

Von Neudeck blinked at the man waiting on its steps.

‘Ernst,’ the man said. ‘How lovely to see you.’

The second most powerful man in Germany held a hunting rifle and was dressed in fetching shades of brown, set off with a flowing loden cloak.

‘Perfect timing,’ Hermann Goering said. ‘I’m hunting boar. Why don’t you join me?’




V

Wallis Simpson stared at the bombs dropping from a distant plane and flinched as the first exploded. ‘Stop right now,’ she demanded.

The Buick slammed to a halt. The Rolls-Royce behind braked sharply to avoid running into the back of them. The road was narrow and they’d been going too fast anyway, forcing oncoming refugees off the road.

‘You said the front wouldn’t have reached this far,’ she said accusingly.

‘I’m sorry, madame.’

‘Turn back,’ she ordered.

The driver glanced in his mirror and the Duke of Windsor nodded. The Stukas were already peeling away, loads dropped and bullets emptied on to the refugees below. The fall of France was happening faster than anyone could imagine.

‘We can turn there,’ the duke said, indicating a lay-by in the shadow of pines half a mile ahead. The Buick moved off, pushing through refugees, who banged on the car as it tried to get by.

‘Really,’ Wallis said.

But the duke wasn’t listening. His attention was on a girl crawling from a sewer pipe. For a moment their gazes met. Then the Buick pressed on.

‘Remember that afternoon with Hermann?’ Wallis asked, and the girl was forgotten. Referring to a Nazi general by his first name in front of their British driver was unwise, the duke felt, but he kept that to himself.

‘Of course I do, darling. How could I forget?’
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October 1937, Berlin

‘Daisy,’ the new Duchess of Windsor said. ‘I didn’t expect to find you here.’

The American dipped a curtsy. ‘We’re just leaving,’ she said regretfully. She turned to the bearded Englishman beside her. ‘Aren’t we?’

The man grunted, remembered his manners and bowed, then bowed more deeply to the duke, who was coming up the steps behind.

‘William,’ the duke said.

Sir William Renhou took the out-thrust hand.

‘Just going?’ the duke asked.

‘Afraid so, sir. Flying out to Kenya this afternoon. Can’t say I’ll be sorry to go, except for the present company, obviously.’

Their exchange was watched by Hermann Goering, who stood in the doorway of his manor house, smiling widely. ‘Come in, come in,’ he told the duke and duchess. The Renhous were forgotten already.

The fat man in a flamboyant white uniform herded his guests towards a new painting that showed him in his substantially thinner youth, standing in front of an Albatros D.III, the biplane he’d flown when leading Jagdgeschwader 1, the fighter wing once commanded by Manfred von Richthofen.

‘Very striking,’ the Duke of Windsor said.

Goering had been an air ace before he was wounded in Hitler’s abortive Beer Hall Putsch, rode the Führer’s coat tails to power and found himself head of the German air force and one of the most important men in the new Reich.

The man in the painting wore both the Blue Max, the old empire’s highest award, and an Iron Cross First Class. Goering was wearing both now, but in a slightly mocking way that suggested he knew he’d reached an age and level of power where he could indulge his love of dressing up.

‘I’m afraid I don’t speak German,’ Wallis Simpson said.

‘I’ll try to speak English.’

‘No. Don’t, Hermann. My husband likes to practise.’

‘If he’s as fluent in German as he is in other languages, I’m impressed.’

‘My mother. You know.’

Mary of Teck, the ex-king’s mother, was fluent in German, English and French, and had the misfortune to marry George V in 1910, four years before he went to war with most of her family.

This visit to Carinhall was the best bit of their visit to Germany yet. The newspapers back home were being beastly about it. Even some of the American press were being horrid. Jewish owners, the duke said.

‘I used my German in the Great War,’ the duke said proudly.

Field Marshal Goering tipped his head to one side, like a small child making a show of listening. Given that his jowls and his bulk already made him look like a big baby, the effect was unnerving.

‘Questioning prisoners.’

‘I thought you were in the lines, sir?’

‘Only once. I made William, the man who just left, take me forward so I could say I’d been under fire. I was a major in the Grenadier Guards, for God’s sake. Being in the line was my duty. You know the real insult? They gave me the Military Cross simply for going forward when others were expected to fight there and die.’

‘I’ve never seen you wear it, sir.’

‘Damned if I’m going to wear a medal I didn’t earn. My father allowed me to question captured officers as a consolation prize.’

‘Was that interesting?’

‘Very. Mostly they were happy to talk. Not about plans or their own defences. But about pretty much everything else. And when they discovered who I was …’

‘They were even keener?’

The duke smiled. ‘There was one man … He’d lost his arm a year before and insisted on returning to his regiment. We picked him up after the wind turned and he’d almost mustard-gassed half his men.’

‘He was dying?’

‘Far from it. He led them to higher ground behind the trenches the moment he realized what was happening. We found them breathing through socks they’d pissed on to make impromptu gas masks.’

‘What was especially interesting about this man, sir?’

‘Who said he was interesting?’

‘You remember him. With respect, sir. How many of those you questioned do you remember?’

‘Just that one,’ the duke admitted. ‘We talked, we played chess, we discussed war, and he told me nothing. He answered every question. I doubt he ever lied. And yet he said nothing of military value at all. Neuberg. Neuman … Something like that. Makes me wonder what happened to him.’

‘You disliked the man?’

‘Far from it. There’s an art to keeping yourself that private.’

Goering glanced at an ormolu clock on the huge over-mantel and sighed theatrically. ‘Our time is up, your royal highness. Much to my regret. Unless I can persuade you to stay longer?’

‘I can’t. I’m having a drink with Ogilvie-Forbes.’

‘Not your ambassador?’

The duke shot him a look.

‘I’m sorry,’ Goering said. ‘I couldn’t resist. I’m not saying your chargé d’affaires isn’t a good man, it’s just a pity that Ambassador Henderson’s unexpected departure should coincide with your arrival. But, before you go, there’s something you must see …’

Papers spilled across Goering’s desk, and an open window let in an October breeze and the rustle of huge oaks outside. The fat man nodded to a newly framed map on his wall.

‘Beautiful,’ Wallis said. Bending, she took a closer look. When she straightened up, Goering was smiling.

‘There’s no border between Germany and Austria,’ Wallis said.

‘Nor should there be. Austria will decide soon that it wants our countries to be united, to become one.’

‘I haven’t heard about this,’ the duke said.

‘It hasn’t happened yet, sir. There will be a vote. It will be overwhelming.’ Goering searched through the papers on his desk, coming up with a sketch map of the world. ‘We have other changes in mind too.’

The entirety of French North Africa had been added to Berlin’s empire, which was shown stretching all the way from Deutsch-Südwestafrika to Tangiers on the Mediterranean coast. The eastern edge of Africa, from the Cape to Arabia, was coloured a red that swept across Persia and Afghanistan to join up with India, Burma and Malaya beyond. London had also acquired the Philippines and the Dutch East Indies, which would surprise both the Americans and the Dutch.

The British Isles themselves were now entirely red; the Irish Free State having been folded back into the United Kingdom. ‘The prime minister will not agree to it,’ the duke said. ‘And my brother would never approve.’

Goering chuckled. ‘The PM won’t be given a choice. And it isn’t your brother we intend to discuss this with.’
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Spain, Saturday, 22 June 1940

Her passport said her name was Gretchen Schmidt. It was a lie. It said her nationality was Swiss and that was a lie too. She was American. Her German was good enough to pass for Schweizerdeutsch though, and her looks helped.

Adjusting her sights to two hundred yards, Lilly Black fixed the cross hairs on the Duke of Windsor’s elegant temple, steadied her nerves, readjusted her aim and took a deep breath, releasing half of it before tightening her finger.

A fraction more pressure would see her target dead.

Behind Lilly, a three-quarter moon hung ghostly in an afternoon sky. Below, in a dusty Castilian courtyard, the duke gripped the door handle of a 6.6-litre Hispano-Suiza belonging to Colonel Juan Beigbeder.

The colonel was Spanish, one of Generalissimo Franco’s finest officers. Not that you’d have known it from his flamboyant Arab robes and silver dagger jammed in his sash. Today, though, he was acting for Berlin.

If the duke decided to climb into Beigbeder’s car, Lilly would shoot. America couldn’t allow the duke and duchess to fall into German hands. Mr Standish, her boss, had been clear on that.

The man who’d briefly been Edward VIII wasn’t in the habit of opening his own doors. But this meeting was a discreet one. A hill town far enough from Madrid for the few people who mattered to even know it existed, never mind have visited.

Releasing her breath as she’d been taught in sniper school, Lilly took another breath and held it. Open the door, or don’t, she thought, refusing to let her cross hairs waver. All the bloody man had to do was make up his mind.

Spain was non-belligerent, not neutral, in the war that had swept Europe. There was a difference and the difference mattered. Spain’s loyalties lay with Germany, as Portugal’s lay with Britain.

Reaching for his coffee, Colonel Beigbeder sipped it carefully. They were seated at a table in front of the café. The duke had decided he’d rather stay here.

‘A simple broadcast,’ Beigbeder said. ‘That’s all Berlin asks. Von Ribbentrop would fly here to ask you himself, but he didn’t want to be misunderstood.’

‘By whom?’ the duke demanded.

‘Darling …’ At his side, the woman for whom he’d given up his throne touched her hand to his arm and he sat back reluctantly.

Wallis Simpson and Joachim von Ribbentrop had been friends before the war, when he was Berlin’s man in London. There were those who said they’d been lovers but Wallis never dignified gossip by acknowledging it.

‘What could my husband say anyway? If he did broadcast.’

‘The truth,’ Colonel Beigbeder said firmly. ‘It’s an absurdity for London and Berlin to be fighting each other. Both countries hate Bolsheviks. Both share a common culture. Their aims and beliefs are near identical. For God’s sake …’ He allowed a slight exasperation to show. ‘The British royal family is of German origin. The Führer regards your husband’s abdication as a tragedy. The common people in Britain miss him. They’ll listen to what he says … Sir, you must know this?’

‘At least think about it, darling,’ Wallis said.

‘Your Excellency …’

Colonel Beigbeder scowled as his driver pushed himself away from the wall, his hip catching their table’s corner. He’d been watching the roofs and now his gaze was fixed on the town hall. ‘Permission to relieve myself, sir.’

‘If you must.’

But I locked that.

Lilly Black had time for one thought, before the colonel’s driver began advancing on her. He was holding a silenced Beretta and it was aimed at her head. The last time she’d noticed him, he’d been leaning against the wall behind his colonel.

Lilly reached for the rifle she’d been ready to pack away.

‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘It’s over.’

So much for going to Paris to patch things up with Daisy, Lilly thought.

So much for the life she’d been planning to live when the war in Europe was over. Not being taken was more important than staying alive. Pulling a miniature camera from her pocket, Lilly snapped the man’s picture. A final act of defiance before stepping backwards off the roof. The passing American tourist who took the camera from Lilly’s dead hand vanished before a crowd could form.

‘What just happened?’ the duchess demanded.

‘A workman fell from a ladder, your highness. The police and an ambulance have been called.’

‘He was badly hurt?’

‘A broken leg, your highness.’

‘Lucky it wasn’t a broken back.’ The duke considered the cloudless sky. ‘Must be bloody working in this heat.’

‘I imagine they’re used to it,’ Wallis said.

It was time to let the duke go. He was getting restless. Always a sign that his patience was at an end. Although Beigbeder knew the suggestion must come from him. ‘One final thing, sir,’ he said. ‘London has installed listening devices throughout your suite in Madrid. They’re recording every word you say. You might want to consider changing hotels.’

‘Everywhere?’ the duke said.

‘Afraid so, sir.’ Turning to Wallis, Beigbeder met her gaze. ‘I’d have liked to have known you in London,’ he said. ‘Joachim speaks of your soirées, drinks at the Savoy, teas at the Ritz. He misses those days.’

The duke and Wallis said nothing. They didn’t need to. Their expression said it all.

They missed those days, too.


Hotel Ritz

Plaza de la Lealtad

Madrid

Saturday, 22 June 1940

My dearest Joachim,

Thank you for the flowers. They were lovely as ever. I am forwarding you this via your ambassador, whose discretion I’m assured I can rely on.

You know how I feel about this war. That we should find ourselves on opposite sides is intolerable. The way the new king is treating my husband is intolerable. This running from country to country like some refugee is intolerable. Tomorrow is my husband’s birthday. He will be miserable. I know he will be miserable.

I miss having you to talk to, and you know how hard I worked to try to dissuade my husband from abdicating. Usually he will listen to reason, but when he engages his stubborn streak …

This is not the life I wanted for him. An empty title, barely any money and no influence. If he was still king none of this would have happened. He wouldn’t have allowed it to happen. I wouldn’t have allowed it to happen. Your friend with the robes tells me the English have installed listening devices throughout our room. It’s too late to change hotels tonight but we will do so first thing tomorrow.

I hate them. I hate them all. I look forward to better days.

I know you do too.

Write to me.

Wallis

To: Joachim von Ribbentrop, Reichsminister of Foreign Affairs
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HM Prison Barlinnie, Glasgow, same day

Bill O’Hagan woke in an underground cell in Glasgow’s Barlinnie Prison and for a second thought he’d gone blind. The darkness was so absolute he touched a finger to his eyes to check they were still there.

He needed a drink and he needed a piss, and he had no memory of how he’d ended up in solitary. Not willingly, if the swelling to his jaw was anything to go by. He hoped the damage wasn’t permanent.

Lock-pickers could be as ugly as they liked. But his other job was as a con man, and you needed your looks for that game. In the last fifteen years he’d been a missionary, a Flying Corps officer down on his luck and an Irish baronet burnt out by rebels. The last two had been surprisingly profitable.

Forcing himself to his feet, Bill staggered three steps and met a wall. Turning, he headed in the other direction. Halfway across he hit something at knee height and fell. ‘Shite …’

He didn’t need lights to know it was a safe.

A Cosmos Deluxe. He could tell that from its handle, a cross bar gripped in a metal fist. The Cosmos wasn’t a new model, but it was a good one. And he didn’t need to think twice to know what was expected of him. So, Bill O’Hagan was required to crack a lock in pitch darkness. Well, he’d done it before …

In many ways it was where he came in.




4

Edinburgh, February 1910

The lock on the back door of the rectory opened with a click. Stretching up, Bill tried to reach the bolt he’d been pushed through a tiny window to free.

He was too short.

Dragging a chair across the kitchen, he clambered up and yanked at the bolt with both hands. He wasn’t worried about waking anyone. The old priest was dead and the new one hadn’t arrived.

‘What took you so long?’ his uncle growled. Pushing Bill aside, he ordered Cousin Pat in, slammed the bolt into place and made to turn the key.

‘Where is it?’ He glared at Bill, who shrank back.

‘There wasn’t one,’ Bill protested.

‘Then how the hell …’

Bill scrabbled in his pocket for a lock pick. It was small, rusty, slightly bent.

Backhanding Bill to the floor, Uncle Roy stood over him, glaring. He seemed to be wondering whether to add a kick to the mix. ‘We don’t steal from our own,’ he said heavily. ‘Who did you take that from?’

‘Maxie. A week ago. Bit more.’

‘And you taught yourself?’

He had, too. Bill had lifted a lock from a hardware shop and taken it apart to see how it worked and what was inside. After he’d put it back together, he’d spent every minute since jiggling the pick until his fingers hurt. It had taken days before the levers started to do what they were told.

‘I said …’

Bill put an arm across his face in case Uncle Roy intended to slap him again. But nothing happened. When Bill risked a peek, his uncle was looking thoughtful.

‘So. You could do it again?’

‘Aye,’ Bill said. ‘I could.’

‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ Uncle Roy said, his eyes alight. ‘You’ll either die rich or you’ll hang.’
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HM Prison Barlinnie, Glasgow, Saturday, 22 June 1940

Lying full-length on the filthy floor, Bill put his ear to the safe’s cold door, turned the dial five times to reset the tumblers, and began. Within seconds he was gone, lost to the sounds of the mechanism within, listening for silences and clicks.

In an ideal world he’d have a notebook to record where on the dial those silences and clicks fell, and enough light to read his notes and draw a graph that revealed the combination when he read off where the lines crossed. However, he’d been doing this long enough to read a dial with his fingers, visualize the graph and keep the numbers in his head.

He worked in the silences on both sides of an agonizingly slow drip from the ceiling of his pitch-black cell. Three drops of water later he heard the faintest double click he’d been waiting for. He had the last of the numbers. Now all he had to do was stop his relief wiping the earlier ones from his mind.

That had happened before.

Thirty-three left, 15 right, 70 left, 25 right. He felt an almost unimaginably slight hesitation and knew he was there. The safe was empty. Of course it was. The bastards didn’t want him to open it so they could retrieve something. They just wanted to see if he could.

‘I’ve done it. All right? I’ve done it.’ The darkness swallowed his words.

If there was anyone listening, they didn’t answer.


To His Majesty’s Ambassadors,

Spain, Portugal & Switzerland

From Lord Halifax, Foreign Office

Date: 22 June 1940

Confidential

Hospitality

The Comptroller of the Royal Household at the orders of His Majesty wishes me to remind you that His Royal Highness The Duke of Windsor, and Her Highness The Duchess, are travelling as private individuals.

As such, while the duke is to be accorded the full respect due to a member of the British royal family, the private nature of his travel means that he may not draw on embassies for funds or accommodation.

Nor, in this time of war and privation at home, are banquets, parties, soirées or luncheons to be given in his honour. Any breach of this will be regarded as a disciplinary matter.
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Washington DC, same day

The United States Office of Information, better known as the Department of Unintended Consequences to those who knew it existed at all, occupied the corner of an upper floor in the National Archives Building on Pennsylvania Avenue, Washington DC. A building not yet completed and already overcrowded. The shelving set aside for archives had proved so inadequate it was being extended, with architects, foremen and workmen coming and going at all hours. Ideal cover for an office that didn’t officially exist, and liked it that way.

Charles Standish III’s official job was to keep America out of the war.

A time might come when the president decided war was inevitable, and put his intelligence-gathering on an official basis. That time might be soon. But it was not yet. It might not even be for another year.

If America was lucky, it might be never.

Standish’s unofficial job was to ensure that President Roosevelt was in full possession of all the facts and in the strongest possible position should war be declared on America, or America decide to declare war on anyone else.

His specialty was facts. ‘Eliminate all other factors, and the one which remains must be the truth.’ Standish was a great believer in Conan Doyle.

Wallis Simpson, Baltimore’s most famous social climber, was currently swanning round the bits of Europe that weren’t yet at war. Since she was proving an intractable problem, Standish turned his thoughts to the woman he’d had shadowing her. Lilly Black was dead. He needed to decide if her sister, Daisy Renhou, could replace her.

Flipping open Daisy’s file, he checked her arrest warrant, court transcript, juvenile detention record and the crime-scene photo of the boy she’d shot five times in the groin. All before the age of fifteen. Quite impressive in its way.

‘A natural-born killer.’

For the psychiatrist that had probably been a negative. To Standish it sounded like the start of his ideal CV. These days, Daisy was a notorious Nazi sympathizer and the mistress of a Parisian gangster, having bolted from her thug of a husband. All of which had been recorded in the scandal sheets. What the scandal sheets didn’t know was that she was also Standish’s sleeper agent.

Leaning back, he pulled the blinds shut and set a projector running.

On his wall, twenty thousand members of the German American Bund gave jerky Nazi salutes as their Bundsführer took the podium in Madison Square Gardens, backed by a huge poster of George Washington and swastika banners.

After attacking the Jewish press and insulting blacks, their leader mocked Standish’s boss as the Jew-loving President Frank D. Rosenfeld, before encouraging his followers to batter a left-wing protester.

All of this watched hungrily from the front row by an immaculately dressed Aryan blonde who might have been film star Marion Davies – if Miss Davies hadn’t had alcohol problems and been the mistress of William Randolph Hearst, a man twice her age and far too jealous to let her out in public. Standish tried to put himself in Daisy’s head. He hoped she’d understand how important it was she took her sister’s place.

If not, he’d have to make her understand.
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Paris, Sunday, 23 June 1940

‘We should have a victory parade, my Führer.’

Reichsmarschall Goering had come through on a telephone line reserved for matters of critical importance.

‘Hermann …’

‘I’m disturbing something?’

‘Work,’ Hitler said. ‘Always, work.’

Papers were spread across his desk, a map of Western Europe was open, with red lines that advanced inexorably to the French coast and the English Channel.

‘No victory parade,’ Hitler said firmly.

‘But Paris has fallen,’ Goering protested.

‘No grand parade. Not in Paris. Not at home. Not yet.’

‘I don’t understand …’ Reichsmarschall Goering sounded crestfallen.

‘Hermann,’ Hitler said. ‘You will get your parade. I promise. But first I must have victory. When London falls, then you can have your big parade.’
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Paris, same day

A few minutes after Daisy took a call from the US embassy in Madrid to say her sister was dead, a paper-wrapped parcel arrived in the foyer of the apartment block she shared with her Parisian lover. In the sent-by box was her sister’s name. As Lilly and Daisy had no contact, Daisy knew this was a lie.

Taking yesterday’s baguette from a paper bag in Pierre’s kitchen, Daisy checked the fridge for cheese. She settled on a block of Comté and removed a bottle of Veuve Clicquot as an afterthought. She owed her sister that much at least.

Taking two glasses, Daisy filled both and toasted her endlessly irritating and now forever-absent sister. What hadn’t Madrid told her? Her sister didn’t do accidents: she wasn’t the kind of person.

‘To Lilly …’ Raising her glass, Daisy drank it down, barely tasting the champagne.

Then she swallowed her sister’s glass and refilled both, emptying each in turn. The alcohol didn’t make her feel any better. Lilly had hated Daisy’s current lover. She’d hated all of Daisy’s lovers. Lilly hadn’t blamed Daisy though. Not for the mess she’d made of her life recently. That, she blamed on William Renhou.

The stiff, unbending Kenyan settler Daisy had unexpectedly wed on one of his brief trips to Europe.

‘You were right, Lil,’ Daisy said. ‘Terrible idea. Awful man.’

Inside the parcel was a badly battered little camera. Flipping open the back, Daisy realized drunkenly that she’d just ruined any film inside. Only, there wasn’t. Also, no letter, no note. She didn’t even recognize the handwriting on the wrapping. Sighing, she poured herself another champagne and drank it down.

‘I should eat something, shouldn’t I?’ she told herself.

She could hear Lilly’s tart agreement.

The baguette was hard and the cheese mouldy. She was wondering if there was anything else to eat when the entry bell rang.

It wasn’t Pierre the Rat, so named from his days with a Marseille gang. Last she’d heard of it, her lover was in Biarritz, fleecing refugees. Taking one of his revolvers from the desk, she stamped her way down to the lobby.

‘Yes?’ she demanded through the door.

‘Lady Renhou?’ a man asked.

‘I don’t use that any more.’

He rattled the handle.

Daisy eyed it with disinterest.

‘You need to open this,’ he said eventually.

‘I don’t need to do anything of the sort,’ she snapped. All the same, she yanked free the bolt, stepping to one side as the door swung open. The man in the doorway wore a homburg and a pale jacket. He was clutching his briefcase to his chest in a slightly protective way.

‘You’re still here,’ he said.

‘Where else would I be?’

His eyes widened when he saw the revolver.

‘What do you want?’ Daisy asked.

Reaching into his jacket, he produced a card. Howard Bennett – US Trade Representative. The name was solid, forgettable; the job title made him sound like someone’s assistant. Daisy recognized him for what he was. Both name and job title were lies.

Mr Bennett faltered when he saw what remained of the mouldy cheese and the almost empty bottle of champagne. ‘There’s a little left,’ Daisy said. ‘If you’d like?’

‘It’s about your husband …’

Daisy froze. She couldn’t help it.

‘I understand things were difficult between you?’

She was staring at him, she realized. Not just staring, glaring. Taking a deep breath, Daisy uncurled her fist.

‘What about him?’ she said.

‘According to London, he went absent without leave at Dunkirk having shot one of his own men. They were wondering if you’d seen him lately?’

‘No,’ Daisy said. ‘I haven’t.’

‘Would you tell me if you had?’

Daisy snorted. ‘If I thought there was the slightest chance they’d hang him I’d lead you to him myself. I thought you were here about Lilly.’

‘Lilly?’ Mr Bennett sounded puzzled.

‘She’s dead. Things were difficult between us, too.’

Mr Bennett noticed the two champagne glasses. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I should have asked. Are you alone?’

‘A glass for me. A glass for my sister.’

‘I see,’ Mr Bennett said, frowning in a way that suggested he didn’t.

‘What do you actually want?’ Daisy demanded. ‘And don’t tell me you’re here to ask if I’ve seen William, because I’m the last person he’d contact. London might not know that but you certainly do.’

‘We want you to do something for your country.’

Daisy laughed.

Reaching into his pocket, Mr Bennett slid a garishly enamelled silver dollar across the table between them. ‘Mr Standish says wakey-wakey.’

‘About bloody time.’

Reaching into her bag, Daisy produced its twin.
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Washington DC, same day.

The line between Paris and Washington was crackly – there was an echo, an intermittent delay, and once it cut out altogether. But it was what there was, and Standish was old enough to remember when spycraft relied on cryptic telegrams, letters in invisible ink, and obscure clues snuck into the crosswords of the Washington Post.

‘She knew about her sister, sir.’

‘How did …?’

‘Some schmo in Madrid.’

Standish sat back in his leather chair and regarded the Capitol Building through the dust-stained window of his corner office. A temple to freedom built, at least partly, by slaves. He doubted many people noticed the irony.

‘What did he say? Exactly.’

‘A fall. An accident.’

‘I said we were to say it was a motor-vehicle crash.’

‘It’s always a fender bender. Perhaps they thought there’d been too many.’

‘That’s mine to call.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘What did you tell her?’

‘It was a homicide. She was to take Lilly’s place.’

‘You bring up Sir William?’

‘Right at the start. I thought: Let’s get him out of the way. That’ll make it easier to get her to return to the Channel Islands and his family home.’ He paused. ‘Only thing …’

‘What?’

‘She’s not Lilly, sir.’

‘Same father, same mother, same upbringing.’

‘Can we trust her?’

Standish considered the question. He didn’t trust anyone. It was his job not to trust anyone. But if he had to trust someone it would be one of the Black twins. And this man was right. She wasn’t Lilly. Lilly had to be taught to kill.

Daisy had taught herself.

‘It’s just,’ the man on the line said, ‘she was drunk. It wasn’t yet lunchtime. She met me at the door holding a .38. There was an empty bottle of French champagne and two glasses on the coffee table. She looked like she’d been out on the tiles.’

‘Daisy always could inhabit a part.’

‘That’s what worries me, sir.’

‘She’ll be fine,’ Standish said. ‘Besides, we haven’t got much choice.’

He shut Daisy’s file, and wondered what to say in that afternoon’s meeting. Just enough to convince the president he was on top of things. Not enough to start him asking awkward questions.




10

Glasgow, same day

No lock picks, no clues as to the make, no lights …

For Christ’s sake. Bill O’Hagan wanted to punch something he was so furious. Not least because this safe had no dial.

Instead, a lock plate slid up to uncover a keyhole.

He traced the keyhole with his finger and tried to imagine the size and weight of the key. This safe was smaller than the previous one but still too heavy for one man to lift. Even if he’d had anywhere to take it.

Solitary confinement was designed to break you. Bill knew that. He’d been in solitary before. If anyone had been willing to talk, he’d have pointed out that he was broken already, one way or another. This was a test. It had to be. It was too baroque to be torture.

And if it was a test, then it could be passed. If it could be passed, then his reward would probably be being let out of solitary. Assuming he wasn’t simply given another test. He needed to be out to have any chance of escape.

Bill thought hard. If it was a test, the means to pass it must be hidden in his cell. And if it wasn’t a test but some kind of mental torture? He still had nothing to lose from looking.

Bill began in the corner he’d been using as a latrine. The flagstones were slimy under his fingertips as he searched, and he found nothing.

Slowly, methodically, he checked the rest of the floor. A nail was the first item he found, in the far corner. It was sharp enough to be new. The next was a panel pin near the door. He found the length of wire last, because it had been left tight against the rear of the safe, along the floor.

Using the nail to put a bend in the wire, he inserted the wire into the keyhole and felt for the first lever; then he set about working out the lock’s internal shape.

Bill had no idea how many hours passed before he had it open.

For a moment he just sat there, then he pulled back the door, reached inside and found safety matches. Warders must have been watching, because the moment he struck the first match, the door smashed open and in they rushed.

One warder jerked him to his feet; another gripped his arms to hold him still. It was the third man, the one in the white coat, who slammed a needle into his neck.
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The Somme, November 1916

In a second Bill was back in a collapsed dug-out at the Somme, knowing he should do something and not knowing what because of the screaming in his ear. It rose and rose, and then, when Bill thought it could get no higher, rose again. It was the sound of his last comrade dying.

‘Help me. Help me.’

There was no help. Not here, in the autumn of 1916, with men half mad from endless bombardment, and water rising in the trenches, from rain that never ceased and overflowed earthworks meant to keep it from rising to their waists and sometimes their necks.

‘Peter …’

‘He’s dead,’ Bill said.

One of Bertie’s legs was missing. Bill had tied the stump off with his belt. Bill checked the man’s other leg, and the screaming changed register. That leg was broken and crushed by ceiling boards and sodden earth.

The water was rising faster.

In the gaps between Bertie’s screams, Bill could hear planks, posts and pit props creaking as they fought to hold the weight. When the last of the roof fell in Bertie and he would die with it.

Bill couldn’t move his pal. He wouldn’t dig his own way out and leave Bertie to drown; that was wrong. Most of the boy’s shoulders were under water now. It would reach his chin in minutes, and drown him soon enough, if the roof didn’t cave in first.

‘Hush now,’ Bill said. ‘I’ll help.’

Putting his hand over the Bertie’s mouth, he drew his bayonet and drove it into Bertie’s chest. It took two goes before Bertie’s struggles stopped.
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Paris, Sunday, 23 June 1940

Having accepted France’s surrender in the same railway carriage that France had used to accept Germany’s surrender twenty-two years earlier, Hitler allowed himself a whirlwind tour of Paris. All he required of the city in advance of his visit was that statues of the generals who’d delivered France’s victory over Germany in the Great War be taken down.

The Parisians responded to this in the only way they knew how: by pretending it wasn’t happening or they didn’t know who he was.

At l’Opéra, the greatest of Garnier’s buildings for Napoleon III, the caretaker refused Hitler’s tip on the grounds that it was his job to welcome tourists. And when the three Mercedes carrying Hitler’s entourage reached Montmartre, the cars had to slow while an elegant woman in a black hat finished crossing the road in front of them. None of them noticed the woman climb into a black Citroën Avant, glance contemptuously towards Hitler’s Mercedes, and turn her car’s nose for Place du Tertre and the suburbs beyond.

Daisy Renhou drove carefully, wondering what she’d do if she hit a roadblock. She hoped that telling the Nazis she was an American would suffice. If it didn’t, she could always tell them she used to party with Hermann Goering, Wallis Simpson and Albert Speer. It might work. After all, it had the advantage of being true.

Luckily, the streets were clear and Daisy drove on.

The sky was a deep summer blue.

The refugees from Belgium and northern France had been and mostly gone, heading south for Spain. Behind them they’d left ample evidence of their misery and a trickle of those too weak to travel faster. Daisy passed discarded carts, horses turned loose, fuel-starved cars, forsaken motorcycles and half a dozen broken three-wheeled vans.

Stopping at a café beyond the city’s edge, she noticed a dark-haired child huddled over a bowl of soup in one corner. When the girl saw Daisy notice her, she looked away.

‘Where are you heading?’ Daisy asked in French.

Bag in hand, the girl was half out of her seat before Daisy stopped her. Putting a hand on the child’s shoulder, she pushed gently. ‘Sit.’ The child’s arms were thin, her collarbone sunken inside the neck of a dress that had once been expensive. Now it was simply filthy. She did as told, but Daisy could see she was ready to run.

‘Away from here,’ the child said.

‘Where are you from?’ Daisy asked.

‘Lille.’

‘And before that?’

The girl hesitated.

‘It’s all right,’ Daisy told her. ‘You don’t have to say.’

She ordered the plat du jour for them both, letting the girl eat most of her steak too, and only telling her to slow down once. ‘Antwerp,’ the girl whispered, when the steak was finished. ‘We used to live in Antwerp.’

And before that? Daisy wanted to say. Instead she asked a simpler question. ‘Where are your parents?’

‘My father was sent to a camp. My mother took me and ran. There was an attack on the road, Stuka bombers. She said hide, so I hid. I should have gone back.’

‘No,’ Daisy said. ‘You shouldn’t. You did the right thing.’

She covered the girl’s hand with her own for a moment, while the child steadied herself, and removed it before contact became embarrassing. The girl’s story was written in the size of her pitiful bundle, the filth on her face, the dirt under her nails. She’d fled towards Paris because she had to go somewhere, and arrived to find it full of the people she was fleeing.

‘You speak good French,’ Daisy said.

‘And Dutch, some English, a little German.’

She sounded proud of her accomplishments. For a second Daisy had a glimpse of the well-brought-up girl she’d probably been. ‘What did your father do?’ Daisy asked. It was the wrong question. The girl’s face closed down.

‘Give me a lift,’ the girl demanded suddenly.

‘Where to?’

‘Wherever you’re going.’
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Paris, same day

Coffee would run out soon, and quite possibly food too, but there was enough for now and Daisy intended to be somewhere else before it was gone. Catching the waitress’s attention, she ordered two black coffees. The refugee girl was watching. Waiting anxiously for her answer.

‘Have you paid for your soup?’ Daisy asked.

The girl sat shamefaced.

‘No money?’

‘I was hungry.’

On the edge of starving, more like, with dark shadows round her eyes and her cheeks hollowed to the bone. It gave her an unnerving, pietà-like beauty. Daisy didn’t blame her for ordering food she couldn’t pay for.

‘What do I call you? It doesn’t have to be your real name.’

The girl gave a slight smile. ‘Mignon,’ she said.

‘OK,’ Daisy said. ‘You’re Mignon Black, my niece. We’re travelling together.’

‘You mean it?’

‘I never say things I don’t mean. Except to men. That’s different. You’re allowed to lie to them. They’re pigs. It’s practically compulsory.’

The girl gaped at her.

In a deserted courtyard outside, Daisy unscrewed the number plates from her Citroën and stole some from a tatty Peugeot baker’s van. It had been Daisy’s intention to give the girl a lift ever since she spotted her hunched over her bowl. It was important, though, that the girl was the one who asked.

Alone, Daisy was too conspicuous. Much safer for both of them to be travelling together. The girl was eating the last of Daisy’s bread when Daisy returned.

‘He was a jeweller,’ Mignon said. ‘He traded diamonds.’

They drank their coffees in silence, and then Daisy told Mignon to wash her face in the café bathroom and do something about her filthy nails, and went to pay their bills. She gave the proprietor an extra fifty francs to wipe his memory. They hadn’t been there; no one had seen them.

‘You’re hiding from the Germans? he asked.

‘From my husband.’

Husband. Lover. It made little difference to him. He nodded his understanding. ‘You’re taking her with you?’ He pointed to the door through which Mignon had vanished.

‘Yes,’ Daisy said. ‘I am.’

‘She couldn’t pay for her food.’

‘You knew that?’

‘Of course I knew. You think she’s the first? They’ve been coming through for weeks. God knows where they end up.’

‘And now it’s over.’

His glance was sharp.

‘Your government has surrendered,’ Daisy said.

He spat, crossly. ‘This isn’t where it ends,’ he said. ‘This is where it begins.’
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France, same day

On a long tree-lined road beyond Alençon, having turned west after Paris to cut through miles of forest on her way to St Malo, Daisy slowed the Citroën and reached behind her, rummaging in her case. Mignon was the deal. The deal to stop the devil getting Daisy’s soul. Take a life, save a life. Mignon was the life saved.

Daisy was banking this one in advance.

‘Wear this,’ she ordered.

Mignon considered the crucifix that Daisy had pulled from her jewellery roll. It looked old and expensive. ‘I have one,’ she said.

‘It doesn’t suit you. Take this one.’

‘I like mine,’ Mignon said. She pushed out her jaw and her face set. Daisy imagined there’d been a time she’d behaved like that. Probably around the same age.

‘I’m trying to save your life,’ Daisy said.

‘What’s wrong with mine?’

It’s cheap and it’s nasty and I don’t care who you stole it from but you should probably have remembered to wash their blood off its chain.

‘Mine’s bigger,’ Daisy said.

Mignon took the cross reluctantly, hesitating before fixing it round her neck. She handed her old one over when Daisy held out her hand, and gasped when Daisy threw it out of the window.

‘Now,’ Daisy said. ‘Do you know the Lord’s Prayer?’

‘No. I don’t.’

‘Right. Repeat after me. “Our Father, who art in heaven …”’


To the Right Honourable Winston Churchill

From Sir Samuel Hoare,

His Majesty’s Ambassador to Madrid

Date: Monday, 24 June 1940

I’ve just been told by Her Highness The Duchess of Windsor that I should consider her and her husband homeless, penniless, possession-less, virtually refugees.

Yesterday, being the duke’s 46th birthday, they had a quiet dinner on the veranda of the Ritz in Madrid, in full view of all passing photographers. This afternoon they’re changing rooms to one the duchess likes better.

They’ve fixed drinks with Doña Sol, fascist sister of the Duke of Alba for next week. The week after they intend to dine with Prince Alonzo, one of the duke’s cousins and a senior officer in Franco’s air force. The last time they met him, Alonzo regaled them with details of the tanks, aeroplanes and troops that his hero, Herr Hitler, has at his disposal.

I have informed the duke and duchess of your suggestion that they return to England as soon as practicable. The duchess expressed her delight and her hope that Fort Belvedere in Windsor Great Park be put at their disposal, ‘As I miss it dreadfully.’ (Put bluntly, she swings between desperately wanting to be accepted and being furious she isn’t.)

For his part, the duke was less amenable. He declares his absolute loyalty to his brother while refusing to return until he’s given a job worthy of his status as ex-king, and until he has the new king’s assurance Wallis will be received at court. Until then he’ll stay where he is.

I fear we’re in for a long battle, sir. On more fronts than one.

Hotel Ritz

Plaza de la Lealtad

Madrid

Monday, 24 June 1940

My dear Fruity,

God, this war is a disaster. I had a letter from Joachim von R (this is in confidence) saying how much he’d respected my judgement when he was ambassador to London and I was king, and how none of this would have happened if I was on the throne. The terrible thing is I suspect he’s right. If Britain refuses to negotiate it will be invaded and the Germans will win, as they have won everywhere else.

Joachim reminded me how much my people, the ordinary people, loved me for caring about their lives. How heartbroken they were when I had to abdicate. This whole war has been got up by Bolsheviks and Jews. One just knows it has.

Anyway, we arrived in Spain eventually, after a squabble with some ghastly little clerk at the border. The trip south was horrific. Every peasant in the country has loaded their lives on to horse-drawn carts and fled. Mattresses, bathtubs, buckets. Several thousand of them are camped like gypsies on the Spanish border. Filthy, hungry, disease-ridden. Something must be done, but dear God, I understand why General Franco refuses to let them in.

Now, again in confidence. I have been ordered home! Ordered. Obviously, I have no intention of obeying until Wallis’s position
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