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CHAPTER ONE

‘Just like the Front.’

‘What is?’

‘This rain. Rain and duckboards. They have them in the trenches, don’t they? And between the trenches, that sort of thing. So much mud soldiers drown in it. Or so I’ve heard.’

Lieutenant Nigel Nisbet, Royal Marines, stared out of the hut window. A steady unremitting rain fell from low cloud, a deep, ominous unbroken grey stretching beyond Buckingham Palace one way and the pinnacles and chimneys of Whitehall the other. It spattered like countless tiny bullets in the mud and bounced spitefully on the roofs of the other huts occupying the length of St James’s Park lake.

The lake had been drained earlier in the war, it was said, for fear that Zeppelins would use it as a navigation aid when bombing the capital. The wooden huts housing the War Trade Intelligence Department had been put up when the lake bed was dry but now, after a month of rain, it was soggy malodorous mud. Duckboards, wobbly and slippery, linked hut to hut and huts to bank.

Lieutenant Nisbet, uniformed, stood in the At Ease position, feet apart and hands clasped behind his back. He had been staring at the rain for more than five minutes according to Emily Grey’s watch. She hadn’t said anything, yet. Their work, tabulating records of rubber imports into neutral Sweden and Switzerland, was tedious and, so far as she could see, pointless. But so was staring at the rain. Unlike the rain, the rubber estimates would go away if they simply got on with it, leaving them free to return to assessing German oil and armaments imports. They were surely more immediate to the war effort.

‘Don’t know why they’re so-called,’ continued the lieutenant, without looking round.

‘Why what are so-called?’

‘Duckboards. Ducks don’t need boards. They like water, don’t they? Come to think of it, where have they all gone since the lake was drained? The ducks, I mean.’

Emily tried not to sound sharp. ‘Don’t you think we’d better get on with these figures before the lake fills up again and we have to swim ashore?’

‘Good point.’ Nigel Nisbet nodded slowly, still without turning round. ‘Looks like we have a visitor.’ Visitors to the WTID were unusual since staff in the huts were so keen to escape and visit other Whitehall departments themselves. ‘Looks like one of ours, one of our messengers.’

A young man, a civilian, entered without knocking and stood dripping onto the floor inside the door, his cap and coat sodden. He was pale and thin faced, a Head Office messenger whom Emily recognised. ‘Number One St James’s Park?’ he asked loudly, in a voice that seemed too big for his body. ‘Only I asked the post and he said there ain’t no such address but one of the other huts said it’s this one.’

‘Sorry but no one seems willing to register our address,’ said Emily. ‘We keep trying. We’re new here, sent over from Head Office two weeks ago on attachment to WTID.’

‘The Chief wants to see Miss Grey his office fourteen hundred hours.’

‘Just Miss Grey?’ asked Nigel Nisbet.

‘What I was told.’

When the messenger left, Nisbet returned to the partners’ desk they shared, each facing the other. ‘Head Office might at least give us a telephone, save everyone traipsing to and fro. We were promised one, weren’t we?’

It was obvious to Emily that he was annoyed at being left out. It happened quite often, mainly because the Chief saw Nisbet’s role as assisting her while she, a civilian in her first paid job, was still relatively new to the ways of MI6. It didn’t help that she had no rank that she was aware of while Nigel, unable to interpret a world without ranks, assumed his commission made him her superior. He had never said as much nor been unpleasant about it – nor about anything else – but she could sense his suppressed resentment. She usually yielded to the temptation to soothe him.

‘Why don’t we both go over earlier and have lunch there? Much better than the canteen here and we wouldn’t get any wetter walking to Head Office than tottering on duckboards all the way up the lake.’

That cheered him. ‘Good point. Could be useful. I can’t reconcile the official Swedish figures for rubber imports with the Head Office estimate which is based on a clandestine count of the casks on the quayside. There must be someone I can talk to about it.’

‘How do we know the casks have rubber in them?’

‘Because our man there, Savage, broke into the protected area at night and tapped some of them. There’s tons and tons of it, he says. If they’re selling it on to Germany I can’t think what for. Unless it’s all for gas masks. How are the Swiss figures looking?’

‘Same as last month and the month before and the month before that. Official figures don’t go back any farther.’

‘Don’t know who we’ve got in Bern. Maybe we should send Savage as he’s so keen on breaking and entering.’

Skirting wide puddles on Horse Guards Parade, they passed through the arch, across Whitehall and down the side of the War Office to Whitehall Court, the mansion block housing, in one anonymous part, the headquarters of MI6. There they lunched in the busy Attic, as the canteen was known. It was sited in the rooftops alongside workshops where clandestine gadgets and materials were made. The Chief loved gadgets almost as much as fine wines and good food. He had secured the latter for Head Office by poaching Freddie Browning from the WTID, a bon-vivant reputedly known on every polo or cricket ground in England, in every London ballroom and to every London hostess. If Freddie can’t fix it, it was said, it’s because it doesn’t exist yet. He won immediate popularity when his first action was to transform Head Office catering by persuading the army to second a former Savoy chef.

‘You’ve not met Mr Browning, have you?’ asked Nigel. They sat at one of the tables for two in the far corner where the roof sloped steeply.

She had to lean forward to hear him above the hubbub. ‘No, have you?’

‘No, but I think that’s him over there, at the end of the counter.’

Emily looked up from her chicken breast, flavoured with something she couldn’t quite identify but suggestive of lemon and thyme. She saw a spruce man of about thirty with neat dark hair and moustache and wearing a dark blue double-breasted suit with matching bow-tie. He was tanned and when he smiled his teeth were almost unnaturally white. Expensive dentures, she assumed. He was speaking earnestly to two canteen staff bearing polished wood trays loaded with plates, covers and glasses, which he inspected and rearranged as he spoke. He removed a bottle of red wine from each tray and nodded to the men to follow him out of the canteen.

‘He’s known as Freddie the Fixer,’ said Nigel.

At another table she saw the professor of chemistry from Nottingham University who had briefed her on secret writing on her first day in MI6. That was only six months ago but it seemed longer. He was lunching with two men in brown overalls along with Frank Stagg, a naval sub-lieutenant, and Moira. She was the junior of the two secretaries who, with Frank, guarded and ran the Chief’s office. Since it was never unmanned when the Chief was in, that meant the senior secretary, Dorothy, must be at her desk. Emily felt uneasy about encountering Dorothy again. Dorothy’s manner varied from helpfulness to cold efficiency born, she suspected, of resentment of the fact that Emily had been to university, had been recruited by the Chief at her godfather’s behest and had immediately been given an operational role involving privileged access to the Chief. That role was now over and her current task of tabulating figures in a draughty hut on a drained lake bed must, she thought, give Dorothy some satisfaction.

‘How long d’you think you’ll be with the Chief?’ asked Nigel.

‘I’ve no idea. I don’t know what it’s about.’ His exclusion still troubled him. ‘Not long, I’m sure. He’s bound to be busy.’

‘I’ll drop in on the naval section, see if they can let us have more details of the blockade. The weak points, I mean. Give us a better idea of where to look for German blockade busting.’

‘That’s a good idea.’

‘Then I’ll go back to our office.’

‘Yes.’

‘Wait for you there.’

‘Yes.’

‘Assuming you’ll be coming back and not posted somewhere exotic.’

‘I’m sure I shall.’

When she saw Moira’s table break up she waited a minute before following them downstairs. Nigel went off to the naval section, which was somewhere along one of the corridors extending into other parts of Whitehall Court, way beyond their single entrance at number two.

When she reached the Chief’s outer office Frank, Dorothy and Moira were at their desks. Dorothy was friendly this time, smiling and glancing at her diary. ‘Emily, ages since we’ve seen you. Good of you to be early but it doesn’t mean he won’t be running late, I’m afraid. How’s life in the lake?’

‘Pond life is a bit wet and muddy but otherwise all right.’ It didn’t do to complain, she’d realised early on. Head Office ethos was one of cheerful endeavour, relentless energetic optimism; moaners were not appreciated.

‘What we all came from, isn’t it, mud?’ said Frank. ‘According to scientists. Freddie Browning’s still with him so it may be some time. You’d better take a seat.’

‘I’ll check, shall I?’ said Moira, the ever-helpful. She jumped up.

‘I’m not sure I should say this but I think you may be in for a change of lake,’ said Frank.

Moira knocked on the Chief’s door, opening it just enough to show her head. There were sounds of laughter. She turned, smiling, leaving the door ajar. ‘Don’t know what the big joke is. They’ve still got their paws in the trough but he says to go in.’

The Chief was at his leather-topped desk, his short stout stick hooked over the arm of his captain’s chair. He too was short and stout with a round face and prominent hook nose. He wore a dark three-piece suit and was sitting back, red-faced, shaking with silent laughter. Opposite him, in another captain’s chair pulled up to the desk, was Freddie Browning, shaking his head and wiping his eyes. On the desk between them were their trays, the food mostly eaten and crockery and cutlery scattered. A half bottle of red wine stood on Browning’s tray, an almost empty one on the Chief’s. He waved Emily in with a sweep of his arm.

‘Come in, Miss Grey, come in, come in. You must forgive us. We are incapacitated with – with – with mirth.’ He broke off, shaking his head again and struggling to catch his breath. ‘Mr Browning – Freddie – will explain. I don’t think I could. Or should.’ He dabbed his eyes with a huge white handkerchief.

Freddie Browning stood and advanced towards her, hand extended. ‘Delighted to meet you at last, Miss Grey, I’ve heard so much about you. The angel who saved the reputation of the Grand Fleet. Such a pity we can’t tell the world about it, you’d be our national heroine.’ His brown eyes were warm and friendly, his handshake dry and firm. He led her by the hand to his chair. ‘Take my place, I’ll pull up another.’

Unusually for an officer, he spoke with a London accent. She sat, facing the Chief, while Browning pulled up a chair alongside her.

‘Go on,’ said the Chief, nodding at him. ‘Before we get down to business. Explain our mirth to Miss Grey. Or perhaps I should say excuse it. It would be impolite not to.’

Freddie Browning ran a forefinger along his moustache. ‘Rather embarrassing thing to have to explain to a lady,’ he said, his confident smile belying his words. ‘As you probably know, we have very close liaison with our French colleagues, our opposite numbers, with a regular exchange of information. They recently sent us some interesting figures concerning rubber imports into Switzerland.’

‘I was looking at just such figures this morning,’ Emily interrupted, pleased to contribute. ‘Although as Switzerland is neutral I wasn’t quite sure why we’re so keen to collect them. It’s the same with Sweden. My colleague Lieutenant Nisbet was telling me—’

‘And did you notice anything about those figures?’

‘Nothing very striking. I’m afraid I can’t remember exactly what they were but they were roughly the same as last month and the two months before, which is as far back as our records—’

‘There are figures and figures,’ said the Chief. ‘Those they have in the WTID are the official figures as declared by the government of Switzerland. Those confided to Mr Browning during his meeting with our French friends are very much not official.’

‘Gleaned by French agents within the Swiss authorities,’ said Freddie Browning. ‘They show much larger rubber imports than the Swiss could plausibly use, unless they built all their houses from rubber. The French think they’re secretly sold on to the German Army for use as – as – well, what are commonly known as French letters.’

‘Contraceptives,’ said the Chief, shaking his head and wiping his eyes again. ‘Millions of them. So many, in fact, that when the French challenged the Swiss authorities on this and the Swiss tried to claim they were for home consumption the French pointed out that there were enough for every adult male in Switzerland to – to—’

‘To use eight a day every day for the next year,’ said Freddie Browning. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Grey, but the thought of all those stolid Swiss burghers having to rush off eight times a day to – to – well, you know what I mean.’ Like the Chief, he had to wipe his eyes.

Emily smiled, not because she was amused but to show she was not embarrassed. The two men reminded her of her brother and his friends when they were schoolboys. Perhaps men were always boys at heart. Could even Hans, her pre-war German fiancé, presumed lost at sea in the Battle of Dogger Bank, have been like this? Yes, she thought, surprising herself. With his friends, she could imagine it. ‘All in lederhosen?’ she said, still smiling.

This provoked guffaws. When they had died down the Chief took his lighter and cigarettes from his desk drawer and leaned forward, resting on his elbows. ‘Now, to business. We have a new job for you, Miss Grey, another temporary one but I hope less fraught than your last little episode up in Rosyth. We’re sending you to Switzerland – don’t worry, nothing to do with rubber imports.’ He smiled and proffered his Turkish cigarettes. Emily refused but Freddie Browning accepted and there was a long pause while the Chief fired up his heavy homemade lighter, achieving an alarming flare at the fifth or sixth attempt. ‘I know you have good German but what about Schweizerdeutsch? Can you manage that?’

‘I’ve heard it but I’ve never had to speak it. I might be able to fumble my way through it but I certainly couldn’t pass as a native or anything like that.’

The Chief looked at Browning. ‘Would that do?’

Freddie Browning exhaled unhurriedly. ‘German is fine. He’s German himself, just uses Schweizerdeutsch in daily life in Bern. Has some English, too, about the same basic level as my German. Just enough for us to understand each other when he was recruited. You’ll be fine in German with him.’

His warm brown eyes rested on Emily’s. He made her uneasy, not because he was threatening or overly attentive but because he projected an energy that she sensed could become all-enveloping, hard to resist.

‘We’re talking about an agent,’ the Chief continued. ‘Fritz the Ritz, we call him, though he has a regular file and number, of course, which you must read this afternoon. He’s so-called because Freddie recruited him last year in the Ritz, at considerable expense if I remember rightly.’

‘Worth every penny, sir. He has expensive tastes. Expects to dine well at the King’s expense so don’t stint him, Miss Grey.’

‘He’s a German national long resident in Switzerland, married to a Swiss,’ said the Chief. ‘He owns a business making precision gear cogs and spindles for motor cars and motorbikes and any other machinery that needs them. A very successful business which has expanded into Germany where he has a factory he has to visit and clients all over the place, whom he also has to visit. Very useful for King and country since Freddie charmed him into working for us.’

‘With regular dollops of cash,’ said Freddie.

‘Yes, he needs and relishes pecuniary encouragement. He reports on the parts of German industry to which he has access, also on supplies, living conditions, political attitudes, state of morale and so on in those bits of Germany he visits. None of it has changed the price of fish, of course – not yet, anyway – still less the course of the war but what he says is useful, regular and, as far as we can tell, accurate.’

‘Why does he do it? Just for money?’ Emily asked.

‘Mainly but not only that,’ said Freddie. ‘Rarely is in my experience. There’s usually something else as well. I think he’s flattered by our attention, makes him feel important. I suspect there’s also calculation. He doesn’t know we’re going to win the war – as we assuredly are, are we not? – so he’s buttering his toast on both sides. He wants to keep in with us in case we win and at the same time keep in with the Boche in case they do. No doubt anticipates plenty of post-war business coming his way whoever wins.’

‘He’s been run in Bern until now by young Rogers, our undeclared number two on the Bern station.’ The Chief looked at her. ‘You know what I mean by undeclared? It means a member of the station who is not in liaison with the host government, is not declared to them as one of us and is there to spy either on them or on other targets within the host country. In the case of Bern, Rogers’s job is – was – to spy on Germans in Switzerland. He had to be undeclared to the Swiss because under their law spying on anyone is illegal. His boss, our head of station, Major Cameron, is declared and conducts our liaison with the Swiss. Unfortunately, they somehow discovered that Rogers is running agents on their territory and told us quietly – something of a favour, this – that if he wasn’t withdrawn they would have to PNG him – declare him persona non grata. So we’ve withdrawn him.

‘Obviously, we couldn’t simply replace him with another case officer because that would have been obvious to the Swiss so we’ve had to distribute his cases among visiting case officers under other forms of cover. Of whom you will be one, I trust, running Fritz the Ritz until we can get someone else there permanently. How does that sound, Miss Grey? Could you tolerate a sojourn in Bern?’

Emily thought she could.

‘Bit of a wrench to leave your hut in the lake, no doubt. Plenty to sort out meanwhile, principally your cover for being there. Can’t be anything official for obvious reasons. Nor must you go anywhere near the British mission or openly meet anyone from it. We’ll have to sort out means of communication. Maybe young Nisbet, the marine who handled your comms in Scotland and surprised us all with his explosives expertise? The man you share your hut with. Maybe he should go with you. Seemed to work all right in Rosyth, didn’t it?’

Emily hesitated. ‘Well – yes – it – it worked – but perhaps I could just slip across the border into France when I needed to communicate and meet someone there? It would save deploying two people—’

‘Might attract attention, too much coming and going. Borders always to be avoided if possible. Tell Nisbet to look out his kit-bag and arrange briefings for each of you with the Swiss desk upstairs. Freddie will talk to you in more detail about handling Fritz the Ritz.’

‘We’d better crack on,’ said Freddie. ‘The next meeting’s scheduled for lunch on Friday and he still thinks he’s going to meet Rogers, who’s no longer there. Doubtless he’ll be pleasantly surprised when it’s you, Miss Grey, but we’d better decide how to explain the change. Who is this Nesbit character? Do I know him?’

‘Nisbet,’ said Emily, flatly. ‘Nigel Nisbet, lieutenant, Royal Marines.’

‘Helpful type, bit of an engineer on the quiet. Very keen,’ said the Chief. ‘Is he not, eh?’

‘Yes,’ said Emily, trying not to sound resigned. ‘Very keen.’





CHAPTER TWO

The next few days were busy. She had to spend a couple of hours back in the hut handing over her job to a man as young as herself, a quiet Cornishman called Joshua who had been invalided out of the army minus an eye and all four fingers of his left hand. He proved a quick and eager learner with an aptitude for figures.

‘I was jolly lucky to get this job,’ he said. ‘My people are friendly with a doctor who’s one of the Chief’s brothers who told the Chief about me. Apparently he sweeps up any walking wounded he comes across. The Chief, I mean.’

‘He’s lost a leg himself. Part of one.’

‘I know, I heard about it. Lost his son at the same time.’

‘D’you know if anyone’s coming to take over from my colleague, Lieutenant Nisbet?’ Nigel was away at Head Office under instruction in the communications section.

‘Yes, me. I’m taking over from both of you. They said his job doesn’t amount to much and it’s easy to combine it with yours. You’re off doing something hush-hush, aren’t you?’

‘I don’t know much about it myself yet.’

Nigel was delighted that they were to be deployed together again, eager to get back to ops, as he put it, which he regarded as his métier. He was briefed by the Swiss desk and later that day returned to the hut when released from comms training. Even the fact that his job was not deemed worthy of replacement failed to dampen him. ‘I gather I’m to look after you,’ he told Emily. ‘Make sure you’re all right.’

‘I understood you’ll be handling all the comms, like last time. And we’re not to meet, except clandestinely.’

‘Unless need arises. I mean, this chap you’re going to be dealing with may cut up rough. You never know with agents.’

‘Unlikely, from what I gather from the file and from Freddie Browning, who recruited him.’

‘I can’t be armed, I’m afraid. Neutral country.’

‘Quite.’

‘I could carry a cosh or something. Hidden, of course.’ He noticed her expression. ‘Probably not necessary, either, I agree. Peaceable people, the Swiss.’

Fritz the Ritz’s file was a single slim volume beginning with a note by Freddie Browning recording that they had met at an Anglo-Swiss trade event in London and that Fritz, settled in Switzerland, had struck him as a somewhat reluctant German. ‘Why can’t all countries be neutral like Switzerland where I am pleased to live?’ he had said. ‘I do not agree with our Kaiser. There is no need for war. Why can’t we all live together, do business together, make money together, then we are all happy together, yes?’ Freddie had quoted Dr Johnson’s remark to the effect that men were never so innocently engaged as in the making of money, and had suggested lunch. When that took place in Rules, just off Covent Garden, Fritz asked whether Freddie had contacts in the machine tool business. Freddie said he did, confident that he would have by the time they next met.

That meeting, the Ritz dinner, became the recruitment dinner, fuelled by champagne and by Freddie’s offer of an introduction to a Midlands machine tool manufacturer who was looking to market in Switzerland. He did not add that he was an existing MI6 contact who could be trusted to report back. ‘Now, I wonder if you could do me a favour,’ Freddie continued, lowering his voice. ‘In England we call this back-scratching.’

In prose that surprised Emily by its economy and precision – because he spoke rapidly with a London accent she had assumed Freddie’s written expression would be loose and sloppy – he summarised how he had told Fritz he had contacts who would pay good money for information about German manufacturing and conditions. In fact, one of these contacts – a very discreet and powerful one that could disburse funds on behalf of the British Government without anyone knowing where they were from – had authorised him to offer Fritz a regular contract for information gathered during his business trips into Germany. ‘Not military matters, we are not asking you to spy on the German Army. Just to report on industrial matters and living conditions.’

‘To help your friends will make me happy,’ Fritz said. ‘That is enough. It is not really the money.’

‘Of course not. But my friends would want to pay you. It is their only way of saying thank you.’

A retainer fee supplemented by generous bonus payments was swiftly agreed. ‘This is like business,’ said Fritz.

‘Exactly,’ said Freddie. ‘Discreet business.’

Unknown to Fritz he was given the agent number RB/32. The bulk of his file comprised accounts by Rogers, the Bern case officer, of their meetings in the mountains outside Bern, usually in taverns not too far from a railway or funicular station since the portly Fritz did not relish walking. He reported eagerly on German industrial requirements, practices and priorities, along with observations of supplies and shortages in towns he visited. He earned frequent bonuses.

‘His reporting rings true,’ a freckled, red-haired young man on the Switzerland desk told Emily. ‘It’s borne out by other reporting, some of it even in the German press. It was going well until the Swiss nobbled Rogers. We don’t know how they got on to him but suspect one of his other agents who broke contact abruptly and hasn’t been heard from since. He may have been two-timing us and working for the Germans who put him up to it as a disruption operation. Fortunately the Swiss don’t seem to know anything about RB/32, which is why we didn’t want to risk Rogers seeing him again before he left.’

‘Where is Rogers now? If he’s back here it would be useful if I talked to him, wouldn’t it?’

‘Been and gone, I’m afraid. There’s something going on with German saboteurs in America and the Old Man needed someone to get alongside a suspect on a transatlantic liner and Rogers fitted the bill. Sailed two days ago. Next thing is cover – yours. We need to sort out who you’re going to be and what you’re doing hanging around Bern. It has to be pretty watertight because if the Swiss authorities get on to it you wouldn’t have any sort of diplomatic or official protection. Espionage being illegal there, unlike here. Here it’s just breaching the Official Secrets Act that’s illegal. We have no law against spying as such. But in Switzerland you could end up in gaol. Wouldn’t want that, would we?’ He laughed. ‘Damned inconvenient, diplomatic embarrassment and all that. Now, your colleague – chap who’s handling your comms whom we’ve already briefed, Nesbit or something—’

‘Nisbet.’

‘Nisbet, Nesbit, whatever he calls himself – he was pretty anxious about being arrested. Wanted to live in a hole in the ground in a pine forest until we pointed out that comms would be difficult from there. So we told him to go away and come up with a cover and let us know.’ He shook his head. ‘But your cover. Any ideas? Best cover is usually the one closest to the truth. Easier to live it.’

Discussion of alternatives took another twenty minutes, settling eventually on the simplest: Emily would not use an alias but would travel as herself, leaving out of any account of her life only the recent few months of her service as – notionally, anyway – an Admiralty secretary. Instead of working she would have been in hospital with pneumonia and had now been sent to Switzerland to convalesce for a few weeks, her expenses paid from a family trust usually used for education and travel.

The rest of the briefing comprised details of the next meeting with RB/32, or Fritz the Ritz – the desk officer used the terms interchangeably. Fritz would turn up thinking he was lunching with Rogers, his usual case officer. She was to say that Rogers had been recalled for urgent deployment elsewhere, that he sent his best wishes and looked forward to seeing Fritz again in more peaceful times. Meanwhile, she was a temporary replacement, holding the fort until a new case officer could be inserted.

‘If he’s unsettled by the fact that you’re a woman – many agents would be – point out that a woman and a man together attract less suspicion than two men since people assume the obvious explanation, especially if the woman is young and attractive.’ He smiled. ‘Not sure we can say the same of Fritz, I’m afraid. We’ve never seen him and there’s no photo on file but I get the impression from Freddie Browning and Rogers that he’s not exactly God’s gift to womankind. If he’s uneasy tell him your being a fluent German speaker is another reason why you’ve been sent and assure him that Rogers’s permanent replacement will be a man. Both happen to be true, anyway. We’re not exactly overrun by fluent German speakers.’

‘So the cover for our meeting would be that—?’

‘He’s picked you up somewhere, if you can bear to suggest that. Rich older man, younger woman, quite credible. You’d have to sort out when and where it happened with him. You’ll also have to agree cover for your meetings with Nesbit—’

‘Nisbet.’

‘That’s the chap. Not that there’s such a rush in his case. You won’t need to meet him until after your meeting with RB/32 when you have something to report and you’ll travel separately anyway. Wouldn’t want you entering Switzerland at the same time. Ever been there?’

‘No, but I’ve travelled in Germany quite a bit.’

‘Good, you’ll be able to show RB/32 that you’re familiar with places he visits.’

She saw Nigel again only briefly before she left. He was worried about how many clothes to take. ‘Difficult when you don’t know how long you’re going for.’

She remembered from their trip to Rotterdam his propensity to pack for every eventuality. ‘Be sparing. I am. Presumably we can always buy more when we’re there.’

‘We don’t know what the weather will be like in Bern, with autumn coming on.’

‘Autumnal, perhaps?’

‘I wanted to stay at the Goldener Schlüssel in the old town. I’m told it’s very good. But the desk said I can’t because you’re staying there.’

‘Sorry. They booked me in there because it’s appropriate for my cover.’

‘There’s a fifteenth-century tower nearby with an interesting clock.’

‘That’ll be useful.’

‘The Swiss like clocks. So do I. I don’t know where I’ll be staying.’

‘But you know where and when we’re to meet?’

‘Eleven hundred hours local in the station café in a place outside Bern called Worb. Not a very promising name. They insisted I’m not to contact you before then. But how will you contact me in an emergency?’

‘You’ll have to let me know where you’re staying before I leave.’

‘I hate having to choose hotels when I don’t know what they’re like.’

‘Difficult, yes.’

‘The one in Rosyth wasn’t bad but the house where I lodged before that was awful. You met the woman, didn’t you? Frightful old cat. The Switzerland desk tell me I’ve got to find one to match my cover. An hotel, I mean. They’re leaving it to me.’

Nigel’s cover, like Emily’s, was based on himself; he was an officer of the Royal Marines who had been sent to Menton in the south of France, where there was a convalescent hospital for injured British servicemen. He was recovering from serious concussion received during training behind the lines in northern France. It was feared he may have incurred permanent brain damage and he was in the process of being invalided out. Meanwhile, as a passionate ornithologist he had been granted leave to go birdwatching along the Swiss-French border, subject to temporary access papers from the Swiss, which were being applied for.

‘Because I like birdwatching, which I really do, they say I’ve got to live somewhere rural. I offered to make a hide for myself in the woods. At least I’d be in control then and it would be easier to slip across the border into France to send messages. But they wouldn’t have that. Trouble is, I don’t trust rural guest houses and inns. I’ve had bad experiences.’

‘Perhaps you’ll find a nice one.’

‘Unless I change my cover to angling. I’ve noticed anglers often seem to live quite comfortably when they’re not angling.’

‘You’ll have to take a fishing rod. Have you got one?’

‘I have seven.’



A week later Emily sat, entranced, in the Beatenberg Funicular, the modern electric railcar that hauled itself inch by inch up to Beatenberg from Lake Thun. The Bernese Oberland stretched around and above, miles of dark forested slopes interspersed with small high fields of startling green picked out by the sun. Towering above all was the Jungfrau, queen among peaks, brilliant and remote, streaked with snow. Emily had never been among high mountains and would have contentedly travelled up and down all day, gazing and musing, but for the looming lunch with Fritz the Ritz.

She was as well prepared as she could be. She had read and re-read his file and learned by heart the questions he had been briefed to answer at his last meeting with Rogers. She repeatedly rehearsed her opening remarks, explaining Rogers’s absence and her presence rapidly and, she hoped, convincingly so as not to alarm him or lead him to suspect a trap. In the worst case he would walk out but it was unlikely, the man on the Switzerland desk had told her. ‘Hand him the note we’ve got from Rogers while you’re explaining – he’ll know his hand – and let him see the envelope containing his money. He likes his money, does Fritz, and he’ll be expecting it. Have it visible in your bag or on the table. But don’t hand it over until the end of the meeting.’

Preparations for that had caused a slight complication in her relations with Frau Buff, who with her husband ran the Goldener Schlüssel hotel. A plump and busy woman whose sing-song Swiss-German seemed ever-present on the ground floor, her curiosity about her single female guest was frank and uninhibited. Emily had had to describe in detail treatment of her supposed pneumonia and slow recovery, drawing on scraps of information about the disease she had heard from her doctor father. She also had to account for her lack of a husband.

‘Of course you could not marry when you were ill,’ Frau Buff had pronounced more than once. ‘But now that you are nearly better you will perhaps find a nice young man here in Bern? It is why you come here, perhaps? A nice young banker from a good family, yes? We have many good banks.’ She sniggered confidingly.

That morning, noting Emily’s sturdy brown shoes, heavy skirt, tweed jacket and matching hat, she said, ‘Are you walking somewhere today, Fräulein Grey? Where will you go?’

‘I thought I would like to see Lake Thun.’ She was unwilling to say exactly where she was going and, not for the first time, was finding that doing anything clandestine invariably became more complicated than it should have been.

This provoked a recitation by Frau Buff of Lake Thun and alternative attractions, concluding with, ‘But that is not a suitable handbag for walking, Fräulein. There is no room for any food or drink and it is too smart and may be spoiled if there is bad weather. I have a bag in my office that is perfect for walking ladies. I lend it to guests. I will get it for you now.’

Emily was aware that her handbag did not match her dress and alleged purpose that day. It was a good-quality Harrods bag, modified by Head Office to include a hidden compartment for any notes she had to conceal. Also, she had carefully arranged Rogers’s note and Fritz’s money envelope so that they were accessible and visible upon opening. She did not want to transfer contents in front of Frau Buff.

‘No, please, it’s very kind of you but I like this bag, it’s very light—’

‘It is not appropriate for walking. It is an evening bag, a bag for dining. I will get you mine, do not worry.’

In retrospect, it would have been better to appease Frau Buff, accept her offer and go back up to her room to change contents. As it was, the argument continued until Frau Buff threw up her arms in mock despair, but with a tincture of genuine irritation, and Emily left. She would have to make friends again later.

The funicular carriage halted with a jolt just as the very fat conductor in blue cap and uniform was trying to squeeze between the rows of seats to check tickets. He began by facing forward, then turned sideways, his bulging belly pressing against the shoulders of embarrassed seated passengers. Like others in the seats nearby Emily had to look down to hide her smile before it became outright laughter. When the carriage stopped the conductor began a slow retreat to the door, painfully negotiating each row of seats, compelling the passengers, still struggling to suppress laughter, to queue behind him. She wondered whether Fritz was among them. Probably not; there was no one of his description
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