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Clarence Wilkinson and Jenny Matheson made their first appearance in The Brandenburg Cipher - the eleventh book in the Château Sarony series.

In 2021 a friend who was always most generous in his comments regarding my efforts wrote to me saying 'I wouldn't mind hearing some more about Clarence'. The words spurred me into creating for the character his very own adventure in 'The Woman from St John's Wood'. It was my intention that the completed story should provide what I hoped would be a pleasant surprise for my friend. Regrettably this was not to be as he passed away just before Christmas 2021.

I can only now respectfully dedicate this first Wilkinson at War story to  'Super Max' with thanks for his unswerving encouragement and kindness.

R C S Hutching      March 2022
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Although the main characters, events, and many of the places described in this book are fictional there are certain aspects which are historically correct.

Woolwich Arsenal was the major producer of munitions for Britain prior to the United States entering the war.

The project code-named MAUD and Tube Alloys were part of the cover for the secret British nuclear research programme that existed before the United States commenced similar research. 

The new radar system was initially referred to as GCI (Ground Control Installation) but although Durrington, West Sussex, does indeed exist, it was not, so far as I am aware, the site of one of the installations.

The Luftwaffe did possess a special operations squadron named Kampfgeschwader 200 (KG 200) and if my story were true the attempted raid on Beale Hall is likely to have fallen within that unit’s operational sphere.

R C S Hutching 

March 2022
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Prologue
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"Penny for 'em, Clarence," Bert's comment brought Clarence Wilkinson back into the circle of friends in The Half Moon. 

"Oh, sorry, I was miles away. Now, it's my round, I believe." 

The evening ended when the air-raid sirens sounded and by 10.00 p.m. he was back in the rooms he rented in Archer Street. In the short time that had passed since the affair which had first taken him to Clerkenwell he had been contacted and invited to join the hostilities on a semi-permanent basis. The discussion which had taken place in  comfort of  The Poachers Club lounge had been both welcome and positive in outcome but at the same time stirred his thoughts in an altogether less welcome area. 

He had frequently found himself wondering how the young woman named Jenny Matheson was faring. His actions in countering the German infiltration had included cajoling her into continuing what had become a detestable relationship with an enemy agent. It had placed her life in danger and resulted in an act that during peacetime could have led her to the gallows. The casual comment in The Poachers Club of 'I gather the Matheson girl has had some sort of nervous breakdown' had sent his conscience into overdrive. 

He had made enquiries with her department in the War Office and confirmed she was indeed on sick leave. A visit to her flat in St John's Wood had found it deserted but a neighbour was able to supply the landlord's name which enabled him to clear her rent arrears and obtain the address of her mother's house in Uxbridge. Further visits to St John's Wood elicited confirmation that she had not returned which compounded the feeling that he was ultimately responsible for her present circumstances. After several weeks he made the decision to seek her out despite fearing that his appearance would not be welcome. Contemplation of his intended visit to Uxbridge the following day was the cause of his distraction in The Half Moon.
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Chapter 1 – Three Men in a Boat
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The night was cold, with the wind reducing the already low temperature to almost freezing point. Room in the dinghy was limited with Strohm, Hartman, and Kessler sharing the limited space with their three suitcases. Apart from the laboured breathing of the three individuals, splashing and slapping was all that could be heard as their paddles dug into the dark writhing mass of water. The gradual shelving of the sandy beach meant that they had been dropped several hundred yards offshore and a strong current made them fight for every yard of progress. A light drizzle had commenced and the sea became choppier. The dinghy bucked and dipped as through the murk the dark outline of the land mass slowly took shape. Muscles ached, clothing was damp on the inside from the sweat of their labours and wet on the outside from sea spray and rain. A sudden gust of wind spun the dinghy almost ninety degrees and the hat worn by one of its occupants was snatched away and sent spinning into the night - lost forever. 

Finally the bottom of the dinghy rasped on something and leant renewed strength to their straining arms when as if by magic a glimmer of moonlight issued from a sliver between the clouds and they could see the safe haven of the beach. “You, sit tight and steer the dinghy while we drag it onto the beach.” The orders were given by Strohm as he anxiously scanned the shoreline for signs of movement before slapping the man next to him on the shoulder and shouting, “Come on, Hartman. We are already wet through but we need our things and the craft needs to be destroyed and buried." His instructions were answered by a nod and both men jumped feet first into the water and began to haul the flimsy conveyance bearing the more slightly built third man through the water towards land. 

Once ashore, their cases were unloaded and the tough fabric of the dinghy slashed and punctured. A perfect hiding place for its remains was found in the form of a fissure in one of the spray-drenched rocky outcrops. The remnants were stuffed down into the opening followed by half a dozen large rocks that were wedged in to form a plug. The wooden paddles were broken up and buried amongst the trees bordering the small bay. All the time, nervous looks were being cast at their surroundings but on such an unpleasant night there was little chance of them being seen. "So far so good," pronounced Strohm, the leader of the group. "Let's get off this damned beach and in amongst the trees out of the wind and rain. Losing my hat means I can't keep the rain out of my eyes. Knapsacks would make life easier but these silly suitcases are what we need to fit in with our story if we are challenged." 

His companions grunted agreement and the trio in their sodden overcoats with the unwieldy suitcases bumping against their legs struggled across the sand. Once within the safer haven of the trees they found a dry spot in a less exposed position and for the first time since leaving the submarine relaxed sufficiently to calmly take stock of the situation. "This weather is worse than back home, I'm soaked, " grumbled Hartman before adding, "Those of us who didn't act as cart horses fared better," as he glared at the third member. 

Kessler, the target of his comment, shifted unhappily under the gaze of his companions. He was less wet due to being the one who had remained aboard the dinghy on its final approach. "I can't help being less physically strong than you two. I only volunteered because I was told that it would go hard with my parents if I didn't. I've no wish to be shot by the British as a spy. I may speak the language and know the area but I’m not a fighting man like the two of you." 

"That doesn't sound very patriotic," answered Strohm, and Kessler arrowed a frown at the leader of the party. 

"I'll leave the patriotism to you fellows. I never joined either the Hitler Jugend or the Nazi Party. You West Prussians have spent years agitating for war, my home is Hamburg, and whether a person in one of the border areas is Polish or German is of no interest to me. It's not my fault that I fell and injured my ankle on that bloody submarine. Look how swollen it is, I can hardly walk." 

Strohm peered at the man's injured ankle by the dim light of his torch and surprisingly said. "Yes, I can see it must be painful. I kept a couple of canvas strips from the dinghy, lend me your hat and I'll go back to the sea and thoroughly soak them. If we bind that ankle then the canvas will contract as it dries and give some good support." 

The injured man gratefully handed across his hat and watched as the unexpectedly considerate figure left the shelter of the trees. Hartman eyed him with undisguised disgust but said nothing. The sound of returning footsteps made them both stiffen but seeing the look of disgust turn to a nod of approval prompted the injured man to say, "That was quick," and begin to turn towards the sound drawing nearer from behind. They were both his last words and last thought - a blinding flash of light within his head was followed by eternal darkness. The bloodied rock was raised once more and then lowered as his clearly lifeless body slumped sideways. For a few seconds in the dim light of the torch, the upturned face, with its open mouth and eyes registering a look of surprise, captured the final moment of life. The rock was dropped and as he took hold of the body beneath each of the arms the killer said, "Grab his legs and we will bury him." 

"With what?" Hartman asked.

"Our hands, then we will leave. We will have to far take his case with us and dump it miles away. If it's ever found they may not even link it to our dead comrade," answered Strohm. It took a further hour of hard work before a shallow depression barely sufficient to accommodate the body was deemed adequate and he said, “Right, that will have to do. I'm having his hat and his socks; I can hardly feel my hands. Let's use the rest of the night to get as far away as possible. We will have to hide once it gets light and hope we are not discovered. The rest will do us good and then we will get rid of the extra case and have twelve hours of darkness in which to make further progress. Why we had to be saddled with that weakling beats me, although his English was perfect, it is true." 

Hartman stood up and rubbed his hands together in a perfunctory cleaning exercise. "I heard that it came from the top and was a form of punishment for his father's refusal to publicly support Adolph. I never liked the man and forcing him to come with us was a mistake. Personal issues should never override operational needs and he was a deadweight from the outset. Instead of a capable soldier we got an Abwehr intellectual who thought he could sit out the war in a comfortable Berlin office, a poor little rich boy who at best should have been a private in a field regiment." 

Strohm straightened up, lifted a suitcase in each hand and said, "With his injury he would only have slowed us down and from his attitude I don’t think he would have hesitated to turn us in if he thought it would benefit him. Come on, the sooner we get moving the better." 

The weather which had made their arrival so arduous remained miserable but now proved more of an ally. The overcast conditions did nothing to raise their spirits but the rain had stopped not long after they set off and it was noticeably a few degrees warmer as they trudged inland away from the coastal breeze. The cold, changeable weather meant that the local population was not inclined to spend more time than necessary roaming the Sussex countryside and during the next thirty-six hours 6there were few heart-stopping moments to hinder their progress. "Not too far now, Marius, according to my calculations," commented Gunther Strohm. 

His companion grunted and said, "Finding that old barn was a blessing - at least we were able to dry out a bit and stash Kessler's suitcase. It's been a lot easier without having to manage that as well." 

Strohm nodded, "I'm sure there was nothing left on Kessler's body to identify him and provided we are careful, we will only have to spend one more night outside." 

"That's one night too many, I could do with a good hot meal," Hartman grumbled, "Even though we have shared Kessler's rations my stomach thinks my throat has been cut."

"We are almost there and still on schedule. The light is beginning to fade and our destination is on the other side of this wood. We will work our way through to the other side and make contact just after dawn. It's all been arranged and our man will be coming past on his daily routine. In the meantime, how would you like a meal of roast chicken?"

Hartman looked incredulously at his comrade. "Are you serious, Gunther?"

Strohm smiled, "There are chickens at the rear of one of the cottages we passed. If we wait until it's late and everyone's in bed I will go back and get one. I'd often do it back home as a lad. The local farmers always blamed the foxes and my parents didn't object, of course." 

Later that night a figure slipped around to the rear of Mead Cottages and the deed was efficiently carried out. It had not rained at Gadwell for some days and despite the cold, Strohm had left his overcoat and other winter items with Hartman. He relished the increased freedom of movement having been bundled up in the damp heavy clothing since leaving the submarine and on his return triumphantly dangled his prize before Hartman's delighted eyes who said, "I've been able to get plenty of dry kindling due to the density of this part of the wood, but are you sure that our cooking fire won't be seen?" 

"Not much chance and if I use my knife to dismember the poor creature it will cook more quickly once in pieces. Lucky you've got a country-boy as your leader, isn't it - you city types couldn't survive without a nearby cafe or restaurant," Strohm chuckled.

At his insistence they pushed on at a leisurely pace following their meal and when Strohm was satisfied that they were within striking distance of where their contact would pass they settled down for a few hours rest. Desultory conversation quickly gave way to heavy eyes and the onset of sleep. Relief at being almost safe, together with mental and physical tiredness took control and as a result it was only when Hartman jerked awake that he realised they had overslept. "Gunther,

wake up. I'm sure I heard something.” Strohm sat up, trying to clear his sleep-clouded head and the two men listened intently. Only the creaking of the branches stirred by the breeze reached their ears. They looked at each other and Hartman shook his head in frustration, “I’m sorry, something woke me and I thought it was a movement nearby but it must only have been my imagination.” 

“Maybe wildlife of some sort - a hedgehog or badger perhaps,” answered Strohm. “If it was the British police or army they would have jumped us by now. My God, look at the time. We will need to run to meet our contact, if we miss him it will be another damp and chilly night in the woods. Come on Marius, we need to go.” 

The mad dash through to the edge of the woods only just achieved its purpose and as they stood in the shadow of the trees panting from their exertions, the sound of an engine reached their ears. Nervously looking to their left, ready to dart back under cover, they saw with relief a tractor towing a four wheeled trailer less than one hundred yards away chugging slowly towards them. The vehicle rattled to a halt as Strohm stepped into sight, “There are meant to be three of you,” came the gruff voice. 

As Hartman showed himself, Strohm replied. “Now only two. There was a fatal accident on the beach and our comrade died.” 

The man nodded but made no attempt to step down and instead pointed behind him to the trailer, saying, “Get yourselves and your cases under the tarpaulin. Lay flat, keep quiet, and stay still until I tell you it’s all clear. You shouldn’t have to put up with the discomfort for more than twenty minutes.” They had no reason to mistrust him and as he had ordered, hastily scrambled beneath the trailer cover. With a jerk they began to move and felt themselves being slowly towed across the field. In contrast with the discomforts endured since their landing at Ferris Bay, the bumps and jolts of the journey accompanied by the muffled notes of the tractor were hardly noticeable. Lying prone in the stifling darkness was almost a relief thought Strohm but suddenly tensed his muscles as their transport rattled to a standstill. The sound of the driver’s feet hitting the ground was immediately followed by his voice. “All clear, out you get and follow me, lively now. The sooner we get you both inside the better, I’ll take you up to your room, there’s a wash basin and whatever you’ll need to make yourselves look presentable. I suppose you’ve got a change of clothes in those cases. Leave off what you’re wearing and I’ll see if any of it can be cleaned and saved. Now we are inside, I can smell you from quite a distance so make sure you use plenty of hot water and soap. There is a toilet at the end of the passage if you are desperate - otherwise, stay in this room until someone comes for you. It won’t be me, although I dare say we will meet again in due course.” 

Once they had entered the room he waited while they undressed and gathered up their filthy discarded clothing. It was then that Strohm realised that he had not grabbed Kessler’s hat when they made their last minute dash to the meeting place. After a few seconds thought he decided that mentioning its loss would serve no useful purpose, apart from which his stomach told him that a more urgent matter needed attending to. No sooner had he returned from the toilet than Hartman bolted along the passage and Strohm began his cleaning up process at the wash basin. A hot bath would have been welcome but this would have to do for the present. Nothing had been said about food and at the thought his stomach again reminded him that the over-indulgence of cooked chicken hours before was having an effect after days of meagre dry rations and sips of tepid water. So absorbed was he in his thoughts that it was not until he was drying himself off that he realised Hartman was still absent. Dressing quickly he hurried along the passage and on reaching the toilet door called, “Marius, are you in there?” A faint sound reached him and he called again. This time there was no mistaking the sound of a groan and he hastily turned the handle. 

Fortunately the door had not been locked and to his concern he found Hartman curled in a foetal position on the floor with both hands wrapped tightly around his stomach. His face had taken on a pale grey colouring and his lips were drawn back in what looked like a snarl but was in reality an agonised grimace. As Strohm knelt down barely audible words were forced out from between clenched teeth. “Gunther, I’m in agony. It’s like I’m dying. Please get some help. Aaah.” The final cry that was wrenched from his comrade was accompanied by a convulsive jerk as Hartman’s body uncurled briefly before once more snapping back like a jack-knife.

Strohm could see the beads of sweat trickling down the man’s face and without further hesitation said, “Hold on, Marius. I’ll get someone.” 

Heedless of his own bare feet he ran at full tilt along the passageway and pounded down the stairs they had ascended barely half an hour before. Sunlight was streaming into the hallway from the large windows either side of the front door and as he paused, uncertain of which direction to take, the sound of footsteps reached him and he turned to see a middle-aged woman hurrying towards him. “What’s all the fuss? You were told to wait until you were fetched,” she hissed. 

“We need help, Hartman, he’s in agony. I think he may be dying,” he reached out and took hold of her by the arm. 

Angrily shaking herself free, she snapped, “You’ve been here less than one hour and already you’re causing a commotion. How can he be dying? You were both fine when you arrived.” 

A sharp pain in his own stomach jolted Strohm into comprehension of what must have occurred. “It’s his stomach. He’s on the toilet floor and I’m now beginning to feel bad. We ate some chicken last night - had to cook it over a small fire we made. Perhaps.....”

Understanding replaced anger on the woman’s face and she interrupted him, “Food poisoning - you’ve bloody poisoned yourselves. Get back up to your room and lay down. I’ll get help for your friend and then we’ll come in to see you.” She almost ran towards one of the four doors leading from the hallway and as he heard it bang open the bite of another sharp pain made him gasp. He had no alternative to following her terse instructions and unsteadily lurched back up the stairs.

In a country area the availability of a local doctor was never exclusively relied upon as a means to cope with day to day emergencies; fortunately for Strohm and Hartman there was an abundance of good common sense. As Strohm lay on the bed, gritting his teeth in response to the increasing stomach pains he heard the sound of several pairs of feet hurrying along the passage towards the toilet. Ten minutes later the door was flung open and a limp Hartman was carried to the second bed by two men. The woman he had encountered in the hallway followed and wiped the patient’s face with a cloth before placing a large jug and a tumbler on the adjacent bedside cabinet. Strohm turned to look at his comrade and saw Hartman’s eyes flicker open when the woman said, “Now drink as much as you can, we need to attend your friend.” He thought he saw Hartman’s head nod feebly in response and then her attention was turned to him. 

“Get him up and along to the toilet, quickly.” Strong arms hauled him from the bed and he was hustled along the passage. Fortunately, the building, having been built on a large scale centuries before had, over time, been modernised and facilities installed. The upstairs toilet was a larger room than would have been deemed necessary if purpose-built and there was more than enough space available to accommodate four persons. During the next twenty minutes Strohm endured sufficient humiliation to last him a lifetime. He was emptied as far as possible via all available routes and various methods, including having fingers repeatedly thrust down his throat, and being forced to swallow what felt like gallons of warm water until he almost lost consciousness. “Back to bed with him,” the business like voice signalled the end to his torture and he was frogmarched back to the bedroom. He lay in an exhausted haze on the bed, unable to move or speak while the sound of the door opening and closing indicated the exit of his persecutors. Within minutes, however, his bemused senses registered the sound of the door being opened once more and the clunk of items being placed on the bedside table next to him. “Drink as much as you can and keep a watch on your friend. He should be alright but it hit him worse than it did you - you know where the toilet is." Finally, they were left alone and he floated in a semi dreamlike state wishing only for sleep that would never fully take hold. Hartman could have expired during the next few hours for all the attention he paid to him, but slowly Strohm felt coherent thinking ability begin to return and a sound from the neighbouring bed attracted his attention. Turning his head he saw that his comrade had propped himself up on one elbow and was shakily pouring water into his glass. 

The next thirty-six hours drifted along on a mixture of fitful sleep, warm water, hot soup and a decline in the frequency of visits to the toilet. It was true that Hartman had been the more badly affected and even when Strohm felt able to sit on one of the chairs while washing himself, his comrade remained in bed and was only intermittently conscious for short periods. The throbbing persistent headache that had clouded his thoughts gradually subsided and on the third day following their arrival he was able to ask the now familiar woman how long they had been incapacitated. Her reply shocked him and he said, “So we have missed the critical date.” 

She nodded and replied, “You have indeed. What a bloody mess you have made of everything. Couldn’t you have waited another few hours before stealing a chicken? That’s already been mentioned in the village so one way and another you have endangered far more than your own stupid lives. Your friend is nowhere near your stage of recovery and so we are going to be stuck with you both until Christmas. Lucky for you that our little operation here is safe and sound and unlikely to be suspected of anything untoward.” He was unused to being spoken to in such a peremptory fashion by a woman and felt his temper begin to rise. The feeling was unexpectedly dampened by her change of tone when she said, “Even so, we understand that you have both been under considerable pressure since arriving in Britain and apart from this mishap you have coped very well. It is a pity that the third member of the team cannot be here because his knowledge of the area you will be based in, and some of the British idiosyncrasies would have been most helpful. Still, your English is excellent and with some basic coaching I am sure all will be well. There has been a report that a murder victim has been found at Ferris Bay - that cannot be a coincidence.” Her eyes peered intently at him and he felt compelled to answer. 

“Poor Kessler. It was raining, we were crossing some rocks at one side of the beach when he slipped and cracked his head. He died instantly and so we made sure there was no means of identifying him and without any tools we buried him as best we could. We needed to get away from that place as quickly as possible. I’m not surprised he has been discovered although that has occurred more quickly than we anticipated.”  For the first time he noticed a large cardboard box in one corner, “What’s that?”

“Some items to make your life a little easier. Two haversacks, compasses and other oddments. You will need to keep using the suitcases until you reach your next destination because it would look odd if you only had the few clothes that those haversacks can hold.”

“Thank you. I can't wait until we can get the mission back on track.”

She nodded her understanding and said. “I think you will now be able to keep down some more appetizing food and if you care to shave, you are invited to join us for dinner. Your friend will not be in a similar condition for a few more days, I’m afraid, so we will spend the time teaching you whatever we can to help with your cover. It is essential that you keep out of sight and you will not be able to wander around at will. Dinner is at seven. I will collect you and you will then be introduced to the rest of our little group.”
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Chapter 2 – Prodigal Daughter
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The black Morris 8 moved slowly along the tree-lined street as the driver peered at the rows of semi-detached houses. Part of the large suburban building programme that had occurred during the nineteen-thirties, the neatly kept properties with their carefully tended front gardens provided a quiet, orderly, picture of the affluence attained by the aspiring middle-class between the two world wars. Whether that happy condition would continue very much depended on the outcome of the second of those destructive and disruptive events. The facade of tranquillity enjoyed in this semi-rural setting contrasted sharply with the less attractive conditions prevailing in the older, more heavily built-up areas of the nation's capital only a few miles distant.

Finally, number 32 Blenheim Avenue came into view and the vehicle was guided gently to a halt at the kerbside. The progress of the driver along the front path was observed from behind the net curtains of the Crittal windows set in the curved ground floor bay. In response to the brief pressure on the modern electric doorbell the green front door was opened with little delay and a middle-aged woman in her early forties regarded the visitor with an expression bordering on the hostile. Her gaze took in the neat suit and below average height of the man who on her appearance had politely smiled at her through black-framed glasses. "We have no need for further insurance, thank you." Her words, as she ignored the proffered business card, summed up the impression garnered from her covert observation minutes before. 

The smile remained in place as the man replied. "I'm not selling insurance, or anything else for that matter, Mrs Matheson. I would like to speak with Jennifer, please." The voice was moderate in tone and the words precisely framed which, combined with the use of her name and that of her daughter, prompted her to accept the business card and read Lieutenant-Colonel C. Wilkinson, beneath which were the words War Office. 

She was only vaguely aware that an occurrence during her daughter’s War Office work had given rise to the need for Jenny Matheson to be accepted back into her home. Her initial fears that the wretched girl with her determination to lead an ‘independent’ life had got herself pregnant were, fortunately, unfounded and so she had reluctantly reassumed a degree of maternal responsibility not overly laced with affection. She had,  with her usual cynicism, wondered when whatever it was that her daughter had got up to would arrive on her doorstep, and here it was. "My daughter is a little out of sorts, I'm afraid, Mr, I mean, Lieutenant-Colonel," she replied stiffly. 

"Nevertheless, I should like a few words, if I may." The words, although sounding deferential, carried an underlying insistence. "I have my warrant card should you wish to verify my identity. Can't be too careful in these troubled times, can we?" Once more the smile with the eyes hinting at something else in the background.

He began to reach into his suit jacket but was forestalled as Harriet Matheson's defences crumbled and she stood to one side, saying. "Please go into the sitting room there on the right. I will ask her to come down." 

'Come down?' he thought, 'It's eleven-thirty.' He sat on the two-seater settee and waited, until the murmur of voices signalled an imminent arrival, before rising to his feet as the door slowly opened. 

"Call me if you need me," he had no doubt that Harriet Matheson's words were also intended for his ears. The figure that entered the room looked ten years older than when he had last seen her. Her hair was untidy, she wore no makeup, and the dark pleated skirt and grey cardigan buttoned over a creased cream blouse gave the impression of a mousey, reclusive spinster. In fact, he quickly concluded, that was exactly what Jenny Matheson had become. 

"H-hello, Mr Wilkinson. What do you want?" 

The words were uttered in a dull, listless voice and he rapidly rearranged his planned greeting. "Urgent business, young lady. Get yourself into a summer frock and outdoor shoes. I will be waiting in my car just outside. You won't need a topcoat, it's a fine warm day. Now, do get a move on, government business and all that." He didn't wait for a reply and throwing, "Thank your mother for me" at her, left the bewildered girl standing speechless as he scurried past her. His exit from the living room was soon followed by
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