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Prologue

In the final months of 1941, General Erwin Rommel—com-
mander of the Axis armies in North Africa—began to receive
secret messages about the British armies that faced him. The
source of this secret intelligence was not identified to Rommel.
In fact, the contents of the messages sent to him were carefully
rewritten to prevent anyone’s guessing the source of these se-
crets and how they were obtained. But the messages were star-
tling in their completeness; the dates of arrival of supply ships
and their cargoes, the disposition of the Allied armies and air
forces, the state of their morale and their equipment, and even
what their next operations might be were provided promptly
and regularly to Rommel’s intelligence officer.

Said one specialist historian, “And what messages they
were! They provided Rommel with undoubtedly the broadest
and clearest picture of enemy forces and intentions available to
any Axis commander throughout the whole war. . . . In the
see-saw North African warfare, Rommel had been driven back
across the desert by the British . . . but beginning on January 21,
1942, he rebounded with such vigour that in seventeen days he
had thrown the British back 300 miles.”*

*David Kahn, The Codebreakers (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966).
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They say that the sergeant’s a very nice chap,
Oh, what a tale to tell.

Ask him for leave on a Saturday night—
He'll pay your fare home as well.

There’s many a soldier has blighted his life
Thro’ writing rude words on the wall,

You’ll get no promotion this side of the ocean,
So cheer up, my lads. Bless ‘em all!

TROOPING SONG

Cairo: January 1942

“I like escorting prisoners,” said Captain Albert Cutler, settling
back and stretching out his legs along the empty seats. He was
wearing a cream-colored linen suit that had become rumpled
during the journey. “When I face a long train journey, I try and
arrange to do it.”

He was a florid-faced man with a pronounced Glasgow ac-
cent. There was no mistaking where he came from. It was obvi-
ous right from the moment he first opened his mouth.

The other man was Jimmy Ross. He was in khaki, with
corporal’s stripes on his sleeves. He was that rarest of Scots, a
Highlander: from a village in Wester Ross. But they’'d tacitly
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agreed to bury their regional differences for this brief period of
their acquaintanceship. It was Ross’s pocket chess set that had
cemented their relationship. They were both at about the same
level of skill. During the journey they must have played fifty
games. At least fifty. And that was not counting the little demon-
strations that Cutler had pedantically given him: openings and
endings from some of the great games of the chess masters. He
could remember them. He had a wonderful memory. He said that
was what made him such a good detective.

It was an old train, with all the elaborate bobbins and
fretwork that the Edwardians loved. The luggage rack was of
polished brass with tassels at each end. There was even a small
beveled mirror in a mahogany frame. In the roof there was a fan
that didn’t work very well. According to the wind and the direc-
tion of the train, the ventilator emitted gusts of sooty smoke
from the locomotive. It did it now, and Ross coughed.

There came the sounds of passengers picking their way
along the corridor. They stumbled past with their kit and bag-
gage and rifles and equipment. They spoke in the tired voices of
men who have not slept; the train was very crowded. They
couldn’t see in. All the blinds were kept lowered on this com-
partment, but there was enough sunlight getting through the
linen. It made a curious shadowless light.

“Why would you like that?”” said Jimmy Ross. ‘“Escorting
prisoners. Why would you like that?”’ He had a soft Scots accent
that you’d only notice if you were looking for it. Jimmy Ross was
slim and dark and more athletic than Cutler, but both men were
much the same. Their similarities of upbringing—bright, work-
ing-class, grammar school graduates without money enough to
g0 up to university—had more than once made them exchange
looks that said, There but for the grace of God go I, or words to
that effect.

“l wear my nice civvy clothes, and I get a compartment to
myself. Room to put my feet up. Room to stretch out and sleep.
No one’s bothered us, have they? I like it like that, especially on
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these trains.” Cutler tugged at the window blind and raised it a
few inches to look out at the scenery. On the glass, as on the
windows to the corridor, there were large gummed-paper no-
tices that bore the royal coat of arms, smudged rubber stamps,
the scrawled signatures of a representative of the provost mar-
shal, and the words RESERVED COMPARTMENT in big black letters. No
one with any sense would have intruded upon them.

Bright sunlight came into the compartment as he raised the
blind. So did the smell of excrement, which was spread on the
fields as fertilizer. Cutler blinked.: Outside, the countryside was
green: dusty, of course, like everything in this part of the world,
but very green. This was Egypt in winter: the fertile region.

The train clattered and groaned. It was not going fast; Egyp-
tian trains never went fast. Scrawny dark-skinned men, riding
donkeys alongside the track, stared back at them. In the fields,
women were bending to weed a row of crops. They stepped
forward, still in line, like soldiers. ‘A long time yet,” pronounced
Cutler, looking at his watch. He lowered the blind again. When
the train reached Cairo the two men would part. Cutler, the
army policeman, would take up his nice new appointment with
Special Investigation Branch Headquarters, Middle East. Jimmy
Ross would be thrown into a stinking army ‘“‘glasshouse.” He
knew he could expect a very rough time while awaiting court-
martial. The military prison in Cairo had a bad reputation. After
he’d been tried and found guilty, he might be sent to one of the
army prisons in the desert. Ross smiled sadly, and Cutler felt
sorry for him. It hadn’t been a bad journey; two Scotsmen can
always find something in common.

“Have you never been attacked?”’ said Ross.

“Attacked?”

“By prisoners. Don’t men get desperate when they are
under arrest?”’

Cutler chuckled. “You wouldn’t hurt me, would you?”’ There
was not much difference in their ages or their builds. Cutler
wasn't frightened of the prisoner. Potbellied as he was, he felt



6 LEN DEIGHTON

physically superior to him. In Glasgow, as a young copper on the
beat, he’d learned how to look after himself in any sort of rough-
house.

“I’'m not a violent man,” said Ross.

“You're not?”’ Cutler laughed. Ross was charged with mur-
der.

Reading his thoughts, Jimmy Ross said, “‘He had it coming
to him. He was a rotten bastard.”

“I know, laddie.” He could see that Jimmy Ross was a

decent enough fellow. He’d read Ross’s statement and those of
the witnesses. Ross was the only NCO there. The officer was an
idiot who would have got them all killed. And he’d pulled a gun
on his men. That was never a good idea. But Cutler was tempted
to add that his victim’s being a bastard would count for nothing.
Ross was an “other rank,” and he’d killed an officer. That’s what
would count. In wartime on active service they would throw the
book at him. He'd be lucky to get away with twenty years hard
labor. Very lucky. He might get a death sentence.
— Jimmy Ross read his thoughts. He was sitting handcuffed,
looking down at the khaki uniform he was wearing. He fingered
the rough material. When he looked up he could see the other
man was grimacing. ‘“Are you all right, captain?”’

Cutler did not feel all right. ‘‘Did you have that cold chicken,
laddie?”’ Cutler had grown into the habit of calling people laddie.
As a police detective-inspector in Glasgow it was his favored
form of address. He never addressed prisoners by their first
names; it heightened expectations. Other Glasgow coppers used
to say sir to the public, but Cutler was not that deferential.

“You know what I had,” said Ross. “I had a cheese sand-
wich.”

“Something’s giving me a pain in the guts,” said Cutler.

“It was the bottle of whisky that did it.”

Cutler grinned ruefully. He’d not had a drink for nearly a
week. That was the bad part of escorting a prisoner. “Get my bag
down from the rack, laddie.” Cutler rubbed his chest. “I'll take
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a couple of my tablets. I don’'t want to arrive at a new job and
report sick the first minute I get there.” He stretched out on the
seat, extending his legs as far as they would go. His face had
suddenly changed to an awful shade of gray. Even his lips were
pale. His forehead was wet with perspiration, and he looked as
if he might vomit.

“It’s a good job, is it?”” Jimmy Ross pretended he could see
nothing wrong. He got to his feet and, with his hands still cuffed,
got the leather case. He watched Cutler as he opened it.

Cutler’s hands were trembling so much he had trouble fit-
ting the key into the locks. With the lid open Ross reached
across, got the bottle, and shook tablets out of it. Cutler opened
his palm to catch two of them. He threw them into his mouth and
swallowed them without water. He seemed to have trouble get-
ting the second one down. His face hardened as if he was going
to choke on it. He frowned and swallowed hard. Then he rubbed
his chest and gave a brief bleak smile, trying to show he was all
right. He’d said he often got indigestion; it was the worry of the
job. Ross stood there for a moment looking at him. It would be
easy to crack him over the head with his hands. He could bring
the steel cuffs down together onto his head. He’d seen someone
do it on stage in a play.

For a moment or two Cutler seemed better. He tried to
overcome his pain. “I've got to find a spy in Cairo. I won't be able
to find him, of course, but I’ll go through the motions.” He closed
the leather case. “You can leave it there. I'll be changing my
trousers before we arrive. That’s the trouble with linen; it gets
wrinkled. And I want to look my best. First impressions count.”

Ross sat down and watched him with that curiosity and
concerned detachment with which the healthy always observe
the sick. “Why won’t you be able to find him?’ Being under
arrest had not lessened his determined hope that Britain would
win the war, and this fellow Cutler should be trying harder. “You
said you were a detective.”

“Ah! In Glasgow before the war, I was. CID. A bloody good
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one. That’s why the army gave me the rank straight from the
force. I never did an officer’s training course. They were short of
trained investigators. They sent me to Corps of Military Police
Depot at Mytchett. Two weeks to learn to march, salute, and be
lectured on military law and court-martial routines. That’s all I
got. I came straight out here.”

“I see.”

Cutler became defensive. “What chance do I stand? What
chance would anyone stand? They can’t find him with radio
detectors. They don’t think he’s one of the refugees. They've
exhausted all the usual lines of investigation.” Cutler was speak-
ing frankly in a way he hadn’t spoken to anyone for a long time.
You could speak like that to a man you’d never see again. “‘It’s
a strange town, full of Arabs. This place they're sending me to:
Bab-el-Hadid barracks—there’s no one there. . . . I mean there
are no names I recognize, and I know the names of all the good
coppers. They're all soldiers.” He said it disgustedly; he didn’t
think much of the army. “Conscripts . . . a couple of lawyers.
There are no real policemen there at all; that’s my impression,
anyway. And I don’t even speak the language. Arabic: just a lot
of gibberish. How can I take a statement or do anything?”’ Very
slowly and carefully Cutler swung his legs around so he could
put his feet back on the floor again. He leaned forward and
sighed. He seemed to feel a bit better. But Ross could see that
having bared his heart to a stranger, Cutler now regretted it.

“So why did they send for you?” said Ross.

“You know what the army’s like. I'm a detective; that's all
they know. For the top brass, detectives are like gunners or
bakers or sheet-metal workers. One is much like the other. They
don’t understand that investigation is an art.”

“Yes. In the army, you're just a number,” said Ross.

“They think finding spies is like finding thieves or finding
lost wallets. It’s no good trying to tell them different. These army
people think they know it all.” A sudden thought struck him.
“Not a regular, are you?”’
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“No.”

“No, of course not. What did you do before the war?”

“I was in the theater.”

‘“Actor?”

“I wanted to be an actor. But I settled for stage managing.
Before that I was a clerk in a solicitor’s office.”

“An actor. Everyone’s an actor, I can tell you that from
personal experience,” said Cutler. He suddenly grimaced again
and rubbed his arms, as if at a sudden pain. “But they don’t
know that. . . . Jesus! Jesus!” and then, more quietly, “That
chicken must have been off.” His voice had become very hoarse.
‘“Listen, laddie. . . . Oh, my God!” He’d hunched his shoulders
very small and pulled up his feet from the floor, like an old
woman frightened of a mouse. Then he hugged himself; with his
mouth half open, he dribbled saliva and let out a series of little
moaning sounds.

Jimmy Ross sat there watching him. Was it a heart attack?
He didn’t know what to do. There was no one to whom he could
go for assistance; they had kept apart from the other passengers.
“Shall I pull the emergency cord?”’ Cutler didn’t seem to hear
him. Ross looked up, but there was no emergency cord.

Cutler’s eyes had opened very wide. ‘I think I need . . .” He
was hugging himself very tightly and swaying from side to side.
All the spirit had gone out of him. There was none of the pris-
oner-and-guard relationship now; he was a supplicant. It was
pitiful to see him so crushed. “Don’t run away.”

“I won’t run away.”

“I need a doctor. . ..”

Ross stood up to lean over him.

“Awwww!”’

Hands still cuffed together, Ross reached out to him. By that
time it was too late. The policeman toppled slightly, his forehead
banged against the woodwork with a sharp crack, and then his
head settled back against the window. His eyes were staring, and
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his face was colored green by the light coming through the linen
blind.

Ross held him by the sleeve and stopped him from falling
over completely. Hands still cuffed, he touched Cutler’s fore-
head. It was cold and clammy, the way they always described it
in detective stories. Cutler’s eyes remained wide open. The dead
man looked very old and small.

Suddenly Ross stopped feeling sorry. He felt a pang of fear.
They would say he’'d done it, he’d murdered this military police-
man: Captain Cutler. They’d say he’d fed him poison or hit him
the way he’d hit that cowardly bastard he’d killed. He tried to
still his fears, telling himself that they couldn’t hang you twice.
Telling himself he’d look forward to seeing their faces when they
found him with a corpse. It was no good; he was scared.

He stared down at the handcuffs. His wrists had become
chafed. He might as well unlock them. That was the first thing
to do, and then perhaps he’d get help. Cutler kept the key in his
right-side jacket pocket, and it was easy to find. There were
other keys on the same ring, including the little keys to Cutler’s
other luggage that was in the baggage car. He rubbed his wrists.
It was good to get the cuffs off. Cutler had been decent enough
about the handcuffing. One couldn’t blame a man for taking
precautions with a murderer.

With the handcuffs removed, Jimmy Ross felt different. He
juggled the keys in the palm of his hand and on an impulse
unlocked Cutler’s leather bag and opened it. There were papers
there: official papers. Ross wanted to see what the authorities
had written about his case.

It was amazing what people carried around with them: a
bottle of shampoo, a silver locket with the photo of an older
woman, a silver-backed hairbrush, and a letter from a Glasgow
branch of the Royal Bank of Scotland acknowledging that he’'d
closed his mother’s account with them. It was dated three
months before. Now that the mail from Britain went around
Africa, it was old by the time it arrived. There was a green
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cardboard file of papers about Cutler’s job in Cairo. ‘“‘Albert
George Cutler . . . to become a major with effect the first Decem-
ber 1941.” So the new job brought him promotion too. Acting
and unpaid, of course; promotions were usually like that, as he
knew from working in the orderly room. But a major: a major
was somebody.

He looked at the other papers in the case, but he could find
nothing about himself. Travel warrant, movement order, a
brown envelope containing six big white five-pound notes and
seven one-pound notes. A tiny handyman’s diary with tooled
leather cover and a neat little pencil in a holder in its spine. Then
he found the amazing identity pass that all the special investiga-
tion staff carried, a pink-colored SIB warrant card. He'd heard
rumors about these passes, but he didn’t think he’d ever hold one
in his hands. It was a carte blanche. The rights accorded the
bearer of the pass were all-embracing. Captain Cutler could
wear any uniform or civilian clothes he chose, assume any rank,
go anywhere, and do anything he wished.

A pass like this would be worth a thousand pounds on the
black market. He looked at the photograph of Cutler. It was a
poor one, hurriedly snapped by some conscripted photographer
and insufficiently fixed so that the print was already turning
yellow. It was undoubtedly Cutler, but it could have been any
one of a thousand other men.

It was then that the thought came to him that he could pass
himself off as Cutler. Cutler’s hair was described as straight and
Ross’s hair was wavy, but with short army haircuts there was
little difference to be seen. When alive Cutler had been red
complexioned, while Ross was tanned and more healthy looking.
But the black-and-white photograph revealed nothing of this.
Their heights were different, Cutler shorter by two inches, but it
seemed unlikely that anyone would approach him with a tape
measure and check it out. He stood up and looked in the little
mirror and held in view the photo to compare it. It was not a
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really close likeness, but how many people asked a military
police major to prove his identity? Not many.

Then his heart sank as he realized that the clothes would
give them away. He'd have to arrive wearing the white linen suit.

Changing clothes with a corpse would be too much; he
couldn’t go through with that. He opened Cutler’s other bag. It
was a fine green canvas bag of the sort that equipped safaris.
Inside, right at the top, was the pair of white canvas trousers.
Ross made sure that the blinds were down and then he changed
into the trousers. Damn! They were a couple of inches too short.

Then he had another idea. He’d get off the train in his
corporal’s uniform and use the SIB pass. But that would leave
the corpse wearing mufti. Would they believe an army corporal
would arrive in civilian clothes? Why not? They’d arrested Ross
in the corporal’s uniform he was wearing. Had he been wearing
a civilian suit, they would not have equipped him with a uniform
for the journey, would they?

He looked at himself again. Certainly those white trousers
would not do. With an overcoat he might have been able to let
the waist of the trousers go low enough for them to look normal.
But without an overcoat he’d look like a circus clown. Shit! He
could have sobbed with frustration.

Well, it was the corporal’s uniform or nothing. He looked at
himself in the little mirror and tried imitating Cutler’s Glasgow
accent. It wasn’t difficult. To his reflection he said, ‘“This is the
chance you've always prayed for, Jimmy. The star has collapsed
and you're going on in his place. Just make sure you get your
bloody lines right.”

It was worth a try. But he wouldn’t need the voice. All he
wanted to do was just get off the train and disappear into the
crowd. He'd find someplace to hide for a few days. Then he’'d
figure out where to go. In a big town like Cairo he’d have a
chance to get clear away. Rumor said the town was alive with
military criminals and deserters and black-market crooks. What
about money? If he could find some little army unit in the back
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of beyond, he’d bowl in and ask for a casual pay parade. He knew
how that was done; transient personnel were always wanting
pay. Meanwhile, he had nearly forty pounds. In a place like Cairo
that would be enough for a week or two: maybe a month. He’d
have to find a hotel. Such places as the YMCA and the hostels
and other institutions were regularly checked for deserters. The
real trouble would be the railway station and getting past the
military police patrols. Those red-capped bastards hung around
stations like wasps around a jam jar. He had Cutler’s pass, but
would they believe he was a SIB officer? More likely they’'d
believe he was a corporal without a leave pass.

He sat down and tried to think objectively. When he looked
up he was startled to find the dead eyes of Cutler staring straight
at him. He reached out and gently touched his face, half expect-
ing the dead man to smile or speak. But Cutler was dead, very
dead. Damn him! Jimmy Ross got up and went to another seat.
He had to think.

About five minutes later he started. He had to be very
methodical. First he would empty his own pockets, and then
he would empty Cutler’s pockets. They had to completely
change identity. Don’t forget the signet ring his mother had
given him; it would be a shame to lose it but it might be con-
vincing. He’d have to strip the body. He must look inside
shirts and socks for name tapes and laundry labels too. Offi-
cers didn’t do their own washing: they were likely to have
their names on every last thing. There was an Agatha Christie
yarn in which the laundry label was the most incriminating
clue. One slip could bring disaster.

As the train clattered over the points to come into Cairo station,
Ross undid the heavy leather strap that lowered the window.
Everyone else on the train seemed to have the same idea. There
were heads bobbing from every compartment. The smell of the
engine smoke was strong but not so powerful as to conceal the
smell of the city itself. Other cities smelled of beer or garlic or
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stale tobacco. Cairo’s characteristic smell was none of those.
Here was a more intriguing mix: jasmine flowers, spices, sewage,
burning charcoal, and desert dust. Ross leaned forward to see
better.

He need not have bothered. They would have found the
compartment; they were looking for the distinctive RESERVED
signs. There were two military policemen complete with red-
topped caps and beautifully blancoed webbing belts and re-
volver holsters. With them was a captain wearing his best uni-
form: starched shirt, knitted tie, and a smart peaked cap. A
military police officer! The only other time he’d ever seen one of
those was when he was formally arrested.

It was the officer who noticed Ross leaning out of the win-
dow of the train and called to him. ‘“Major Cutler! Major Cutler!”

The train came to a complete halt with a great burst of
steam and the shriek of applied brakes. The sounds echoed
within the great hall.

“Major Cutler?”’ The officer didn’t know whether to salute
this man in corporal’s uniform.

“Yes. I'm Cutler. An investigation. I haven’t had a chance to
change,” said Ross, as casually as he could. He was nervous;
could they hear it in his voice? “I’'m stuck with this uniform for
the time being.” He wondered whether he should bring out his
identity papers but decided that doing so might look odd. He
hadn't reckoned on anyone’s coming to meet him. It had given
him a jolt.

“Good journey, sir? I'm Captain Marker, your number one.”
Marker smiled. He'd heard that some of these civvy detectives
liked to demonstrate their eccentricities. He supposed that wear-
ing “other ranks” uniforms was one of them. He realized his new
master might take some getting used to.

Jimmy Ross stayed at the window without opening the train
door. “We've got a problem, Marker. I've got a prisoner here.
He’s been taken sick.”

“We'll take care of that, sir.”



