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BMH – British Military Hospital

CD – Corps Diplomatique

Century House – HQ of SIS (MI6) - 1964 to1994

DG – Director-General.

Clocking – noticing

DDR – Deutsche Demokratische Republik.

Frikadelle – Flat, pan-fried meatballs of minced meat.

FO – Foreign Office

HVA - DDR foreign intelligence

Mit mayo- with mayonnaise.

Pommes – pommes frites (chipped potatoes).

Sangar - a protected firing or observation point.

Schaschlik – Skewered grilled cubes of meat.

Schupo – Schutzpolizei – Uniformed general patrol police.

Security Service – MI5

Silber – Silver.

SIS – Secret Intelligence Service (MI6).

Stasi – Staatssicherheitsdienst (State Security Service).

Streng geheim – Top secret.

Toff – British for a ‘posh’ person.
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Cornflakes eaten, he put the bowl in the sink and headed for the shower; an appointment with soap on a rope. Towel, hairdryer and a dab of Pierre Cardin, then he brushed his unruly mop of hair back into some semblance of order that wouldn’t irritate the Old Man and selected the day’s apparel: bootcut casual pants with a nondescript blue shirt topped off with his new black, mid-thigh, Italian leather jacket; double-breasted in a pea coat style. Clare had thought it looked good, so he’d bought another in a sort of dark tan colour. A much-loved pair of elastic-sided brown ankle boots completed the look he'd gone for.

Outside, he settled himself into the recently assigned vehicle. When they’d told him they were replacing the Austin Cambridge, he’d been hopeful of receiving a Ford Capri. But the Old Man thought it too racy, attracting unwanted attention, so they gave him the Hillman Hunter. Even the colour was deliberately unexciting; a sort of pale grey-green that otherwise defied description. On the good side, it was reliably solid and came with a decent radio, but it was never a ‘bird puller’, so it was just as well he had Clare now.

He climbed the stairs to the door marked Statistics Office, greeted Ralph and Winston, signed in, made himself a cup of tea, and sat at his desk. The now almost threadbare nodding dachshund bid him good morning in response to the tap on its head.

"Morning, Gally." It was Clive with a sheaf of papers, which he dropped on a desk.

Gallagher returned the salutation, then, "You still doing that site visit?"

Clive nodded, "Yes, why do you ask?"

"Well, I thought you’d be looking more casual than that. Are you sure platform shoes are appropriate?"

Clive glanced down. "They’re comfortable, and they’re not my best pair. Why don’t you try some out, Gally? I’m sure you’d like them. They’re all the rage these days."

Gally smiled. "Two reasons, Clive old boy. I don’t need the extra height like you do, and I’m a martyr to vertigo. I inherited it from my dad. It’s what killed him."

Clive feigned a shocked face. "Liar! You told me a big crate fell on him."

Gally calmly sipped his tea. "A big crate fell on him, Clive, because if it hadn’t been for his vertigo, he’d have been in the back of the truck unloading it onto someone else."

Winston answered the phone and mumbled a few words. Replacing the handset, he caught Gallagher’s eye and nodded in the direction of the doorway.

"You wanted to see me, Sir?"

"Yes, come in and take a seat, Gallagher. Where have you parked your motorcycle?"

"Motorcycle, Sir? I haven’t got a ... Oh, I see what you’ve done. It’s my jacket, isn’t it? Only, I told Clive I’d go with him on a site visit, and this seems more appropriate than a suit."

"Very good of you to volunteer yourself, but you’re going somewhere else today."

Gally took a seat.

His companion glared at him. "Well, close the door, man!" 

"Sorry, Sir. I didn’t realise it was going to be one of those conversations."

The Old Man looked back down at the file on his desk. Gally returned and sat silently, expecting something to happen soon. It didn’t. Eventually, he felt the need to make conversation, more to remind the other person in the room that he was still there than anything else.

"I’m sorry Ralph’s leaving us, Sir. He’s a good sort."

The Old Man glanced up. "Yes, the Treasury." 

"Has he always had aspirations in that direction, Sir? He never mentioned anything before."

Still reading: "It was a matter of need, Gallagher. Thankfully, he took up the challenge. He’s always had a wonderful ability to obfuscate." 

He looked up before continuing. "Don’t get me wrong, Winston’s no slouch in that area, but it needs an older man in order to seamlessly fit in. Our current chap there is due to retire. We’re keeping him on a retainer as a consultant, so you might encounter him from time to time." He closed the file and leaned back in his chair.

"Our life here is really quite simple yet somewhat complicated. It’s best illustrated by my saying that all in the world of intelligence is compartmentalised. If people don’t need to know, then they don’t know. Even some people who should know don’t, because it’s expedient for them not to. Our little department takes advantage of that, Gallagher. But sometimes it’s not always an obvious advantage." 

Gally felt he was expected to understand where this was leading, so to convey a comprehension he didn’t possess, he just rearranged his facial features.

"I’m sending you on an important errand." Before he could finish, Gally had offered, "Your dry cleaning again, Sir?"

The Old Man sighed. "Shut up, Gallagher, and listen.  I’m sending you on an important errand, and I think I should tell you the two things that have led to it. Our funding is being cut. The Treasury have taken it upon themselves to do a bit of cost-cutting and has decided that we don’t need the budget we were given to produce our statistics." He took off his glasses and waved them about.

"Thankfully, our extra activities are covered by the quiet harvesting of several incidental expenses in the Treasury’s vast accounting system – the beverage and biscuit fund, to name but one. A considerable amount of money is apparently spent each year on these simple delights, but the unions are highly defensive about their members’ perks. Disaster looms for those who delve too deep into that one. However, we have to lose Ralph as a result. The good news is that we’ve been able to slot him in to replace our man at the Treasury. A little trick we learned from the CIA many years ago, placing our own people in select positions." He saw Gally’s enquiring look.

"We diminish any opposition’s credibility or qualifications and enhance our own candidate’s. Simple process. People have so many predilections and vices these days, and what they don’t have, we invent. But I digress. Ralph’s task is to maintain the status quo for us. An added issue is that the outgoing Director of the Security Service hasn’t told the new incumbent about us. Personal animosity, apparently. That has meant that the cuts haven’t been challenged, which brings me to the other matter. We need to pull off a coup, an accomplishment, something to make him aware of our true value. Fortuitously, a very recent situation has presented us with such an opportunity. It concerns an old ‘friend’ of ours. Herr Radler."

"Harald? Has he managed to come back, Sir?"

"No, Gallagher. However, a close friend of his has stated he covertly expressed the desire to do so, permanently. The person he made the remark to just happens to be an asset of British intelligence. Their MI6 case officer is one of our people. That’s where you come in. You had a rapport with him. I’m sending you to West Berlin."

Gally nodded real understanding. "Will Miss Johnson be coming with me, Sir?"

The Old Man smiled. "I’m afraid not." He checked his watch. "At this moment in time, she and Sandy should be taking off on a flight to Barbados. An issue has arisen out there that requires some fact-finding before we can decide whether or not we’ll have to send in some of the Farralland chaps to resolve it."

"She never said anything."

"Evidently not." He took another file from his wire tray and passed it across the desk. "Read this. You’ll be working alone, with no close backup. There are a few contacts mentioned, so commit them to memory, then return the file. If we can pull this off, I think the future of the department will be secure." He stood up and gazed out of the window.

"My concern is that we’ve been sucked into this sort of thing before. By 'we,' I mean SIS, and it cost them two agents. The architect of that scheme was Radler. Is he now genuine, or is he trying to lure us in again?" He turned around. "Now, whilst we’ve been forewarned, it won’t be too long before the facts come out and then..." He paused. "We have, at the very best, if luck is with us, a two-day head start, then the beans have to be spilt, well, some of them at least. As a result, we need to get our skates on." 

The Old Man continued, "By speaking to his friend, Radler let them know he knew of their connections. They, in turn, feel that Radler is the sole owner of that knowledge, so at present, only he is privy to it. The problem is whether or not it will stay that way. Is it a ruse? Do his own people suspect him? If compromised, will he keep that information to himself or dig his way out by using it to his advantage?"

Glancing through the file as he listened, Gally looked up. "Is Radler really worth it, Sir?"

"I’m afraid so. We strongly believe he’ll be keen to supply us with Stasi and Soviet agents within the West German security services and perhaps even our own. If SIS has been compromised, then we can’t guarantee that whoever turns up out there on their behalf will be friendly. It could just be a ‘cover the tracks’ exercise by someone. Whether or not, don’t expect co-operation. The successful conclusion of this matter would be a major gain for anyone and a large feather in the cap of whoever pulled it off."

"Will I have a personal protection weapon?"

"It’ll be sent over in the diplomatic bag. Pick it up at the consulate. Your contact is in the file."

"What’s my cover story?"

"Haulage. You and some well-qualified associates are in the process of putting together a company for international road transport. Early days at the moment, but you’re trying to make relevant contacts. To make it look more realistic, you’ll be flying out to Stockholm first with a couple of informal meetings already booked. In the meantime, get yourself across the road to the Farralland offices and speak to Cyril. He’ll give you enough background to at least appear competent. Reg has your tickets. You leave this afternoon. Use the dedicated phone in the main office for communications. It’ll be manned twenty-four hours for the duration." He put his glasses back on and opened another file. "Leave the door open on your way out."

Gallagher rose, then hesitated. "Is there anything else you might think I should know, Sir?"

The Old Man looked back at him, steadily. "Be aware that the CIA may be sniffing around out there. They obviously have assets within SIS, but no one seems to know who."

Gally smiled. "It’s probably a tea lady, Sir. As I’ve said before, they’re almost invisible."

The Old Man replied, "Happily, we don’t have that problem here," before adding, "Are you interested in amateur dramatics, Gallagher?"

"No, Sir." He looked confused. "Why?"

A slight smile wandered across the chief’s lips. "You look as if you’re auditioning for a part in Springtime for Hitler. Don’t take that coat and avoid wearing a brown shirt."

Gally nodded, a look of seriousness on his face. "I’ll take a short skirt and a nice blouse instead."

"You always have to say something, don’t you, Gallagher?"

Gally gave him a shrug and a smile in return.
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Arriving at Stockholm’s Arlanda Airport, he’d taken the bus into the city.

The meetings, though short, went as well as could be expected. The first company were mildly interested, the second wasn’t, and the man he met at the third considered the matter, then insisted on showing him the city. It had been a pleasant evening, but when his companion suggested they go to a place that served the second-best pickled herring in town, with free and varied sex, Gally made his excuses and left. There was no way he was eating rollmops.

In Berlin, he dumped his bag in the room at his budget hotel. Clean and tidy, the room’s brown, orange and yellow wallpaper did nothing to soften the busy carpet, and with their gaudy colour-matched circles overlaid on a white background, the curtains were a step too far. He checked out the bathroom.

Lifting the toilet lid, a little snort of air escaped from his nose as he shook his head. Why the Germans had to have a platform in there was beyond him. He knew they liked to get back to nature, but making a deposit on what amounted to a shelf, and then watching it slowly flushed over the edge on its way to the city sewers, was a bit like watching the launch of a nuclear submarine. In his Army days, he’d had to shit in the woods like everyone else, but even that had a bigger margin for error than this.

He took a walk to the consulate. Fifteen minutes later, he rang the bell, introduced himself, and was shown to a small anteroom. For several minutes, he stared at the framed, dreary black-and-white pictures of old Berlin.

The door opened, and a cheery-faced man stepped in. "Ahh, Mister Baker. Sorry to have kept you," he declared, placing a briefcase on the half table that hugged the wall beneath the mandatory picture of the Queen. He flipped it open to reveal several folders, a thermos flask, cling-film-wrapped sandwiches, and a soft cloth that enclosed something lumpy. "Can I see your ID?" he said. 

Close up, the man wasn’t as young as he first looked; he just had one of those round faces that dispersed wrinkles, making him look, from a distance, eternally youthful. 

Gally silently took out his false passport and opened it for easy reading. 

"Thank you, now the other one?"

He showed his Farralland contractors' business card. The man nodded and unfolded the cloth to reveal a loaded two-inch Smith and Wesson revolver and six loose rounds. He glanced at Gallagher and said, "You’re disappointed, I know, but it’s all about the weight of the diplomatic bags."

Gally checked the weapon, pocketing the spares. "Would another six rounds have been too much?" 

The man sighed. "Probably. You see, it’s all about..."  

"Yeah, I know. It’s all about the weight." 

He took the U-Bahn to nowhere in particular and found himself a working telephone kiosk. Clive said his contact would be wearing a blue frog brooch. She’d respond to the name ‘Greta’. He should stay in daily contact, and the office would help where they could. MI6 had already sent a team out. Gally said some things about the package he’d picked up from the consulate, and Clive retorted, "I think it’s best if I don’t tell him that." Gally relented and agreed. With the contact’s name, the meeting place and the time, he went back to the hotel for a bite to eat and a read of their English newspaper.

He walked into the cafe and eyeballed the inmates. She was sitting next to the window. With a nod to the waitress, he took the small table wedged alongside. For some reason, he’d been expecting a much younger woman, but she was in her late sixties, maybe early seventies.

"Do you mind if I sit here?" he enquired.

She smiled, "Not at all."

They sat in silence; the waitress took his order and then brought a small coffee. He laced it with sugar and stirred. "It’s a lovely day out there."

"Yes, it always looks better when the sun is out, but it doesn’t always shine," she replied with a wry smile.

He grinned. "Sometimes a new home makes all the difference," he said, extending his hand." My name’s John."

She took it and replied, "I’m Greta."

"That’s a nice brooch, Greta."

"Yes, it is." She paused. "I have a friend who is looking for a new home, but it’s difficult to know who to trust, don’t you think?"

He studied her face. "I know the feeling well, but I’m in the business of finding people new homes, so tell your friend that Gally says he’s looking forward to having a drink together soon, and I’ll pay."

She gathered her handbag and scarf, then stood up. "I hope we can meet again, tomorrow perhaps? Earlier? I like it here, I’m an old woman, and it’s safe."

"How do you know I’m safe?"

She smiled again. "Do you see that girl, over there? She’s my niece."

He turned and saw a dumpy, dark-haired girl who looked vaguely familiar, then he remembered her from the bus at the airport. She was joined by another, slimmer, more conventionally pretty, who he thought he’d seen when he left the hotel. They kissed briefly, then, seeing him watching, they smiled.

Meeting arrangements confirmed, the old woman left, and the two girls followed. 

He finished his drink and then wound his way back to the hotel, occasionally calling in for a beer at the odd bar here and there. He didn’t fancy a formal meal, so stopped for a frikadelle, a schaschlik and pommes mit mayo at the little schnellimbiss perched at the end of the street, which he enjoyed at the stand with yet another beer.

In his room, he lay on the bed thinking of Clare, wondering if she would be safe. He had to conclude that Sandy would make sure she was. Norddeutscher Rundfunk was showing an old black-and-white film dubbed into German. He’d seen ‘Arsenic and Old Lace’ several times, so he was able to distract himself enough until he fell asleep, even though Cary Grant, as a German, sounded somewhat peculiar.

The next morning, the hotel had a problem with boiled eggs and toast. He'd asked for lightly boiled with the toast well done, but the egg was undercooked, and the rye bread they toasted could probably take down fleeing burglars, large or small, if launched properly.

He filled his time with a visit to the Brandenburg Gate and Tiergarten, then made for his meeting with Greta. She found him on his second coffee. 

Settling into her seat, she ordered a Franziskaner, waiting for the Kellner to lay it on the table and depart before she quietly spoke. "My friend says your colleagues at MI6 have sent someone he cannot deal with. However, he is pleased that you, Gally, have offered to help him. He says for someone who doesn’t know him well, you know him well. He asked me to tell you he has a short stay in Prague on official business, then he will be in Budapest for a few days before leaving for Bucharest on the tenth. He said you would understand his lack of enthusiasm for air travel."

Gally didn’t but said nothing. "How do I know I can trust you?" he said at last.

She smiled and placed her hand on his. "I work for two ideologies, as I’m sure you already know. Freedom is everything." She sipped her coffee, "There’s nothing else I can tell you other than I will have to meet with your MI6 tomorrow afternoon. Our mutual friend does not want me to divulge to them the true facts."

He nodded, but it told him something. He surmised that Radler knew SIS had been infiltrated and the person sent out was known to him, possibly even handled by him. 

He told her, "I’d be grateful for whatever time you can give me."

She wiped the cream from her mouth with the serviette, then methodically re-applied her lipstick. Eventually, she said, "I’m an old hand at this. Leave it to me. I’ll buy you both as much time as I possibly can, but it probably won’t be as long as you’d wish. Oh, and I almost forgot. My friend said you are to make sure to bring a torch." 

She nodded to the dumpy girl in the corner and got up. As she searched for her purse, Gally said, "No, please. I’ll pay for these."

Wrapping her silk scarf around her neck, she replied, "Why, thank you, Mister Gallagher. You are so kind. Good luck, young man." 
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