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The drop


     IT SEEMED TO ME THAT LIFE HAD ENTERED

a phase of hell in which everything, fields, streets, even faces, partook of the same sad colours, like a photograph of a rainy day, and I wondered whether the world would ever recapture its brightness again.


Sometimes I think this was a prophetic thought, sometimes just a self-fulfilling prophecy. I may have studied too closely the colours of those times, until they lodged inside me. I was young, I was 28 when they sent me to France for the third time, to pretend to belong, and to await confirmation of my orders.

WAITING IN THE rattling ‘tortoise’ to jump into the darkness that is France, I dwell as always in the sense that the fuselage of the Stirling is a uterus smoothed and emptied out by the countless births that parachutists are, voided yet marked with shreds of skin–––attached to the thin metal walls in the half-dark there are always nameless straps and cords swinging and banging against the sides, like the moorings of vanished predecessors–––and I summon this sense and the desire to be free of this heaving groaning container so that the desire will weigh against the fear of the jump. Such fear as there is I can’t really ascribe to the act of jumping, though. It’s not the jumping, it’s the thought of what comes after that puts the wind up you, while you’re sitting there wondering what might be awaiting you. Babies must ask themselves the same question as they wait, squeezed half to death, in the birth canal. Where the hell are they sending me? Will there be a dark mushy field, or will I wind up spitted on a steeple like a morsel from the sky, or crash into trees or be greeted by searchlights and a hail of bullets? Will I be lit up like a fairground target? It’s happened before.


Why is this life of ours so grim? Even to think this question feels like a betrayal. Years later when I read 1984 and picture Winston Smith scribbling in a diary in a corner where the thought police can’t see him, I’m certain Orwell was tortured by the same feeling, the same question. 


Because it’s not just this tattered, quaking aeroplane that’s grim, and not just the France below us that I picture monochrome and sad. Again the feeling comes, all too familiar, the one that belongs not only to this moment before a jump but increasingly to whole stretches of everyday existence. When I’m on a mission I prefer to think it’s just a self-protective reflex, an enveloping membrane that seeks to tell me it’s all right and that I’m not really about to fling myself into space and into mortal danger even if I land safely, but it’s clearly nothing to do with the drop, since it now recurs in times and places quite without imminent danger or threat of any kind. The feeling is one of estrangement. The thought that comes with it is that this life is simply an episode, an interval of punishment, presumably for sins committed in a previous life (though it’s a poor system when the condemned man can’t even recall his crime); and when I say ‘this life’ feels like an episode I mean this particular life with my curious origins and childhood that sets me apart, and this life that contains a particular London and a lumbering Stirling bomber and a jump into a France that seems in my mind to have turned into a region of hell.

Hello, future, I want to say to our heirs, to generations yet unborn. We are your parents. This is what gave rise to you. This, this dark grey rainy hell on the outside and this gloomy remoteness on the inside: this is what you come from.

ALL SUCH THOUGHTS and feelings vanish in the whipping noise and terror of the jump. The goggles are no  better than last time, and the wind searing my face is as good a guide to the proximity of France as anything my eyes can manage, while I fall spreadeagled. But what’s to see, anyway, until I pull the ripcord and await the sensation as the chute opens and seems to pull my torso from my body in a vicious wrenching halt that might just as well be me hitting the ground? But isn’t.


But isn’t, as I dangle in the darkness.

Mother

                  I NEVER KNEW MY FATHER. I ALWAYS SAY this in a modest tone - I will usually have already planted the information that my father died in the First War – that serves to evoke images in my listener’s mind: the telegram at the door and the babe-in-arms unable to comprehend his mother’s tears. In fact I simply never knew my father. I never had any idea who he was, and my mother took the secret to her grave. Quite possibly she herself didn’t know.


How did you get into this game? When the invariable question comes from a new colleague, I reply, “I was born an SOE operative.” This usually amuses them, because they know exactly what I mean. No-one joins our game unless they were born to it. I know it sounds unhealthy, to put it mildly, but the Special Operations Executive is our mother and our father. You either understand what I’m talking about or you don’t.


I had a person I thought was my father, until I was twelve years old. It was the happiest day of my childhood when I found that Albert Ferris wasn’t my father, but only my Aunt Sara’s boyfriend. Not even an uncle. Not even an uncle by marriage. No relation at all. He was a big bald man with bulging eyes, he had hair sprouting from several orifices and from every crevice of his body, and the fancy suits he wore never succeeded in making him any less of a gorilla. I took against his smell when I was little, and not all the cologne in the world had been able to get it out of my nostrils. Thinking that Albert was my father, I watched my growing body with anxiety and suspicion, waiting for it to sprout the mat of trademark Ferris hair. (I’ve always had unusually thick eyebrows, and this had me worried from the beginning, expecting the rest of my body to follow suit.) It was only when I learnt that I had not a single gene in common with Albert that I was able to relax about my physical future, for the first time in my life, and wait to see who and what I was.

I was sorry, though, to learn that Aunt Sara wasn’t my mother, as I had hitherto believed. Edie, my real mother, had given me to her sister when I was a few weeks old. Sara wanted a child, Edie didn’t. It was as simple as that, they both told me, especially since my father wasn’t around to object. It was 1915, and for all I know it’s true that my father, as I tell people, never came back from the war.


Of the two sisters, Sara was a slightly more maternal sort of person than Edie was, although that isn’t saying much. In fact it wasn’t Edie’s idea at all that she would get me back when I was twelve, and that I would be told the truth about which of the sisters was my real mother.


It was my stepfather Harry’s idea, when he found out that Edie had a kid, namely myself. At the time Sara and Albert Ferris were on the outs, and it seemed likely that I might want for a father, or at least a father figure, if Albert and Sara broke up, as in the end they did. Harry said the boy should get to know his real mother and that we could all live together, Harry, Edie and myself, in North London, where Harry’s furniture business was. I think he was hoping to show Edie what a good father he would be if they had a child together. Harry was well-meaning but, to be frank, a fool. He really thought Edie’s reservations about having a child with him were because she wasn’t sure what kind of a father he would make. She just never wanted children ever.


But to go back a bit: I was raised in the rowdy, smoky, glorious district of Montparnasse, in Paris (I’ll explain why) by Sara and Albert Ferris, if you could use the word ‘raised’ for Albert’s contribution. Sara was a London showgirl, she was originally from Basildon in Essex, which was where she and Edie grew up. Rawlinson was the family name, and it was the name I took when I spat the word Ferris off the end of my name and out of my life and came back to London to live with Edie and Harry in Finsbury Park. I became Alan Rawlinson.


I suppose it’s a bit of a euphemism to say that Aunt Sara, my surrogate mother, was a showgirl, although that was what we always did say. The world that she and Edie frequented was devoted as much to entertaining men in whatever manner they would pay for than it was to dancing. The Rawlinson girls must have been a pair of honeys, in their prime. Sara big-nosed and blonde, not the cornsilk blonde of the movies but a coarser, more robust kind, and Edie dark and a lot silkier, with the profile of a hawk. Both tall. Both of them taller than I am, which argues either poor nutrition or the likelihood that I take after my unidentified Dad. In his absence, I am the runt of the family. Runt Rawlinson, that’s me.

Sara had a doomed instinct for rotten men (in that regard Edie was smarter), and wound up with Albert Ferris, who was the manager of a West London “pally” or palais de danse when the war ended. He took a dance troupe to Paris, not an uncommon venture in the wake of the war, for what was supposed to be a month’s work. A lot of Brits had become familiar with the dives of Montparnasse. Even the Folies Bergères line-up was full of London tarts. The girls would pretend to be French while they were dancing, and let out cries of Ooh la la. Off the stage they were a bit of a disappointment to punters from across the Channel, but then they’d have a good laugh and a cuddle and a So where are you from, then? and they were set. Albert and the girls, including Aunt Sara, found a niche at a place called the Mon Chat Noir (if you’re as old as sin and you went there between the wars you likely caught a glimpse of Sara), and they never went back to Hammersmith.


Eventually Aunt Sara did return to London, ten years later, when her dancing days and her Albert Ferris days both came to an end. By that time they’d been shouting and screaming at each other for a  while, and throwing crockery in the approved French manner, and my soon-to-be-stepfather Harry had rescued me from this crazy Paris household full of Mon Chat Noir girls coming and going and occupying Albert Ferris’s bed when Sara wasn’t looking. Sadly, when Sara came back to London, she fell ill. She was much too young to have cancer, everyone said, but I doubt if cancer has much respect for age. It was a capillary cancer, Edie told me, and because of the sound of the word I’ve always imagined it as a kind of fatal caterpillar that crawled out of Sara’s womb, where Edie said the illness started, and then trailed its way across other organs. Because it didn’t occupy the organs but only coated them, Edie said, you couldn’t get rid of it. Sara suffered all through the war, only to die the week before the Normandy landings. I always felt that even though her condition got steadily worse as the war went on, she got progressively less attention, what with the casualties of the Blitz filling up the hospitals and everyone having lost someone or had their life blighted in one way or another. 

I always tried to think of Aunt Sara as she had been in the apartment off the Place Pigalle, funny and salty and always with a saucy comeback when Albert started riding her. In one way I was glad to be away from the shouting and screaming, when Harry took me back to London. In another way I missed my lovely wild and grimy Montparnasse where nobody much noticed where I was and when I came and went, in those last couple of years when Sara and Albert were at war. By the age of ten I’d found myself a backstage niche at the Mon Chat Noir, helping Madame Pelletier, a seamstress who came in to do repair work on the girls’ outfits, which tended to burst a seam or two under the pressures of the can-can or the customers (more often the latter). She was getting on, Mme P., or so I thought then, though she probably wasn’t much more than 40, and she hated having to stop the sewing machine to adjust the material she was working on, letting the treadle click on, winding down, clip-clopping on like an obedient but ignorant dog on a leash, who senses that his mistress has stopped to look in a vitrine. My job was to feed the clothing into the machine for her, and I loved it. I loved handling the chiffon and the voile, and I loved being backstage during the day when the nighttime smells were still held in the dressing-rooms along with the last of the cigarette smoke, like haze in a retort. Madame would slip me a few sous at the end and I’d be up the stairs and out into the Place Pigalle like a bank robber, running through the pavement crowds in search of my mates. I was a child of the street, with plenty of friends like myself. In London, with Harry and Edie, I was suddenly accountable again, and couldn’t just walk out the door and come home when I pleased. Edie might have let me do it, but not Harry.


I’ve wondered from time to time why Edie ever mentioned my existence to him. Did she think that if she married Harry and then one day Sara told him the truth he’d be furious and throw her out? He hated to be lied to. But she could weather rows, could Edie, just like her sister. That Basildon household they came from must have been a whirlwind, a howling storm. Perhaps that was why neither of them was crazy about having kids–––by which I mean perhaps it was their own childhood they didn’t want to be reminded of.


So, to return to Harry Seltzer and his discovery of me, I dare say Edie may have owned up to Harry that she’d had a child so as to try and get it across to him that she didn’t want or need to do it again. Being Harry, he didn’t get the message. He came to Paris and brought me back to London, after telling Albert Ferris what he’d to do him if Albert laid a hand on Harry’s girlfriend’s sister again. As much of a fool and an innocent as Harry Seltzer was, he was big, even bigger than Albert, and he packed a punch.


He was well off, too. Edie had landed in the butter when she caught Harry’s eye. Which is why she put up with the return of the prodigal, her young 12-year-old son whom she’d hardly laid eyes on more than four or five times in her life, and who could hardly fail to notice that where Sara actually liked kids, his “real” mother had to pretend to care for her own son. To be fair to Edie, she had quite a lot to put up with from me, maybe more than she expected. Her kid was to all intents and purposes a little French boy, a ruffian dragged up in the Paris gutters since he was three. All I knew was to pick a fight and how to take a punch to the gut. I’d been to school–––which was where most of the fighting took place–––but whatever I’d learned there was in French, and gutter French at that. I must have been as out of place in Finsbury Park as a panther on a leash.


Harry sent me to the Merchant Taylors’ school, at his expense. It still makes me shake my head, to think about him taking a long calm look at me and sending this scrawny, combative little Paris urchin off to public school instead of parking me somewhere that suited my manners. And although it took a good few years, blow me if I didn’t come out sounding like a public schoolboy. Not quite Eton and Harrow, but I could impersonate a toff pretty well.

That was on the outside, the part that six years of British schooling had polished up. Who on earth I thought I was when I was 18, inside, under the middle class veneer, I’ve no idea. Harry Seltzer sized me up once more and sent me off to Woolwich, to the Shop, as it was known, the old Royal Military Academy (this was before it was amalgamated with the RMC at Sandhurst), to combine my respectable vowels and my street fighting instincts. It must have worked for me for a time, because I thrived.


Unfortunately I’d always had a criminal tendency, acquired in Paris when thieving was the game my schoolfriends all went in for and I had to be the best and the most daring. I was an addict, though I didn’t realize it, by the time I came back to London with Harry. I simply never got caught at Merchant Taylors, where I preyed on the other boys in a mindless sort of way, not for the small sums of money I stole–––Harry never kept me short of pocket-money–––but for the pleasure of it. Partly, it was about not getting caught, but mainly it was to have a life of my own that no-one could share. I was just keeping in practice at being myself. I used to imagine it was Alain, my little Parisian self, who stole, and who was the real me underneath, that no-one knew. They couldn’t see Alain when they looked at me, although he was looking back at them, and they couldn’t see him when he slipped down empty corridors and into someone’s temporarily vacated rooms. Alain was the Invisible Man. I didn’t think of him as French, especially. He was an older, deeper form of me. It was just that I’d got into the habit of shoplifting in Paris, and of picking the occasional Parisian pocket because that’s where I was and that’s what my pals did. And good old Alain went on doing it until I was caught red-handed at the Shop and revealed myself to be not at all the sort of person an officer in training and a gentleman should be.


They threw me out on my ear.


Edie screamed the house down, and Harry was quietly furious and made me work at one and sixpence an hour in one of his furniture showrooms until I paid back the forty pounds I was found to have stolen. Fifteen months it took me.


And all the time Reggie Peterson was watching me. Watching to see if I would stay the course, working for Harry. Watching, knowing what I’d done at Woolwich, and waiting to see if I was the kind of chap he thought I was.

Reggie

           CUP OF TEA IN THE BACK ROOM AT MAUDIE’S

tea-house in Wigmore Street. Maudie’s was all it said on the outside. It was a genuine tea shop. Few of the regulars there even knew there was a back room. But that’s where it all started, for almost all of us. Cup of tea and a chat. Better than an interview in an office, if only because the candidate would be a little less on his or her guard.

“Had tea with Uncle Reggie?” was the question many baffled soldiers were asked by their superior officer, from ’41 onwards. It was the codeword, or code-phrase, and if you knew what it meant you’d already been vetted by Special Operations to see if you were MCR material, as we called it. We were Middle Class Ruffians. The middle class affiliation was the class bond that our masters believed in as a badge of trust, as the only thing that kept us together, since being ruffians we were therefore natural renegades. It wasn’t just that we talked the same way. Public school was a club we’d belonged to and would always belong to. Working class ruffians might at some point mutter, “Sod the lot of you,” and decide to serve their own interests. MCRs wouldn’t betray the club. What would be left for them in life if they did? Working class ruffians would win the war, we liked to think, with dirty deeds on the front lines. Our job was different. It was to fillet the enemy behind his own lines, with skulduggery.


Of course I didn’t see myself as an MCR at all. Perhaps lots of others in Special Operations didn’t either, for whatever reason. I was still Alain, under the veneer of my vowels, I could take a punch in the gut from Gérard and trade one to the head. I’m a spy from the streets, I thought. Runt Rawlinson, c’est moi.


I came in on the ground floor in 1940, during the first few months of SOE, long before Churchill gave us the green light to go into France and mix it up. As I say, Uncle Reggie (whose name wasn’t Reggie) had already pricked me out as one of those soldiers he was after, “useless in peace, irreplaceable in war,” as he put it, dogged, insubordinate (“bloody-minded” was Reggie’s word), and utterly committed to leading a double life.


I’d been toiling in the Finsbury Park showrooms for three years, four and a bit if you count the time I spent carting the furniture in and out of the warehouse while paying off my Woolwich debt, when Reggie himself came in, saying he was looking for a nice desk. All I saw was a plump fellow in a suit, with a face like Billy Bunter in the comics, red-cheeked and jovial. He looked like every other fat man you’d ever seen, and if his French hadn’t been so bloody awful he’d have made a brilliant agent himself in his nerveless, bland and cheerful way.


“I mean the sort of desk a chap could sit at and look important without really trying.” Reggie said. “What have you got in that line?”


“Nothing really, sir,” I said, a little puzzled because this fat bloke in a suit could see at a glance that Harry’s stock in trade was unpretentious three piece suites and other cheap suburban décor, nothing fancy.


“You don’t look like the sort of fellow who’d know much about sitting on his backside for a living,” Reggie said. “Where are you heading with this lark? Fancy selling furniture all your life?”


I’d no idea what he was getting at, but there was a twinkle in his eye that stopped me from getting smart with him.


“Merchant Taylors School, ’28 to ’34,” he went on without a change of tone, “then RMA till you were given the boot for conduct unbecoming in ’36. Have I got the right chap?”


“Who are you?” I said.


“I’m your Uncle Reggie.”


“Haven’t got an Uncle Reggie.” This was something that others might have said with more confidence than me. I could have had two Uncle Reggies and never known about it.


“Have now, my son. If you want one. We’re looking for fellows with a taste for adventure, military style, but not too military, if you catch my drift. Officially sanctioned, but not official. On nobody’s books but our own. And we don’t keep books.”


He could have been singing my personal national anthem. I dare say he knew it.


“We look after our own, because no-one else will. But don’t be too excited, boyo. This is nasty all the way through. That may be your idea of fun, but we don’t want anyone so reckless they’ll take others over the edge with them. So take your time and think about it. We need people who can hold their water.“


He said some other stuff about friendship and how what he had to offer was the wrong place to look for it, because you soon learned not to make friends with those who were probably about to die. I was barely listening. I knew that for better or for worse my number had just come up.


Then he was inviting me to tea with someone called Maudie, I thought, at number 14, Wigmore Street, but I was already looking deep into the back of his sparkling yet strangely dead eyes to try and learn something at last, anything at all, about my kind.
Vive le runt

                       WHAT IF THERE HAD NEVER BEEN A WAR, and never been a Special Operations unit? What would have become of Runt Rawlinson? I can’t believe I’d have spent my life as a salesman in Harry Seltzer’s furniture showrooms and wound up (as Harry junior has–––of whom more shortly) turning into the heir Harry wanted. I’d be a jailbird now. A jailbird or a millionaire or the thing I later was for an all-too-brief moment, a fashionable party-giver introducing girls to upper crust delinquents. Pandar by appointment to His Lordship. I could have been another Stephen Ward. My life’s been filled with Christine Keelers and Mandy Rice-Davieses, both of whom I knew to say hello to and pat their sweet flesh in passing. Tarts and showgirls–––let’s face it, I have Sara and Albert to blame for this, and Montparnasse–––are in my blood and in my heart. They raised me, the girls of the Mon Chat Noir.


Has anyone been as sexy, ever in my life, as Trudy, whom I’d known since I was four and who still sat me on her lap when I was a randy little eight-year-old (trust me, eight-year-olds can be randy), and who finally, on my twelfth birthday, introduced me to the mysteries? Who could match Trudy, who was blonde and pale with a face as round and flat as a saucer, and huge blue eyes and the softest, most fragrant body in the world? All my life I’ve been searching for someone that could hold a candle to her, knowing perfectly well that what I’m searching for isn’t Trudy but my twelve-year-old self. I might as well be searching for a live pterodactyl.


But never mind the girls, for the time being. It’s July 1940, France has fallen, and Uncle Reggie has arrived just in time to save my life.


One brush with the regular military had put me off for good (even assuming they’d’ve had me back, with my record), but I’d rather have topped myself than spend the war touting sofas in North London. I didn’t have the patience to be a salesman, and of course everyone wanted to know, even if they didn’t say it aloud, why a small but apparently intact male in his late twenties wasn’t placing himself at the service of his country. I quickly got sick of that. By early 1940 Harry Seltzer was ready to see me go, too, despite having guided my life so carefully towards a future in furniture. (He never did think I’d make a soldier, but he believed the Shop would turn me into a tidier human being, and he was right about that. I’ve been known for neatness ever since.) It wasn’t my lack of enthusiasm for sofas that eventually convinced Harry to cut me loose. What happened was that Edie got pregnant again at the age of 43, to her horror and Harry’s delight, after a gap of 24 years. I can still see the smile on Harry’s face–––in my mind he’s always there in that one instant, a gleaming Harry pushing open the glass entrance door and striding into the showroom to bring me the news.


This lets me off the leash (lets Alain the panther off the leash, anyway) at last, and little Harold junior, who could have been my kid rather than my baby brother, given his age, takes up all their attention from then on. Instead of clucking over Alan’s lost opportunities they cluck over little Harold’s baby steps. Perfect, as far as I’m concerned.


At first sight the folks in the back room at Maudie’s don’t seem like a convocation of the damned. I decide–––not entirely mistakenly–––that it’s we, not they, who are required to be damned. We, the willing tools. The executive branch, who will be sending us to our doom, or at least onto the chopping block with a good chance of never coming back, can be ordinary suffering humans with a heart and a troubled conscience. (I exempt Uncle Reggie, who had neither.)


Netta, neat features and neat dark hair, certainly seemed like such a person, over a cup of tea, and I was startled to find when I got the thumbs-up and joined the fledgling organisation that she was in charge of training field operatives. I’d assumed that she would be the house matron, applying kind words and poultices. It was all very public school, at first encounter, and I’d say anyone would probably have passed the test who’d been through that system and knew the right mixture of deference and cheek with which to treat the beaks. Reggie himself, still gleaming and preening as if he’d learned his whole act from Charles Laughton in the movies, was the only one of the high-ups on the interviewing committee who gave off any sense of ever having been in a fight and had his nose bloodied. He was my man, from the beginning. Besides, he’d picked me out himself.


He knew much more about me than my school and military track record and of course my French upbringing, although without these (above all the French upbringing) he wouldn’t have been interested in me at all.  Reggie knew  about Aunt Sara and Albert Ferris. He’d even spoken with my old friend Gérard, punch-in-the-gut Gérard, whom I’d only seen once since I was a teenager. Gérard had visited me in London when we were twenty or so and he was still no more than an overgrown voyou without a job and I was a budding artillery officer, thank you very much. After that weekend we lost track of each other in a hurry. But Uncle Reggie found him. I always had a dark feeling that he knew about every single person in my life, even Trudy, who Aunt Sara said had retired to Eastbourne, although I’d made enquiries there myself without success. He may even have known who my real father was. If anyone did, it would have been Reggie. 


By temperament, he was a collector. That’s a human type, and I dare say you’re born to it as much as you’re born to being a field operative. I’ve always envied the collector type. Your calling keeps you busy all the time, without intervals to think about who you are and what you’re doing.

The epitome of shag

                                UNDER NETTA’S WATCHFUL EYE, THE chap in command of unarmed combat training was a fellow we called Julian Wilson (another nom de guerre), who also gave us weapons training until we got someone who actually believed in weapons training for field operatives, which Julian didn’t. Well, he believed in knives, but his argument was that you couldn’t meaningfully train to use a pistol at close range since this was as much a matter of luck and opportunity as it was of marksmanship, and that field operatives wouldn’t be carrying rifles or any longer range ordnance. This line of thinking quickly went by the board as we became more professionalized and our bureaucrats commissioned special weapons and required of us all manner of skills, some of them daft, ranging from cryptography to animal spoor identification. No doubt the idea, as with the collector mentality, was to keep us busy between missions.


Julian’s real motive for despising weapons was that he had no patience, as he admitted himself, with the business of dismantling the things. Of course if you love firearms you love to dismantle them, so I dare say that indifference and not impatience lay at the root of Julian’s attitude to weapons training. What he loved was to step in close, go man-on-man and bend and twist and exert mastery over another body, before disabling him or cutting his throat. No doubt there was a sexual element to this pleasure in locking another body to your will. Despite rumours to the contrary, ‘J,’ to use his nickname–––you had to acquire a nickname even if you were already wearing a pseudonym–––was an inveterate womaniser, to our knowledge. He’d also been a champion wrestler. In infancy it had been his way of blowing off steam, as it is for many kids, but, as he said, he’d never stopped. According to ‘J’, if everyone could just have a good wrestle every morning they’d be relaxed for the rest of the day. It brought you into touch with your body. Then you could be as shag, as lazy and casual, as you liked. Shag was a word ‘J’ brought us from his Harrow schooldays. When he wasn’t engaged in sports or unarmed combat, ‘J’ was the epitome of shag.

It became my ambition too. I hadn’t been a wrestler but as small as I was I’d been a brawler all my life, and ‘J’ recognized me, as Uncle Reggie had, as one of his own. I loved the training, even the learning by rote and the classroom hours, the cissy stuff as ‘J’ called it, full of arcane, half-baked instruction about potions and poisons and the bacteria we were going to slip into the water supply on Hitler’s private train. ‘F’ section, F for France, was my home, and in my heart it still is.

It was a bit like being privately tutored, in a uniform, with a few select pals (rather a lot of pals as time went by). Aside from the hand-to-hand specialists, experts arrived to train us including a professional actor who taught the art of disguise, plus various old espionage hands to teach tracking and avoiding being tracked, codes and cyphers, and my favorites, burglary and sabotage. A bona fide ex-con, Derek Carter, showed us the miracles you could achieve with a bent pin and a protractor, or if needs be any old piece of plastic. Map reading and compass work we practised up in Inverness, in the worst possible conditions. This soon sorted the good ‘uns from the rest. Later on the powers that be brought in all kinds of psychological tests and assessments, but I still thought an Invernesshire bog in the middle of the night was the best guide to natural aptitude.


As the war went on we also acquired a lot of crackpot gadgets, mostly killing devices, which I personally had little time for. Making gizmos kept the boffins busy, but never saved anyone’s life in the field so far as I know. Quick thinking was what you needed, not a fountain pen with a dart in it.


The most useful stuff came from the detonations experts, much of which I was able to use in the field, on my second mission, when my team blew up the railway lines around Toulouse, and disabled locomotives far more effectively than any airborne attack. We also put paid to a great many bridges across the Tarn and the Garonne, which was work that gave me childish pleasure. Even now I can hardly see a bridge, or for that matter a train without starting to think about how best to blow it up using the minimum of explosive. 


I had a natural feel for destruction, Reggie said. My work in the Tarn-et-Garonne had shown as much. This was just as well, because my previous mission had been at best a mixed success. Its purpose had been the formation of a new réseau or so-called circuit, a local resistance network, which required me to liaise with the French maquis in the region of the Landes, and work with people I didn’t trust any more than I did the Air Pen with its stupid dart. Time proved me right in many individual cases, but until the Tarn all my first sortie seemed to prove, to Uncle Reggie and the rest, was that diplomacy wasn’t my long suit, and that I wasn’t brilliant at recruitment either. I could have told them that. 

From then on I saw more action. In Toulouse I was able to link up with other SOE people and steer clear of the double agents with whom the local resistance groups were riddled. It was SOE or no-one as far as I was concerned, and I never regretted it. I’d like to say I never lost sight of Uncle Reggie’s original warning about the perils of forming close friendship with men and women who might be dead the next day, but when you’re working alongside people who’re putting their life on the line, and when they do their job through thick and thin, you can’t help surrendering a part of yourself to them, without even knowing it. To say you trust them doesn’t describe it, at least until you learn what the word ‘trust’ really means. I came to think of love itself as a sub-department of trust. Trust someone with your life and, if that isn’t love, then what’s love but a fool’s paradise, a holiday from reality? Even now if I meet or hear of someone who was in the SOE, whom I never met because they served in Albania or Greece, or Italy, or Crete, it brings me close to tears.

And it takes me back to the many places, Guildford in the early days and then Beaulieu and beautiful Arisaig in the Highlands, where I felt for the first time that I lived with others in mutual respect. I’ve said that SOE was a continuation of public school (and of the Royal Military Academy too, which was also full of chancers and skyvers who would be sorted out, their parents hoped, by the RMA), with its clubby nonchalance hiding a ruthless eye for winners and losers, but in another sense it was like a public school turned on its head. You could carve out your own niche regardless of name or money, or family connections. No easy pickings here for the mummy’s boys from good homes who made up the officer caste at public and military school; here it was the bad eggs and the loners who graduated top of the class. Some of our best-groomed daredevils began sweating and babbling as soon as they reached enemy territory and were arrested in occupied Europe by the first German they saw; others, hopelessly shag, and subsequently doomed to a peacetime career–––if they survived–––of loafing around their local town until the pubs opened, were inspired and nerveless wartime agents, able to talk their way out of any trouble because they never took any of it too seriously in the first place. ‘Duffle’ Ponting, known by his one piece of winter attire and also as ‘Toodle-pip’ after his favourite expression, had already escaped twice from German custody, the second time with stolen German papers, when he found himself conducting a long intricate conversation in German with an officer from the Abwehr, in the corridor of a train in Normandy, and was able to relax so completely that at the end of it he forgot to say auf wiedersehen. Turning to go, he came out with “Toodle-pip!” instead. Poor Duffle told this story himself to Teapot Armfield, in Buchenwald concentration camp, where they both wound up, but from which, unlike several of his fellow-agents including the celebrated Armfield, Toodle-pip never emerged.


In other words, when you went into the field you discovered who you were, as a field operative. No amount of training gave you so much as a hint. You could have all the unarmed training skills of a karate black belt, you could know everything about how to shape a charge and how to detonate gelignite in adverse weather, you could be a virtuoso at operating one of our ghastly two-way radios that weighed 45 pounds in its backpack and drowned several of our men who touched down in marshland, you could know the codebook back to front, but if you froze up when you heard the word, “Papiere!” or turned a corner slap into a platoon of German soldiers, you were doomed.


I can’t blame ‘J’ or Netta and her team of instructors. They did their best to put us under pressure. They locked us up and grilled us, starved us under blazing light day after day to see if we could withstand interrogation, but we still knew at the back of our mind that they weren’t going to kill us. “It’ll be different when you’re out there,” they kept saying, “with forged documents and without a friend in the world.” Well, it was different. But that wasn’t the heart of it. You were different. 


Everything was finally in play, rien ne va plus, the roulette wheel was spinning and it really was your life on the line and nobody would care for long if you turned and ran and died face down in a ditch with a bullet in your back. It was time to face the music. See what you were made of.


Because I survived a number of scrapes, I was sometimes mentioned in the same breath as “Lucky” Lecky Thurgo, the paladin of St Nazaire and other jaunts. In time, “Runt” became a badge of prowess; between missions (and after the close shave I had in the Tarn, when my radio was traced and on the way to Gestapo headquarters I managed to bribe my captors, two French policemen who believed I was French, into letting me go), I served as an instructor for a while, and I could sense people pointing me out and whispering, “hero.” I had my pick of the typing pool and didn’t neglect to take advantage. Anyone who came back from occupied Europe twice or more times was like a talisman, and I liked being a talisman. In professional and social life I kept aloof, but that was part of the act. Between four walls I was ready to be rubbed, any time.


I like to think I never fell for my own fame, all the same. The odds lengthened against your coming back a third time, if you started to believe your own legend. And the odds were long enough already. Caution was fifty  percent of it, Teapot used to say, and the other fifty percent was luck. You could be as cool as Bulldog Drummond in the comics, and it wouldn’t save you unless Providence was on your side.


I knew I had something, though. Everyone knew it. People who kept coming back had something. Not just luck–––everyone knew that “Lucky” Thurgo’s nickname derived from his given name, Alec, or Lecky, and not from good fortune alone–––but something forged in your stars as surely as it was in your temperament. When things went wrong in the field, as they continually did, when the police showed up at the rendez-vous instead of your contact, when your bolt-hole was raided and the back door blazed with torchlight, or when you glanced from the window of your compartment to see Gestapo climbing purposefully aboard at both ends of the train, you either froze or you came alive. I always felt the same astonishing reaction. Time slowed down. Whatever was now to be done, including sifting through the options, there was more than enough time to figure out the best course, settle for it in your heart, and proceed calmly. Calmly, knowing that you’d had all the time in the world, that you’d studied the situation and made the best and only choice. 


It was a strange sensation, one of being doubly alive. I was alive in the moment, living it in all its fear, and alive in another sense which was like pure electricity, the excitement precisely of being in danger and knowing it and living it to the full. You might make the wrong choice but you made it unerringly, seeing the moves ahead like a game, one throw of the dice after another in a kind of ecstasy–––a kind of sickness, you might call it–––of presence. Sometimes I thought I was already dead, I thought I was seeing my actions in retrospect and that my death awaited and that I was allowed to be gloriously alive because these were my final instants. As indeed they might have been, on more than one occasion.


I remember talking to Sergeant-Major Mills, V.C., who kicked down the door of a barracks full of sleeping German soldiers, early one morning in northern France after the D-Day landings, and killed the entire barracks-full with a single drum of his Thompson, shooting them like rats in a basement (those were his own words), on and on until every one of the fleeing men was dead and the empty drum spun on in the silence. He walked out into the early morning light–––it was June, and seemed like bright day, he said, at four a.m.–––and paused briefly to clean his steel-rimmed spectacles. Then he walked over to the adjoining barracks, a hundred yards away, where, as strange as it may seem, not a single man had stirred from sleep. There he again kicked the door down, and with his second clip killed every single soldier in the barracks, as before. That done, he emerged completely unscathed and with just over one hundred and fifty enemy dead to his credit. How in God’s name did he feel, I asked, when he emerged onto the little parade ground with two single-handed massacres behind him?


“Blest,” he said. “If you really want to know. Humbled. I wondered if there was anything in the world I couldn’t do, that day. I also felt–––and I don’t usually tell this part,” he said, “only I know you’ve seen enough action yourself to recognize what I’m saying–––I also felt as if some part of me had gone, possibly forever. For the first time in my life I was quite ready to die, I mean to die that very day, although I never had the opportunity. I felt as if I’d been allowed to become a pure extension of my training. Of my weapon, if you like. I didn’t think I’d ever get all of me back again.” He took off his glasses and stroked the bridge of his nose, before re-installing the glasses. “And I didn’t. I didn’t really.” He looked up, peering at me know to see if I understood. “Part of me simply died along with the rest of them, those soldiers. I think you have to accept that, in war. You don’t survive, even if you come back alive. Part of you doesn’t.”


There had been plenty of pieces written about Mills, and even a book devoted to his exploits, but something had prevented him from becoming one of the better-known heroes of the war. I suspected, though I didn’t care to ask Mills if he shared my view, that this was because his crowning achievement, the reason for his medal and his fame, was unadulterated carnage. It had taken guts to step into the first barracks, and even more to step into the second one, where he might have been walking into a hail of gunfire, but in a sense it had been, as Mills said himself, like shooting rats in a basement. The numbers he killed were the thing that would forever be associated with his name. Nonetheless, he had reached a pinnacle. I couldn’t help feeling that he had received less than his due, as a fighting man. To my way of seeing it, he was the spirit of war, whether we liked it or not, and even whether he liked it or not.


Then came the movie, Sergeant Mills, which made less of the event itself–––the film’s promoters were eager to tell the public that in the movie the carnage in the two barracks took exactly the time it was estimated that Mills had taken, four minutes, including a thirty-second walk from the first barracks to the second–––than of Mills’s life leading up to those two hundred and forty seconds of god-like, almost supernatural death-dealing, and his life in the aftermath, overshadowed by those raging, deafening, almost timeless minutes during which he was Death itself.


When the film came out, Millsy was 91 and in an old people’s home in Cromer, where the pub that he’d run for thirty years after the war (he was 42 when the war ended, and only too glad to be demobbed) now suddenly had its name changed from the ‘Gilded Otter’ to the ‘Sergeant Major.’ He welcomed my visit, he said, as a change from the reporters who were treating him with a strange mixture of respect–––as though he might leap from his wheelchair and liquidate them too–––and disgust, as if he were some ancient scorpion found alive in a pharaoh’s tomb.

I asked, as I fear the reporters must have done before me, if there was any element of vindication in all the fuss to which he was now being treated, at last. Millsy shook his head, amused. “At my age, son, I’m entirely focused on the little space,” he raised a hand in front of his now famous, trademark spectacles, and created an inch of distance between his thumb and middle finger, “between myself and death. In that space, every day is good. But it has bugger all to do with who I once was. That seems so long ago it could be someone else that kicked those barracks doors down. They did a good job of reconstruction in the film, I’ll say that. But I still couldn’t remember how it felt. It was someone else, that Sergeant-Major Mills. Anyway, it’s no use to me now, all this attention. It’s as useless to me as money. Fame’s good for two things, Runt. Impressing women, and annoying your friends. Far as I’m concerned, it’s too late to impress women, and my friends are all dead. One day you’ll know what I mean, if you don’t already.”

Having just celebrated my 78th birthday, I had an inkling.

France

                 ON THE EVE OF THE BATTLE OF SCHULTHEIM young Bernhard Forsmann had a vision, in a dream, of an encounter on the battlefield. A young Danish soldier jumped down into the muddy pit where Bernhard was preparing for battle. They stared at each other, weapons drawn, and in that endless instant, in the dream, Bernhard pictured the other man’s life. Newly married to a foreigner, the fiery daughter of an Italian weaver, the boy in front of him had endured the hostility of his own and his bride’s family. Bernhard knew that in the next instant either he would be dead at the Danish soldier’s hands and, after moments of dreadful pain, lie buried in the muddy trench, perhaps never to be discovered, or the Dane would be dead. The Dane’s Italian wife, Bernhard understood in the dream, would swiftly marry another man, an Italian, they would have children, and her first, Danish husband would never be mentioned. At last she herself would forget that she had ever married him. In the dream vision, as the two men faced each other, Bernhard felt words welling up: I don’t want to fight you. Although he didn’t speak the words aloud, he imagined the Danish soldier echoing them. As an immense wave of relief swept over him, he felt himself frame a further sentence. We can be brothers. Far from seeming like a hackneyed, sentimental utterance, it seemed to him at that moment immense and urgent; it was as if he had thrown off the entire curse of war and the sacrifice of nameless millions. He saw them in his dream, a horde advancing as some fell to arrows they never saw coming, lives extinguished like a candle.

By this act of sparing a life, the dream told Bernhard, you have endowed mankind with the work this Danish boy will accomplish, later in life, which would otherwise have died with him, unimagined and unachieved. What this discovery was, or this invention, or work of art or poetry, Bernhard woke to find the dream had never told him. 


To be exact: I woke to find this, and to find that I wasn’t Bernhard Forsmann, as I had been in the dream. I wasn’t Bernhard anybody (and there was, so far as I know, no ‘battle of Schultheim’ in human history), I was Runt Rawlinson, I was in France on my third mission, and one of the strangest things about my dream, stranger than the fading intensity of having resolved war itself by a gesture of sheer brotherhood, by offering the enemy my hand–––(much good that would do when the Gestapo came to take me away)–––was that my dreaming self had invented for me another man’s name.


It’s true that my dream life expanded luridly when I was on a mission, or perhaps my memory of my dreams increased, and either this or the profusion of dreams in itself was perhaps attributable, I thought, both to the tensions of the day and the difficulty I had in sleeping, as well as the shallowness of my sleep when I did sleep. We were on guard all the time, on a mission, and rarely slept properly until we were off enemy soil.


And perhaps this particular dream, with its ‘Bernhard Forsmann’ identity (interesting that I seemed to be a German, as if my subconscious were willing my nemesis to offer brotherhood instead of death) had to do with the fact that I was carrying a false name, as always in the field. In this case it was Jean-Louis Garçonnier–––a ridiculous name, meaning ‘boyish’ or conceivably ‘boyo’, one of Uncle Reggie’s favourite words, or might be thought to refer, as does the word garçonnière, to a bachelor apartment or one designated for clandestine use by lovers–––a name which had not been mockingly coined by F Section but had belonged to a real family of gentleman farmers in the region. They were primed, I was told, to act as my reception committee when I parachuted onto their land under cover of night, and would vouch for me, if necessary, as a distant cousin, newly arrived.




It was the mission I’d been waiting for, all along. No linking up with partisans or franc-tireurs of dubious allegiance, no meetings to promote a new network, no recruiting. There would be no contact at all with undercover colleagues whether English or French. I was going on my own, without even a courier to relay news and bolster my spirits. (Or to fuck, as in many instances unrecorded by SOE historians. Our couriers were mostly women. We were told that this was because women were less conspicuous than males of military age. Condemned men that we were, or felt ourselves to be, we knew better. Our courier-visits were our last meal and, if they were willing, we were grateful.)


This one was a bolo mission as we called it, for reasons that escape me. It may have had something to do with the South American bolo lariat, weighted with stones, that can be retrieved after wrapping itself around its victim’s legs and returns to base intact, as the bolo agent hopes to do, like a boomerang after completing its mission. Or it may simply have been the word solo combined with any of a dozen uncomplimentary adjectives beginning with ‘b’.




After the business in the Tarn, when my radio transmission was traced (or I was betrayed by one of my réseau, I never knew which and don’t know to this day) and I was arrested and only escaped thanks to my captors’ greed and my ample supply of francs, I wasn’t sure I’d get another go. Close shaves often crippled people’s nerve, and I couldn’t yet be sure what, if anything, it had done to mine. Neither could ‘F’ section be sure, which was probably why they sent me on a bolo, where I couldn’t compromise anyone else if I screwed up. I was even given a choice. You can say no, Runt, Uncle Reggie said. “You’ve done your bit, and if it’s of any interest to you there might soon be a red and blue ribbon on your chest or, knowing you, chucked in a foot-locker somewhere.” He was telling me I was already up for the Distinguished Service Order, as I’d half suspected, and that there was no need for any further derring-do if it was a medal I was after. Most of us got the DSO if we’d been out to France a time or two and managed not to mess up. But when he said it was a bolo mission I didn’t hesitate. ‘Anita,’ this one was called, and it would also be my codename. Most bolos were in-and-out jobs with a single target, sometimes a sabotage target, sometimes human. I think I’d been hoping all along for a chance to be an assassin (not just in the SOE but all my life, since childhood). I’d never indicated as much, of course, because SOE didn’t like to think they were employing sickos or freaks, even though that’s just who they were seeking to recruit. And no doubt it really was better to pretend otherwise.




‘Anita’ was indeed an assassination run, as it turned out, and I was glad of it. No-one to mess things up for me. All on my head, free and clear. I felt as if this, much more than the contact-making work I’d done before, was what I’d joined up for. If you’d asked me I’d’ve said it was what I was made for.



Can you imagine a person who wanted to become an assassin? I’m not sure I can, now. But that was me, in those days. Perhaps it’s a runt’s dream; or perhaps in my childhood alongside Gérard I had so thoroughly inhaled the glamour of crime and so completely embraced the idea of my own doom that all I could legitimately wish for was to wind these two elements around each other and push them to the limit.

ANITA RAN LIKE clockwork to begin with. The steady old ‘tortoise’, as we called the Stirling bomber, dropped a ton of supplies over the Bordeaux area (my old réseau, so I knew who’d be there down on the ground, gathering up the boxes in the dark of night), leaving me alone in the cavernous fuselage. I was the final delivery, and landed rather peacefully in sloping pasture. The ground was soft, which not only made for a better landing but made spadework easier. Once I’d buried my chute suit and the chute itself I sat down and waited, trusting my reception committee to have been scanning the skies and spotted me.  Soon enough it showed up, in the form of an old man who called to me from the treeline, “Venez, Monsieur! Venez!”For the rest of my stay at Garçonnier Towers, a ramshackle place whose real name was Labaronnerie, the old boy continued to address me with a combination of sign language and primitive French spoken loudly and slowly, no matter how fluently I spoke to him, even using his own patois. Albert was his name, mine was Monsieur, and from the beginning I dreaded what would happen if a militiaman showed up to question him about me. Albert was not made, it seemed to me, for espionage. But somehow he had been induced by the local réseau to enter into this adventure, and I had to bless him for it.


Albert always dressed like a gardener anticipating muddy work, and when he brought me back to Labaronnerie that first night I expected him to leave me in the stone-flagged hall, where the Garçonnier clan would be awaiting me. Instead he trudged on steadily round to the kitchen entrance and there offered me tea, bread and butter that he churned in secret (butter! I hadn’t seen butter for three years) and a great deal of Albert sign language. Finally, after much questioning and much shaking of Albert’s shaggy white head, I grasped that there was no Garçonnier clan. He was it. Albert was the patriarch and everyone else was either dead, which included his wife and two sons, or they were elsewhere, which comprised two more sons, who I trusted were working for the Resistance rather than the Germans. Just you? I asked. No-one else living here? Only you? Albert nodded. Who runs the farm? I asked. My concern was less for the amount of work this might be causing him than for a workforce from whom I might have to conceal my presence. But Albert just stared back at me. What do you take me for? his gaze seemed to say. You think I can’t run my own farm?


He did, rising at four to prepare the cows’ feed, milking them by hand and then dispatching them unaided into the fields, before taking to his tractor to work the arable land. I was happy to picture Albert busy and unmindful of his visitor, while I made my way into town to hunt down ODG, as I had come to call him, in my mind. My target, Olivier du Greffand.

I HAD LOGGED everything we knew about ODG, which wasn’t all that much. (Besides which our dossiers were notorious for containing arrant nonsense, either misplaced or imported from sources talking through their backside.) What was beyond dispute was that he was a Communist and a maquisard, one of those Resistance men who, when De Gaulle pronounced them all Forces Françaises de L’Intérieur, even before the Normandy Landing and before there was a French intérieur again, rejected the title, wanting nothing to do with that ridiculous imperial poseur and self-appointed saviour, as they saw him. In civil life du Greffand was a doctor, a respected member of the community, and had been liaising with ‘F’ section since ‘41. Indeed he was one of the founding members of the troubled Montfort réseau. With the return to Britain of Teapot Armfield, after his famous trash-bin escape from Buchenwald, we discovered just why it was that the Montfort réseau had been so troubled, losing numerous members to arrest, torture and death. One of these was Marie Marquand, a Polish girl who had achieved the status of an icon at SOE. Marie had certainly been an icon for me. I had adored her from afar–––her sexual affiliation had always been a matter for speculation among us, and though some said she had none, I suspected she had placed it temporarily in the freezer, like everything else in her life except for her SOE functions. She was waiting, we told ourselves, to conclude her vendetta against the Nazis. If it ever could be concluded; the Gestapo had killed Marie’s father and younger sister, and I wondered whether anything, Hitler’s downfall or even the extermination of the entire German race would serve to dowse her flame. I think it was precisely her lack of romantic interest in any of us, combined with her skills, her magnetism and attractiveness, that made her our idol and our saint.  She worked harder than anyone. She was the best shot, famously so, in the SOE, and at exactly five foot tall could beat any of us over an obstacle course.


And monsieur ODG, it turned out, had betrayed her to the Germans. I couldn’t wait to kill him.


Of course, if we’d gone round trying to pick off every traitor or suspected traitor on enemy soil we’d have had no-one left to fight the enemy, and frankly if it hadn’t been Marie Marquand he’d betrayed I doubt if we’d have bothered setting up a hit in this way. I learned later that the ‘Anita’ mission was approved in council by just one vote, and that only a phone call from Churchill swayed determined  opposition at the highest levels of SOE. Whether this was because they disapproved of the precedent ‘Anita’ was setting, one of expending human resources on execution, or  weren’t entirely convinced by Armfield’s information, I’ve never discovered. Teapot’s account of Marie’s betrayal came at second hand, since he hadn’t met Marie after her arrest but only heard the story of it from a courier who was arrested with her.


She was born Marie Maciejski in Poznan, not ‘Marquand,’ which was an F Section invention. And now we’d learned that she was dead, shot at Niederland transit camp with three of our couriers, all of them girls. I was proud of F Section for refusing to let her betrayal simply disappear into the roll call of similar tragedies. And this ODG, this bastard du Greffand, according to the report, had not only betrayed her but presided over the transmissions that Marie had been forced to make (or that ODG had made for her, as seemed to us far more likely) after three days of incarceration and torture in the basement of du Greffand’s house.


That basement already haunted me. I didn’t want to see it, and yet I did, and if possible I wanted to kill du Greffand there, after a few reprisals of my own devising.


It was an unlikely scenario, of course. Getting into du Greffand’s house was a possibility, but it might entail risks not incurred by placing my Welrod against his head in a deserted street. I loathed the Welrod, one of our boffin-inspired gadgets. Its name derived from its Welwyn Garden City origins, Boffin City as it was for us, but we all referred to the gun as the illrod after we’d seen it fail, once, on the firing range. Once was enough. It was a single-shot pistol that could be packed flat and even when assembled made no bulge in the pocket. If you held it against the victim’s head when you pulled the trigger it made virtually no sound. This was excellent, except that a single-shot pistol can’t afford to jam, even once, and as for a silencer that only worked when the gun was held against a victim’s head, only a Welwyn Garden City boffin could dream up a victim unfailingly willing to comply. Hold still please, this won’t hurt a bit.

Never mind the illrod. I had my trusty cheesewire. There were a lot of ways to kill a man. All you really needed was the desire. I had the L-pill, too, L for lethal (I dare say D-pill for death was thought too grim), which I couldn’t help thinking of as the Love pill. I’d certainly love to pop it down ODG’s throat.


“We could have asked the locals to dispatch monsieur traitor,” Uncle Reggie had told me laconically, “but we knew how much you’d enjoy it, so we left him to you.” The truth was, of course, that we couldn’t trust any of the locals to do it or even to believe our story about du Greffand. In all likelihood the very person we’d try to contact to get the job done would be an ally of du Greffand’s, who would promptly warn him that we had his number. The whole of the Montford réseau might be compromised, for all we knew, and certainly they had to be treated as if this was so, in a matter of this kind. Make an example of him, the P.M. had apparently said of the ‘Anita’ mission’s target, in his decisive phone call. We were to take the manifest trouble to send someone in to kill him, as a warning to all other potential traitors. Marie was understood to have been one of Churchill’s favourites. Now I was the man chosen to avenge Marie, and Churchill. It was heady stuff. I was the SOE and Britain’s champion, a David sent out to tackle the Goliath of the traitorous French Philistines. 

THE TOWN LIES roughly six kilometres away from Labaronnerie by road, less than this if (as I was to discover) you take a route through the empty Garçonnier fields. Walking into town that first day, I could taste revenge, and I kept Marie’s image in my mind. I pictured her as the SS guards pushed her forwards, wearing some shapeless cotton shift, through a doorway and into a courtyard where the telltale bullet holes in the brick wall make it all too clear what has happened here before and is about to happen to them. Marie, I knew, would be trying to keep the other girls’ strength up. Would their hands be free, so that at least she could hold the hand of the girl on either side? In the final instants she would be thinking of her father and her sister. Perhaps it wouldn’t be happening in a courtyard but in a field outside the camp, the four girls each standing over their grave awaiting the customary SS shot in the back of the head. Now, in my mind, all four are holding hands. Now the shots, and now they fall, lifeless, these brave, fine, honourable souls.


ODG, here I come.


Town streets are the right place to be, the right place to hunt, where the gloom rules that descended on the look of things, soon after the war began, as if some dark force more insidious than Nazism had already penetrated and conquered us all.


It’s market day, as I knew before I landed here, and now, just as I hoped, I find myself drifting towards the market square along with the rest of the human flotsam, who look as depressed as if they’d been under Nazi rule for 50 years instead of less than three. (We had a professor come and lecture us at Beaulieu on The Psychology of Defeat. He was a Pole, this professor. If Marie Maciejski hadn’t been present that day, in between missions, I think I might have been tempted to point out that as a Pole he probably had a head start on the rest of us when it came to understanding defeat.) Looking up, I see a small tree of some sort poking its sad snout out of a crevice at the very top of a house, just under the roof; if you leaned out of the mansard window above it, the window jutting from the eaves, you could lean down and wrestle it out or cut it off. Everything else in the little street is drably orderly. It’s hard to remember how riotous the French are, indoors, with a little drink in them, standing on tables and pouring wine on each other’s heads and cheering each other on to send more down their gullet, et glou et glou et glou! Their exteriors, though, their streets are perfect for fascism, sombre and unmemorable. As bad as Britain, really. Why are we fighting Fascism when we’ve already given in to it, heads bowed in ugly uniformity? The shock of a girl’s pale body, more the colour and the fact of it, before you even touch its nakedness–––the shock preserved in memory no less than the shock in reality, at the time–––tells us how grim and grey we’ve become. The girl spread out against the sheets, lying back, languid. My mind always goes there just before a drop or when the action’s about to begin, and if I have time I dare say it’ll go there when I’m dying.


I don’t need to follow the human flotsam, but doing so helps me imagine that I’m part of the town, that I belong here. I already know where the market square is because I’ve studied a map of the town closely enough to be able to walk it blindfold. The first day is always the same. You feel like a well-equipped alien from another planet who can’t yet quite believe, despite the evidence of his reflection in shop windows, that he really looks like someone from planet Earth. I know without checking that I’m dressed appropriately, because one of Netta’s most invaluable contributions to our work in the field is the ever-elaborated and updated catalogue she makes of current fashions (yes, even in wartime) and customs. This library of ephemera ranges from the stupidly obvious–––one of our agents was arrested after he ordered a café noir in a metropolitan area that hadn’t seen milk in eighteen months–––to the arcane, such as the latest slang, newspaper tidbits or the most popular lines from the new Becker or Clouzot film. I know I’m in good shape (in terms of  conformity) in my baggy blue trousers and old tweed jacket, but to make sure of this I catch the eye of a few farmers as I enter the crowded market, and see that for an instant they think they know me. Then, realizing they don’t, they look away without a further thought. The eyes of an elderly, overweight veterinarian, trimming the hooves of a dairy goat while its owner clings to the animal’s head with all her might, rests on mine a little longer, but only out of idle curiosity. I fit in almost too well, which makes people try and remember who I am. In a small town, however, the only alternative to this is to look out of place.


The sense of being onstage, the focus of all eyes, even though you know quite well you’re not, is palpable. Even without the presence of specific danger, everything is running a little slower already, the downy little chicken feathers held aloft in the breeze as farmers unpack their crated fowl hang there even more like a frozen frame. I’m back. My panoramic sense of detail is back. I’m queasy and tense and aglow with this peripheral awareness that only fear, at a visceral, animal level, can summon, yet as relaxed (I remind myself) as any martial artist practitioner. I’m on the spot, longing for it to be over and wanting it never to end.


The star is back–––I suppose that’s what I really mean and what I wanted to hear from Millsy, V.C., too. I wondered if there was anything in the world I couldn’t do, that day. All of your life you’re an extra, aside from moments like these. The training I’d loved to distraction, but with my first mission an alternation re-entered my life, a species of sub-clinical manic cycle I hadn’t known since my schooldays as a juvenile thief. The first mission triggered it again. The mission itself was a shambles (“bit of a fiasco,” Reggie had said in an indulgent tone, acknowledging that it hadn’t all been my fault), but I was alive as I hadn’t been since slipping down a midnight corridor, 3 ack emma was my prowl hour, to penetrate the bedrooms of a snoring world. Moments of living came at me in their foregrounded form, vivid glimpses as still and clear as an epileptic vision. (I’ve driven though the postwar Landes, revisiting old mission scenes and hoping, unavoidably, for a frisson. None comes, in that dull landscape, which is hardly to blame for having gone back to sleep.) The ivy, I can see it still, on the ridge of a grey stucco’d wall of a featureless suburban house, glittered at me one morning like a nest of open, dark green mouths.


Life between missions, after that first mission, now seemed as sickly as classroom hours had been at school, between midnight excursions. Suddenly I was back in the land of alternation, up-time and down-time. I was as grateful for ‘Anita’ as an addict for a shot of his favourite poison. After a mission even the sense of touch seemed to atrophy. Whereas, in the field, every sight, even a filament of dust falling in sunlight in a dusty hotel room, seemed like the last glimpse of the world, alive with meaning, intended for you to memorize and parse for ever. It was a drug, and horrible in its way, like a dream demanding attention and retention even as it faded from the senses.


Crowds can be deceptively relaxing. Debouching from a sad side street whose gutters already bear witness to market day, the square itself is an astonishing expanse of light and safety, the safety of a multitude. There’s a tremendous bustle in the square, with chickens squawking and struggling and threatening to take off and circle overhead in their crates of wooden slats and wire mesh, there are geese barely under control and more crates full of rabbits, there are cows the size of small cars, and several bulls larger still, and not a sign of a German anywhere. The Polish professor who came to lecture us at Beaulieu had calculated that aside from troops and the SS and Gestapo cadres, the Nazis ran France with less than a hundred people. The rest of it was done by the French themselves, with the added and intermittently visible threat of uniformed Nazi force. Less than a hundred bureaucrats, he said, to our astonished and unbelieving silence. That’s all it took, once the good old Psychology of Defeat kicked in. In any case, if it’s a choice between the Krauts and the Brits, for a Frenchman, most of them will choose the Krauts. It’s in their blood (or in their history at any rate). And some of them, “the highbrow sort,” we were told, admire German culture so intensely that they welcomed the war from the beginning, in the hope that France would indeed become a German satellite. This doesn’t sound very French, it’s true, but I knew first-hand that it wasn’t only the “highbrow sort” who admired the Germans. Gérard was mad for them, and owned a German helmet from the first war, the kind with a spike in the crown of it. On occasion he wore it to battle–––street fighting, I mean–––and charged the enemy head down.


What on earth were we fighting and dying for on French soil, if the French preferred the Germans anyway? This was the thought in every head, I think, when the professor unveiled his statistics. But they didn’t prefer the  Krauts, surely. Not all of them. We had to believe they didn’t. They  were just cowed and shamed by the swiftness of their defeat. It would be enough to make any nation doubt itself.


Yet they seemed full of beans that Saturday in the market square. Small French children dashed around, heedless of flying hooves and beaks. Townies examined farmers’ goods with a canny eye, and bargained ferociously. There was plenty of food on show. Where was the war? You couldn’t see it. At the centre of the square a small temporary enclosure had been set up, where beasts being auctioned could be displayed between movable wooden walls. This is where, that day, disaster nearly occurred, and I’m quite sure it wasn’t the first time, the hubbub and the chaos of that Saturday market being what it was. A child, no more than two years old, three at the most, ran into the enclosure, probably not knowing where he was going amid the forest of legs, just as a bull was being ushered out by its new owner and a second bull being dragged in. Half a dozen hands hauled the heavy wooden gate shut, and then there was a moment of absolute horror, like an intake of breath, before everyone began to shriek at once, seeing that the sawdust-strewn enclosure was now entirely occupied by a small child and a bull weighing at least a ton. The child looked round in bewilderment, seemingly able to see everything except the bull, as if some dispensation of the spirit simply prevented him from registering the company of a creature that, to the child, must have been the size of locomotive. The bull was also alerted by the screams, and raised its head as if wondering what was expected of it. For a moment it pawed the ground, as if absent-mindedly. Then it lowered its head, and saw the child.


What happened next took as long as any moment of danger I’d managed to defuse during a mission, by my old expedient–––yet it wasn’t an expedient, that’s the thing, it happened to me unbidden–––of slowing my pulse and living in the gaps between seconds. When this happens I‘m always reminded of a short story I read as a young man, because in it the hero is able to stop time entirely, for everyone and everything but himself. He’s on a bus at one point, I remember, and is struck by how ugly we are in life, as in a photograph for which we haven’t prepared a face, when he looks round the other passengers and sees them all frozen in place (he himself is able to move around freely), including one chap who is caught in the act of winking lewdly at a young woman, and on whose face the wink is stuck in seeming perpetuity. In the same way, I feel a kind of monitory throb in my heart, like a kind of electrical switch, saying, now. Everything around me slows down, by no means to the same degree as it does for the man in the short story, but still appreciably. I’m acting in my own time and no-one else’s.


At this moment in the market square, I see the gateway push inwards and a small fat man propel himself into the enclosure. I recognize him as the elderly veterinarian who was trimming the goat hooves. Before he can speak, before he can act, even, the bull leaves off pawing the ground and launches itself at the child. In an act of unhesitating bravery, the small, plump old man leaps forward, covers ten feet of ground virtually in the bull’s hot, snorting breath and seizes the child, rolling in the sawdust with him as the enormous creature thunders past and slowly wheels for a second charge. 


The screaming around us has reached a level which must have been audible to the limits of the town and beyond, perhaps even to old Albert’s ears, if he hadn’t been on his tractor. A man beside me bellows at the vet as he lies on the ground with the child, trying to get up, and now the old man sees him. Rising, covered in sawdust, he makes towards us with the wriggling and inaudibly screaming child in his arms. But he is slower this time, the little old vet, slower to cover the ground inside the terrible bear-pit of this miniature arena, where the gateway has long since been opened to incite the bull to make his exit–––futile endeavour, since the bull has identified his quarry and will not be denied. As the old man comes towards us holding the child aloft, the bull makes his charge. Now the vet reaches us and the child is seized by its father and hauled, yelling, over the barrier, as the bull gathers speed, reaching the middle of the little ring.  As small as I am, I was born, I think, with unusual upper body strength. I discovered this in Montmartre street fights, and I cultivated it in gyms all through my teenage years and into my twenties. Even ‘J’ was unwilling to arm-wrestle me, or allow himself to get into a position on the mat where he couldn’t outmanoeuvre me with leg strength.


I pitch myself onto the barrier in front of me, with its ridge now bending me in half, ready to take lifting-strain in my gut, ready to lean down and seize the old boy, who to judge by his eyes has prepared himself for death, or at least for the broken back and the crippled existence that will ensue when the bull crushes him against the barrier from behind, as in less than a second he will. Catching the vet under his arms and hoisting him as high as I can in one do-or-die lift, I feel the bull’s head hit the barrier with all his might, flinging the entire assemblage–––myself, the old man, and the section of wooden siding–––backwards into the crowd. 


Pandemonium ensues, and all is legs and arms and clothes and continued screaming, and while we are picking ourselves out of the debris, a number of ropes lassoo the frustrated bull (one good bolo could have done the trick and joined two of his legs together!). By what appears to everyone to have been a miracle inspired by the vet’s extraordinary courage, no-one is hurt, no-one is scarred. A drama for dinnertime consumption, a tale to be told and re-told for generations, has been etched into town lore, with no harm done.


“Mes félicitations, monsieur,”I congratulate the vet.


“Ah,” he says, still panting, “C’est moi, monsieur,” returning the compliment, adding that I undoubtedly saved his life. 


When we reach the stage of mutual introductions I have my first opportunity to test drive my Garçonnier identity. The little old roly poly fellow knows Albert, as I expected, and is more than ready to believe, it seems, that so evidently obliging a distant cousin as myself has arrived to help old Garçonnier run the farm, now that none of Albert’s sons are available.


“Will you come to supper tomorrow?” the old boy asks. “Please. I beg you. My wife will hardly forgive me, when she hears the story of our adventure today, unless I invite you.”


“By all means.”


“Excellent. My name is du Greffand,” he adds, and whether I’m able to keep all reaction out of my face I have no idea, but I rather doubt it. “Olivier du Greffand, at your service.”

