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Praise for Alan Furst

‘Furst never stops astounding me’

Tom Hanks

‘Furst’s ability to recreate the terrors of espionage is matchless’

Robert Harris

‘The writing in Mission to Paris, sentence after sentence, page after page, is dazzling. If you are a John le Carré fan, this is definitely a novel for you’

James Patterson

‘Furst’s tales … are infused with the melancholy romanticism of Casablanca, and also a touch of Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon’

Scotsman

‘Your heart will be pounding with tension’

Guardian

‘The most talented espionage novelist of our generation’

Vince Flynn

‘[Spies of the Balkans] is a delight from first page to last … Seductive, unexpectedly sexy … It is quite superb’

Daily Mail

‘Furst’s research is such that one gets the impression he hasn’t just travelled, he has time-travelled. He evokes beautifully the haunted precarious existence of Europeans caught up in the march of war’

Financial Times


Praise for Midnight in Europe

‘Alan Furst’s novels have invoked glowing comparisons with Graham Greene for his idiosyncratic recreations of 1930s Europe; Midnight in Europe shows that there is not the slightest diminution in his masterly command’

Barry Forshaw, Financial Times

‘There is no better news than the arrival of a new Alan Furst … sinister, fascinating …’

Antonia Fraser, ‘My Book of the Year’, Mail on Sunday

‘[Furst] remains at the top of his game. This is another fine addition to his elegant, gripping, interwoven set of novels … Furst tells galloping good stories, and Midnight in Europe is one of them’

New York Times

‘Furst is one of the greatest practitioners of the spy thriller working today. If you’ve read him before, you’ll already have bought the book. If not, you’re about to discover a real pleasure’

Herald

‘A ripping yarn … sophisticated, highly intelligent … cinematic’

Irish Examiner

‘No espionage author, it seems, is better at summoning the shifting atmosphere of Europe before the start of World War II than Alan Furst, whose gifts for such evocation are on display once more in the suspenseful and sophisticated Midnight in Europe’

Wall Street Journal

‘Furst’s novels of World War II and the years immediately before it are becoming something of a genre of their own – a richly enjoyable mix of spy adventures, love stories, thrillers and social histories’

Mail on Sunday
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‘The lamps are going out all over Europe.
We shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.’

Sir Edward Grey,
British foreign secretary,
on 3 August 1914,
the eve of the First World War


THE PARIS FRONT

 

 

 

ON A SOFT, WINTER EVENING IN MANHATTAN, THE FIFTEENTH OF December, 1937, it started to snow; big flakes spun lazily in the sky, danced in the lights of the office buildings, then melted as they hit the pavement. At Saks Fifth Avenue the window displays were lush and glittering – tinsel, toy trains, sugary frost dusted on the glass – and a crowd had gathered at the main entrance, drawn by a group of carollers dressed for a Dickens Christmas in long scarves, top hats, and bonnets. Here then, for as long as it lasted, was a romantic New York, the New York in a song on the radio.

Cristián Ferrar, a Spanish émigré who lived in Paris, took a moment to enjoy the spectacle, then hurried across the avenue as the traffic light turned red and began to work his way through the crowd. In a buckled briefcase carried under his arm, he had that morning’s New York Times. The international news was as usual: marches, riots, assassinations, street brawls, arson; political warfare was tearing Europe apart. Real war was coming, this was merely the overture. In Spain, political warfare had flared into civil war, and, the Times reported, the army of the Republic had attacked General Franco’s fascist forces at the Aragonese town of Teruel. And, you only had to turn the page, there was more: Hitler’s Nazi Germany had issued new restrictions on the Jews, while here was a photograph of Benito Mussolini, shown by his personal railcar as he gave the stiff-armed fascist salute, and there a photograph of Marshal Stalin, reviewing a parade of tank columns.

Cristián Ferrar would force himself to read it, would ask himself, Is there anything to be done? Is it hopeless? So it seemed. Elsewhere in the newspaper, the democratic opposition to the dictators tried not to show fear, but it was in their every word, the nervous dithering of the losing side. As Franco and his generals attacked the elected Republic, the others joined in, troops and warplanes provided by Germany and Italy, and with every victory they boasted and bragged and strutted: It’s our turn, get out of our way.

Or else.

He’d had a long, long day. A lawyer with the Coudert Frères law firm in Paris – ‘coo-DARE’, he would remind his American clients – he’d spent hours at the Coudert Brothers office at 2 Rector Street. There’d been files to read, meetings to attend, and confidential discussions with the partners, as they worked on matters that involved both the Paris and the New York offices, whose wealthy clientele had worldwide business interests and, sometimes, eccentric lives. Coudert had, early in the century, famously untangled the byzantine affairs of the son of Jacques Lebaudy. Lebaudy père had earned millions of dollars, becoming known as ‘the Sugar King of France’, but the son was another story. On receipt of his father’s fortune he’d gone thoroughly mad and led a private army to North Africa and there declared himself ‘Emperor of the Sahara’. In time, the French Foreign Legion had sent the emperor packing and he’d wound up living on Long Island, where his wife shot and killed him.

But the difficulties of the Lebaudy case were minor compared to what Coudert had faced that day: the legal hell created by the Spanish Civil War, now in its seventeenth month; individuals and corporations cut off from their money, families in hiding because they were trapped on the wrong side – whatever side that was – burnt homes, burnt factories, burnt records, with no means of proving anything to insurance companies, or banks, or government bureaucracies. The Coudert lawyers in Paris and New York did the best they could, but sometimes there was little to be done. ‘We regret your misfortune, monsieur, but the oil tanker has apparently vanished.’

Ferrar had left the Coudert office at five-thirty and headed uptown to his hotel, the Gotham, then, as a favour to a friend at the Spanish embassy in Paris, he’d walked over to the Spanish Republic’s arms-buying office at 515 Madison Avenue. Here he’d picked up two manila envelopes he would take back to Paris – the days when you could trust the mail were long gone. He went next to Saks, meaning to buy Christmas presents – a hammered-silver bracelet and a cashmere sweater – for a woman friend he was to meet at seven. This love affair had gone on for more than two years as, every three months or so, he flew to Lisbon, where one could take the Pan Am flying boat to New York.

Actually, Ferrar was not precisely a Spaniard. He’d been born in Barcelona and so thought of himself as Catalan, from Catalonia, in ancient times a principality that included the French province of Roussillon. A Castilian from Madrid might well have recognized Ferrar’s origin: his skin at the pale edge of dark, a gentle hawkish slope to the nose, and the deep green eyes common to the Catalan, with thick, black hair combed straight back from a high forehead and cut in the European style; noticeably long, and low on the neck. In June he’d turned forty, went horse-riding in the Bois de Boulogne twice a week, and stayed lean and tight with just that exercise. Heading towards the entrance to Saks, he wore a kind of lawyer’s battle dress: good, sober suit beneath a tan, delicately soiled raincoat, fedora hat slightly tilted over the left eye, maroon scarf, and brown leather gloves. With the briefcase under his arm, Ferrar looked like what he was, a lawyer, a hardworking paladin ready to defend you against Uncle Henry’s raid on your trusts.

As he reached the entry to the department store, Ferrar saw once again a thin little fellow who wore gold-rimmed spectacles, hands in the pockets of a blue overcoat, shoulders slumped as from fatigue or sorrow, who had followed him all day. This time he was leaning against the door of a taxi while the driver read a newspaper by the light of a streetlamp. The man in the blue overcoat had been with Ferrar at every stop, waiting outside at each location but not at all secretive, as though someone wanted Ferrar to know he was being watched.

Now who would that be?

There were many possibilities. For the secret services of Germany, Italy, and the USSR, the civil war in Spain was a spymaster’s dream, and attacks were organized against targets everywhere in Europe: politicians of the left, diplomats, intellectuals, journalists, idealists – all much-favoured prey of the clandestine forces, be they fascist or communist. At embassies, social salons, grand hotels and nightclubs, the predators worked day and night. As for the man who followed him, Ferrar suspected he might be a local communist in service to the NKVD, since the USSR – the Republic’s crucial, almost its only, ally – famously spied on its enemies, its friends, and everybody else. Or could the man be working for Franco’s secret police?

Ferrar was determined not to brood about it, he could think of nothing to do in response, and he was not someone easily intimidated. He dismissed the man’s presence with an unvoiced sigh, pulled the massive door open, and entered the store. Barely audible above the din of the shopping crowd, yet another band of carollers was singing ‘joyful and tri-umm-phant’. Momentarily adrift in an aromatic maze of perfume and cosmetics counters, Ferrar searched for the jewellery department. The man in the blue overcoat waited outside.

P. J. DELANEY it said on the window. Then, below that, BAR & GRILL.

The very perfection of what the gossip columnists would call ‘the local saloon’. It had been there forever, on East Thirty-Seventh Street in Murray Hill, a neighbourhood of boarding houses and small hotels, a low rung on the middle-class ladder where office workers, shop assistants, and people who did God-only-knew-what lived in genteel poverty. But their lives were their own. The neighbourhood had, for no particular reason, a seductive air of privacy about it. You could do what you liked, nobody cared.

Delaney’s, as it was known, was down four steps from the pavement, open the door and the atmosphere came rolling out at you; decades of spilled beer and cigarette smoke. Cristián Ferrar sat in a booth by the wall; a stout wooden table – its edges scarred by cigarette burns – was flanked by benches attached to high backs, the tops handsomely scrolled. He had his New York Times spread out before him, ashtray to one side, whiskey and soda on the other.

Ferrar tried to read the newspaper, then folded it up and put it back in his briefcase – at least for the moment he would spare himself the smoke and fume of Europe on fire. He was in Delaney’s to meet his lover, Eileen Moore, so turned his thoughts to the pleasures they would share. As he thought of her, his eyes wandered up to the window and the pavement outside where, since the bar was below street level, he could see only the lower halves of people walking by. Could he identify Eileen before she entered the bar? In his imagination he could see her strong legs in black cotton stockings, but she might be wearing something else. Outside it was still snowing, a little girl paused, then bent over to peer through the window until her mother towed her away.

Ferrar had a sip of his drink; then, when he put the glass down, there she was. ‘Hello, Cristián,’ she said, hands in the pockets of her wool coat. He stood, his smile radiant, and they embraced – a light, public embrace which lingered for the extra second that separates friendship from intimacy. Then he helped her off with her coat, finding ways to touch her as he did so, and hung it on a brass hook fixed to the side of the booth. She sat, slid next to the wall, he settled beside her, she rested a hand on his knee, there were droplets of melted snow in her hair.

‘It’s been too long,’ he said.

‘It has.’

‘We’ll make up for that,’ he said.

Her hand tightened on his knee. Their eyes met, followed by a pair of knowing smiles. Grins, almost.

She had auburn hair, parted in the middle and falling in wings to her shoulders – easy to brush into place, cheap to maintain – and a pale, redhead’s complexion with a spray of freckles barely visible across the bridge of her nose: an Irish girl, raised in the Bronx, now, in her early thirties, living a Manhattan life. She wouldn’t be called pretty, but her face was animated and alive and good to look at. She wore a grey wool sweater that buttoned up the front, little gold earrings, no makeup, French perfume he’d bought her in August, black skirt, and the black cotton stockings with a seam up the back.

‘Seeing you made me forget,’ she said. ‘I meant to say buenas noches. Did I get that right?’

‘You did,’ he said. Then, ‘The old greeting – they don’t say that these days.’

By this she was startled. ‘And why not?’

‘It would mean that you were of the upper classes and someone would arrest you. Now they say Salut, or Salut camarada. You know, “comrade”.’

‘I’m not much of a comrade,’ she said. ‘I marched here, back in November, and we have a Help Spain coin jar at work, that’s about as far as I go with the politics.’ At work meant, he knew, at the Public Library, where she shelved books at night. By day she wrote novels – cheap paperbacks with lurid covers.

‘Have you eaten?’ he asked.

‘No, I’m not all that hungry. What’s on the blackboard?’

‘ “Chicken à la king”, it said. Which is …?’

‘Pieces of chicken in a cream sauce on toast. If the cook is feeling his oats there might be a pea or two in there.’

‘And what king ate this?’

Her laugh was loud and harsh. ‘You,’ she said.

‘Let me get you a drink.’

‘What’ve you got there?’

‘Whiskey and soda.’

‘Rye whiskey, in here. Yes, I’ll have that.’

He went to the bar and returned with the drink. Eileen took a pack of Chesterfields from her purse, smacked it twice on the table to firm up the tobacco at the smoker’s end, then peeled back the foil. Ferrar drew a Gitane from his packet and lit both their cigarettes. She raised her glass and said, ‘Salut, comrade,’ then added, ‘and mud in your eye’ and drank off a generous sip.

‘In my eye?’ He was being droll, which she really liked. And it sounded good in his accent – vaguely foreign, with a British lilt, because he’d learned his English in Paris, where the teachers were British expatriates.

‘Are you still living at the same place?’ Ferrar said.

She nodded. ‘The good old Iroquois Hotel. A room and a hot-plate, bathroom down the hall.’

And a bed, he thought. A fond memory, that narrow bed with a lumpy mattress and iron rails at head and foot. Not much of a bed, but wonderful things happened there. With Eileen Moore he shared two great passions; they loved to laugh, and they loved sex – the more they excited each other, the more excited they became. Attraction was always mysterious, he believed – he didn’t really know what drew her to him – but for himself he knew very well indeed. Yes, he had a fierce appetite for her small, curved shape, for her round bottom in motion, but beyond that he was wildly provoked by her redhead’s colouring: her white body, the faded pink of her nether parts. He believed, deep down where his desire lived, that redheads had thinner skin, so that a single stroke went a long way. In Ferrar’s imagination, amid the crowd in the noisy bar, he recalled how, when he first touched her nipples, her chin lifted and her face became taut and concentrated. Stop it, he told himself – it was too soon to leave. He finished his drink and went off to get two more.

Waiting at the bar, Ferrar remembered the first time he’d seen her. She’d been working as a clerk in a warehouse near the Hudson River, there’d been a sudden fire, two of the workers had been injured and were carried out as the building burned to a shell. The owner, a German Jew who’d fled to Paris, had filed a claim with his insurance company, the company stated that the fire was arson and refused to pay, the owner retained Coudert and sued. When Ferrar, in New York for meetings, had interviewed some of the workers, Eileen Moore sat across from him at a desk while a secretary recorded the deposition in shorthand. She did not record, but may have noticed, that attraction between Eileen Moore and Ferrar was instantaneous and powerful. Three months later – the insurance company had settled – he was back in the city; he called her, they met at Delaney’s, they went to her room.

Returning to the table, a drink in either hand, he said, ‘Are you writing a new book?’

‘Yeah, I am. Fatal Friday did OK, so my editor wanted another. My working title is Death of a Dame, what do you think?’

‘Well, I’d read it.’

‘Aw, go on,’ she said.

‘I would read it because you wrote it.’

She snorted. ‘No trace of me on the cover, as usual, at Phoenix Press only men write naughty crime books – that’s the rule.’

‘Do you mind?’

‘A little, maybe. My friend Dawn thinks I should.’ By Dawn she meant Dawn Powell, the reigning novelist of Murray Hill.

‘Would you try one with your name on it?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe some day.’

‘I think you will, Eileen,’ he said, touching her thigh beneath the table.

Suddenly she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Damn, I’m happy you’re here.’

He took his hand from her thigh and ran his fingers up under the silky hair on the back of her head. ‘Have what you want of that,’ he said, indicating her glass. He left the rest unsaid, she knew what he wanted.

She finished her drink and then, with mischief in her smile, and that quick nod and glance towards the door which meant let’s get out of here, she sped them on their way.

Outside, the snow was sticking here and there as the night grew colder but was no more than a coating on the pavement. As they climbed the steps in front of the bar she took his arm and then, as he transferred the Saks bag to his other hand, he noticed, a little way up the street and on the side opposite Delaney’s, a taxi with its lights off, engine thrumming, two white faces in the front seat.

‘What’s in the bag, Cristián?’

‘Presents for you, but you’ll have to … earn them.’

‘Oh no,’ she said. Not that.

Madrid, 17 December, 1937. Castillo wasn’t the bravest man in the world but he was probably somewhere on the list. No movie hero, Castillo – he was a pudgy fellow, fiftyish, who might have been taken for a bookkeeper at a small factory. On the night of the seventeenth he found himself in the besieged city of Madrid, where he shouldn’t have been. Madrid was a bastion of the Republic, but the city was run by the Communist party; cold, hard, suspicious people uninterested in explanations or excuses, and very dangerous. But Castillo was trying to do a good deed and, as far as he knew, had managed it. Now he had to get out of Spain and go home to Paris.

A freezing night in Madrid, bitter cold, and where the water pipes had been ruptured by bombs or artillery shells, rivers of ice ran across the paving stones. Castillo was on his way to the Hotel Florida, haunt of American celebrities, writers and journalists from everywhere, and stray dogs like himself. To keep the hotel from being bombed, the top floor had been crowded with fascist hostages so it was, for the moment, safe enough. Eager to be out of the weather, Castillo took a shortcut through an alley that led onto the Calle Victoria. There was a bar tucked into a tenement building in the alley, a poster taped to its cracked window – there weren’t many whole panes of glass left in the city – showed a man with a green face, listening intently, his hand cupping his ear. A spy! A young woman next to him held an index finger to her lips. Above her head, the message: ‘Sh! Comrades, not a word to brothers or friends or sweethearts.’ Spy mania had become a passion in the city.

When Castillo was halfway down the alley, there was a white flash above the Calle Victoria and the concussion blew his hat off. Other bombs followed, and when their explosions lit the sky, a thousand roosters, mistaking the light for dawn, began to crow. Dust filled the air and something, a metal something, clanked on the street as it came down from wherever it had been. A woman screamed, the dogs began to bark. Castillo stood still – should he run? Throw himself to the ground? Realizing he was bareheaded, he looked around for his hat and finally saw it, upside down, a few yards behind him. Suddenly he shivered with fear and frantically searched his shirt and trousers for bloodstains, but found none.

He took a deep breath, steadied himself, and retrieved his hat. Now, how to get back to the hotel. A crowd would gather in the Calle Victoria; people – looking for survivors – digging frantically in the rubble, soldiers, police, ambulances with blue paper concealing their headlights from Franco’s spotter planes. And officials, with authority from some bureau no one had ever heard of, whose sole purpose on earth was to demand to see one’s papers, which would lack a validating stamp that no one had ever heard of. For Castillo, a frightening prospect. So he began to walk back the way he’d come. This was a mistake, the sort of decision that seems obvious at the time but then turns out to have been wrong, when it’s too late. He had almost reached the end of the alley, then a voice in the darkness said, ‘You, camarada.’

Castillo stopped dead. From the shadows came a child with a rifle. He had a long look at Castillo: heavy overcoat, blue suit, white shirt, a tie, maybe one of those upper-class Franco sympathizers caught in the city by the war.

‘Your papers,’ said the child. Who, Castillo now saw, wasn’t a child at all. He was small and dark, maybe fifteen, with a child’s face. His feet were wrapped in rags.

As Castillo reached for his passport and permits, he said, ‘Who are you?’

‘I am the sentry for this alley.’

Castillo handed over the documents, the sentry held the papers upside down and pretended to read them. ‘Are these your papers?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

They weren’t.

‘Are you a spy?’

‘No. Certainly not.’

That was a lie.

The sentry was trying to decide what to do, Castillo could see it in his face. A few, very long seconds went by, then the sentry said, ‘I will take you to the officer.’

‘Of course,’ said Castillo. ‘Which way do we go?’ He almost pulled it off – the sentry hesitated because Castillo had done the trick very well, his confident voice just faintly suggesting that the officer might not be pleased when he discovered what the sentry had done. Finally the sentry said, ‘I’ll take you there, it is not far.’ He had best be polite, this man in a suit could be somebody important.

The walk took fifteen minutes and ended at the service entrance to the Palace, the largest hotel in Europe, which had been converted to a hospital. Before the war, most of the hospital nurses in the city had been nuns but they had fled to Franco-occupied territory and the wards were now staffed by the prostitutes of Madrid – their hair growing out black because the city’s supply of peroxide was needed as antiseptic for the wounded.

The sentry led Castillo down one flight of stairs, then another, to a room that had once been part of a kitchen; zinc tubs lined the walls and the still air smelled of grease and sour wine. When his eyes adjusted to the darkness – the room was lit by two candles at either end of a table, electricity being an occasional thing in the city – Castillo could see the forms of men standing in line. As he took his place at the end of the line his stomach clenched with fear, because the man seated at the table was in civilian clothes and he was wearing glasses. Officer of what?

Castillo had come to Madrid eight days earlier. He’d taken the night train from Paris to Toulouse, then flown Air France to Barcelona. From there, he’d caught a ride to Madrid with British volunteers fighting for the Republic. Thus he found himself standing, hanging on for dear life, in the back of an old Bedford truck – old enough so that it had to be started with a crank – brought to Spain by the volunteers, who were dockyard workers from Liverpool. To reach Madrid they had to take the single open road, held by the International Brigades, which could only be used at night because of the bombers.

They drove fast, with lights off. After two breakdowns and a flat tyre, they made it to Madrid, and Castillo found a room at the Florida.

In the room: one bed and four guests. Two of them, French journalists, slept in the bed while the other two, a Polish Jew who did not precisely say what business he had in Madrid, and Castillo, slept on the floor. The room had a hole in the ceiling – an artillery round had hit the room above theirs – that had been patched with a piece of cardboard on which somebody had written ‘Art as practised by General Franco’.

Castillo had come to Spain on his own initiative, using a false identity, because he worked in Paris for the embassy of the Spanish Republic and they would never have allowed him to do what he was doing now. Thus his papers, using the name Cruz, had been provided by a professional forger in Paris. The barman at his café had sent him to see a room clerk at a small hotel in the Marais, who knew a dependable forger – a cobbler, in Parisian criminal argot. With so many émigrés from so many countries flooding into France, business was good for the cobblers.

Now Castillo should have sought help from the diplomats in Paris – some of them surely knew helpful people in Madrid – but the situation at the embassy was beyond complicated: after the attempted coup d’état by Franco and his fellow generals in 1936, the embassy diplomats were asked to declare their loyalty to the elected government of the Spanish Republic, or to resign. Almost all of them stayed, but only some of them were loyal. For others, their hearts with the Franco forces, it was wise to keep quiet and wait to see who would win. So, naturally, looking to the future, some of them had the occasional chat with Francoist operatives in Paris.

Thus, when it became obvious to Castillo that his agent in Madrid, codename Dalia, was in trouble, he had no one to turn to for help, knew that if word of Dalia’s predicament got around the embassy it wouldn’t stop there. An inner voice told Castillo that going to Madrid was a bad idea, but a deeper voice sent him south – he could not leave her to her fate, simple human decency said that this was wrong, and Castillo was perhaps a little smitten by her. But then, who wasn’t?

No conventional beauty, Dalia, but striking beyond description – people stared at her. She didn’t especially care. In her indefinite forties, she was ruled by nobody but herself, could be charming in an honest way, could be abrasive, feared nothing. But none of this would save her if she were arrested. And, worse yet, interrogated. To himself Castillo said, No, this must not happen. Just who was hunting her, and why, he could not even guess. All he knew was that the political cross-currents of the Spanish Civil War were ferocious and now Dalia was caught up in them. So, he would save her.

Poor Castillo – his life never meant him to have been anything like a secret agent. When the war started he’d been a curator at the Prado – Spain’s national art museum – a curator of nineteenth-century painting, the modern era as far as the museum was concerned. Castillo happened to be in Paris when the civil war broke out in 1936, where he had been trying to establish the provenance of a prince’s portrait left to the Prado by a rich noblewoman. One hot day in July he returned to his hotel, having spent the afternoon at the Bibliotheque Nationale, and there received a telephone call from a friend in Madrid: do not come back here, they are going to shoot the intellectuals. Castillo stayed where he was but a month later, marooned in Paris, money running out, and wanting to support the Republic any way he could, he went to the embassy and asked the second secretary if they needed help.

What happened next was a shock. The diplomat, a second secretary called Molina, offered him a job at a nearby office which worked under the rather opaque title of the Oficina Técnica – the Technical Bureau – which tried to buy armaments for the Republic on the international arms market. Was this a job for a museum curator? Soon enough Castillo learned that the previous incumbent in his job had been a gynaecologist from Barcelona, while the new director of propaganda was the Surrealist film director Buñuel. Under attack, the Republic had to improvise: educated and presumably loyal volunteers were welcomed, hired, and told to do their best.

Three months later, a stranger – soon to be known as Dalia – appeared at the bistro where Castillo had lunch and, without a word of explanation, sat down at his table. She did not introduce herself, said simply that she was a Spanish patriot, and had secret information that could help win the war. ‘And you are …?’ he asked. She shrugged and gave him a name, the shrug implying that it wasn’t hers. Very well, Castillo said, such information should be passed along to one Colonel Zaguan, who, um, handled that kind of thing.

‘No, not him,’ she said casually. ‘I do not trust him.’

In truth there were questions about Zaguan, head of the embassy office of the Republic’s secret service, known as the SIM, but they were rarely asked out loud. Castillo offered to speak to one of the diplomats. Again she refused. She would give the information only to Castillo himself, and he would have to figure out who could be trusted with it. ‘Why did you choose me?’ Castillo asked. ‘How do you even know who I am?’ She responded with a wicked smile, saying, ‘I know who everyone is.’ Castillo gave in.

Victorious, she unsnapped a slim gold clasp on her purse, drew out an envelope, and handed it over. The unsealed envelope had the printed name and Sixth Arrondissement address of the Hôtel Lutetia in the upper-left corner. Castillo put the envelope in the inside pocket of his jacket, then asked the woman if she would care for a glass of wine. ‘Next time,’ she said. Then, using her wicked smile to say goodbye, she stood abruptly and left the bistro.

When Castillo returned to his office, he looked to see what was in the envelope – he would not have been surprised to discover that the woman was mad as a hatter and had brought him a sheaf of senseless newspaper clippings. But this was not the case. What he found, typed on three sheets of hotel stationery, was a list: German names and ranks grouped under the headings Pilots, Flight Crew, Ground Crew and Administration. He had in his hand the identities of at least some of the personnel who served with the Condor Legion – German fighters and bombers sent to Spain by Hitler, a ready-made air force for Franco’s fascists.

Ten minutes later he was in Molina’s office at the embassy. The diplomat had a corner office with two windows. The second secretary was a professional, seasoned diplomat with the pince-nez and trimmed Van Dyke beard to prove it. Technically second-in-command, Molina in fact ran the embassy – the ambassador was remote and unapproachable, a classic bureaucrat who made sure that nobody knew what he thought about anything. Instructions to the staff were communicated through Molina, or Molina issued them himself and left the staff to assume they came from the ambassador.

Castillo told Molina about the woman in the bistro, then handed over the envelope. Molina adjusted his pince-nez in the fussy way he had and read for a time. Finally he said, ‘This looks real enough.’

Castillo was relieved. He trusted Molina and was almost his friend and didn’t want to appear naive in his eyes. ‘What’s to be done with it?’

‘It should go to the army general staff in Valencia,’ Molina said. As Franco’s siege of Madrid intensified, the government of the Republic had fled en masse to the city on the Mediterranean coast. ‘There are people there who will make use of it, if they can. And maybe this information should come from me, because if they find out you’re involved they’ll put pressure on you for more, and that will be the sort of pressure you won’t like. Or, if this turns out to be some sort of poison … a game, you know, then you’ll come under suspicion and you’ll like that even less.’ Molina was for a moment reflective, then said, ‘But perhaps you wish to have the credit.’

‘I don’t,’ Castillo said emphatically.

‘For the best, I think. Castillo, please don’t tell her anything, because we don’t know who she is and …’ Molina paused, then said, ‘Because this may be some kind of bait, an attempt to acquire secrets from us. Do you see?’

Castillo nodded. He did see, and fervently wished he didn’t. This horrid war would be the end of him. He was a museum curator, not an arms buyer, and surely not a spymaster. In the centre of his chest he felt anxiety squeezing him with its nasty, powerful little fingers, so took the first of what he knew would be a future of deep breaths. He chatted with Molina for a time, then returned to the Oficina Técnica.

In time, he found her. He’d begun to think it was hopeless, but then, after six days in Madrid, he found her. Her plea for rescue had come to him written on a bar napkin with a thick pencil, brought by an American foreign correspondent who’d come to Paris from Madrid. ‘She’s in trouble,’ he told Castillo. ‘I hope you can help her.’

‘Where is she?’

The correspondent’s mouth tightened as he shook his head slowly – who knows? ‘On the move when I last saw her, but if she hasn’t found a hiding place by now, I’m afraid …’

‘She could be anywhere,’ Castillo said, an edge of despair in his voice.

‘She gave me the name of a contact, a Frenchman called Tarbot. He’s head of a trade union in Lyons, works with the Spanish unions in Madrid – basically they’re buying ambulances in Europe and trying to get them across the French border, then to Madrid. They are very passionate about La Causa – the battle against fascism – in Lyons.’

‘Yes, I’ve seen that in the newspapers.’

‘The tramps of Lyons, dozens of them, tried to enlist as a unit in the International Brigade. But the Brigade wouldn’t take them on.’

‘How would one find this … Tarbot, you said?’

‘Where you find any of the foreigners, war tourists, journalists, whatever they are. At Chicote’s and Molinero’s, the great bars on the Gran Vía. That’s where you’ll find Tarbot. Just ask the barmen.’

Which was exactly what Castillo did when he reached Madrid. They knew right away who he was looking for.

‘Oh yes, Tarbot, a big guy with scars on his face, missing a couple of fingers, that’s Tarbot. He should be in later.’

‘He stopped by yesterday, but only for a few minutes.’

‘Somebody said they saw him in Barcelona.’

‘Isn’t he here? I swear I saw him. No, maybe not.’

‘Rumour is he was hit by a sniper.’ Secret Franco supporters hiding in Madrid liked to fire a shot or two out of the window when they thought they could get away with it and killed a few people every day.

And then, one afternoon as Castillo read a newspaper at the bar, a man came up behind him and said, in poor Spanish, ‘I hear you are looking for me.’

Castillo told Tarbot about the correspondent, used the name Dalia, described her. Tarbot asked him questions, Castillo tried to tell him as little as possible, said Dalia was an old friend, from Paris. He really didn’t know what had brought her to Madrid.

‘Oh they come here,’ Tarbot said, then shrugged. Who knows why. ‘Anyhow, I’ll give you an address. She was there but you know the way it is, people move around.’

But she was exactly where Tarbot said she was. Living in the attic of a badly bombed building, once a mansion, half its facade gone, a place where nobody could live. When Castillo saw her he flinched. The Dalia he knew was fashionable, perfectly dressed and groomed, poised, and sure of herself. The Dalia hiding in the attic was filthy, and obviously had not bathed for a long time. She had cut her hand badly and bandaged the wound with a dainty handkerchief.

Castillo waited until dark, then returned to the Hotel Florida and, using a razor blade, cut the lining of his overcoat and removed a set of false documents produced by his Parisian cobbler. Then he bought a dinner – lentils with garlic and a little oil and a small chunk of bread, which was what there was to eat in Madrid – wrapped it in a sheet of newspaper, and returned to the bombed mansion. Dalia ate like a wolf. When she was done Castillo said, ‘Here are your new papers. You’ll have to transfer your passport photograph, do you know how to do this?’

‘Did you bring glue?’

‘Yes. A brand that was suggested by the man who forged your papers.’

‘Then I can do it.’

‘And here is a train ticket, from Barcelona to Perpignan – you’ll have to find a way to get from Madrid to Barcelona.’

‘There are taxi drivers who will do it – for a price.’

Castillo reached in his pocket and handed Dalia a thick wad of banknotes, pesetas and francs. ‘I believe this is enough for the driver – also for the train up to Paris.’

‘More than enough,’ Dalia said. ‘There’s a safe apartment I can use to clean up a little – now that I can afford to pay for it.’

‘Better for travel,’ Castillo said.

She nodded and said, ‘Are you coming with me?’

‘No, I have a flight from Barcelona to Toulouse on Wednesday – tomorrow night I will find a ride to Barcelona.’

She met his eyes and said, ‘I can never thank you enough … you didn’t have to …’

‘It needed to be done, Dalia, so I did it.’

‘You put yourself in danger.’

‘Well, that’s over now, all I have to do tonight is get back to the Florida.’ He left the attic a few minutes later and took a shortcut through an alley to get to the hotel.

In the sub-basement of the Palace Hotel, Castillo waited at the end of a long line of men and women, shadowy forms in the light of two candles at either end of a table. Seated at the table was a man in civilian clothing and glasses, who the sentry had called the officer. The line had moved slowly, but now it sped up – the officer sent the next few men away after a glance at their papers. He’d evidently been doing this kind of work for some time and had thus become good at it, thoroughly efficient. Castillo was now next in line for interrogation. Standing at the table, a handsome young man was explaining something at length, leaning over and speaking confidentially, so Castillo could not hear the words. But the tone, the high pitch of the voice, imploring, whining – that he could hear. Then the officer signalled – raised his hand – that he’d heard enough, and the young man cut himself off in mid-sentence and stood straight and silent, as though to receive a judgement.

On the table was a bell, an inverted silver cup with a silver button on top, the sort of bell one saw on the front desk of a hotel, used to summon a porter to take baggage up to a room. The officer extended one hand, hesitated, then tapped on the bell, a single, hollow clink. It was apparently an old bell. Or perhaps not so old, maybe just worn out. At the sound of the bell, a giant of a man with a huge beard and small, crafty eyes brushed past Castillo on his way to the table. As he went by, Castillo smelled rotten onions. The giant took the young man by the crook of the elbow, whispered something in his ear, then led him away. He had, Castillo now saw, a large revolver thrust into the waistband of his trousers.

As Castillo waited for the officer’s permission to approach the table – this was done palm up, with a come here motion of the index finger – the sentry appeared and placed the Cruz passport and permits on the table. The officer was in no hurry, held the passport near one of the candles so he could read the typed print. From somewhere above the sub-basement, perhaps just outside the service entry, came the sound of a single pistol shot. The officer seemed not to notice. When he finished reading, he put the documents aside and looked up at Castillo. ‘Comrade Cruz?’ he said.

‘Yes.’ Castillo had caught himself just in time – he’d almost added sir to the yes. The officer was younger than Castillo had realized, perhaps in his late twenties. His suit was made of cheap material, his spectacles had steel frames.

‘You are well dressed, aren’t you,’ the officer said. Then, ‘Where are you staying in Madrid?’

‘At the Hotel Florida.’

‘And your business here?’

‘My mother is ill and cannot get the medicine she needs here in Madrid, so I brought it up from Valencia.’

‘Would your mother not be better off in Valencia too?’

‘She will not leave. She has lived all her life in Madrid and she is passionate for La Causa. She cannot fight on the battle lines but, by staying here, she fights.’

‘And you? Are you also passionate for La Causa?’

‘I am, but to earn money I must live in Valencia.’

The officer slid a wooden box in front of him. The box might once have been used by a library – a yellowed card in the brass case on the front of the box said RIV–STO – but it now held three-by-five index cards. The officer flipped through the cards until he found the C names, then said, ‘You’re not Alberto Cruz, are you?’

‘No, I am Carlos.’

‘Very well, Comrade Carlos, give me your overcoat, then put everything in your pockets on the table.’

Castillo did as he was told. When his things were laid out before him, he saw that the officer had turned his overcoat inside out. ‘What a shame,’ the officer said. ‘You seem to have ripped the lining of your coat. No, no, I am mistaken, the lining has been cut open.’ He stared at Castillo, then said, ‘Is there something you would like to tell me? To unburden yourself?’

‘It was like that when I bought it.’

‘Oh, of course it was.’

When the officer tapped the bell, Castillo’s legs began to tremble. He feared he might collapse and thought, God, help me to stand up. An older woman with white hair in a bun stood next in line behind
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