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  Prologue


  The Jarama Valley, Spain, February 1937


  
BERNIE HAD LAIN at the foot of the knoll for hours, half conscious.


  The British Battalion had been brought up to the front two days before, rattling across the bare Castilian plain in an ancient locomotive; they had marched by night to the front line. The
  Battalion had a few older men, veterans of the Great War, but most of the soldiers were working-class boys without even the Officer Training Corps experience that Bernie and the smattering of other
  public-school men possessed. Even here in their own war the working class stood at a disadvantage.


  The Republic had held a strong position, on top of a hill that sloped down steeply to the Jarama river valley, dotted with little knolls and planted with olive trees. In the far distance the
  grey smudge of Madrid was visible, the city that had withstood the Fascists since the generals uprising last summer. Madrid, where Barbara was.


  Francos army had already crossed the river. There were Moroccan colonial troops down there, experts at using every fold in the ground as cover. The Battalion was ordered into position to
  defend the hill. Their rifles were old, there was a shortage of ammunition and many did not fire properly. They had been issued with French steel helmets from the Great War that the old soldiers
  said werent bullet-proof.


  Despite the Battalions ragged fire, the Moors slipped gradually up the hill as the morning advanced, hundreds of silent deadly bundles in their grey ponchos, appearing and disappearing
  again among the olive trees, coming ever closer. Shelling from the Fascist positions began, the yellow earth around the Battalion positions exploding in huge fountains to the terror of the raw
  troops. Then in the afternoon the order to retreat came. Everything turned to chaos. As they ran, Bernie saw the ground between the olive trees was strewn with books the soldiers had thrown from
  their packs to lighten them  poetry and Marxist primers and pornography from the Madrid street markets.


  That night the Battalion survivors crouched exhausted in an old sunken road on the meseta. There was no news of how the battle had gone elsewhere along the line. Bernie slept from sheer
  exhaustion.


  In the morning the Russian staff commander ordered the remnants of the Battalion to advance again. Bernie saw Captain Wintringham arguing with him, their heads outlined against a cold sky
  turning from purple-pink to blue as the sun rose. The Battalion was exhausted, outnumbered; the Moors were dug in now and had brought up machine guns. But the Russian was adamant, his face set.


  The men were ordered to line up, huddling against the lip of the sunken road. The Fascists had begun firing again with the dawn and the noise was already tremendous, loud rifle cracks and the
  stutter of the machine guns. Standing waiting for the order to go over, Bernie was too tired to think. The phrase fucking done for, fucking done for went round and round in his head,
  like a metronome. Many of the men were too exhausted to do anything but stare blindly ahead; others shook with fear.


  Wintringham led the charge himself and went down almost at once with a bullet to the leg. Bernie winced and jerked as bullets cracked around him, watching the men he had trained with collapse
  with howls or sad little sighs as they were hit. A hundred yards out the desperate urge to fall and hug the ground became too strong and Bernie threw himself behind the shelter of a thick old olive
  tree.


  He lay against the gnarled trunk for a long time, bullets whining and cracking around him, looking at the bodies of his comrades, blood turning the pale earth black as it soaked in. He twisted
  his body, trying to burrow as deep as he could into the ground.


  Late in the morning the firing ceased, though Bernie could hear it continuing further up the line. To his right he saw a high, steep knoll covered with scrubby grass. He decided to make a dash
  for it. He got up and ran, crouched over almost double, and had almost reached cover when there was a crack and he felt a stinging blow in his right thigh. He spun over and hit the earth. He could
  feel blood trickling down his trousers but dared not look round. Using his elbows and his good leg he crawled frantically towards the shelter of the knoll, his old arm injury sending pain lancing
  into his shoulder. Another bullet made earth spit up around him but he made it to the knoll. He threw himself into the lee of the little hill and passed out.


  
WHEN HE CAME to it was afternoon; he was lying in a long shadow and the warmth of the day was receding. He had fallen against the incline of the hill
  and could see only a few feet of earth and stones ahead of him. He was conscious of a raging thirst. Everything was quiet and still; he could hear a bird singing in one of the olive trees but also
  a murmur of distant voices somewhere. They were talking Spanish so it must be the Fascists, unless the Spanish troops further north had made a breakthrough, which he couldnt believe after
  what had happened to his section. He lay still, his head cushioned in the dusty earth, conscious that his right leg was numb.


  He drifted in and out of consciousness; still he could hear the murmuring voices, ahead and to the left somewhere. Some time later he woke properly, his head suddenly clear, his thirst
  agonizing. There was no sound of voices now, just the bird singing; surely not the same one.


  Bernie had thought Spain would be hot; the memories of his visit with Harry six years ago were all of dry heat, hard as a hammer. But in February, although the days were warm enough, it grew
  cold at dusk, and he wasnt sure he could get through a night out here. He could feel the lice crawling in the thick down on his stomach. They had infested the base camp and Bernie hated
  their crawling itch. Pain was a strange thing: his leg was bearable but the urge to scratch his stomach was desperate. For all he knew, though, he could be surrounded by Fascist soldiers who had
  taken his still form for a corpse, and would open fire at any sign of movement.


  He raised his head a little, gritting his teeth, dreading the impact of a bullet. Nothing. Above him only the bare hillside. Stiffly, he turned over. Pain shot through his leg like a knife and
  he had to clench his jaw shut against a scream. He pulled himself up on his elbows and looked down. Half his trouser leg was torn away and his thigh was covered with dark, clotted blood. It
  wasnt bleeding now, the bullet must have missed the artery, but if he moved too much it might start again.


  To the left he saw two bodies in Brigade uniforms. Both had fallen on their faces and one was too far off to see but the other was McKie, the young Scots miner. Fearfully, trying not to move his
  leg, he swivelled on his elbows again and looked upwards, to the top of the knoll.


  Forty feet above him, projecting over the lip of the hill, was a tank. One of the German ones Hitler had given Franco. An arm protruded limply from the gun turret. The Fascists must have brought
  up tanks and this one had been stopped just before it lurched down the knoll. It was precariously balanced, the front protruding almost halfway over; from where he lay Bernie could see the pipes
  and bolts of the underside, the heavy plated tracks. It could topple over on him at any moment; he had to move.


  He began crawling slowly away. Pain stabbed through his leg and after a couple of yards he had to stop, sweating and gasping. He could see McKie now. One arm had been shot off and lay a few
  yards away. Untidy brown hair was ruffled slightly by the breeze, in death as it had been in life, though the face beneath was already white. McKies eyes were closed, the pleasantly ugly
  face looked peaceful. Poor devil, Bernie thought, and felt tears pricking the corners of his eyes.


  When he had first seen dead bodies, the men brought back from the fighting in Madrid and laid out in rows in the street, Bernie had felt sick with horror. Yet when they had gone into battle
  yesterday his squeamishness had vanished. It had to when you were under fire, Pa had told him on one of the rare occasions he spoke about the Somme, every sense had to be tuned to survival. You
  didnt see, you watched, as an animal watches. You didnt hear, you listened, as an animal listens. You became as focused and heartless as an animal. But Pa had long
  spells of depression, evenings spent sitting in his little office behind the shop, head bowed under the weak yellow light as he fought to forget the trenches.


  Bernie remembered McKies jokes about how Scotland would be independent under socialism, laughing as he looked forward to its being free of the useless Sassenachs. He licked his dry lips.
  Would this moment, McKies hair ruffling in the breeze, come to him in dreams if he got out of it alive, even if they succeeded and created a new, free world?


  He heard a creak, a small, metallic sound. He looked up; the tank was swaying slightly, the long gun barrel outlined against the darkening sky moving slowly up and down. Surely his movements at
  the bottom of the knoll couldnt have been enough to shift it, but it was moving.


  Bernie tried to rise but pain stabbed through his injured leg. He began crawling again, past McKies body. His leg hurt more now and he could feel blood oozing down it. His head was
  swimming; he had a horror of fainting and of the tank falling down the hill and crashing down onto his prone body. He must stay conscious.


  Directly ahead of him was a puddle of dirty water. Despite the danger, his thirst was so great that he buried his head in it and took a deep drink. It tasted of earth and made him want to retch.
  He lifted his head and jerked back in surprise as he caught the reflection of his face: every line was filled with dirt above a straggly beard and his eyes looked mad. He suddenly heard
  Barbaras voice in his head, remembered soft hands on his neck. Youre so beautiful, she had said once. Too beautiful for me. What would she say now?


  There was another creak, louder this time, and he looked up to see the tank inching slowly forwards. A little stream of earth and stones pattered down the side of the knoll. Oh
  Christ, he breathed. Oh Christ. He heaved himself forward.


  There was a creaking noise and the tank went over. It rolled slowly down the hill with a clanking grinding noise, missing Bernies feet by inches. At the bottom the long gun buried itself
  in the earth and the tank came to a halt, shuddering like a huge felled beast. The observer was thrown from his turret and landed face down, spreadeagled in the trench. His hair was whitish-blond:
  a German. Bernie closed his eyes, gasping with relief.


  Another noise made him turn and look upwards. Five men stood in a row at the top of the knoll, drawn by the noise. Their faces were as dirty and weary as Bernies. They were Fascists; they
  wore the olive-green battledress of Francos troops. They raised their rifles, covering him. One of the soldiers pulled a pistol from his holster. There was a click as he slipped the safety
  catch. He stepped forward and descended the knoll.


  Bernie leaned on one hand and raised the other in weary supplication.


  The Fascist came to a halt three feet away. He was a tall, thin man with a little moustache like the Generalsimos. His face was hard and angry.


  Me entrego, Bernie said. I surrender. It was all there was left to do.


  Cabrn comunista! The man had a heavy southern accent. Bernie was still trying to make out the words as the Fascist brought up his pistol and aimed at his
  head.




  PART ONE


  AUTUMN





  Chapter One


  London, September 1940


  
A BOMB HAD FALLEN in Victoria Street. It had gouged a wide crater in the road and taken down the fronts of several shops. The street was roped off; ARP
  men and volunteers had formed a chain and were carefully moving rubble from one of the ruined buildings. Harry realized there must be someone under there. The efforts of the rescuers, old men and
  boys caked with the dust that hung round them in a pall, seemed pitiful against the huge piles of brick and plaster. He put down his suitcase.


  Coming into Victoria on the train, he had seen other craters and shattered buildings. He had felt oddly distanced from the destruction, as he had since the big raids began ten days before. Down
  in Surrey, Uncle James had almost given himself a stroke looking at the photographs in the Telegraph. Harry had scarcely responded as his uncle snarled red-faced over this new example of
  German frightfulness. His mind had retreated from the fury.


  It could not retreat, though, from the crater in Westminster suddenly and immediately before him. At once he was back at Dunkirk: German dive-bombers overhead, the sandy shoreline exploding. He
  clenched his hands, digging the nails into his palms as he took deep breaths. His heart began pounding but he didnt start shaking; he could control his reactions now.


  An ARP warden strode across to him, a hard-faced man in his fifties with a grey pencil moustache and ramrod back, his black uniform streaked with dust.


  You cant come up ere, he snapped briskly. Roads closed. Cant you see weve ad a bomb? He looked suspicious, disapproving,
  wondering no doubt why an apparently fit man in his early thirties was not in uniform.


  Im sorry, Harry said. Im just up from the country. I hadnt realized it was so bad.


  Most Cockneys confronted with Harrys public school accent would have adopted a servile tone, but not this man. Theres no escape anywhere, he rasped. Not this
  time. Not in the tahn, not in the country either for long, if yer ask me. The warden looked Harry over coldly. You on leave?


  Invalided out, Harry said abruptly. Look, I have to get to Queen Annes Gate. Official business.


  The wardens manner changed at once. He took Harrys arm and steered him round. Go up through Petty France. There was only the one bomb round here.


  Thank you.


  Thats all right, sir. The warden leaned in close. Were you at Dunkirk?


  Yes.


  Theres blood and ruin down the Isle of Dogs. I was in the trenches last time, I knew itd come again and this time everyoned be in it, not just soldiering men.
  Youll get the chance to fight again, you wait and see. Bayonet into Jerrys guts, twist and then out again, eh? He gave a strange smile, then stepped back and saluted, pale eyes
  glittering.


  Thank you. Harry saluted and turned away, crossing into Gillingham Street. He frowned; the mans words had filled him with disgust.


  
AT VICTORIA it had been as busy as a normal Monday; it seemed the reports that London was carrying on as usual were true. As he
  walked on through the broad Georgian streets everything was quiet in the autumn sunlight. But for the white crosses of tape over the windows to protect against blast, you could have been back
  before the war. An occasional businessman in a bowler hat walked by, there were still nannies wheeling prams. Peoples expressions were normal, even cheerful. Many had left their gas masks at
  home, though Harry had his slung over his shoulder in its square box. He knew the defiant good humour most people had adopted hid the fear of invasion, but he preferred the pretence that things
  were normal to reminders that they now lived in a world where the wreck of the British army milled in chaos on a French beach, and deranged trench veterans stood in the streets happily forecasting
  Armageddon.


  His mind went back to Rookwood, as it often did these days. The old quadrangle on a summers day, masters in gowns and mortarboards walking under the great elms, boys strolling by in dark
  blue blazers or cricket whites. It was an escape to the other side of the looking glass, away from the madness. But sooner or later the heavy painful thought would always intrude: how the hell had
  it all changed from that to this?


  
SST ERMINS hotel had once been grand but the elegance was faded now; the chandelier in the entrance hall was dusty and there was a smell of
  cabbage and polish. Watercolours of stags and Highland lochs covered the oak-panelled walls. Somewhere a grandfather clock ticked somnolently.


  There was nobody at the reception desk. Harry rang the bell and a bald, heavily built man in a commissionaires uniform appeared. Good morning, sir, he said in the relaxed,
  unctuous voice of a lifetime in service. I hope I havent kept you waiting.


  Ive an appointment at two thirty with a Miss Maxse. Lieutenant Brett. Harry pronounced the womans name Macksie as the caller from the Foreign Office had
  instructed.


  The man nodded. If you would follow me, sir. His footsteps soundless on the thick dusty carpet, he led Harry to a lounge full of easy chairs and coffee tables. It was empty apart
  from a man and woman sitting in a bay window.


  Lieutenant Brett, madam. The receptionist bowed and left.


  The two rose to their feet. The woman extended a hand. She was in her fifties, small and fine-boned, smartly dressed in a blue two-piece suit. She had tightly curled grey hair and a sharp,
  intelligent face. Keen grey eyes met Harrys.


  How do you do, so nice to meet you. Her confident contralto made Harry think of a girls school headmistress. Marjorie Maxse. Ive been hearing all about
  you.


  Nothing too bad, I hope.


  Oh, quite the contrary. Let me introduce Roger Jebb. The man took Harrys hand in a hard grip. He was about Miss Maxses age, with a long tanned face and thinning black
  hair.


  What about some tea? Miss Maxse asked.


  Thank you.


  A silver teapot and china cups had been laid out on a table. There was a plate of scones too, pots of jam and what looked like real cream. Miss Maxse began pouring tea. Any trouble
  getting here? I gather one or two came down round here last night.


  Victoria Streets closed off.


  It is a nuisance. And its going to go on for some time. She spoke as though it were a spell of rain. She smiled. We prefer to meet new people here, for the
  first interview. The managers an old friend of ours, so we wont be disturbed. Sugar? she continued in the same conversational tone. Do have a scone, theyre
  awfully good.


  Thanks. Harry scooped up jam and cream. He looked up to see Miss Maxse studying him closely; she gave him a sympathetic smile, unembarrassed.


  How are you getting on now? You were invalided out, werent you? After Dunkirk?


  Yes. A bomb landed twenty feet away. Threw up a lot of sand. I was lucky; it shielded me from the worst of the blast. He saw Jebb studying him too, from flinty grey eyes.


  You had a bit of shell shock, I believe, he said abruptly.


  It was very minor, Harry said. Im all right now.


  Your face went blank there, just for a second, Jebb said.


  It used to be a lot more than a second, he replied quietly. And both hands used to tremble all the time. You might as well know.


  And your hearing suffered, too, I believe? Miss Maxse asked the question very quietly, but Harry caught it.


  Thats almost back to normal as well. Just a little deafness in the left one.


  Lucky, that, Jebb observed. Hearing loss from blast, thats often permanent. He produced a paperclip from his pocket and began absent-mindedly bending it open
  as he continued looking at Harry.


  The doctor said I was lucky.


  The hearing damage means the end of active service, of course, Miss Maxse went on. Even if it is minor. That must be a blow. You joined up straight away last September,
  didnt you? She leaned forward, teacup enfolded in her hands.


  Yes. Yes, I did. Excuse me, Miss Maxse, but Im a bit in the dark 


  She smiled again. Of course. What did the Foreign Office tell you when they rang?


  Only that some people there thought there might be some work I could do.


  Well, were separate from the FO. Miss Maxse smiled brightly. Were Intelligence. She gave a tinkling laugh, as though overcome by the strangeness of it
  all.


  Oh, Harry said.


  Her voice became serious. Our work is crucial now, quite crucial. With France gone, the whole Continent is either allied to the Nazis or dependent on them. There arent any normal
  diplomatic relationships any more.


  Were the front line now, Jebb added. Smoke?


  No, thanks. I dont.


  Your uncles Colonel James Brett, isnt he?


  Yes, sir, thats right.


  Served with me in India. Back in 1910, believe it or not! Jebb gave a harsh bark of laughter. How is he?


  Retired now. But judging by that tan you stayed on, Harry thought. Indian police, perhaps.


  Miss Maxse put down her cup and clasped her hands together. How would you feel about working for us? she asked.


  Harry felt the old shrinking weariness again; but something else too, a spark of interest.


  I still want to help the war effort, of course.


  Dyou think youre fit to cope with demanding work? Jebb asked. Honestly, now. If youre not you should say. Its nothing to be ashamed of, he
  added gruffly. Miss Maxse smiled encouragingly.


  I think so, Harry said carefully. Im almost back to normal.


  Were recruiting a lot of people, Harry, Miss Maxse said. I may call you Harry, maynt I? Some because we think theyd be suited to the kind of work we do,
  others because they can offer us something particular. Now, you were a modern languages specialist before you joined up. Good degree at Cambridge, then a fellowship at Kings till the war
  came.


  Yes, thats right. They knew a lot about him.


  Hows your Spanish? Fluent?


  It was a surprising question. Id say so.


  French literatures your subject, isnt it?


  Harry frowned. Yes, but I keep my Spanish up. Im a member of a Spanish Circle in Cambridge.


  Jebb nodded. Academics mainly, is it? Spanish plays and so on.


  Yes.


  Any exiles from the Civil War?


  One or two. He met Jebbs gaze. But the Circles not political. We have a sort of unspoken agreement to avoid politics.


  Jebb laid the paperclip, tortured now into fantastic curls, on the table, and opened his briefcase. He pulled out a cardboard file with a diagonal red cross on the front.


  Id like to take you back to 1931, he said. Your second year at Cambridge. You went to Spain that summer, didnt you? With a friend from your school,
  Rookwood.


  Harry frowned again. How could they know all this? Yes.


  Jebb opened the file. One Bernard Piper, later of the British Communist Party. Went on to fight in the Spanish Civil War. Reported missing believed killed at the Battle of the Jarama,
  1937. He took out a photograph and laid it on the table. A row of men in untidy military uniforms stood on a bare hillside. Bernie stood in the middle, taller than the others, his blond hair
  cut short, smiling boyishly into the camera.


  Harry looked up at Jebb. Was that taken in Spain?


  Yes. The hard little eyes narrowed. And you went out to try and find him.


  At his familys request, as I spoke Spanish.


  But no luck.


  There were ten thousand dead at the Jarama, Harry said bleakly. They werent all accounted for. Bernies probably in a mass grave somewhere outside Madrid. Sir,
  might I ask where you got this information? I think Ive a right


  You havent actually. But since you ask, we keep files on all Communist Party members. Just as well, now Stalins helped Hitler butcher Poland.


  Miss Maxse smiled placatingly. No ones associating you with them.


  I should hope not, Harry said stiffly.


  Would you say you had any politics?


  It wasnt the sort of question you expected in England. Their knowledge of his life, of Bernies history, disturbed him. He hesitated before answering.


  I suppose Im a sort of liberal Tory if anything.


  You werent tempted to go and fight for the Spanish Republic, like Piper? Jebb asked. The crusade against fascism?


  So far as Im concerned, Spain before the Civil War was rotten with chaos, and the Fascists and Communists both took advantage. I came across some Russians in 37. They were
  swine.


  That must have been quite an adventure, Miss Maxse said brightly. Going to Madrid in the middle of the Civil War.


  I went to try and find my friend. For his family, as I said.


  You were close friends at school, werent you? Jebb asked.


  Youve been asking questions at Rookwood? The thought angered him.


  Yes. Jebb nodded, unapologetic.


  Harrys eyes widened suddenly. Is this about Bernie? Is he alive?


  Our file on Bernard Pipers closed, Jebb said, his tone unexpectedly gentle. So far as we know he died at the Jarama.


  Miss Maxse sat upright. You must understand, Harry, if were to trust you to work for us, we do need to know all about you. But I think were happy. Jebb nodded, and
  she went on. I think its time we got down to brass tacks. We wouldnt normally dive straight in like this but its a question of time, you see. Urgency. We need
  information about someone. We think you can help us. It could be very important.


  Jebb leaned forward. Everything we tell you from now on is strictly confidential, is that understood? In fact, I have to warn you that if you discuss any of it outside this room,
  youll be in serious trouble.


  Harry met his eyes. All right.


  This isnt about Bernard Piper. Its another old schoolfriend of yours, whos also developed some interesting political connections. Jebb delved in his case again
  and laid another photograph on the table.


  It was not a face Harry had ever expected to see again. Sandy Forsyth would be thirty-one now, a few months older than Harry, but he looked almost middle-aged. He had a Clark Gable moustache and
  heavily oiled hair, already starting to recede, swept back from his brow. His face had filled out and acquired new lines but the keen eyes, the Roman nose and wide thin-lipped mouth were the same.
  It was a posed photograph; Sandy was smiling at the camera with a film stars smile, half enigmatic and half inviting. He wasnt a handsome man but the photograph made him appear so.
  Harry looked up again.


  I wouldnt have called him a close friend, he said quietly.


  You were friendly for a time, Harry, Miss Maxse said. The year before he was expelled. After that business involving Mr Taylor. Weve spoken to him, you
  see.


  Mr Taylor. Harry hesitated a moment. How is he?


  Hes all right these days, Jebb said. No thanks to Forsyth. Now, when he was expelled, did you part on good terms? He jabbed the paperclip at Harry. This
  is important.


  Yes. I was Forsyths only friend at Rookwood, really.


  I wouldnt have thought you had an awful lot in common, Miss Maxse said with a smile.


  We didnt, in a lot of ways.


  Bit of a bad hat wasnt he, Forsyth? Didnt fit in. But you were always a steady chap.


  Harry sighed. Sandy had a good side too. Though  He paused. Miss Maxse smiled encouragingly.


  I sometimes wondered why he wanted to be friends with me. When a lot of the people he mixed with were  well, bad hats, to use your phrase.


  Anything sexual in it, Harry, dyou think? Her tone was light and casual, as when she spoke of the bombs. Harry stared at her in astonishment for a moment, then gave an
  embarrassed laugh.


  Certainly not.


  Sorry to embarrass you, but these things happen at public schools. You know, crushes.


  There was nothing like that.


  After Forsyth left, Jebb said, did you keep in touch?


  We exchanged letters for a couple of years. Less and less as time went on. We hadnt much in common once Sandy left Rookwood. He sighed. In fact, Im not sure
  why he went on writing for so long. Maybe to impress  he wrote about clubs and girls and that sort of thing. Jebb nodded encouragingly. In his last letter he said he was
  working for some bookie in London. He wrote about doping horses and fake bets as though it was all a joke. But now Harry was remembering Sandys other side: the walks over the Downs in
  search of fossils, the long talks. What did these people want?


  You still believe in traditional values, dont you? Miss Maxse asked with a smile. The things Rookwood stands for.


  I suppose so. Though 


  Yes?


  I wonder how the country got to this. He met her eyes. We werent ready for what happened in France. Defeat.


  The jelly-backed French let us down. Jebb grunted.


  We were forced to retreat too, sir, Harry said. I was there.


  Youre right. We werent properly prepared. Miss Maxse spoke with sudden feeling. Perhaps we behaved too honourably at Munich. After the Great War we
  couldnt believe anyone would want war again. But we know now Hitler always did. He wont be happy till all of Europes under his heel. The New Dark Age, as Winston calls
  it.


  There was a moments silence, then Jebb coughed. OK, Harry. I want to talk about Spain. When France fell last June and Mussolini declared war on us, we expected Franco to follow.
  Hitler had won his Civil War for him, and of course Franco wants Gibraltar. With German help he could take it from the landward side and thatd be the Mediterranean choked off to
  us.


  Spains in ruins now, Harry said. Franco couldnt fight another war.


  But he could let Hitler in. There are Wehrmacht divisions waiting on the Franco-Spanish border. The Spanish Fascist Party wants to enter the war. He inclined his head. On
  the other hand, most of the Royalist generals distrust the Falange and theyre scared of a popular uprising if the Germans come in. Theyre not Fascists, they just wanted to beat the
  Reds. Its a fluid situation, Franco could declare war any day. Our embassy people in Madrid are living on their nerves.


  Francos cautious, Harry ventured. A lot of people think he could have won the Civil War earlier if hed been bolder.


  Jebb grunted. I hope youre right. Sir Samuel Hoares gone out there as ambassador to try and keep them out of the war.


  I heard.


  Their economys in ruins, as you say. That weakness is our trump card, because the Royal Navy can still control what goes in and out.


  The blockade.


  Fortunately the Americans arent challenging it. Were letting in just enough oil to keep Spain going, a bit less actually. And theyve had another bad harvest.
  Theyre trying to import wheat and raise loans abroad to pay for it. Our reports say people are collapsing from hunger in the Barcelona factories.


  It sounds as bad as during the Civil War. Harry shook his head. What theyve been through.


  There are all sorts of rumours coming out of Spain now. Francos exploring any number of schemes to gain economic self-sufficiency, some of them pretty crackpot. Last year an
  Austrian scientist claimed to have found a way of manufacturing synthetic oil from plant extracts and got money out of him to develop it. It was all a fraud, of course. Jebb gave his bark of
  a laugh again. Then they claimed to have found huge gold reserves down at Badajoz. Another mares nest. But now we hear they really have found gold deposits, in the sierras not
  far from Madrid. Theres a geologist with South African experience working for them, one Alberto Otero. And theyre keeping it quiet, which makes us more inclined to think theres
  something in it. The boffins say that geologically its a possibility.


  And that would make Spain less dependent on us?


  Theyve no gold reserves to back the currency. Stalin made the Republic send the gold reserve to Moscow during the Civil War. And kept it, of course. That makes buying anything on
  the open market very difficult for them. At the moment theyre trying to get export credits from us and the Yanks.


  So if the rumours are true  theyd be less dependent on us?


  Exactly. And therefore more inclined to enter the war. Anything could tip the balance.


  Were trying to perform a high-wire act out there, Miss Maxse added. How much of a stick to wave, how many carrots to offer. How much wheat to allow through, how much
  oil.


  Jebb nodded. The point is, Brett, the man who introduced Otero to the regime was Sandy Forsyth.


  Hes in Spain? Harrys eyes widened.


  Yes. I dont know if you saw the adverts in the newspapers a couple of years ago, tours of the Civil War battlefields?


  I remember. The Nationalists ran the tours for English people. A propaganda stunt.


  Somehow Forsyth got involved. Went to Spain as a tour guide. Francos people paid him quite well. Then he stayed on, got involved in various business schemes, some of them pretty
  shady I would imagine. Hes a clever businessman apparently, of the flashy sort. Jebbs mouth crinkled with distaste, then he stared keenly at Harry. He has some important
  contacts now.


  Harry took a deep breath. May I ask how you know all this?


  Jebb shrugged. Sneaky beakies working out of our embassy. They pay minor functionaries for information. Madrids full of spies. But no ones got near Forsyth himself.
  Weve no agents in the Falange and its the Falangist faction in the government that Forsyths with. And word is hes clever, likely to smell a rat if a stranger appeared
  and started asking questions.


  Yes. Harry nodded. Sandys clever.


  But if you were to turn up in Madrid, Miss Maxse said. As a translator attached to the embassy say, and run across him in a cafe? The way people do. Renew an old
  friendship.


  We want you to find out what hes doing, Jebb said bluntly. Perhaps get him on our side.


  So that was it. They wanted him to spy on Sandy, like Mr Taylor had all those years ago at Rookwood. Harry looked out of the window at the blue sky, where the barrage balloons floated like huge
  grey whales.


  Howd you feel about that? Miss Maxses voice was gentle.


  Sandy Forsyth working with the Falange. Harry shook his head. Its not as if he needed to make money  his fathers a bishop.


  Sometimes its the excitement as much as the politics, Harry. Sometimes the two go together.


  Yes. He remembered Sandy coming breathless into the study from one of his forbidden betting trips, opening his hand to show a five-pound note, white and crinkled. Look what
  I got from a nice gee-gee.


  Working with the Falange, Harry said reflectively. I suppose he was always a black sheep, but sometimes  a man can do something against the rules and get a bad name
  and that can make him worse.


  Weve nothing against black sheep, Jebb said. Black sheep can make the best agents. He laughed knowingly. Another memory of Sandy returned to Harry: staring
  angrily across the study table, his voice a bitter whisper. You see what theyre like, how they control us, what they do if we try to break away.


  I think youre someone who likes to play the game, Miss Maxse said. Thats what we expected. But we cant win this war playing a straight bat. She
  shook her head sadly, the short curls bobbing. Not against this enemy. It means killing, you know that already, and it means deception too, Im afraid. She smiled
  apologetically.


  Harry felt opposing emotions churn inside him, panic beginning to stir. The thought of going back to Spain both excited and appalled him. He had heard things were very bad from the Spanish
  exiles at Cambridge. In the newsreels he had seen Franco addressing ecstatic crowds who responded with Fascist salutes, but behind that, they said, was a world of denunciations and midnight
  arrests. And Sandy Forsyth in the middle of it all? He looked at the photo again. Im not sure, he said slowly. I mean, Im not sure I could carry it
  off.


  Wed give you training, Jebb said. Bit of a crash course because the powers that be want an answer to this one ASAP. He looked at Harry. People at the
  highest level.


  Part of Harry wanted to retreat now, go back to Surrey, forget it all. But he had spent the last three months fighting that panicky urge to hide.


  What sort of training? he asked. Im not sure Id be any good at deception.


  Its easier than you think, Miss Maxse replied. If you believe in the cause youre lying for. And you would be lying, deceiving, lets not mince words. But
  wed teach you all the black arts.


  Harry bit his lip. There was silence in the room for a long moment.


  Miss Maxse said, We wouldnt expect you just to go in cold.


  All right, he said at length. Perhaps I could bring Sandy round. I cant believe hes a Fascist.


  The hard part will be early on, Jebb said. Working your way into his confidence. Thats when itll feel strange, difficult, and thats when youll
  most need to pass it off.


  Yes. Sandys got the sort of mind that can see round corners.


  So we gather. Miss Maxse turned to Jebb. He hesitated a moment, then nodded.


  Good, Miss Maxse said briskly.


  Well need to move quickly, Jebb said. Make some arrangements, put things in place for you. Youll need to be vetted properly, of course. Are you staying up
  tonight?


  Yes, Im going to my cousins.


  He looked at Harry sharply again. No ties here, apart from your family?


  No. He shook his head.


  Jebb took out a little notebook. Number? Harry gave it to him.


  Someone will ring you tomorrow. Dont go out, please.


  Yes, sir.


  They rose from their chairs. Miss Maxse shook Harrys hand warmly. Thank you, Harry, she said.


  Jebb gave Harry a tight little smile. Be ready for the siren tonight. Were expecting more raids. He threw the twisted paperclip into a wastepaper basket.


  Dear me, Miss Maxse said. That was government property. You are a squanderbug, Roger. She smiled at Harry again, a smile of dismissal. Were grateful,
  Harry. This could be very important.


  Outside the lounge Harry paused a moment. A sad heavy feeling settled on his stomach. Black arts: what the hell did that mean? The term made him shudder. He realized that half consciously he was
  listening, as Sandy used to do at masters doors, his good ear turned towards the door to catch what Jebb and Miss Maxse might be saying. But he could hear nothing. He turned to find the
  receptionist had appeared, his steps unheard on the dusty carpet. Harry smiled nervously and allowed himself to be led outside. Was he falling already into the habits of a  what? Sneak, spy,
  betrayer?





  Chapter Two


  
THE JOURNEY TO Wills house normally lasted under an hour, but today it took half the afternoon, the tube continually stopping and starting. In
  the underground stations little knots of people sat on the platforms, huddled together, whey-faced. Harry had heard some of the bombed-out east-enders had taken up residence in the tubes.


  He thought of spying on Sandy Forsyth and a sick, incredulous feeling lurched through him. He scanned the pale tired faces of his fellow passengers. He supposed any one of them might be a
  spy  what could you tell from peoples looks? The photo kept coming back to his mind: Sandys confident smile, the Clark Gable moustache. The train lurched slowly on through the
  tunnels.


  
IT HAD BEEN Rookwood that gave Harry his identity. His father, a barrister, had been blown to pieces on the Somme when Harry was six years old, and his
  mother had died in the influenza epidemic the winter the First War  as people were starting to call the last war  ended. Harry still had their wedding photograph and often looked at
  it. His father, standing outside the church in a morning suit, looked very like him: dark and solid and dependable-looking. His arm was round Harrys mother, who was fair like Cousin Will,
  curly tresses falling round her shoulders under a wide-brimmed Edwardian hat. They were smiling happily into the camera. The picture had been taken in bright sunlight and was slightly overexposed,
  making haloes of light around their figures. Harry had little memory of them; like the world of the photograph they were a vanished dream.


  After his mother died, Harry had gone to live with Uncle James, his fathers elder brother, a professional army officer wounded in the first battles of 1914. It had been a stomach wound,
  nothing you could see, but Uncle Jamess innards troubled him constantly. His discomfort worsened an already peppery disposition and was a constant source of worry to Aunt Emily, his nervous,
  anxious wife. When Harry came to their house in the pretty Surrey village they were only in their forties, but they seemed much older already, like a pair of anxious, fussy pensioners.


  They were kind to him, but Harry had always felt unwanted. They were childless and never seemed quite to know what to do with him. Uncle James would clap him on the shoulder, almost knocking him
  over, and ask heartily what he was playing at today, while his aunt worried endlessly about what he should eat.


  Occasionally he went to stay with Aunt Jenny, his mothers sister and Wills mother. She had been devoted to his mother and found it difficult to be reminded of her, although she
  showered him, guiltily perhaps, with food parcels and postal orders when he went to school.


  As a child Harry had been taught by a tutor, a retired teacher his uncle knew. He spent much of his free time roaming the lanes and woods around the village. There he met the local boys, sons of
  farmers and farriers, but though he played cowboys and Indians and hunted rabbits with them he was always apart: Harry the Toff. Say awful, Harry, they would goad him.
  Or-ful, or-ful.


  One summer day when Harry came home from the fields, Uncle James called him into his study. He was just twelve. There was another man there, standing by the window, the sun directly behind him
  so that at first he was just a tall shadow framed by dust motes. Id like you to meet Mr Taylor, Uncle James said. He teaches at my old school. My alma mater.
  Thats the Latin right, eh? And to Harrys surprise he laughed nervously, like a child.


  The man moved forward and took Harrys hand in a firm grip. He was tall and thin and wore a dark suit. Black hair receded from a widows peak on his high forehead and keen grey eyes
  studied him from behind a pair of pince-nez.


  How do you do, Harry. The voice was sharp. Youre a bit of a ragamuffin, arent you?


  Hes been running a little wild, Uncle James said apologetically.


  Well soon tidy you up if you come to Rookwood. Would you like to go to Public School, Harry?


  I dont know, sir.


  Your tutors report is good. Do you like rugger?


  Ive never played, sir. I play football with the boys in the village.


  Ruggers much better. A gentlemans game.


  Rookwood was your fathers old school as well as mine, Uncle James said.


  Harry looked up. Fathers?


  Yes. Your pater, as they say at Rookwood.


  Do you know what pater means, Harry? Mr Taylor asked.


  Its Latin for father, sir.


  Very good. Mr Taylor smiled. The boy might just do, Brett.


  He asked more questions. He was friendly enough but had an air of authority, of expecting obedience, which made Harry cautious. After a while he was sent from the room while Mr Taylor talked
  with his uncle. When Uncle James called him back Mr Taylor had gone. His uncle asked him to sit down and looked at him seriously, stroking his greying moustache.


  Your aunt and I think its time you went away to school, Harry. Better than staying here with a couple of old fogeys like us. And you should be mixing with boys from your own class,
  not the village lads.


  Harry had no idea what a Public School was like. Into his head came a picture of a big building full of light, bright like the light in his parents photograph, welcoming him.


  What do you think, Harry, would you like to go?


  Yes, Uncle. Yes, I would.


  
WILL LIVED IN a quiet street of mock-Tudor villas. A new air-raid shelter, a long low concrete building, stood incongruously by the grass verge.


  His cousin was home already and answered the doorbell. He had changed into a brightly patterned jumper and beamed at Harry through his glasses.


  Hello, Harry! Made it all right, then?


  Fine, thanks. Harry clasped his hand. How are you, Will?


  Oh, bearing up, like everyone. How are the old ears?


  Just about back to normal. A bit deaf on one side.


  Will led Harry into the hall. A tall, thin woman with mousy hair and a long disapproving face came out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a tea towel.


  Muriel. Harry made himself smile warmly. How are you?


  Oh, struggling on. I wont shake hands, Ive been cooking. I thought we might skip high tea, go straight on to dinner.


  Weve got a nice steak for dinner, though. Got an arrangement with the butcher. Now, come on up, youll want a wash.


  Harry had stayed in the back bedroom before. There was a big double bed and little ornaments on doilies on the dressing table. Ill leave you to it, Will said. Have a
  wash, then come down.


  Harry washed his face at the little sink, studying it in the mirror as he dried himself. He was putting on weight, his stocky frame starting to become fat through recent lack of exercise, the
  square jaw rounding out. People told him it was an attractive face, though he always thought the regular features under his curly brown hair a little too broad to be handsome. There were new lines
  around the eyes these days. He tried to make his face as expressionless as he could. Would Sandy be able to read his thoughts behind such a mask? It had been the done thing at school to hide your
  feelings  you showed them only through a set mouth, a raised eyebrow. People looked for little signs. Now he must learn to show nothing, or untrue things. He lay on the bed, remembering
  school and Sandy Forsyth.


  
HARRY HAD LOVED the school from the start. Set in an eighteenth-century mansion deep in the Sussex countryside, Rookwood had originally been founded by
  a group of London businessmen trading overseas to educate the sons of their ships officers. The House names reflected its naval past: Raleigh and Drake and Hawkins. Now the sons of civil
  servants and minor aristocrats went there, with a leavening of scholarship boys funded by bequests.


  The school and its orderly routines had given Harry a sense of belonging and purpose. The discipline could be harsh but he had no desire to break the rules and seldom got lines, let alone the
  cane. He did well in most classes, especially French and Latin  languages came easily to him. He enjoyed games too, rugger and especially cricket with its measured pace; in his last year he
  had been captain of the junior team.


  Sometimes he would walk on his own round Big Hall, where the photos of each years sixth forms hung. He would stand looking at the photograph for 1902, where his fathers boyish face
  stared out from a double row of stiffly posed prefects in tasselled caps. Then he would turn to the tablet behind the stage to the Great War fallen, the names picked out in gold. Seeing his
  fathers name there as well set tears pricking in his eyes, quickly brushed away lest someone see.


  The year Sandy Forsyth came, in 1925, Harry entered the fourth form. Although the boys still slept in a big communal dormitory, they had had studies since the previous year, two or three each to
  a little room with antiquated armchairs and scarred tables. Harrys friends were mostly the quieter, more serious boys, and he had been glad to share a study with Bernie Piper, one of the
  scholarship boys. Piper came in as he was unpacking.


   Ello, Brett, he said. I see Ive got to put up wiv the smell of your socks for the next year. Bernies father was an East End grocer and he had
  spoken broad cockney when he arrived at Rookwood. It had gradually mutated into the upper-class drawl of the others, but the London twang always reasserted itself for a while when he came back from
  the hols.


   Ave a good summer?


  Bit boring. Uncle James was ill a lot of the time. Glad to be back.


  You ought tave spent it serving in my dads shop. Then youd know wot boring is.


  Another face appeared in the doorway, a heavily built boy with black hair. He put down an expensive-looking suitcase and leaned against the doorpost with an air of supercilious detachment.
  Harry Brett? he asked.


  Yes.


  Im Sandy Forsyth. New boy. Im in this study. He hauled in the suitcase and stood looking at them. His large brown eyes were keen and there was something hard in his
  face.


  Where have you come from? Bernie asked.


  Braildon. Up in Hertfordshire. Heard of it?


  Yes, Harry said. Supposed to be a good school.


  Yeah. So they say.


  Its not bad here.


  No? I hear theyre quite hot on discipline.


  Cane you as soon as look at you, Bernie agreed.


  Where are you from? Forsyth asked.


  Wapping, Bernie said proudly. Im one of the proles the ruling class allow in. Bernie had declared himself a socialist the term before, to general disapproval.
  Forsyth raised his eyebrows.


  I bet you got in more easily than I did.


  What dyou mean?


  Im a bit of a bad lad. The new boy took a packet of Gold Flake from his pocket and pulled out a cigarette. Bernie and Harry glanced at the open door. You cant
  smoke in the studies, Harry said quickly.


  We can shut the door. Want one?


  Bernie laughed. You get caned for smoking here. Its not worth it.


  OK. He gave Bernie a sudden broad grin, showing large white teeth. You a red, then?


  Im a socialist, if thats what you mean.


  The new boy shrugged. We had a debating society at Braildon, last year one of the Fifth spoke for Communism. It got pretty rowdy. He laughed. Bernie grunted, giving him a look of
  dislike.


  I wanted to lead a debate in favour of atheism, Forsyth went on. But they wouldnt let me. Because my dads a bishop. Where do people go here if they want a
  smoke?


  Behind the gym, Bernie answered coldly.


  Right-ho then. See you later. Forsyth got up and sauntered out.


  Arsehole, Bernie said as he disappeared.


  
AND THEN, later that day, Harry was asked to spy on Sandy for the first time. He was in the study alone when a fag appeared with a message Mr Taylor
  wanted to see him.


  Taylor was their form master that year. He had a reputation as a disciplinarian and the junior boys held him in awe. Seeing his tall, thin figure striding across the quad, the habitual severe
  expression on his face, Harry would think back to the day he had come to Uncle Jamess house; they had scarcely spoken since.


  Mr Taylor was in his study, a comfortable room with carpets and portraits of old headmasters on the wall; he was devoted to school history. A large desk was strewn with papers for marking. The
  master stood in his black gown, sorting through papers.


  Ah Brett. His tone was cordial as he waved a long arm to beckon Harry in. Harry stood in front of the desk, hands behind his back in the approved manner. Taylors hair was
  receding fast, the widows peak now a separate black tuft beneath a balding crown.


  Did you have good holidays? Aunt and Uncle OK?


  Yes, sir.


  The master nodded. Youre in my form this year. Ive had good reports of you, I shall expect great things.


  Thank you, sir.


  The master nodded. I wanted to talk to you about the studies. Weve put the new boy in with you in place of Piper. Forsyth. Have you met him yet?


  Yes, sir. I dont think Piper knows.


  Hell be told. How are you getting on with Forsyth?


  All right, sir, Harry said neutrally.


  You may have heard of his father, the bishop?


  Forsyth mentioned him.


  Forsyth comes to us from Braildon. His parents felt Rookwood, with its reputation for  ah  order, was better suited to him. Taylor smiled benignly, making deep
  creases appear in his thin cheeks. Im telling you in confidence. Youre a steady boy, Brett; we think you could be prefect material one day. Keep an eye on Forsyth, will
  you? He paused. Keep him on the straight and narrow.


  Harry gave the master a quick look. It was an odd remark; one of the studied ambiguities the masters spoke in more and more as the boys got older. You were expected to understand. Officially it
  was frowned on for boys to sneak on one another, but Harry knew many masters had particular pupils whom they used as sources of information. Was this what Taylor was asking him to do? He knew
  instinctively he didnt want to; the whole idea made him uneasy.


  Ill certainly help show him around, sir, he said carefully.


  Taylor eyed him keenly. And let me know if there are any problems. Just a quiet word. We want to help Forsyth develop in the right direction. Its important to his
  father.


  That was clear enough. Harry said nothing. Mr Taylor frowned a little.


  Then an extraordinary thing happened. Something tiny moved on the masters desk, among the papers; Harry saw it out of the corner of his eye. Taylor gave a sudden shout and jumped away. To
  Harrys amazement he stood almost cringing, eyes averted from a fat house spider scuttling across his blotter. It stopped on top of a Latin textbook, standing quite still.


  Taylor turned to Harry, his face bright red. His eyes strayed momentarily to the desk and he looked away with a shudder.


  Brett, get rid of that thing for me. Please. There was a pleading note in the masters voice.


  Wonderingly, Harry took out his handkerchief and reached for the spider. He picked it up and held it gently.


  Ah  thank you, Brett. Taylor swallowed. I  ah  we shouldnt have such  er  arachnids in the studies. Spread disease. Kill it, please
  kill it, he added rapidly.


  Harry hesitated, then squeezed it between finger and thumb. It made a faint pop, making him wince.


  Get rid of it. For a moment, Taylors eyes seemed almost wild behind the gold-rimmed pince-nez. And dont tell anyone about this. Do you understand? You may
  go, he added brusquely.


  
AT WILLS HOUSE the soup at dinner was tinned, heavy with watery vegetables. Muriel apologized as she passed it round.


  I hadnt time to make any, Im sorry. Of course, Ive no woman to help now. I have to deal with the cooking, looking after the children, the ration books,
  everything. She pushed back a stray hair and gave Harry a challenging stare. Will and Muriels children, a thin dark boy of nine and a little girl of six, sat watching Harry
  with interest.


  It must be difficult, he replied solemnly. But the soups fine.


  Its scrumptious! Ronald called loudly. His mother sighed. Harry didnt know why Muriel had had children; he supposed because it was the done thing.


  Hows work? he asked his cousin to break the silence. Will worked in the Foreign Office, at the Middle East desk.


  There could be problems in Persia. The eyes behind the thick glasses were troubled. The Shahs leaning towards Hitler. How was your meeting? he asked with
  exaggerated casualness. He had phoned Harry a few days before to tell him some people connected with the Foreign Office had spoken to him and would be in touch but had said he didnt know
  what it was about. From his manner now, Harry thought he had guessed who the people were. He wondered whether Will had talked about him in the office, mentioned a cousin who had been
  to Rookwood and spoke Spanish, and someone had passed the information on to Jebbs people. Or was there some huge filing system about citizens somewhere, which the spies had consulted?


  He nearly answered, they want me to go to Madrid, but remembered he mustnt. Looks like theyve got something for me. Means going abroad. A bit hush-hush.


  Careless talk costs lives, the little girl said solemnly.


  Be quiet, Prue, Muriel snapped. Drink your soup.


  Harry smiled reassuringly. Its nothing dangerous. Not like France.


  Did you kill many Germans in France? Ronnie piped up.


  Muriel set her spoon in her plate with a clang. I told you not to ask questions like that.


  No, Ronnie, I didnt, Harry said. They killed a lot of our men, though.


  Well get them back for it, though, wont we? And for the bombing?


  Muriel sighed deeply. Will turned to his son.


  Did I ever tell you I met Ribbentrop, Ronnie?


  Wow! You met him? You should have killed him!


  We werent at war then, Ronnie. He was just the German ambassador. He was always saying the wrong thing. Brickendrop, we used to call him.


  What was he like?


  A silly man. His son was at Eton and once Ribbentrop went to the school to meet him. Ribbentrop stood in the quad with his arm raised and shouted, Heil Hitler!
  


  Crumbs! Ronnie said. He wouldnt have got away with that at Rookwood. Im hoping to go to Rookwood next year, did you know that, cousin Harry?


  If we can afford the fees, Ronnie, maybe.


  And if its still there, Muriel said suddenly. If its not been requisitioned or blown up. Harry and Will stared at her. She wiped her mouth with her
  napkin and rose.


  Im going to get the steaks. Theyll be dry, theyve been under the grill. She looked at her husband. What are we going to do tonight?


  We wont go to the shelter unless the siren goes, he replied. Muriel left the room. Prue had gone tense. Harry noticed that she had a teddy bear on her lap and was clutching
  it tightly. Will sighed.


  When these raids began we started going up to the shelter after dinner. But some of the people there  well, theyre a bit common, Muriel doesnt like them, and
  its pretty uncomfortable. Prue gets frightened. We stay at home unless Wailing Winnie starts. He sighed again, staring out of the French windows across the back garden. Dusk was
  deepening into night and a clear full moon was rising. Its a bombers moon. You go over, if you like.


  Its all right, Harry said. Ill stay with you.


  His uncles village was on the bombers run from the Channel up to London; the sirens often went as the planes passed overhead, but they ignored them. Harry hated
  Wailing Winnies swirling howl. It reminded him of the sound dive-bombers made: when he first came home after Dunkirk he would clench his teeth and clench his hands till they turned white
  every time the sirens went off.


  If it goes in the night, well get up and make for the shelter, Will said. Its just over the road.


  Yes, I saw it.


  Its been bad. Ten days of it leaves you so bloody tired, and God knows how long its going to go on for. Muriels thinking of taking the children to the country.
  Will got up and drew the heavy blackout curtains. There was a sound of breaking glass from the kitchen, followed by an angry cry. He hurried out. Better go and help Muriel.


  
THE SIRENS STARTED at one a.m. They began in Westminster and, as other boroughs followed, the wailing moan rippled outwards to the suburbs. Harry woke
  from a dream, in which he was running through Madrid, darting in and out of shops and bars, asking if anyone had seen his friend Bernie. But he was speaking in English, not Spanish, and nobody
  understood. He rose and dressed in moments, as he had learned to do in the army. His mind was clear and focused, no panic. He wondered why he had been asking for Bernie, not Sandy. Someone had
  phoned from the Foreign Office at ten, asking him to go to an address in Surrey tomorrow.


  He twitched the curtain open a crack. In the moonlight shadowy figures were running across the road, making for the shelter. Huge searchlight beams stabbed the sky as far as the eye could
  see.


  He went out into the hall. The light was on and Ronnie stood there in pyjamas and dressing gown. Prues upset, he said. She wont come. He looked at the
  open door of his parents bedroom. A loud, terrified childs sobbing could be heard.


  Even now, with the siren wailing in his ears, Harry felt reluctant to invade Will and Muriels bedroom, but he made himself go in. They were both in dressing gowns too. Muriel sat on the
  bed, her hair in curlers. She nursed her sobbing daughter in her arms, making soothing noises. Harry wouldnt have thought her capable of such gentleness. One of the little girls arms
  hung down, still clutching the teddy bear. Will stood looking at them uncertainly; with his thin hair sticking up and his glasses askew he seemed the most vulnerable of them all. The sound went on;
  Harry felt his legs begin to tremble.


  We should go, he said brusquely.


  Muriel looked up. Who the bloody hell asked you?


  Prue wont go to the shelter, Will explained quietly.


  Its dark, the little girl wailed. Its so dark there, please let me stay at home!


  Harry stepped forward and grasped Muriels bony elbow. This was what the corporal had done on the beach after the bomb fell, picked him up and led him gently to the boat. Muriel gave him
  an astonished look.


  We have to go. The bombers are coming. Will, we have to get them up. His cousin took Muriels other arm and they raised her gently. Prue had buried her head in her
  mothers breast, still sobbing and holding the teddy bear tightly by its arm. Its glass eyes stared up at Harry.


  All right, all right, I can walk by myself, Muriel snapped. They released her. Ronnie clattered down the stairs and the others followed. The boy switched off the light and opened
  the front door.


  It was strange to be in a night-time London without streetlamps. There was no one outside now, but the dark shape of the shelter was visible in the moonlight across the road. There was a distant
  sound of ack-ack fire and something else, a low heavy drone from the south.


  Hell, Will said. Theyre coming this way! He looked suddenly confused. But its the docks they go for, the docks.


  Maybe theyre lost. Or want to hit civilian morale, Harry thought. His legs had stopped shaking. He had to take charge. Come on, he said. Lets get
  over the road.


  They began running but Muriel was slowed by the little girl. In the middle of the road Will turned to help her and slipped. He went down with a crash and a yell. Ronnie, ahead, paused and looked
  back.


  Will, get up! Muriels cry was hysterical. Will tried to lift himself but fell back. Prue, the teddy bear still dangling from her arm, began screaming. Harry knelt by
  Wills side.


  Ive twisted my ankle. Wills face was full of pain and fear. Leave me, get the others into the shelter. Behind him Muriel held the keening Prue tightly.
  Muriel was swearing, over and over again, language Harry wouldnt have thought she knew.


  Bloody fucking bastard Hitler oh God Christ!


  Still the siren wailed. The planes were almost overhead. Harry heard the whine of bombs falling, growing louder and ending in a sudden loud crump. There was a flash of light from a few streets
  away, a momentary tug of hot air at his dressing gown. It was so like Dunkirk. His legs were shaking again and there was a dry acid taste at the back of his mouth but his mind was very clear. He
  had to get Will up.


  There was another whine and crump, closer, and the ground shook with the impacts. Muriel stopped swearing and stood stock still, eyes and mouth wide open. She bent her thin dressing-gowned body
  over to protect her still weeping daughter. Harry took her arm and looked into her terrified eyes. He spoke to her slowly and clearly.


  You have to take Prue into the shelter, Muriel. Now. See, theres Ronnie; he doesnt know what to do. You have to get them in. Ill bring Will.


  Life came back into her eyes. She turned wordlessly and began walking rapidly towards the shelter, stretching out her other hand for Ronnie to take. Harry bent and took Wills hand.
  Come on, old chap, get up. Put your good leg down, take the weight.


  He hauled his cousin to his feet as another great crash sounded, no more than a street away. There was a brief yellow flash and a wave of blast almost toppled them over but Harry had his arm
  round Will and managed to keep him steady. There was a feeling of pressure and a whining noise in Harrys bad ear. Will leaned into him and hopped on his good leg, smiling through gritted
  teeth.


  Dont get blown up, he said. The sneaky beakies will be furious! So he had guessed who wanted me, Harry thought. More bombs fell, yellow flashes lighting
  the road, but they seemed more distant now.


  Someone had been watching from the shelter, holding the door open a crack. Arms reached out, taking hold of Will, and they fell together into the crowded darkness. Harry was guided to a seat. He
  found himself next to Muriel. He could just make out her thin form, still bent over Prue. The little girl was still sobbing. Ronnie was huddled against her as well.


  Im sorry, Harry, Muriel said quietly. I just couldnt bear any more. My children, every day I think about what could happen to them. All the time, all the
  time.


  Its all right, he said. Its OK.


  Im sorry I went to pieces. You got us through. She raised an arm to touch Harrys, but let it fall, as though the effort were too much.


  Harry leaned his throbbing head against the gritty concrete wall. He had helped them, taken control, he hadnt fallen apart. He would have a few months ago.


  He remembered his first sight of the beach at Dunkirk, walking over a sand dune then seeing the endless black columns of men snaking into a sea dotted with boats. They were all sizes  he
  saw a pleasure steamer next to a minesweeper. There were smoking wrecks too, and German dive-bombers buzzing overhead, shrieking down and dropping their bombs on the boats and the men. The retreat
  had been so fast, so chaotic, the horror and shame of it had been almost too much to take in. Harry was ordered to help line the men up on the beach for evacuation. Sitting in the shelter, he felt
  again the numb shame that came then, the realization of total defeat.


  Muriel muttered something. She was on his deaf side and he turned to her. What?


  Are you all right? Youre shaking all over. There was a tremble in her voice. He opened his eyes. The gloom was spotted with the red pinpoints of cigarette ends. The
  shelterers were quiet, trying to hear what was happening outside.


  Yes. It just  brought everything back. The evacuation.


  I know, she muttered.


  I think theyve gone now, someone said. The door opened a crack and someone peered out. A draught of fresh air cut through the odour of sweat and urine.


  Its dreadful, the smell in here, Muriel said. Thats why I dont like to come over, I cant stand it.


  Sometimes people cant help it  they lose control when theyre frightened.


  I suppose so. Her voice softened. Harry wished he could make out her face.


  Is everyone all right? he asked.


  Fine, Will answered from Muriels other side. Good work there, Harry. Thanks, old man.


  Did the soldiers  lose control? Muriel asked. In France? It must all have been so frightening.


  Yes. Sometimes. Harry remembered the smell as he approached the line of men on the beach. They hadnt washed for days. Sergeant Tomlinsons voice came back to him.


  Were lucky  things are going faster now the little boats are coming over. Some poor sods have been standing here three days. He was a big, fair-haired man, his face
  grey with exhaustion. He nodded towards the sea, shaking his head. Look at those stupid buggers, theyll capsize that boat.


  Harry followed his gaze to the head of the queue. Men stood shoulder deep in the cold Channel. At the head of the line men were piling into a fishing smack, their weight already tipping it over
  at an angle.


  Wed better go down, Harry said. Tomlinson had nodded, and they began marching to the shore. Harry could see the fishermen remonstrating with the men still piling in.


  I suppose its lucky discipline hasnt broken down completely, Harry had said. Tomlinson turned to him, but his reply was lost in the scream of a dive-bomber, right
  above them, drowning the fainter whine of the falling bombs. Then there was a roar that felt as though it would burst Harrys head as he was lifted off his feet in a cloud of red-stained
  sand.


  Then he wasnt there, Harry said aloud. Just bits. Pieces.


  Sorry? Muriel asked, puzzled.


  Harry squeezed his eyes closed, trying to shut out the images. Nothing, Muriel. Its OK, sorry.


  He felt her hand find his and clutch it. It felt work-roughened, hard, dry. He blinked back tears.


  We made it tonight, eh? he said.


  Yes, thanks to you.


  The warble of the all-clear was audible. The entire shelter seemed to exhale and relax. The door opened fully and the leader stood silhouetted against a starry sky lit with the glow of
  fires.


  Theyve gone, folks, he said. We can go home again.





  Chapter Three


  
THE PLANE LEFT CROYDON at dawn. Harry had been driven there straight from the SIS training centre. He had never flown before. It
  was an ordinary civil flight and the other passengers were English and Spanish businessmen. They chatted easily among themselves, mostly about the difficulties the war had made for trade, as they
  flew out over the Atlantic before turning south, avoiding German-occupied France. Harry felt a moments fear as the plane took off and he realized the railway lines he could see far below,
  smaller than Ronnies train set, were real. That passed quickly, though, as they flew into a bank of cloud, grey like thick fog against the windowpane. The cloud and the steady drone of the
  engines grew monotonous and Harry leaned back in his seat. He thought of his training, the three weeks coaching and preparation they had given him before, this morning, they put him in a car
  to the airport.


  The morning after the bombing Harry had been driven from London to a mansion in the Surrey countryside, where he had spent the entire three weeks. He never knew its name or even where it was
  exactly. It was a Victorian redbrick pile; something about the layout of the rooms, the uncarpeted floors and a faint, indefinable smell, made him think it had once been a school.


  The people who trained him were mostly young. There was something eager and adventurous about them, a quickness of reaction and an energy that made them seize your attention, hold your eye, take
  charge of the conversation. Sometimes they reminded Harry oddly of eager salesmen. They taught him the general business of spying: letterdrops, how to tell if you were being watched, how to get a
  message out if you were on the run. Not that that would happen to Harry, they reassured him  he had diplomatic protection, a useful by-product of his cover.


  From the general they moved to the specific: how to deal with Sandy Forsyth. They made him do what they called role-plays, a former policeman from Kenya playing Sandy. A suspicious Sandy,
  doubting his story; a drunk and hostile Sandy asking what the fuck Brett was doing here, he had always hated him; a Sandy who was himself a spy, a secret Fascist.


  You dont know how hell react to you, you have to be prepared for every possible eventuality, the policeman said. You have to adapt yourself to his moods,
  reflect what hes thinking and feeling.


  Harry had to be absolutely consistent in his own story, they said, it had to be watertight. That was easy enough. He could be absolutely truthful about his life up to the day Will had received
  the telephone call from the Foreign Office. In the cover story they had rung looking for a translator to replace a man in Madrid who had to leave suddenly. Harry soon had it pat, but they told him
  there was still a problem. Not with his face, but with his voice; there was an uncertainty, almost a reluctance, when he told his story. A sharp operator, as Forsyth appeared to be, might pick up
  that he was lying. Harry worked at it and satisfied them after a while. Of course, the policeman said, any oddness in tone could be put down to your little bit of deafness,
  that can affect the voice. Play that up, and tell him about the panics you had after Dunkirk as well.


  Harry was surprised. But those have gone, I dont get them any more.


  You feel them coming still, dont you? You manage to suppress them but you feel them coming? He glanced at the file on his knees; Harry had his own buff file with a red cross
  and secret on it now. Well, play up to that  a moments confusion, like pausing to ask him to repeat something, can play to your advantage. Gives you time to think
  and fixes you in his mind as an invalid, not someone to be afraid of.


  The information about his panics had come, Harry knew, from the odd woman who had interviewed him one day. She never said who she was but Harry guessed she was some sort of psychiatrist. She had
  something of the busy eagerness of the spies about her. The gaze from her blue eyes was so penetrating that Harry recoiled for a second. She shook his hand and cheerfully asked him to sit down at
  the little table.


  Need to ask a few personal questions, Harry. I may call you Harry?


  Yes  er 


  Miss Crane, call me Miss Crane. You seem to have led a pretty straightforward life, Harry. Not like some of the rum uns we get here, I can tell you. She laughed.


  I suppose I have. An ordinary life.


  Losing both parents when you were so young, though, that cant have been easy. Passed around between uncles and aunts and your boarding school.


  That made him suddenly angry. My aunt and uncle have always been kind. And I was happy at school. And Rookwoods a public school, not a boarding school.


  Miss Crane eyed him quizzically. Is there a difference?


  Yes, there is. The heat that came into his voice surprised Harry. A boarding school makes it sound like a place where youre just left, to mark time. Rookwood 
  a public school, youre part of a community, it becomes part of you, shapes you.


  She still smiled but her reply was brutal. Not the same as having parents who love you, is it?


  Harry felt his anger being replaced by heavy weariness. He lowered his gaze. You have to deal with things as they are, make the best of things. Soldier on.


  On your own? There isnt a girlfriend, is there? Anyone?


  He frowned, wondering if she was going to start making suggestions about his sex life, like Miss Maxse had. There isnt now. There was someone at Cambridge, but it didnt work
  out.


  Why was that?


  Laura and I got bored with each other, Miss Crane. Nothing dramatic.


  She changed the subject. And after Dunkirk? The shell shock, when you found you were having panic attacks, were frightened of loud noises. Did you decide to soldier on then,
  too?


  Yes, not that I was a soldier any more. I wont be again.


  Does that make you angry?


  He looked at her. Wouldnt you be?


  She inclined her head reprovingly. Its you were here to talk about, Harry.


  He sighed. Yes, I decided to soldier on.


  Were you tempted not to? To retreat into  being an invalid?


  He looked at her again. God, she was sharp. Yes, yes, I suppose I was. But I didnt. I started by going into the hospital grounds, then crossing the road, then walking into town. It
  got easier. I wasnt as badly affected as some poor sods.


  Must have taken courage, guts. Like helping your cousins family in the bombing the night before you came here.


  You go on or go under. Thats life these days, isnt it? he replied sharply. Even when youve seen everything you took for granted, believed in, smashed to
  pieces. He gave a long sigh. I think the sight of everyone retreating on that beach, the chaos, all that affected me as much as the shell that nearly hit me.


  But soldiering on, it must be very lonely.


  Her voice was suddenly gentle. Harry found his eyes filling with tears. He said, without intending to, That night in the shelter, it was so strange. Muriel, Wills wife, she took my
  hand. Weve never got on, I always felt she resented me, but she took my hand. Yet 


  Yes?


  It felt so dry. So cold. I felt  sad.


  Perhaps it wasnt Muriels hand you wanted.


  He looked at her. No, youre right, he said in surprise. But I dont know whose I did want.


  We all need someones hand.


  Do we? Harry laughed uneasily. This is a long way from my mission.


  She nodded. Just getting to know you, Harry, just getting to know you.


  
HARRY WAS JERKED out of his reverie as the plane tilted. He clutched at the arms of his seat and looked out of the window, then leaned forward and
  stared out. They had come out into sunshine again, they were over land. Spain. Harry looked down at the Castilian landscape, a sea of yellow and brown dotted with patchwork fields. As the plane
  circled lower he made out white empty roads, red-tiled houses, here and there a jumble of ruins from the Civil War. Then the pilot said they were about to land at Barajas airport and a few minutes
  later they were down on the runway, the engines stopped and he was here, in Spain. He felt a mixture of excitement and fear; he could still hardly believe he was actually back in Madrid.


  Looking out of the window he saw half a dozen civil guards standing outside the terminal building, staring over the runway. Harry recognized their dark green uniforms, the yellow holsters
  clipped to their belts. They still wore their sinister, archaic leather hats, round with two little wings at the back, black and shiny like a beetles carapace. When he first came to Spain in
  1931 the civiles, old supporters of the right, had been under threat from the Republic and you could see the fear and anger in their hard faces. When he returned in 1937, during the Civil
  War, they were gone. Now they had returned and Harry felt a dryness in his mouth as he looked at their faces, their cold, still expressions.


  He joined the passengers heading for the exit. Dry heat enveloped him as he descended the steps and joined the crocodile crossing the tarmac. The airport building was no more than a low concrete
  warehouse, the paint flaking away. One of the civiles came across and stood by them. Por all, por all, he snapped officiously, pointing to a door marked
  Inmigracin.


  Harry had a diplomatic passport and was waved quickly through, his bags chalked without a glance. He looked round the empty entrance hall. There was a whiff of disinfectant, the sickly smelling
  stuff they had always used in Spain.


  A solitary figure leaning against a pillar reading a newspaper waved and came across.


  Harry Brett? Simon Tolhurst, from the embassy. How was the flight?


  He was about Harrys age, tall and fair, with an eager friendly manner. He was built like Harry, solidity turning to fat, although with the embassy man the process had gone further.


  Fine. Cloudy most of the way, but not too bumpy. Harry noticed Tolhurst wore an Eton tie, the bright colours clashing with his white linen jacket.


  Ill drive you to the embassy, take about an hour. We dont use Spanish drivers; theyre all government spies. He laughed and lowered his voice, though there was
  no one around. The way they bend their ears back to listen, youd think theyre going to meet in the middle. Very obvious.


  Tolhurst led him out into the sun and helped put his case in the back of a highly polished old Ford. The airport was out in the country, fields all around. Harry stood looking over the harsh
  brown landscape. In a field across the road he saw a peasant leading a couple of skinny oxen, ploughing the stubble in with a wooden plough as his ancestors had in Roman times. In the distance the
  jumbled peaks of the Guadarrama mountains stood out against the harsh blue sky, shimmering in heat haze. Harry felt sweat prickling at his brow.


  Hot for October, he said.


  Been a bloody hot summer. Theyve had a dreadful harvest; theyre very worried about the food situation. That may help us, though  makes them less likely to enter the
  war. Wed better get on. Youve got an appointment with the ambassador.


  Tolhurst eased out onto a long deserted road flanked by dusty poplars, the leaves yellowing at the tips like giant torches.


  How long have you been in Spain? Harry asked.


  Four months. Came when they expanded the embassy, sent Sir Sam over. Did a spell in Cuba before. Lot more relaxed. Fun. He shook his head. This is one awful country,
  Im afraid. Youve been before, havent you?


  Before the Civil War, then briefly during it. To Madrid both times.


  Tolhurst shook his head again. Its a pretty grim place now.


  As they drove over the stony, potholed road they talked about the Blitz, agreeing Hitler had abandoned his invasion plans for now. Tolhurst asked Harry where he had gone to school.


  Rookwood, eh? Good place, I believe. Those were the days, eh? he added wistfully.


  Harry smiled sadly. Yes.


  He looked out at the countryside. There was a new emptiness to the landscape. Only the occasional peasant driving a donkey and cart passed them, and once an army truck going north, a group of
  tiredlooking young soldiers staring vacantly from the back. The villages were empty too. It was siesta time, but in the old days there would have been a few people about. Now even the once
  ubiquitous skinny dogs had gone and only a few chickens were left foraging round closed doorways. One village square had huge posters of Franco all over the cracked, unpainted walls, his arms
  folded confidently as his jowly face smiled into the distance. HASTA EL FUTURO! Towards the future. Harry took a deep breath. The posters, Harry saw, covered older ones whose tattered
  edges were visible beneath. He recognized the bottom half of the old slogan, NO PASARAN! They shall not pass. But they had.


  Then they were in the rich northern suburbs. From the look of the elegant houses the Civil War might never have happened. Does the ambassador live out here? Harry asked.


  No, Sir Sam lives in the Castellana. Tolhurst laughed. Its a bit embarrassing, actually. Hes next door to the German ambassador.


  Harry turned, open-mouthed. But were at war!


  Spains non-belligerent. But its crawling with Germans, the scum are all over the place. The German embassy heres the largest in the world. We
  dont speak to them, of course.


  How did the ambassador end up next door to the Germans?


  Only big house available. He makes a joke of glaring at von Stohrer over the garden wall.


  They drove on into the town centre. Most of the buildings were unpainted and even more dilapidated than Harry remembered, though once many must have been grand. There were posters everywhere,
  Franco and the yoke-and-arrows symbol of the Falange. Most people were shabbily dressed, even more than he remembered, many looking thin and tired. Men in overalls with scrawny weather-beaten faces
  walked by, and women in black shawls, patched and mended. Even the barefoot skinny children playing in the dusty gutters had pinched watchful faces. Harry had half expected to see military parades
  and Falangist rallies like in the newsreels, but the city was quieter than he had known it, as well as dingier. He saw priests and nuns among the passers-by; they were back, too, like the
  civiles. The few wealthier-looking men wore jackets and hats despite the heat.


  Harry turned to Tolhurst. When I was here in 37 wearing a jacket and hat on a hot day was illegal. Bourgeois affectation.


  Youre not allowed to go out without a jacket now, not if youre wearing a shirt. Point to remember.


  The trams were running but there were few cars and they weaved their way among donkey carts and bicycles. Harry jerked round in amazement as a familiar shape caught his eye, a hooked black
  cross.


  Did you see that? The bloody swastikas flying beside the Spanish flag on that building!


  Tolhurst nodded. Have to get used to that. Its not just swastikas  the Germans run the police and the press. Franco makes no secret he wants the Nazis to win. Now, look over
  there.


  They had stopped at an intersection. Harry noticed a trio of colourfully dressed girls wearing thick make-up. They caught his glance and smiled, turning their heads provocatively.


  There are tarts everywhere. You have to be very careful, most of them have the clap and some are government spies. Embassy staff arent allowed near them.


  A pith-helmeted traffic policeman waved them on. Do you think Franco will come into the war? Harry asked.


  Tolhurst ran a hand through his yellow hair, making it stick up. God knows. Its a terrible atmosphere; the newspapers and radio are wildly pro-German. Himmlers coming on a
  state visit next week. But you just have to carry on as normal, as much as you can. He blew out his cheeks and smiled ruefully. But most people keep a suitcase packed, in case we have
  to get out in a hurry. Oh, I say, theres a gasogene!


  He pointed to where a big old Renault was puttering along, slower than the donkey carts. Fixed to the back was what looked like a large squat boiler, clouds of smoke pouring from a little
  chimney. Pipes led under the car from the thing. The driver, a middle-aged bourgeois, ignored stares from the pavement as people stopped to look. A tram clattered by hooting and he swerved wildly
  to avoid it, the unwieldy vehicle almost teetering over.


  What the hell was that? Harry asked.


  Spains revolutionary answer to the petrol shortage. Uses coal or wood instead of petrol. OK unless you want to go uphill. The French have them too, I hear. Not much chance of the
  Germans being after that design.


  Harry studied the crowd. A few people were smiling at the bizarre vehicle, but it struck Harry that none were laughing or calling out, as Madrileos would have done before at such a
  thing. Again he thought how silent they were, the background buzz of conversation he remembered gone.


  They drove into Opera district, catching glimpses of the Royal Palace in the distance. It stood out brightly amid the general shabbiness, the sun reflected from its white walls.


  Does Franco live there? Harry asked.


  He receives people there but hes established himself in the Pardo Palace, outside Madrid. Hes terrified of assassination. Drives everywhere in a bullet-proof Mercedes Hitler
  sent him.


  Theres still opposition then?


  The civiles have security sewn up in the towns. But you never know. After all, Madrid was only taken eighteen months ago. In a way, its an occupied city as much as Paris.
  Theres still resistance in the north, from what we hear, and Republican bands hiding out in the countryside. The vagabundos, they call them.


  God, Harry said. What this countrys been through.


  It might not be over yet, Tolhurst observed grimly.


  They drove into a street of large nineteenth-century houses, outside one of which a Union Jack hung from a flagpole, blessedly familiar. Harry remembered coming to the embassy in 1937, to ask
  for Bernie after he was reported missing. The officials had been unhelpful, disapproving of the International Brigades.


  A couple of civiles were posted at the door. Cars were drawn up outside the entrance so Tolhurst stopped a little way up the road.


  Lets get your bag, he said.


  Harry looked warily at the civiles as he climbed out. Then he felt his leg tugged from behind. He looked round to see a thin boy of ten, dressed in the rags of an army tunic, sitting on a
  kind of wheeled wooden sled.


  Seor, por favor, diez pesetas.


  Harry saw the child had no legs. The boy clung to his turn-ups. Por el amor de Dios, he pleaded, thrusting out his other hand. One of the civiles marched sharply down
  the street, clapping his hands. Vete! Vete! At his shout the little boy slapped his hands on the cobbles, rolling his cart backwards into a side street. Tolhurst
  took Harrys elbow.


  Youll have to be quicker than that, old boy. Beggars dont usually get as far out as this, but theyre thick as pigeons round the Centro. Not that there are any pigeons
  left, theyve eaten them all.


  The civil who had chased the boy away escorted them to the embassy door. Gracias por su asistencia, Tolhurst said formally. The man nodded, but Harry saw a look of
  contempt in his eyes.


  Its a bit of a shock at first, the children, Tolhurst said as he turned the handle of the big wooden door. But you have to get used to it. Now, time to meet your
  reception committee. The big guns are waiting for you. He sounded jealous, Harry thought, as Tolhurst led the way into the hot, gloomy interior.


  
THE AMBASSADOR sat behind an enormous desk in an imposing room cooled by quietly whirring fans. There were eighteenth-century prints on the wall, thick
  rugs on the tiled floor. Another man, in the uniform of a naval captain, sat to one side of the desk. A window looked on to an interior courtyard full of potted plants, where a little group of men
  in shirtsleeves sat talking on a bench.


  Harry recognized Sir Samuel Hoare from the newsreels. He had been a minister under Chamberlain, an appeaser dismissed when Churchill took over. A small man with delicately pointed, severe
  features and thin white hair, he wore a morning coat with a blue flower in the buttonhole. He stood and leaned across the desk, thrusting out a hand.


  Welcome, Brett, welcome. The handshake was surprisingly strong. Cold, pale blue eyes stared into Harrys for a moment, then the ambassador waved at the other man.
  Captain Alan Hillgarth, our naval attach. He has overall responsibility for Special Services. Hoare pronounced the final words with a touch of distaste.


  Hillgarth was in his forties, tall and darkly handsome with large brown eyes. They were hard but there was something mischievous, almost childlike, about them and about the wide sensual mouth.
  Harry remembered Sandy reading adventure stories at Rookwood by a man called Hillgarth. They were about spies, adventures in dark backwaters of Europe. Sandy Forsyth had liked them but Harry had
  found them rather garbled.


  The captain shook his hand warmly. Hello, Brett. Youll be directly responsible to me, through Tolhurst here.


  Sit, please; sit, all. Hoare waved Harry to a chair.


  Were glad to see you, Hillgarth said. Weve had reports of your training. You seemed to pick up everything reasonably well.


  Thank you, sir.


  Ready to spin your yarn to Forsyth?


  Yes, sir.


  Weve got you a flat, Tolhurst here will take you round afterwards. Now, you know the drill? The cover story?


  Yes, sir. Ive been seconded as an interpreter, after the illness of the previous man.


  Poor old Greene, Hillgarth said with a sudden laugh. Still doesnt know why he was rushed off home.


  Good interpreter, Hoare interjected. Knew his job. Brett, youll have to be very careful what you say. As well as your  ah  other work, youll be
  interpreting for some senior people, and things are delicate here. Very delicate. Hoare looked at him sharply and Harry felt suddenly intimidated. He still couldnt get used to the
  fact that he was talking to a man he had seen on the newsreels. He took a deep breath.


  I understand, sir. They briefed me in England. I translate everything into the most diplomatic language possible, never add comments of my own.


  Hillgarth nodded. Hes doing a session with the junior trade minister and me on Thursday. Ill keep him in order.


  Maestre, yes. Hoare grunted. We dont want to upset him.


  Hillgarth produced a gold cigarette case and offered it to Harry. Smoke?


  I dont, thanks.


  Hillgarth lit up and blew out a cloud of smoke. We dont want you to meet Forsyth straight away, Brett. Take a few days to get yourself known on the circuit, settle in. And get used
  to being watched and followed  the government put spies on all embassy staff. Most of them are pretty hopeless, you can spot them a mile off, though a few Gestapo-trained men are coming
  through now. Watch out for anyone on your tail, and report to Tolhurst. He smiled as though it were all an adventure, in a way that reminded Harry of the people at the training school.


  I will, sir.


  Now, Hillgarth went on. Forsyth. You knew him well for a time at school, but you havent seen him since. Correct?


  Yes, sir.


  But you think he might be well disposed towards you?


  I hope so, sir. But I dont really know what hes been up to since we stopped writing. That was ten years ago. Harry glanced out at the courtyard. One of the men there
  was looking in at them.


  Those bloody airmen! Hoare snapped. Im fed up of them peering in here! He waved a hand imperiously and the men got up and walked off, disappearing through a
  side door. Harry saw Hillgarth gave Hoare a quick look of dislike before turning back to him.


  Those are pilots who had to bale out over France, Hillgarth said pointedly. Some of them have walked here.


  Yes, yes, yes, Hoare said pettishly. We must get on.


  Of course, ambassador, Hillgarth said with heavy formality. He turned back to Harry. Now, we first heard about Forsyth two months ago. Ive an agent in the Industry
  Ministry here, a junior clerk. He let us know they were all very excited there about something that was going on out in the country, about fifty miles from Madrid. Our man cant get to the
  papers but he overheard a couple of conversations. Gold deposits. Large ones, geologically verified. We know theyre sending mining equipment out, and mercury and other chemicals; scarce
  resources.


  Sandy was always interested in geology, Harry said. At school he had a thing about fossils, he used to go off and try to find dinosaur bones.


  Did he now? Hillgarth said. Didnt know that. He never got himself any formal qualifications that we know of, but hes working with a man who has. Alberto
  Otero.


  The man with experience in South Africa?


  Just so. Hillgarth nodded approvingly. Mining engineer. They gave you some reading up on gold mining back home, I believe.


  Yes, sir. It had been odd, grappling with the heavy textbooks in the evening in his little room.


  So far as Forsyths concerned, of course, you know nothing about gold. Babe in arms on the subject.


  Yes, sir. Harry paused. Do you know how Forsyth and this Otero came together?


  No. There are a lot of gaps. We only know that while he was working as a tour guide Forsyth got in with the Auxilio Social, the Falange organization that handles what passes for social
  welfare here. He raised his eyebrows. Its corrupt as hell. Rich pickings, with supplies so short.


  Does Forsyth still keep in touch with his family?


  Hillgarth shook his head. His father hasnt heard from him in years.


  Harry remembered the one time he had seen the bishop; he had come down to the school after Sandys disgrace to plead for his son. Looking from the classroom Harry had seen him in the
  quadrangle, recognized him by the red episcopal shirt under his suit. He looked solid and patrician, nothing like Sandy.


  Forsyth supported the Nationalists, then? Harry asked.


  I think it was the rich pickings he supported, Hillgarth replied.


  You werent a Republican supporter, were you? Hoare gave Harry a searching look.


  I didnt support either side, sir.


  Hoare grunted. I thought that was the great dividing line before the War, who supported the Reds in Spain and who the Nats. Im surprised at a Hispanicist supporting neither
  side.


  Well I didnt, sir. A plague on both their houses was what I thought. Hes a tetchy little bully, Harry thought.


  I could never understand how anyone could think a Red Spain could be less than a disaster.


  Hillgarth looked irritated by the interruption. He leaned forward. Forsyth wouldnt have known any Spanish before coming out here, would he?


  No, but he would have picked it up quickly. Hes smart. That was one reason the masters hated him at school; he was bright but he wouldnt work.


  Hillgarth raised his eyebrows. Hated? Thats a strong word.


  It got to that, I think.


  Well, according to our man hes got in with the state mining agency. Does wheeler-dealing for them; negotiating supplies and so on. He paused. The Falange faction
  dominates the Ministry of Mines. Theyd love Spain to be able to pay for food imports, instead of begging us and the Americans for loans. Trouble is, weve no hard intelligence in
  there. If you could get directly to Forsyth it could be of incalculable help. We must find out if theres anything in these gold stories.


  Yes, sir.


  There was a moments silence, the oily swishing of the ceiling fan suddenly loud, then Hillgarth went on. Forsyth works through a company hes set up. Nuevas Iniciativas.
  Its listed on the Madrid Stock Exchange as a supply procurement company. The shares have been going up, Ministry of Mines officials have been buying in. The firm has a little office near
  Calle Toledo; Forsyths there most days. Our man hasnt been able to get his home address, which is a blasted nuisance  we just know he lives out in Vigo district with some tart.
  Most days at siesta time he goes for coffee to a local cafe. Thats where we want you to make contact with him.


  Does he go by himself?


  Apart from him theres just a secretary at the office. He always takes that half-hour by himself in the afternoon.


  Harry nodded. He used to like going off alone at school.


  Weve had him watched. Its bloody nerve-racking  I worry Forsyth might spot our man. He passed Harry a couple of photos from a file on the desk. He took
  these.


  The first photograph showed Sandy, well dressed and tanned, walking down a street talking to an army officer. Sandy had bent to catch his words, his face solemnly attentive. The second showed
  him striding carelessly along, jacket unbuttoned, smoking. There was a confident, knowing smile on his face.


  He looks prosperous.


  Hillgarth nodded. Oh, hes not short of money. He turned back to the file. The flat weve got you is a couple of streets from his office. Its on the
  fringe of a poor area, but with the housing shortage itll be credible to house a junior diplomat there.


  Yes, sir.


  Your flats actually not bad, Im told. Used to belong to some Communist functionary under the Republic. Probably been shot by now. Settle in there, but dont go to the
  cafe yet.


  Whats it called, sir?


  Caf Rocinante.


  Harry smiled wryly. The name of Don Quijotes horse.


  Hillgarth nodded, then looked steadily at Harry. Word of advice, he said with a smile, his tone friendly though his eyes were hard. You look too serious, like you had the
  weight of the world on your shoulders. Cheer up a bit, smile. Look on it as an adventure.


  Harry blinked. An adventure. Spying on an old friend who was working with fascists.


  The ambassador gave a sudden harsh laugh. Adventure! Dear God preserve us. There are too many adventurers in this damn country if you ask me. He turned to Harry, his face animated.
  Listen, Brett. You sound like youve got your head screwed on, but be damned careful. I agreed to your coming because its important we find out whats going on, but I
  dont want you upsetting any applecarts.


  Im not sure I understand, sir.


  This regime is divided in two. Most of the generals who won the Civil War are solid sensible people who admire England and want Spain kept out of the war. Its my job to build
  bridges and strengthen their hand with Franco. I dont want it getting to the Generalsimo that weve got spies nosing round one of his pet projects.


  Hillgarth nodded.


  I understand, said Harry. Hoare doesnt want me here at all, he thought. Im in the middle of some bloody piece of politics.


  Hillgarth rose. Well, Ive got this ceremony for the Naval Heroes of Spain. Better show the flag, eh, ambassador?


  Hoare nodded and Hillgarth rose, Harry and Tolhurst following. Hillgarth picked up the file and handed it to Harry. It had a red cross on the front.


  Tolly will take you to your flat. Take Forsyths dossier, have a good look, but bring it back tomorrow. Tolly will show you where to sign it out.


  As they left, Harry turned to look at Hoare. He was staring out of the window, frowning at the airmen who had started to drift back into the yard.





  Chapter Four


  
OUTSIDE THE AMBASSADORS ROOM Tolhurst smiled apologetically. Sorry about Sam, he said in a low voice. He wouldnt
  normally be in at a briefing for a new agent, but hes nervous about this job. Hes got a rule: intelligence gathering is allowed, but no espionage, no antagonizing the regime. Some
  socialists came a few weeks ago to try and get help for the guerrillas fighting against Franco. Bloody dangerous for them. He sent them packing.


  Harry hadnt liked Hoare, but was still slightly shocked by Tolhurst calling him Sam. Because he wants good relations with the Monarchists? he asked.


  Exactly. After the Civil War they hate the Reds, you can imagine. Tolhurst fell silent as they stepped into the street, the civiles saluting as they passed. He opened the
  door of the Ford, wincing at the heat of the handle.


  He renewed the conversation as they drove away. They say Churchill sent Sam here to get him out of the way, he confided cheerfully. Cant stand him, doesnt
  trust him either. Thats why he put the captain in charge of Intelligence; hes an old friend of Winstons. From his days out of government.


  Arent we all supposed to be on the same side?


  Theres a lot of internal politics.


  You can say that again.


  Tolhurst smiled sardonically. Sams a bitter man. He wanted to be Viceroy of India.


  The in-fighting cant make anyones job easier.


  Way things are, old boy. Tolhurst looked at him seriously. Best you should know the score.


  Harry changed the subject. When I was at school I remember some adventure books by an Alan Hillgarth. Not the same man, I suppose?


  Tolhurst nodded. The very same. Not bad, are they? Ever read the one set in Spanish Morocco? The War Maker. Franco comes into it. Fictionalized, of course. The captain admired him,
  you can tell.


  I havent read it. I know Sandy Forsyth liked them.


  Did he now? Tolhurst said with interest. Ill tell the captain. Thatll amuse him.


  They drove through the centre into a maze of narrow streets of four-storey tenements. It was late afternoon and the heat was starting to lift, long shadows falling across the road as Tolhurst
  steered carefully over the cobbles. The tenements had had no attention for years, plaster was falling from the brickwork like flesh from skeletons. There were several bombsites, heaps of stone
  overgrown with weeds. There were no other cars around and passers-by glanced at the car curiously. A donkey pulling a cart shied away into the pavement as they passed, nearly unseating its rider.
  Harry watched as the man steadied himself, mouthing a curse.


  I was wondering, he said, how I was recruited. He kept his tone casual. Just interest. Never mind if you cant tell me.


  Oh, thats no secret. They were hunting up Forsyths old contacts and a master at Rookwood mentioned you.


  Mr Taylor?


  Dont know the name. When they found you knew Spain they were in seventh heaven. Thats where the interpreter idea came from.


  I see.


  Real piece of luck. Tolhurst skirted a crack in the road by a bombsite. Did you know, the embassy here was the first piece of British soil to be hit by a German
  bomb?


  What? Oh, during the Civil War?


  Hit the garden by accident when the Germans were bombing Madrid. Sams had it put back in order. He has his good points. Hes a first-class organizer, the embassy runs like
  clockwork. You have to give the pink rat his due.


  The what?


  Tolhurst smiled confidentially. Its his nickname. He gets these fits of panic, thinks Spains about to come into the war and hell be shot, has to be persuaded not to
  run off to Portugal. Dyou know, the other evening a bat flew into his study and he hid under the table, screaming for someone to take it away. You can imagine what Hillgarth thinks. But when
  hes on form Sams a bloody good diplomat. Loves strutting about as the King-Emperors representative; the Monarchists all go soppy at anything to do with royalty, of course. Ah,
  here we are.


  Tolhurst had pulled up in a dusty square. There was a statue of a soldier in eighteenth-century dress on a pedestal in the middle, one arm missing, and a few fly-blown shops with half-empty
  windows. Tenements ringed the square, the windows behind the rusty iron balconies shuttered against the afternoon heat. The place must have had style once. Harry studied them through the window. He
  remembered a picture he had bought in a back-street shop in 1931: a crumbling tenement building like this, a girl leaning out of a window, smiling as a gipsy serenaded her underneath. He had it in
  his room at Cambridge. There was something romantic about decaying buildings; the Victorians had loved them, of course. But it was different if you had to live in them.


  Tolhurst pointed to a narrow street leading north, where the buildings looked even more down at heel.


  Wouldnt go down there if I were you. Thats La Latina. Bad area, leads across the river to Carabanchel.


  I know, Harry replied. There was a family we used to visit in Carabanchel when I came in 1931.


  Tolhurst looked at him curiously.


  The Nationalists shelled it badly during the Siege, didnt they? Harry asked.


  Yes, and theyve left it to rot since the Civil War. See the place as full of their enemies. There are people starving down there, Im told, and packs of wild dogs living in
  the ruined buildings. People have been bitten and got rabies.


  Harry looked down the long empty street.


  What else is there you should know? Tolhurst asked. English people arent very popular generally. Its the propaganda. Its never more than dirty looks,
  though.


  How do we deal with Germans if we meet them?


  Oh, just cut the bastards dead. Be careful about greeting people who look English on the streets, he added as he opened the car door. Theyre just as likely to be
  Gestapo.


  Outside the air was full of dust, a breeze lifting little whorls of it from the street. They took Harrys case from the car. A thin old woman in black crossed the square, a huge bag of
  clothes on her head supported by one hand. Harry wondered which side she had supported during the Civil War, or whether she had been one of the thousands without politics, caught in the middle. Her
  face was deeply lined, her expression tired but stoical; one of those who endured  somehow, only just.


  Tolhurst handed Harry a brown card. Your rations. The embassy gets diplomatic rations and we distribute them. Better than we get at home. A lot better than the rations they get
  here. His eyes followed the old woman. They say people are digging up vegetable roots for food. You can buy stuff on the black market, of course, but its expensive.


  Thanks. Harry pocketed the card. Tolhurst went over to one of the tenements, producing a key, and they entered a dark vestibule with cracked flaking paint. Water dripped somewhere
  and there was a smell of stale urine. They climbed stone steps to the second floor, where the doors of three flats faced them. Two little girls were playing with battered dolls in the hallway.
  Buenas tardes, Harry said, but they looked away. Tolhurst unlocked one of the doors.


  It was a three-bedroomed flat, such as Harry remembered would often house a family of ten in crowded squalor. It had been cleaned and there was a smell of polish. It was furnished like a
  middle-class home, full of heavy old sofas and cabinets. There were no pictures on the mustard-yellow walls, only blank squares where they had hung. Dust motes danced in a beam of sunlight.


  Its big, said Harry.


  Yes, better than the shoebox where I live. Just the one Communist Party official used to live here. Disgrace when you see how most people are crowded together. Left empty for a year after
  he was taken away. Then the authorities remembered they had it and put it up for rent.


  Harry ran a finger along the film of dust on the table. By the way, whats this about Himmler coming here?


  Tolhurst looked serious. Its all over the Fascist press. State visit next week. He shook his head. You never get used to the idea that we might have to run. There
  have been so many false alarms.


  Harry nodded. Hes not really brave, he thought, no more than I am. So you report directly to Hillgarth? he asked.


  Thats right. Tolhurst tapped the leg of an ornate bureau with his foot. I dont get to do any actual secret work, though. Im the admin man. He
  gave a self-deprecating laugh. Simon Tolhurst, general dogsbody. Flats found, reports typed, expenses checked. He paused. By the way, make sure you keep a careful note of
  everything you spend. Londons red-hot on expenses. Tolhurst looked out of the window at the central courtyard where patched washing flapped on lines strung between the balconies, then
  turned back to Harry. Tell me, he asked curiously, does Madrid look much different to when you were here under the Republic?


  Yes. It was bad enough then but it looks worse now. Even poorer.


  Maybe thingsll get better. I suppose at least now theres strong government.


  Maybe.


  Did you hear what Dal said  Spains a nation of peasants who need a firm hand? Cuba was the same, they just cant handle democracy. Everything goes to
  pot. Tolhurst shook his head, as though it was all beyond him. Harry felt a spurt of anger at his naivet, then reflected that it was beyond him too, the tragedy that had happened
  here. Bernie was the one who had had all the answers but his side had lost and Bernie was dead.


  Coffee? he asked Tolhurst. If there is any.


  Oh yes, place is stocked. And theres a phone, but be careful what you say, itll be tapped as youre Dip Corps. Same with letters home, theyre censored. So take
  care if youre writing to family, or a girlfriend. Got anyone back home? he added diffidently.


  Harry shook his head. No. You?


  No. They dont let me out of the embassy much. Tolhurst looked at him curiously. What took you to Carabanchel, when you were here before?


  I came with Bernie Piper. My Communist schoolfriend. Harry smiled wryly. Im sure its in my file.


  Ah. Yes. Tolhurst reddened slightly.


  He got friendly with a family down there. They were good people; Christ knows whats happened to them now. He sighed. Ill get that coffee.


  Tolhurst looked at his watch. Actually, Id better not. Got to check some damned expenses. Come to the embassy at nine tomorrow, well show you the ropes for the
  translators.


  Will the other translators know Im working for Hillgarth?


  Tolhurst shook his head. Lord, no. Theyre all regular Dip Corps, just performers in Sams circus. He laughed and extended a damp hand to Harry. Its all
  right, well run through it all tomorrow.


  
HARRY TOOK OFF his collar and tie, feeling a welcome current of air playing on the damp ring around his neck. He sat in a leather armchair and looked
  through Forsyths file. There wasnt much there: some more photographs, details of his work with Auxilio Social, his contacts in the Falange. Sandy was living in a big house, paying
  liberally for black market goods.


  Outside he heard a womans voice, harsh, calling her children in. He put down the file and walked over to the window, looking through the washing to the shadowy courtyard, where children
  were playing. He opened the windows, the old familiar smell of cooking mingled with rot striking his nostrils. He could see the woman leaning out, she was young and pretty but wore a widows
  black. She called her children again and they ran indoors.


  Harry turned back to the room. It was poorly lit and seemed full of gloomy corners, the places where pictures or posters had been removed standing out as ghostly squares. He wondered what had
  hung there. Pictures of Lenin and Stalin? There was something oppressive about the still, quiet atmosphere. The Communist would have been taken after Franco occupied Madrid, hauled away and shot in
  a cellar probably. Harry switched on the light but nothing happened. The light in the hall was the same; probably a power cut.


  He had been uneasy about spying on Sandy but now he felt a growing anger. Sandy was working with Falangists, people who wanted to make war against England. Why, Sandy? he asked
  aloud. His voice in the silence startled him. He felt suddenly alone. He was in a hostile country, working for an embassy that seemed to be a hotbed of rivalries. Tolhurst couldnt have been
  friendlier but Harry guessed he would be reporting his impressions of him to Hillgarth, taking pleasure in being in the know. He thought of Hillgarth telling him to treat this as an adventure, and
  wondered, as he had wondered from time to time during his training, if he was the right man for this job, if he was up to it. He had said nothing about his doubts: it was an important job and they
  needed him to do it. For a second, though, he felt panic clutch at the corners of his mind.


  This wont do, he told himself. There was a radio on a table in the corner and he switched it on. The glass panel in the centre lit up; the power must be back on. He remembered when he was
  at his uncles, on holiday from Rookwood, playing with the radio in the sitting room in the evening. Twiddling the dial, he would hear voices from far-off countries: Italy, Russia,
  Hitlers harsh screech from Germany. He had wished he could understand the voices that came and went, so far away, interrupted by swishes and crackles. His interest in languages had begun
  there. Now he twiddled the dial, looking for the BBC, but could find only a Spanish station playing martial music.


  He wandered through to the bedroom. The bed had been freshly made up and he lay down, suddenly tired; it had been a long day. Now the playing children had gone he was struck again by the silence
  outside, it was as though Madrid lay under a shroud. An occupied city, Tolhurst had said. He could hear the blood hissing in his ears. It seemed louder in his bad one. He thought of unpacking, but
  let his mind drift back, to 1931, his first visit to Madrid. He and Bernie, twenty years old, arriving at Atocha station on a July day, rucksacks on their backs. He remembered emerging from the
  soot-smelling station into blazing sunlight, and there was the red-yellow-purple flag of the Republic flying over the Agriculture Ministry opposite, outlined against a cobalt-blue sky so bright he
  had to screw up his eyes.


  
AFTER SANDY FORSYTH left Rookwood in disgrace, Bernie returned to the study and his friendship with
  Harry resumed: two quiet, studious boys working for their Cambridge entrance. Bernie tended to keep his political views to himself in those days. He made the rugby XV in his last year and enjoyed
  the rough, speedy brutality of the field. Harry preferred cricket; when he made the first eleven it was one of the high points of his life.


  Seven people from that years sixth form sat the Cambridge entrance. Harry came second and Bernie first, winning the 50 prize donated by an Old Boy. Bernie said it was more money
  than he had ever imagined seeing, let alone owning. In the autumn they went to Cambridge together but to different colleges and their paths diverged, Harry mixing with a serious, studious set and
  Bernie off with the socialist groups, bored with his studies. They still met for a drink now and then but less often as time passed. Harry hadnt seen Bernie for over a month when he breezed
  into his rooms one summer morning at the end of their second year.


  Whatre you doing these hols? he asked once Harry had made tea.


  Im going to France. Its been decided. Im going to spend the summer travelling around, trying to get fluent. My cousin Will and his wife were going to come to start
  with, for their holidays, but shes expecting. He sighed; it had been a disappointment and he was nervous of travelling alone. Are you going to work in the shop
  again?


  No. Im going to Spain for a month. Theyre doing some great things there. Harry was reading Spanish as a second language; he knew the monarchy had fallen that April. A
  Republic had been declared, with a government of liberals and socialists dedicated, they said, to bringing reform and progress to one of Europes most backward countries.


  I want to see it, Bernie said. His face shone with enthusiasm. This new constitutions a peoples constitution, its the end for the landlords and the
  church. He looked at Harry thoughtfully. But I dont really want to go to Spain alone, either. I wondered if youd like to come. After all, you speak the language, why not
  go and see Spain too, see it first hand instead of reading dusty old Spanish playwrights? I could come to France first if you dont want to be on your own, Bernie added.
  Id like to see it. Then we could go on to Spain. He smiled. Bernie was always persuasive.


  Spains pretty primitive, though, isnt it? How will we find our way around?


  Bernie pulled a battered Labour Party card from his pocket. Thisll help us. Ill introduce you to the international socialist brotherhood.


  Harry smiled. Can I charge an interpreters fee? He realized that was why Bernie wanted him to come and felt an unexpected sadness.


  
THEY TOOK the ferry to France in July. They spent ten days in Paris then travelled slowly south by train, spending their nights in cheap hostels along
  the way. It was a pleasant, lazy time, and to Harrys pleasure their easy companionship from Rookwood returned. Bernie pored over a Spanish grammar, he wanted to be able to speak to the
  people. Some of his enthusiasm for what he called the new Spain rubbed off on Harry and they were both staring eagerly out of the window as the train pulled into Atocha that hot summer morning.


  Madrid was exciting, extraordinary. Walking round the Centro they saw buildings decorated with socialist and anarchist flags, posters for rallies and strike meetings covering the peeling walls
  of the old buildings. Here and there they saw burned-out churches, which made Harry shudder but Bernie smile with grim pleasure.


  Not much of a workers paradise, Harry said, wiping a sheen of sweat from his brow. The heat was baking, a heat such as neither of the English boys had imagined could exist.
  They were standing in the Puerta del Sol, hot and dusty. Pedlars with donkey carts threaded their way between the trams and ragged shoeshine boys slumped against the walls in the shade. Old women
  in black shawls shuffled by like dusty, smelly birds.


  Christ, Harry, theyve had centuries of oppression, Bernie said. Not least from the church. Most of those burned-out churches were full of gold and silver. Its
  going to take a long time.


  They got a room on the second floor of a crumbling hostal in a narrow street off the Puerta del Sol. On the balcony opposite theirs a couple of prostitutes often sat resting. They would
  call bawdy remarks across the street, laughing. Harry would redden and turn away, but Bernie shouted back at them, saying theyd no money for such luxuries.


  The heat continued; during the hottest part of the day they stayed in the hostal, lying on their beds with their shirts open, reading or dozing, savouring every tiny breeze that wafted
  through the window. Then in the late afternoon they would walk in the city before spending the evenings in the bars.


  One evening they went to a bar in La Latina called El Toro where flamenco dancing was advertised. Bernie had seen it in El Socialista, the socialist newspaper, full of optimism and hope,
  which he got Harry to translate for him. When they got there the bulls heads round the walls startled them. The other customers were working men and eyed Harry and Bernie curiously, giving
  one another amused nudges. The boys ordered a greasy cocido and sat at a bench under a banner advertising a strike meeting, next to a burly brown-faced man with a drooping moustache. The
  buzz of conversation died as two men in narrow jackets and round black hats walked into the centre of the room, carrying guitars. They were followed by a woman in wide red and black skirts and a
  low bodice, a black mantilla covering her head. All had narrow faces and skin so dark they reminded Harry of Singh, Rookwoods Indian boy. The men began to play and the woman sang, with a
  fierce intensity that kept his attention even though he couldnt follow the words. They performed three songs, each one greeted with applause, then one of the men came round with a hat.
  Muy bien, Harry said, muchas gracias. He put a peseta in the cap.


  The big man next to them said something to them in Spanish. What was that? Bernie whispered to Harry.


  He says theyre singing about oppression by the landlords.


  The workman was studying them with amused interest. That is good, Bernie said in halting Spanish.


  The big man nodded approvingly. He extended a hand to Bernie and Harry. It was hard and callused.


  Pedro Mera Garca, the man said. Where are you from?


  Inglaterra. Bernie pulled his party card from his pocket. Partido Laborista Ingls. Pedro smiled broadly. Bienvenidos,
  compadres.


  
SO BERNIES FRIENDSHIP with the Mera family began. They regarded him as a comrade, and the apolitical Harry as his
  slightly retarded cousin. There was an evening in early September, shortly before they were due to return to England, that Harry particularly remembered. It was cooler in the evenings now and
  Bernie sat on the balcony with Pedro, his wife Ins and their elder son Antonio, who was Harry and Bernies age and like his father a union activist in the brickworks. Inside the
  saln Harry had been teaching three-year-old Carmela some English words. Her ten-year-old brother, Francisco, thin and tubercular, sat watching with large, tired eyes as Carmela sat
  on the arm of Harrys chair, repeating the strange words with fascinated solemnity.


  At last she got bored and went to play with her dolls. Harry went onto the tiny balcony and looked out across the square, where a welcome breeze stirred up the dust. The sound of voices came up
  from below. A beer seller called his trade in a high sharp voice. Doves circled in the darkening sky, flashes of white against the red-tiled roofs.


  Help me, Harry, Bernie said. I want to ask Pedro if the government will win the vote of confidence tomorrow.


  Harry asked and Pedro nodded. He should. But the Presidents looking for any excuse to get Azaa out. He agrees with the Monarchists that even the miserable reforms the
  governments trying to put through are an attack on their rights.


  Antonio laughed bitterly. What will they do if we ever really challenge them? He shook his head. This proposal for an agrarian reform act has no funds to back it because
  Azaa wont raise taxes. People feel let down and angry.


  Now that youve got the Republic, Bernie said, Spain must never go back.


  Pedro nodded. I think the Socialists should leave the government, have an election, win a proper majority. Then well see.


  But would the ruling classes let you govern? Wont they bring out the army?


  Pedro passed Bernie a cigarette. Bernie had started smoking since he came to Spain. Let them try that, Pedro said. Let them try and see what we will give them.


  Next day Harry and Bernie went to see the vote of confidence in the Cortes. There were crowds round the parliament building but they had managed to get passes through Pedro. An attendant led
  them up echoing marble stairs to a gallery above the chamber. The blue benches were packed with deputies in suits and frock coats. The left-liberal leader Azaa was speaking in a strong,
  impassioned voice, one short arm beating at the air. Depending on their politics the newspapers portrayed him either as a frog-faced monster or as the father of the Republic, but Harry thought how
  ordinary he looked. He spoke fiercely, passionately. He made a point and turned to the deputies behind him, who clapped and shouted their approval. Azaa ran a hand through his wispy white
  hair and went on, listing the Republics achievements. Harry scanned the faces below, recognizing the socialist politicians whose faces he had seen in newspapers: round fat Prieto; Largo
  Caballero, surprisingly bourgeois-looking with his square face and white moustache. For once Harry felt caught up in the excitement.


  Lively lot, arent they? he whispered to Bernie. But Bernies face when he turned was angry, contemptuous.


  Its a bloody theatre, Bernie said angrily. Look at them. Millions of Spaniards want a decent life and they get this  circus. He surveyed the rustling sea of
  heads below him. Something stronger than this is needed if were to have socialism. Come on, lets get out of here.


  That night they went to a bar in the Centro. Bernie was in an angry, cynical mood.


  Democracy, he said angrily. It just swallows people up into a corrupt bourgeois system. Its the same in England.


  But itll take years to make Spain a modern country, Harry said. And whats the alternative? Revolution and bloodshed, like in Russia?


  The workers have to take things into their own hands. He looked at Harry, then sighed. Oh come on, he said. Lets go back to the hostal.
  Its late.


  They stumbled up the road in silence, both a little drunk. Their room was stuffy and Bernie pulled off his shirt and went onto the balcony. The two whores sat drinking opposite, wearing
  colourful dressing gowns. They called across.


  Ay, ingls! Por que no juegues con nosotros?


  I cant come and play! Bernie called back cheerfully. Ive no money!


  We dont want money! We keep saying, if only the handsome blond would come and play! The women laughed. Bernie laughed too and turned to Harry. Harry felt uneasy, a little
  shocked.


  Fancy it? Bernie asked. They had joked about going with a Spanish prostitute for weeks but it had been bravado, they had done nothing about it.


  No. God, Bernie, you could catch something.


  Bernie grinned at him. Scared? He ran a hand through his thick blond hair, his big bicep flexing.


  Harry blushed. I dont want to do it with a couple of drunk whores. Besides, its you they want, not me. Jealousy flickered inside him as it sometimes did. Bernie had
  something he lacked: an energy, a daring, a lust for life. It wasnt just his looks.


  Theydve asked you too if youd been at the balcony.


  Dont go, Harry said. You could catch something.


  Bernies eyes were alive with excitement. Im going. Come on. Last chance. Bernie chuckled, then smiled at him. Youve got to learn to live, Harry, boy.
  Learn to live.


  
TWO DAYS LATER they left Madrid. Antonio Mera helped them carry their bags to the station.


  They changed trams at the Puerta de Toledo. It was mid-afternoon, siesta time, the sunny streets empty. A lorry rolled slowly by, its canvas cover gaily painted, the words La
  Barraca on its side.


  Lorcas new theatre for the people, Antonio said. He was a tall dark youth, broad like his father. His lip curled slightly. Off to bring Caldern to the
  peasants.


  Thats a good thing, isnt it? Harry said. I thought education was one thing the Republic had reformed.


  Antonio shrugged. Theyve closed the Jesuit schools, but there arent enough new ones. The old story, the bourgeois parties wont tax the rich to pay for
  them.


  A little way off there was a crack, like a car backfiring. The sound was repeated twice, closer. A youth no older than Bernie and Harry ran out of a side street. He wore flannels and a dark
  shirt, expensive clothes for Carabanchel. His face was terrified, wide-eyed, gleaming with sweat. He tore away down the street, disappearing into an alley.


  Whos that? Harry asked.


  Antonio took a deep breath. I wonder. That could be one of Redondos fascists.


  Two more young men appeared, in vests and workmens trousers. One held something small and dark in his hand. Harry stared open-mouthed as he realized it was a gun.


  Down there! Antonio called, pointing to where the youth had fled. He went down there!


  Gracias, compadre! The boy raised his gun in salute and the two sped away. Harry waited breathlessly for more shots but none came.


  They were going to kill him, he said in a shocked whisper.


  Antonio looked guilty for a moment, then frowned. He was from the JONS. We have to stop the Fascists taking root.


  Who were the others?


  Communists. Theyve sworn to stop them. Good luck to them, I say.


  Theyre right, Bernie agreed. Fascists are vermin, the lowest of the low.


  He was just a boy running, Harry protested. He didnt have a gun.


  Antonio laughed bitterly. Theyve got guns all right. But the Spanish workers wont go down like the Italians.


  The tram arrived, the ordinary everyday jingling tram, and they got aboard. Harry studied Antonio. He looked tired; he had another shift at the brickworks tonight. He thought sadly,
  Bernies got more in common with him than with me.


  
HARRY LAY ON the bed, tears pricking at the corners of his eyes. He remembered how, on the train back, Bernie said he wasnt going back to
  Cambridge. Hed had enough of living cut off from the real world and was going back to London, where the class struggle was. Harry thought he would change his mind, but he didnt; he
  didnt return to Cambridge in the autumn. They exchanged letters for a while but Bernies letters talking about strikes and anti-fascist demonstrations were as alien in their way as
  Sandy Forsyths about the dogtracks had been, and after a while that correspondence too petered out.


  Harry got up. He felt restless now. He needed to get out of the flat, the silence was getting on his nerves. He washed, changed his shirt, then descended the dank staircase.


  The square was still quiet. There was a faint smell he remembered, urine from malfunctioning drains. He thought of the picture on his wall, the romantic veneer it gave to poverty and want. He
  had been young and naive in 1931, but his attachment to the picture had stayed over the years, the young girl smiling at the gipsy. In 1931 he had thought the scene in the picture would soon be in
  the past; like Bernie, he had hoped Spain would progress. Yet the Republic had collapsed into chaos, then civil war, and now fascism. Harry circled, pausing at a bakers shop. There was
  little on display, only a few barras de pan, none of the little sticky cakes the Spaniards loved. Bernie had eaten five one afternoon then had a paella in the evening and been
  spectacularly sick.


  A couple of workmen passed Harry, giving him quick hostile glances. He was conscious of his well-cut jacket, his tie. He noticed a church at the corner of the square; it had been burned out,
  probably in 1936. The ornate facade still stood but there was no roof; the sky was visible through weed-encrusted windows. A big notice in bright crayon declared that Mass was said at the
  priests house next door, and confessions heard. Arriba Espaa!, the notice concluded.


  Harry had his bearings now. If he headed uphill he should reach the Plaza Mayor. On the way was El Toro, the bar where he and Bernie had met Pedro. A Socialist haunt once. He walked on, his
  footsteps echoing in the narrow street, a welcome evening breeze cooling him. He was glad he had come out.


  El Toro was still there, the sign of a bulls head swinging outside. Harry hesitated a moment then walked in. It had not changed in nine years: bulls heads mounted on the walls, old
  black-and-white posters yellow with nicotine and age advertising ancient bullfights. The Socialists had disapproved of bullfighting but the landlords wine was good and he was a supporter so
  they had indulged him.


  There were only a few patrons, old men in berets. They gave Harry unfriendly stares. The young, energetic landlord Harry remembered, darting to and fro behind his crowded bar, was gone. In his
  place stood a stocky middle-aged man with a heavy square face. He tipped his head interrogatively. Seor?


  Harry ordered a glass of red wine, fishing in his pockets for the unfamiliar coins embossed, like everything else, with the Falangist yoke and arrows. The barman set his drink before him.


  Alemn? he asked. German?


  No. Ingls.


  The barman raised his eyebrows and turned away. Harry went and sat at a bench. He picked up a discarded copy of Arriba, the Falange newspaper, the thin paper crinkling. On the front page
  a Spanish border guard shook hands with a German officer on a Pyrenean road. The article spoke of eternal friendship, how the Fhrer and the Caudillo would decide the future of the Western
  Mediterranean together. Harry took a sip of the wine; it was harsh as vinegar.


  He studied the picture, the breathless celebration of the New Order. He remembered telling Bernie once that he stood for Rookwood values. He had probably sounded pompous. Bernie had laughed
  impatiently and said Rookwood was a training ground for the capitalist elite. Maybe it was, Harry thought, but it was a better elite than Hitlers. Despite everything, that was still true. He
  remembered the newsreels he had seen of the things that happened in Germany, elderly Jews cleaning the streets with toothbrushes amidst laughing crowds.


  He looked up. The barman was talking quietly to a couple of the old men. They kept glancing at him. Harry forced himself to drain his glass and got up. He called
  Adis, but there was no reply.


  There were more people about now: well-dressed, middle-class office workers making their way home. He passed under an archway and stood in the Plaza Mayor, the centre of old Madrid, of festivals
  and pronunciamientos. The two big fountains were dry but there were still cafes round the broad square, little tables outside where a scattering of office workers sat with coffees or
  brandies. Even here, though, the shop windows were half empty, paint flaking from the ancient buildings. Beggars huddled in some of the ornate doorways. A pair of civiles circled.


  Harry stood irresolutely, wondering whether to have a coffee. The street lights were starting to come on, weak and white. Harry remembered how easy it was to get lost in the narrow streets, or
  trip in a pothole. A couple of the beggars had risen and were walking towards him. He turned away.


  As he left the square he noticed that a woman walking ahead of him had stopped dead, her back to him: a woman in an expensive-looking white dress, red hair covered with a little hat. He stopped
  too, astonished. Surely it was Barbara. That was her hair, her walk. The woman began walking again, turning rapidly down a side street, moving quickly, her figure fading to a white blur in the
  dusk.


  Harry ran after her, then stood irresolute at the corner, unsure whether to follow. It couldnt be Barbara, she couldnt still be here. And Barbara would never have worn clothes like
  that.
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