
   
[image: Cover image: The Last Letter from London by Pam Lecky]




THE LAST LETTER FROM LONDON

Pam Lecky

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Avon. Logo]




Copyright

Published by AVON

A Division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2023

Copyright © Pam Lecky 2023

Cover design by Sarah Foster/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover photographs © Magdalena Russocka/Trevillion Images (woman); © Drunaa/Trevillion Images (background) and Shutterstock.com (planes)

Pam Lecky asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this ebook on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008558307

Ebook Edition © August 2023 ISBN: 9780008558314

Version: 2023-05-29




Dedication

Dedicated to Conor, my husband, with thanks for your love and support. 

None of this would be possible without you.

   

Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Acknowledgements

Keep Reading …

About the Author

By the Same Author

About the Publisher



1

12th March 1944, Tony Anderson’s Flat, Paddington, London

Sarah woke up slowly, luxuriating in her drowsiness, reluctant to let the day intrude and break the spell of her slumber. As she yawned, she stretched her legs down into the cooler part of the bed. She wriggled her toes and was about to doze off again when a footstep close-by brought her fully awake. Sarah opened one eye and couldn’t believe it. Tony was up, half-dressed, and looking mightily pleased with the world.

‘Morning, sleepy-head,’ he said, leaning down to ruffle her hair before he stepped over to the window. Whistling under his breath, he opened the curtains and flipped the blackout blind up before peering out.

‘Hey!’ Sarah exclaimed, turning away. ‘The sun’s right in my eyes.’

‘It’s a fine morning, Irish. Would be a shame to waste it. Up you get.’

Sarah glanced at the alarm clock and groaned. ‘And it will still be a fine morning in an hour or so. Come back to bed,’ she said. ‘It’s far too early.’

Tony grinned. ‘As tempting as that invitation is, no can do.’ Then he quirked his mouth in that cute way he had. ‘Some of us have work to do.’

The grumble left her mouth before she could stop it. ‘Not today, surely. It’s Sunday,’ she said, wiggling into a sitting position. ‘I thought we’d have the day together. I haven’t seen you in weeks.’

‘Sorry,’ he said, looking slightly sheepish. ‘I have a desk groaning under the weight of files I need to read. I’m always behind with my paperwork.’ He grimaced. ‘Not my favourite part of the job. If I don’t clear it today, I’ll be behind all week.’

‘But can’t it wait? Even a couple of hours?’

‘Madam, don’t you know there is a war on?’ he exclaimed, throwing her a cocky look over his shoulder.

He uses that mantra far too often, Sarah thought, her good mood slipping. She whipped the pillow, which still bore the imprint of his head, from the bed beside her and chucked it at him. 

Tony side-stepped easily and laughed. ‘You’ll have to do better than that, sweetheart.’

‘Be thankful it wasn’t something more solid,’ she muttered. 

His ridiculous workload was becoming all too frequent an issue. When he had returned from his stint in France, she had been overjoyed, thinking they would get to know each other better. But all too often, Tony would disappear for days or weeks on end, his new posting invariably the reason. During his absences there was no communication from him, something she found just as frustrating as the time demands of his job. However, she was reluctant to bring it up and spoil the mood this morning – especially as she’d already been up half the night ruminating over those very grievances. Not that it was Tony’s fault; his role demanded total commitment. She understood that only too well. Besides, everyone was under strain, with no end to the war in sight. She, too, had moments when her thoughts turned bleak. Everyone tried to keep positive, but behind closed doors, Sarah suspected most people succumbed to gloom every so often. Even Tony, who was usually very upbeat. Just last night, as she had stared into the darkness, Tony had tossed and turned in the bed beside her, clearly also troubled by something.

‘You were very restless during the night. Bad dreams again?’ she asked. 

‘I don’t recall. My mind’s busy with work, that’s all. Sorry if I disturbed you,’ he replied, still looking out the window. 

But she wasn’t convinced. Sarah could sense the barrier, the warning: ‘don’t probe’. Ever since his return from France, she had noticed his sleep was disturbed. However, whenever she queried it, he brushed her off. Why would he not confide in her? It was the same when she asked about his childhood and his family. He would brush her off with a flippant comment and change the subject.

Not that her own childhood had been wonderful; far from it. A drunk and abusive father who had terrified them all, and a mother worn down by poverty and fear, subject to their father’s violence on the flimsiest of excuses. Sarah’s own bruises were long gone, but some scars remained; the mental ones. Perhaps something similar had happened to Tony. But such things seemed impossible for men to open up about.

Tony picked a clean shirt from the wardrobe and put it on. Sarah watched him continue to dress. She would usually take pleasure in the sight, but today it irked her because it meant her plans were in tatters. Her hopes of having lunch somewhere, a walk in Hyde Park, maybe a drink later before they had to go their separate ways, were dashed. Once again, she could not compete with the demands of US Navy Intelligence.

‘I thought … I hoped when you returned from France, we would get to spend more time together,’ she said. It sounded petty, even to her own ears, but she couldn’t help the comment escaping her lips.

‘So did I, hun, but this new post is tough,’ he said. ‘I still need to prove I can handle the responsibility. Not everyone thinks I deserved the position.’

Sarah could empathise. Her own promotion within MI5 was recent and had ruffled many feathers – mainly those of her male colleagues – so she felt a similar pressure. Most of the time, she was able to ignore the snide, often discriminatory remarks, but there were days when they hit home. Her job was difficult enough. Not everyone understood how a working-class Irish girl had ended up working for MI5. She, too, marvelled at how her life had changed so rapidly since coming to England. But she never regretted her decision to leave Ireland and her old life behind.

‘Tony, I know you are under pressure, but if you keep this up, they’ll expect you to work this hard all the time. Besides, you have nothing to prove.’ Tony just shrugged, then turned to the mirror to fix his tie. ‘You more than earned the post, Tony. After what you went through in France with the SOE—’

Tony frowned into the mirror. ‘I wasn’t the only one, Sarah. Plus, I was lucky enough to get out alive. Many didn’t.’

‘I know,’ she replied, suddenly feeling rotten. Tony hadn’t told her much about his eighteen months behind enemy lines, but she knew it had left its mark on him. The SOE stories bouncing around MI5 had been toe-curling, adding to her anxiety. Tales of capture, torture, and death. The Nazis showed no mercy. They had torn up the Geneva Convention without a second thought. To them, prisoners of war were purely a source of slave labour. As a result, she had spent the time he was away worried sick she wouldn’t see him again. This was part of the reason she had knuckled down so hard in her own work. If she was tired at the end of the day, the oblivion of sleep kept the bad thoughts and dreams at bay. But not always.

It wasn’t only Tony that haunted her sleep these days. She often dreamt of her sister, Maura, who had died only feet away from her when their house had collapsed in a German bomb attack in Dublin in 1941. That night was a watershed in her life. In the blink of an eye, she’d had to throw off her old life of innocence and she had become a woman bent on revenge, no matter where that would take her. Paul, too – her fiancé for so brief a time – often featured in her dreams. A Nazi torpedo had brought her hopes and dreams about life with Paul to an end when his ship was sunk on its way to America, where he was to complete his RAF training. It had been devastating, not least because he had been her last link to Dublin and her former life. For months, she had struggled to come to terms with the loss. And then there was Da, who had betrayed them all, delusional till the end, content only to die as a martyr for the IRA cause on a lonely hillside in South Wales.

Tony gave her an apologetic look as he sat down on the edge of the bed, bringing her back to the present. ‘Penny for your thoughts, Irish,’ he said. ‘Look, I’m sorry about today, honestly. But there’s a lot going on. Things are heating up. Damn!’ He ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I wish I could confide in you more.’

‘There’s not much either of us can do about that. However, I am aware of what’s happening down south, Tony. Operation Fortitude?’ Tony nodded. ‘And I know how much is riding on it working. How many lives may be saved if our plans work. I don’t have sufficient clearance to be privy to all the details, but plans are progressing at an astonishing rate. Our workload has increased dramatically since Christmas.’

‘It’s vital it succeeds, Sarah; it could be the beginning of the end,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, I will be tied up in it. Don’t be too surprised if I disappear without warning. But I’ll make it up to you when I return, I promise.’

The demands this war were putting on their relationship were huge, but like everyone else, the personal sacrifices were necessary. Sarah smiled sadly. ‘I’m going to hold you to that, mister!’

Tony reached out and gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘As if I could refuse you anything. How about dinner on Tuesday to make up for today?’

‘I can’t. I will be away,’ she replied.

‘Oh! Where?’

‘Can’t say. Sorry.’

He raised a brow at that. ‘Work related, I assume.’

‘Of course.’

‘Dangerous?’

‘Unlikely,’ she answered with a shake of her head.

Tony frowned at her. ‘I’d rather hear a definitive no from you.’

Sarah reached for his hand and curled her fingers through his. ‘That is sweet of you, but I must remind you I do have some experience under my belt. I’ll be alright.’

‘Hmm, well, I suppose I’ll have to trust that Jason isn’t sending you into a difficult or risky situation. Am I allowed to ask if you are going alone?’

‘I am. Jason says I’m ready. Actually, I’m looking forward to it. They are trusting me with a very important task and I’m keen to prove myself. We have an operation underway which, if successful, could change the course of the war.’

Tony quirked a brow. ‘Interesting! I’ve heard rumours.’ He put up his hand. ‘Yes, I know you can’t tell me any more, so I won’t pry.’

Sarah was grateful that he understood. ‘I am tired of transcribing tapped phone conversations and steaming open post. Who’d have thought some of our public figures could lead such grubby lives?’ Sarah wrinkled her nose. ‘The seedy side of the business is hard to stomach. I hope I’m done with the menial stuff at last.’

‘But it’s safe work,’ he said.

‘Ah, Tony. Safe is dull.’

‘Dull! Good Lord, you have faced more danger than most. Are you forgetting about Winchester or Fishguard? You almost got yourself killed on both occasions. I don’t think anyone would blame me for being concerned. Sometimes I think you are a magnet for trouble.’

A little too close to the truth, but not something she would ever admit. ‘Nonsense! It was a close-run thing, I’ll admit, but sure you came to my rescue when it mattered.’ Tony gave her a wry look. ‘Besides, it’s all part of the job. As it is for you.’

‘Ye-es, but—’

‘Don’t you dare say “I’m a man, it’s different” because it isn’t, really.’

‘Of course, it’s different. I have Navy training and years of experience. You’re a civilian, plucked out of a dangerous situation, and thrown into the deep end. Everleigh has been reckless and not only with you. Far too many MI5 operatives are civilians, in my opinion.’

A niggle of annoyance made her frown, even though he was probably right. Many of the newest recruits were friends of agents from college or their previous jobs. Although they were often clever people, they lacked – as she did – military training. Most of them had to learn on the job, but that was the nature of war. Danger and risk were part of life now; you just had to accept it.

‘But it’s needs must, Tony. Everleigh must draw on the resources available to him. Alright, I will admit I was lucky in Winchester, but I also kept my wits about me and that’s why they wanted me.’

Tony sighed. ‘I’m not trying to belittle your achievements, Sarah. God knows I have first-hand experience of your pluck and quick thinking. But it’s hard not to worry that something bad might happen to you and I won’t be there to help.’

‘Just because I’m a woman and not a soldier or sailor? Come on, Tony. Women are capable of all kinds of things, given the chance. The war has proved that over and over. Besides, they have given me some instruction.’

‘Now, Irish, you know as well as I do that you can face all sorts of situations out in the field. A few hours down in the shooting range isn’t enough.’ 

‘There’s been more than that since my promotion. In fact, last week … Well, I suppose I shouldn’t really say what they were teaching me.’ Tony looked alarmed at this, and she patted his hand. ‘Anyway, don’t forget all you have taught me.’

‘Frankly, I was shocked I had to, although I hope you never have to use any self-defence. But the fact is, MI5 should have given you that training, not me.’

‘Perhaps, but you may console yourself. It has already come in handy,’ she said, only to be alarmed to see the colour leave his face.

‘What?’

Now she would have to tell him. That would teach her to let her tongue run away with her. ‘I had to use what you taught me in a … situation that arose.’

‘On the job?’

‘Actually, no. Look, I’m not sure I should tell you. Gladys would kill me.’

Confusion now replaced the alarm on Tony’s face. ‘Gladys? I don’t understand.’

‘Very well, I’ll tell you, but under no circumstances are you to say anything to Glad,’ she replied. ‘She got herself into a scrape and she is extremely embarrassed about it.’

Tony shook his head and sighed. ‘Well, that sounds like Glad, alright. Now, out with it!’

‘Well, it all started, just after you left on your last trip away. I came home from work one evening and found Gladys sobbing her heart out. Eventually, she admitted she was in trouble and she showed me this letter she had received.’

‘Was it a threat of some kind?’ he asked.

‘In a way. It was a proposal of marriage.’

‘Good Lord!’ Tony exclaimed, then frowned. ‘And it was a problem. Why? Didn’t she like the guy?’

‘Well, that’s just it. She barely knew him. This fellow, Alfie Smyth, was a regular on her bus route. Gladys being Gladys was friendly to him – you know how she loves a bit of banter – and unfortunately, the man got the wrong idea and things escalated very quickly. He started to follow her home, which, of course, terrified her. However, she said nothing to me or Judith and tried to sort it out herself by confronting him and telling him to leave her alone, which didn’t work.’

‘Poor old Glad!’

‘Yes, so I had to help her.’

‘I have a horrible feeling you decided to tackle this Alfie chap yourself,’ Tony said.

‘Not quite. I pulled in a favour from Ewan Galbraith. Do you remember him? I’m sure I told you about us working together.’

‘Yes, I do. He’s Special Branch, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. He advised the best course of action was for both of us to visit Alfie and well … discourage him from pestering Glad. Unfortunately, on the day, Ewan was delayed, and I decided to go ahead on my own.’

Tony groaned and shut his eyes as if in pain. ‘Dear God, Sarah, what were you thinking?’

‘I don’t regret it, Tony. In fact, I’m proud that I handled the situation satisfactorily. I disarmed Alfie and the icing on the cake was that I introduced Ewan and Judith, who are now an item.’

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa there! What do you mean, disarmed Alfie?’

‘You don’t need to yell! When I told Mr Smyth that Gladys wanted nothing to do with him, he didn’t take it very well. He went for me with a bread knife.’ Tony put his head in his hands so she quickly continued. ‘Thanks to your training, I was able to knock it out of his hand and I kicked him in the groin for good measure. That did the trick!’

Tony stared at her, in shock. ‘You can hardly blame me for worrying about you!’ he said, looking put out, which was a bit sweet.

‘And I worry about you, too. But please, let’s not argue about it. We have so little time together.’

Tony’s answering glance was difficult to read and for a moment she thought he was going to say something, then he seemed to change his mind. Instead, he drew her hand to his lips and kissed her fingertips, sending a shiver down her spine. Then his gaze deepened, and a wicked smile appeared as he glanced at the clock. 

‘I suppose I am running a little early. Perhaps we do have some time before I need to leave …’
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14th March 1944, Comrie Railway Station, Perthshire, Scotland

A sudden hush settled over the platform. Sarah watched as the German POWs marched past, heads held high. They were a ragged bunch up close, not quite what you would expect from the propaganda films coming out of the Reich. However, the locals stood back against the station wall as the group filed past towards the exit. Their shock at seeing the German uniforms was evident in their horrified expressions. One young mother grabbed her child’s hand and pulled him into the ticket office, from where she peered out through the door. Perhaps it was understandable, the desire to protect the innocent from the ghastly reality, Sarah thought. But at this stage of the war, surely everyone had been touched by it in some way, even the smallest of children. 

But Sarah knew today was different for the people of Comrie. This group of POWs were the first German prisoners to be sent here. The prison camp to which they were bound had only held Italian prisoners up until now; men who were so low risk they helped on the neighbouring farms and were on friendly terms with most of the locals. 

These prisoners were different; these were hard-core Nazis. 

Lieutenant Pike, who was the officer in charge of the prisoner transport, had told her they were all fanatics, which was why they were going to Cultybraggan. Only recently, the camp had been designated to hold the staunchest fascists; the most dangerous. 

Cultybraggan Camp was Sarah’s destination, too.

Up to this point in her career in MI5, Sarah had only encountered fifth columnists with Nazi leanings. Now, it was unsettling to see native Germans on British soil. Men like the Luftwaffe pilot who had killed her sister Maura and destroyed her home back in Dublin. Or perhaps U-boat crewmen who might have been responsible for setting off the torpedo which sank her fiancé Paul’s ship, mid-Atlantic. How could she bear to look at them and feel … well, nothing? What a surprise! Had her experiences over the last few years softened her resolve, or was she now simply weary of it all? When she had left Ireland, it was to seek revenge. Nothing else had mattered. And here was the perfect opportunity. All she had to do was grab a rifle from one of the Tommies and pull the trigger. She was an excellent shot, although she had only ever used a gun once in the field and that was to wing an assassin. However, she still cringed at the memory of shooting Clara Mazet; Sarah was no killer. Besides, taking down one Hitler fanatic would not bring Maura or Paul back … If only she could be confident her endeavours were making a difference and helping to end the war. There had been days, recently, when she had doubted it. Today, however, might change all of that. Her assignment was risky, the dangers unknown, but she would be in control.

As she looked at the prisoners, all Sarah felt was curiosity. What was it about national socialism that turned decent human beings into killing machines? As one youngster passed, she reckoned he was no more than sixteen; another example of a brainwashed Hitler Youth sent to the frontline. Was it possible that he, too, was full of zeal and cruelty? God help him, he’s only a child. He caught her gaze for a moment, and much to her surprise, she saw his chin tremble as he turned away. Did he fear what lay ahead or was it the knowledge he had let Hitler down by getting caught? 

Outside the train station, the POWs were ordered to line up by their escorting guards. They stood to attention, completely rigid, their faces masking whatever emotions churned beneath the surface. Yet Sarah was sure their hearts must be full of dread. What awaited them? Did they fear the conditions of the camp would mirror those at home in the Fatherland? The rumours she had heard about German and Japanese camps were blood curdling. Intelligence was scant, but she had heard of people being worked and starved to death, roped into the Nazi war machine. There was even talk of death camps and mass murder. Sarah found it difficult to comprehend that people had the capacity for such cruelty and yet, she had to admit, the past few years had shown her people were capable of almost any depravity if pushed to their limit. As a result, she now rarely trusted anyone until they had proven themselves; a far cry from the Sarah Gillespie who had first left Ireland to seek refuge with her relatives in Hampshire. Her aunt and uncle had welcomed her into their home and their life, her cousins Martin and Judith had become close, and Sarah was ever thankful for that. And even though there had been low points in her life since, she knew she could always rely on them.

It had taken two days to get here, and the last leg of her journey had been on the special train for the transport of prisoners; an arrangement made by MI5’s man in Edinburgh. For most of the trip, Sarah had been in the company of Lieutenant Pike. He had informed her they had captured the majority of the prisoners only the week before. Half the men were Kriegsmarine U-boat crew, the others were Fallschirmjäger, members of the parachute branch of the Luftwaffe. Two, however, were Waffen-SS officers, easy to pick out with their black uniforms, giving them a more sinister appearance than their compatriots. Maybe that was what had spooked the young mother on the platform. 

As Sarah’s eyes travelled down the line, the signs of battle were clear. One or two of the men had arms in slings or had bandaged wounds and some of their uniforms were dirty or torn. But it was the expression in their eyes that gave her pause. It spoke of horror and death, a look she had seen before in the faces of Allied personnel, home on leave in London. The more seasoned were easy to spot when out and about in the clubs at night. Invariably, it was the forced gaiety or excessive drinking that gave them away. She could identify the cause, empathise even, but without experiencing war up close, it was difficult to understand its effects fully. But she did wonder what horrors greeted them in their dreams at night. 

Lieutenant Pike shouted out orders to his men in readiness for the march ahead, then joined Sarah where she stood by the side of the road. 

‘Are you sure you want to walk to the camp with us, Miss Gillespie? I’m sure I could arrange some form of local transport. It is a good thirty-minute march’ – he paused, looking up at the sky – ‘and the weather may close in before we reach Cultybraggan.’

‘No, Lieutenant, thank you. I’d prefer the walk. I have been sitting in trains for the last two days,’ she replied, as they fell into step behind the column of prisoners. 

‘As you wish, miss.’

As she matched the rhythm of the march, she knew a good brisk walk in the cold would help clear her mind for the task ahead.

They crossed over a bridge, the swollen river pounding over the rocks underneath, and soon they were out on the flatter terrain of the river valley, leaving Comrie behind. It was a vast landscape, magnificent in its bleakness. In the distance to the south, snow-capped peaks rose into the ever-darkening metal-grey sky. Snow-covered fields lay to either side, with deep drifts marking the edge of the roadway. It was almost dusk and it was much colder than it had been in Edinburgh without the tempering effect of the sea. The cold air was bracing, almost enjoyable, but Sarah was not looking forward to retracing the journey to Comrie when it would be pitch dark. 

As she walked along, Sarah realised she hadn’t thought about Da for a while. She hadn’t visited his grave in Cardiff since his funeral, either. It was still too raw; what he had done. Sarah could never forgive his betrayal and she partially blamed him for her sister’s horrible death, buried beneath the rubble of their home. If only he had come back that night when the bombs were falling on North Strand. He could have taken them to safety. But he was too busy pretending to have perished in the attack so he could escape to England to head up an IRA cell. She and Tony had hunted him down eventually, but not before he had helped many fifth columnists and Abwehr agents travel into and out of Wales undetected. His death, at Tony’s hands, still haunted her nightmares. But she did not blame Tony. Her father had known he was dying and had goaded Tony into shooting him so he could become a martyr for the Irish Republican movement. Da’s logic had always been warped.

Suddenly, one prisoner burst into song, tentatively at first, but soon his compatriots joined in, their voices swelling with confidence. Pike, walking by her side, exchanged a quick glance with Sarah, a brow raised. But she just shrugged. It was disquieting, certainly, to hear their native tongue, but it gave her an excuse not to make small talk with the lieutenant. Her mind was too full of the task ahead and the consequences should she fail. Sarah could sense Pike was curious about her and what she might want at the camp. But he had been canny enough not to enquire. However, even if she wanted, she was in no position to enlighten him. The knowledge she held was so sensitive, so dangerous, that it brought her out in a sweat even thinking about it.

Despite now being an experienced MI5 officer, she didn’t know what to expect when she got to Cultybraggan. She still could not believe that they had assigned her this task. Colonel Everleigh, the head of MI5’s B1A unit, and the man who had originally recruited her, had caught her totally off-guard when he had summoned her, along with her immediate boss, Jason White, to his office a few days earlier. When he had informed her of her task, she was sure she had gaped at him in disbelief. However, once she had gotten over the initial surprise, excitement had taken over. At last an assignment to test her abilities, and her courage. Best of all, it was a job that could have a real impact on the outcome of the war.

For the past year and a half, she had been kept busy, mostly based in London and the Home Counties, undertaking surveillance work. Much of it had been tedious stuff, listening to the bugged conversations or reading the intercepted mail of suspected fifth columnists. However, her discovery of an MP with Nazi sympathies had earned her a promotion. And now, Everleigh was entrusting her with her most important job yet. It was slightly terrifying. What was worse, she could not divulge the nature of it to anyone, not even Tony.

Pike interrupted Sarah’s thoughts, pointing across the fields. ‘There it is, miss.’

The road ahead forked, and down to the right, she could make out the curved roofs of Nissen huts and several watchtowers along the perimeter. There was no backing out now.

Once through the security checks at the gate of the encampment, Sarah bade farewell to Lieutenant Pike and watched as his group marched away into the distance. A young soldier introduced himself and asked her to follow him to the camp adjutant’s hut. As they went deeper into the encampment, Sarah was struck by the neatness of the rows upon rows of Nissen huts, most of which were occupied, to judge by the level of noise. The facility was divided up into various compounds, each with its own open space, which she assumed was for exercise. As she passed one such area, she saw two men huddled together, smoking. They stared at Sarah through the barbed wire fence. Unnerved, she fixed her gaze straight ahead and increased her pace.

‘If you wait here, miss, Captain Hartfield will be with you shortly,’ the soldier said, stopping before a hut and opening the door. 

‘Thank you,’ she replied and stepped inside.

A paraffin heater in the corner was a pleasant sight, and Sarah warmed her hands for several minutes while she scanned the room. Other than some shelves, a filing cabinet, a desk, and two chairs, the space was spartan and not particularly welcoming. Grim, in fact.

Sarah wandered over to the window and gazed out. It really was a desolate place. For a brief moment, she thought about the young German she had made eye contact with at the station. How would he fare in this place? Not that it’s my concern. God knows what atrocities he has committed in the Führer’s name. Sarah gave herself a mental shake. I have enough on my plate without worrying about adolescent Nazis. 

From the little she had seen so far, Cultybraggan was substantial, and she wondered how many prisoners it contained. Colonel Everleigh had given her only the sketchiest of details. It was, after all, irrelevant to her task. A sudden shout drew her attention to the far side of the road, but she had to strain to see what was causing the commotion. She was relieved to see that it was merely a group of prisoners playing football in one of the large open spaces. That was one way to keep warm on such a bitterly cold afternoon. 

Then Sarah spotted a tall, thin, grey-haired man in uniform approaching the hut. He walked with a swagger and was barking out orders to a harassed-looking junior officer, who was doing his best to keep pace. It was probably Captain Hartfield. Sarah scooted across to the nearest chair and sat down just before the door opened and the two men entered.

‘Miss … eh, Gillespie, is it?’ Hartfield said, holding out his hand as he drew near.

‘Yes, sir, that’s correct.’

‘Captain Hartfield. And this is Lieutenant Browning, my deputy.’ They shook hands, and then the captain sat behind the desk and took off his cap. His lieutenant remained standing.

‘Well, well, MI5. We are honoured indeed,’ Hartfield said with a humourless laugh. Not sure how to take this, Sarah merely nodded. ‘So, you have come to look after our little problem?’ he asked.

‘I hope so, sir.’

‘Excellent. Dashed awkward for us, you know. Can’t have a woman like that in the camp. Causes all kinds of difficulty, isn’t that so, Browning? Not least where to put her.’ The lieutenant nodded vigorously.

‘I can imagine,’ Sarah replied somewhat dryly.

‘Yes, well, I assume you will take her away with you?’ the captain asked.

‘Well, sir, that depends on whether she is willing to co-operate.’

Hartfield scowled. ‘She can’t stay here! It is out of the question. We were happy to facilitate the police and MI5, but this can only be a temporary – very temporary – arrangement.’

Sarah smiled. ‘I will do my best, sir. Have you been able to get any information from her?’

‘Not one iota. I don’t have the time or the training for that sort of interrogation either. All we know is she walked into the police station in Perth and announced she was a German spy but wanted to work for the Allies. Highly suspect, if you ask me.’

‘How did she get to Perth, sir?’ Sarah asked. ‘We had been tipped off that she was on her way to Britain and that she was likely to be dropped off on the Scottish coast, but where she was headed after that, we didn’t know.’

‘Well, I’ve no idea, young lady. Again, I suggest that is something for you to discover.’ Hartfield frowned across at her. ‘You do know what you are doing, I hope? To be frank, I was expecting them to send a man.’

Sarah bit down on the retort she wished to make. ‘I have been trained, sir.’ No need to tell him it had consisted of a hurried two hours of interrogation training last week.

‘Best get on with it, then, Miss Gillespie. Browning will show you the way.’
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14th March 1944, Cultybraggan POW Camp, Perthshire

Sarah glanced in the hut’s window while Browning unlocked the door. The sight of a diminutive and elegantly clad woman in a stylish, light-blue coat was not what Sarah had expected. Right away, she had to ditch the image of a frumpy fräulein that had formed in her head as she had travelled up from London. Had her aversion to double agents coloured her view? Of course, you never could spot a spy based on looks alone. It was often the plainest, most inconspicuous people who turned out to be the slipperiest of agents. And the most effective.

But above all, Sarah had a deep-seated mistrust of those who switched sides so easily. When Everleigh had told her she was to be the handler for a potential double agent, the idea had troubled her. It was only when he had explained the importance of the role envisaged for the woman that she had agreed. A major deception was underway, and MI5 was using a raft of double agents to send a mix of true and false information to German handlers, hoping to convince them that a potential invasion of Europe would be centred on Calais. As such, their stable of double agents was key. Crucial, in fact. And Sarah would play an important role as a conduit for the information flying back and forth.

Pushing down her distaste, she nodded to Browning as she passed him into the hut. Browning handed her the key and Sarah locked the door after him then shoved the key into her pocket. Then she turned and quickly sized up the woman seated at the table in the centre of the room. Perfectly dressed and groomed, the woman was very serene for someone in her tenuous position. As Sarah walked over to join her at the table, she was acutely aware that Adeline Vernier was scrutinising her. Sarah sat down, determined not to be intimidated.

‘Good afternoon,’ Vernier greeted her with only a hint of an accent. ‘I hope you are here to free me from this place.’

Sarah detected a touch of arrogance in her tone, but also a flicker of uncertainty in the woman’s eyes. Ah, not so composed, then. It wouldn’t be surprising; after all, her future rested in Sarah’s hands. But there was something perturbing about the spy’s gaze too; her dark brown eyes were alight with intelligence, or was it cunning? Laughter lines, only visible up close, suggested Vernier was older than Sarah’s initial guess of early twenties. Vernier blew out her cigarette smoke through ruby red lips as she held Sarah’s gaze, and Sarah thought she would not look out of place in a West End nightclub. 

‘Welcome to Scotland, Fräulein Vernier. My name is Sarah Gillespie.’ 

Adeline wrinkled her nose and shook the dark curls that framed her face. ‘Oh, no, no! There is some mistake. I am French, not German.’ She smiled. ‘The Nazis believe me to be on their side, but it was only a subterfuge on my part to get here. I have come all this way to help you.’

Sarah wondered if she was supposed to applaud this little rehearsed speech and did her best not to smile. Instead, she cleared her throat. ‘Most magnanimous of you, Mademoiselle Vernier.’

Vernier’s gaze faltered. Perhaps she had not expected sarcasm? After a moment, she recovered. ‘Can you explain why I have been brought to this awful place and treated like a common criminal?’ Vernier waved a hand in the air and gave an exaggerated shudder. ‘And as for that stupid captain with his silly questions, he has made me most angry. The man would not listen to me.’

‘They are not used to female detainees here, mademoiselle.’

‘It shows. If this is how you treat your friends, I hate to think what your enemies in this camp are going through.’ Vernier leaned forward, her expression fierce. ‘The facilities and the food are trés mal. Not fit for humans.’

Sarah found herself echoing Tony’s mantra. ‘There is a war on, mademoiselle!’

‘Indeed, but it is no excuse to lower one’s standards, Miss Gillespie. I would warn you not to drink what they claim is coffee.’ Vernier’s hand went to her throat. ‘I dread to think what they are using as a substitute.’ 

Sarah felt some sympathy. The cuisine in a POW camp was unlikely to suit a French palate. However, she sensed this woman was trying to put her on the back foot. Something they had warned her about during her training. Sarah kept her voice even and firm, remembering her instructions. Obviously, she needed to lay down a marker or this woman would ride rough-shod over her. 

‘My apologies, mademoiselle, if you feel you have not been treated appropriately. However, we know very little about you. Any spy who lands in Britain is treated with suspicion until such time as we find out their true intent.’ She let that sink in for a moment. ‘Of course, we have become adept at this. No spy entering this country is free for long, I can assure you.’

A tinkling laugh was Vernier’s response. ‘Ah, you think I am dangerous. How droll!’

Sarah ignored this. ‘As to when you will leave here and where you will go next, that is down to me.’

Vernier’s eyes narrowed as she once again scanned Sarah’s face. ‘Is that so? How interesting. Perhaps you could tell me who you are, exactly.’ 

‘I work for military intelligence. I have been sent here to ascertain who you are and what you want.’ Sarah showed Adeline her identification card. 

The Frenchwoman read it carefully, then regarded her with amusement. ‘You look far too young for such a role. How much experience do you have?’

Sarah bit the inside of her lip. Best to ignore the baiting. After all, she was more than aware of her own inadequacies; she didn’t need a snooty Frenchwoman to guess at them. 

‘Enough to do my job well,’ Sarah replied. ‘Now, shall we get down to business? Do you have any identification with you? I need to establish exactly who you are before we can discuss anything further.’

‘But of course,’ was the smooth reply. Adeline reached down and pulled out a sheaf of papers from her handbag. She pushed these across the table, a challenge in her eye.

Sarah unfolded the top page only to be confronted by characters she did not recognise. ‘I’m sorry, what is this?’ she asked, holding it up.

Adeline blew out an impressive smoke ring above her head. ‘That is my Russian birth certificate; April 1916, if you need to know. The 20th, if you feel inclined to help me celebrate.’

Sarah frowned. ‘I don’t understand, mademoiselle; a minute ago you said you were French.’

‘I am; at least I consider myself French; it is where I grew up. However, I was born in Russia. My family had to leave when I was a baby. As my mother was a White Russian, life became somewhat difficult after the revolution, and they could not stay. My father was French, so we settled near Bordeaux, close to his family. I moved to Paris when I was nineteen.’

‘I see. So, do you speak Russian?’

‘Yes, of course! I learned it at my mother’s knee. I am also fluent in English and French, and have a smattering of German and Italian.’ Sarah was impressed, if not a little envious of the woman’s aptitude for languages. Adeline smiled across at her, much too sweetly. ‘Would that be useful to you?’

‘I imagine so,’ Sarah replied, keeping her tone cool. ‘May I ask how you came to learn German?’

Adeline shifted in her seat, a shadow of a frown forming on her brow. ‘I visited Berlin several times before the war. My editor sent me there to cover the rallies. I am a journalist, you see, Miss Gillespie; a rather good and experienced one, too. It was at one of those rallies that I was approached by an Abwehr agent who suggested I might like to spy for the Reich. He offered to send me to England and set me up with a job. In fact, I was offered a lot of money, too, but I refused, for I did not like what I saw of the regime. I think you will agree that time has proved my instincts to have been correct.’

‘Indeed. However, how do I know that isn’t exactly what you are doing here; spying for Germany?’

‘Tut-tut, Miss Gillespie, that is hardly a polite question.’

‘And yet I must ask it,’ Sarah said, equally saccharine.

Adeline shrugged and continued to smoke.

Sarah sat back in her chair and surveyed the spy for several seconds in silence, mostly to see if she could rattle her composure. But Adeline merely smiled back at her. This woman knows a thing or two! Who has trained her? Sarah wondered. How was she to root out the truth? Was the woman really here to help, or was she up to mischief?

‘I am as I say,’ Adeline said eventually, and to Sarah’s surprise, gently.

‘Very well, mademoiselle, let us assume you are not spying for the enemy.’

‘Merci!’

‘When you arrived at the police station in Perth, you declared you wished to become a double agent and work for the Allies. Is this correct?’

‘This is true, yes. I will be most useful,’ Adeline answered with an impatient shimmy of her slender shoulders.

‘Then you must convince me your motivation is genuine,’ Sarah said.

‘And if I do not?’

‘There are countless options to be considered. You have already admitted you are a spy, mademoiselle.’

Vernier looked confused. ‘But I only pretend to work for the Germans—’ 

‘That’s as may be. However, the authorities would be within their rights to consider execution, deportation …’

Sarah could have sworn Vernier blanched. ‘Ah! This I would not like at all.’ Adeline gnawed at her lip, focusing hard on Sarah. ‘And my fate is in your hands?’

‘For now, yes.’ Sarah took out a pen and paper from her bag. ‘Perhaps you would like to tell me your history? It will help me make my decision.’ 

Mademoiselle Vernier stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Very well. As I said, the Abwehr were keen to recruit me, but I did not like what was happening in Germany. I returned to Paris shortly afterwards. You can imagine my dismay when the Germans followed a couple of years later.’

‘Indeed. What did you do then? Did you stay in Paris?’ Sarah asked.

‘Of course I did. I had an excellent job at a newspaper, so I kept my head down for I had no wish to draw attention to myself … Well, as it happened, I had a problem.’

‘Oh? And what was that?’ Sarah enquired.

Adeline studied her nails and Sarah realised she was gathering her thoughts. Was she trying to come up with some kind of story? On her guard, Sarah waited. 

Eventually, Adeline lifted her gaze back to Sarah. To Sarah’s surprise, her expression was glum. ‘Nikolay, my Russian boyfriend, was stuck in Paris once the Germans arrived and he was hiding in my flat. I could not risk his being caught, for both our sakes.’ Adeline paused, a flicker of sadness crossing her features.

Sarah wondered where this was going. How was this man relevant? 

‘Let me assure you, Miss Gillespie, my Nikolay does not like all the hiding. He desperately wants to get back to Russia to fight alongside his countrymen. But if the SS find him, they will shoot him on the spot. I had to protect him.’

Sarah looked up from her notes. ‘That is unfortunate, however, he is not my concern, mademoiselle.’ Adeline reacted instantly with a scowl, but Sarah continued: ‘So what changed? Why did you agree to spy for Germany, after all?’

‘Ah! It was a clever plan of mine. If they trusted me to spy and would send me to England, I might be able to get Nikolay out as well. You must understand I hate the Nazis and what they are doing. I have lived in an occupied city, Miss Gillespie. It is not … pleasant. The things I have seen. They are brutes! Friends … people I knew in Paris … some have disappeared. Any link to the Resistance is pounced on. Betrayal is everywhere. You can trust no one.’ Suddenly, Adeline thumped the table with her fist, her eyes burning with emotion. ‘It is vile, what this war has done. France must be free again. I will not rest until it is so.’ Then she sat back, breathing hard, and with shaking hands, she lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply.

Sarah was uneasy. That was quite an outburst. But were the woman’s reasons for switching sides genuine? Sarah had to stay focused. If MI5 were to recruit this woman, they had to be sure of her. ‘Tell me about your German handler, please, and what training they gave you.’

‘SS-Obergruppenführer Stefan Haas recruited me.’ Adeline gave a mirthless laugh. ‘A bastard and a clever one, too. He questioned me for days in Paris before he would agree to use me. Then he insisted I go back to Berlin for training. I was nervous about that, of course, but I had no choice. Once I had finished my training, they sent me to Lisbon. That is where Haas is based. From there, they put me on a ship, then a U-boat, and days later I arrived here.’

Sarah’s blood ran cold. This information put the woman across the table in a whole new light. To be recruited by the notorious Haas meant this woman was either highly dangerous or a naïve fool. Haas was well known to the secret service. Head of German intelligence and an SS officer, he orchestrated their activities throughout Europe from the German embassy in Lisbon. It was speculated that he was keen to prove himself having taken over when the Abwehr was abolished by Hitler only months before. Haas’s organisation, the Reichssicherheitshauptamt, had a reputation for cruelty that was unsurpassed. There were rumours that MI6 had attempted to assassinate him on several occasions, but the man was far too wily to be caught. 

‘What kind of preparation did they give you?’ Sarah asked.

‘Similar to most spies, I would guess.’

Why was she prevaricating? Sarah stopped writing and looked up. ‘Please, I need more detail.’

‘Very well. They taught me how to use a special invisible ink so that I could write letters with hidden messages when I was safely in Britain. They trained me to use a radio and they were insistent that I learn to identify different Allied uniforms so that I could report back on troop movements.’

‘And ciphers?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Adeline snapped. 

‘And what is your call-sign?’

‘Anya. Now, we are wasting time, Miss Gillespie. Is this not enough for you? I tell you; I can help, but I must communicate with my German contact here soon or he will be suspicious. He is expecting me. If I do not show up, all will be lost. He will tell Haas I didn’t arrive or will assume I have been captured.’

‘Herr Pfeiffer?’

Adeline’s eyes popped. ‘Why, yes! How do you know of him?’

‘He works for us, mademoiselle,’ Sarah said.

‘But …’

‘Every agent the Germans have sent here has been turned and is working for us. Your wireless message, informing him of your arrival, was passed on to us so that we could form a welcoming committee.’

Adeline sat up straight. ‘But this is marvellous. How clever you British are! And how droll! I am liking this English sense of humour.’

‘Thank you. Let me assure you that if you had not handed yourself in, we would have found you eventually.’ Sarah flicked a glance down at her notes. ‘I must be honest with you. As it stands, I still need to be convinced that we can trust you.’

Mademoiselle Vernier grimaced. ‘What must I do? Sign my name in blood? This is foolish!’

‘And yet here is the fact you must consider, mademoiselle. If I feel you are not trustworthy, you may be deported, or worse, as I have said already. So, are you willing to put your life at risk? What we will ask of you will not be easy. Spying is a dangerous game; being a double agent takes it to quite a different level.’

‘Yes! Yes, I understand all of this. I am a woman of the world.’ Vernier’s throat worked for several seconds before she spoke again, her tone more moderate. ‘I ask you, woman to woman, to help me. You must trust me. I am in an impossible situation. The man I love is trapped in France, his life in danger. You may think I should not have agreed to work for the Germans, but my intention was always to betray them. From the inside. It is perfect. Don’t you see?’ Adeline stretched her hand out across the table. ‘You must believe me.’

Sarah stared at Adeline’s hand, tempted to give the woman the reassurance she wanted. Perhaps they should give her a chance to prove herself? Vernier was certainly passionate. Maybe they could harness that. Above all, this was a chance for Sarah to prove her worth to MI5, and she desperately wanted to be part of any operation that might bring an end to the war, no matter how dangerous it might be.

‘Very well. I will take you back to London with me, mademoiselle, but I cannot promise anything. Those senior to me will make the final decision and they may not be willing to take a gamble on you.’

‘Oh, thank you, Miss Gillespie, thank you.’ Adeline beamed at her. ‘However, I do have one stipulation.’ 

Taken aback, Sarah could only gape at the other woman. 

‘It is but a simple thing. I will only work for you if you British promise to get my Nikolay safely out of France.’
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