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Dear Readers,

I feel honoured and excited that A Dangerous Act of Kindness has been chosen as OverDrive's Big Library Read. I grew up in Hereford, a city on the borders of Wales where an extremely famous library is housed in the Cathedral. It is the Jacobean chained library containing books dating back to the 8th-century, but as a child I preferred an equally spectacular building on the other side of the road, the Victorian museum that housed the public library. My family were voracious readers and each Saturday, I would go with my mother to choose a book. I remember finding it hard to believe that I could take home any book I wanted for free. Even now, when I walk into a library, I'm struck with the same thought.

This story of a young widow who finds an injured German pilot on her remote farm in England at the height of the Second World War started to form in my mind when I was a teenager in Hereford. I found a book in the library called The One That Got Away about a charismatic German pilot who escaped from British captivity. For days he was on the run in the remote countryside of the Lake District and I imagined finding him, injured and needy, and helping him.

Years later, I discovered a German plane had crashed on the Downs above the Oxfordshire village where I now live. Immediately I felt that nascent story from my teenage years flood my imagination again.

I have carried this story with me for decades. Finally I can share it with the world. I do hope you enjoy being transported to a different place in time, a remote farm on the top of the chalk Downs where life seems simple, but where underneath the characters struggle with impossible decisions. It was triggered by a book from a library. Who knows? Perhaps this story will inspire someone else to let their imagination fly.

Happy reading.

LP Fergusson

Join the discussion on discuss.biglibraryread.com.
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Chapter One

The explosion was deafening. It juddered up through the Messerschmitt, into Lukas Schiller’s body. He felt his stomach twist, a fizz of terror squeezing the tip of his tongue. Had he been hit?

He strained around in his seat, staring into the twilight. The sky was empty. No puffs of ack-ack, no Spitfires. He looked at the temperature gauge: 120°C and climbing. What the hell just happened? Could he make it back across the English Channel, back to the German base at Coquelles? Yes, maybe. But not up here. He must drop down, hide in the cloud base, let the engine cool.

‘Now, mein Schätzchen,’ he said, ‘See how carefully I treat you. I won’t let you burn your insides out.’

He reached forward to turn off the ignition. His hand was trembling, he knew he must steady himself. The engine cut and he was gliding now, his breath booming in his helmet as he watched the needles drop. There was even time to glimpse enemy fields between the breaks in the clouds. They were white with snow like the alps of Swabia. He felt calmer, listening to the gale outside, calm enough to wonder if he would ever walk in the mountains again, see the ice crystals forming rainbows in front of his eyes.

He pulled off his oxygen mask to give himself more freedom and a smell smacked into his nostrils, hot metal and fuel. Waves of panic swelled inside him, pushing up into his throat. He was low now, eight hundred feet, grey clouds boiling all around him. Time to fire up the engine again. Metal screamed against metal, his ears pulsed under the agonising volume then…

Silence.

The engine had seized.

He needed to move fast. He tore off his flying helmet, his elbows crashing against the cockpit. He grabbed at the lever and jettisoned the canopy. The sudden explosion of wind and noise was terrifying. He gasped, gulped at the freezing air. The canopy was wrenched from his hand. He heard it grating along the fuselage behind.

He released his seat belt, pushed up into the slipstream. Pushed again. And again. He was jammed. His parachute pack was wedged, the gale raging around him, forcing his body down. Beneath him he felt his plane begin her final dive, a roll to the right, a drop of her nose. He was going down with her, down into the void.

With a great pump of adrenaline, Lukas leant into the roll and pushed with all his might.

And he was out, rolling along the side of the plane, the powerstorm tossing him like a rag doll. He tried to brace his head with his arms, certain he was going to smash into the tail section but then he was falling. He was clear. Tumbling through the sky, he reached up, grasped the handle and pulled.

Nothing happened.

He was dropping like a stone, the wind thundering in his ears. Fields widened, expanding beneath him as he plummeted. Cold earth, hard as iron, rushing towards him.

He grappled behind his neck, his hands desperately trying to feel the opening to the pack to help the ’chute out. Billows of silk and line bubbled up by his side, wrapping itself around his arm. Lukas twisted and tossed his body about to give it free passage.

Silk streamed past him. He looked up, saw the parachute fill, felt the full force of the deceleration in his shoulder and pain – a panting, searing pain. The cord shook the arm free, dropping it limp and useless by his side.

He twisted, trying to lessen the pressure of the harness against his shoulder but the ground was coming up fast. The parachute rotated him.

His plane swam into focus, way over there, in the distance. She was diving silently down towards a field. A herd of cows bolted away from under her, their tails held high, their hooves kicking up lumps of mud and snow. His plane sank out of sight, over a ridge and he heard a muffled thud as she hit the earth.

The parachute spiralled him round again and the wind carried him further away from her, swinging him towards some trees. As he pendulumed down towards a spinney he heard her ammunition begin to fire, a fanfare calling the enemy to muster and search but as he crashed down through the branches he heard a crackling explosion. His Messerschmitt had destroyed herself.




Chapter Two

Millie Sanger woke with a start. It was dark outside but she could hear noises coming up from the farmyard. Jack, she thought momentarily but as she ordered her untethered thoughts, grief thumped in, like a blow on a bruise. How many months had to pass before she began to heal?

And why, just once, could she not make it to the cowshed before the Land Girl?

Cursing, she pulled her clothes out from under the bedding, still warm from her body and hauled them on over her pyjamas. She struggled with the buttons; she’d always thought only old people got chilblains but this morning her fingers itched like hell.

Downstairs she tugged on one of her husband’s overcoats, pausing momentarily to press her nose into the collar in the hope she might catch the faintest scent of him. There was nothing but the dusty smell of wool. She sighed and wrapped it round her, tying a piece of binder twine several times round her waist and pulling it tight. Struggling to bend, she pulled on her boots, snatched her gloves off the line above the range and tied a headscarf around her ears before heading out into the darkness.

The light from the milking shed seeped out along the base of the blackout baffles. Not a cow in sight. Brigsie had rounded them up into the byres all on her own. Millie stood for a moment, composing herself, fighting down her unreasonable irritation. She ducked into the shed and called out,

‘Why didn’t you wake me?’

Brigsie’s head popped up over the back of a cow.

‘I thought you needed your sleep,’ she said, and that, thought Millie, is the impossibly irritating thing about my darling friend Brigsie; her intentions are kind but she makes me feel utterly inadequate.

‘Thanks, Brigsie,’ she said.

The head disappeared again, Brigsie’s voice floated up over the animals into the steamy air.

‘Mrs Wilson saw a plane come down last night.’

‘Did she?’ Millie said.

Her Golden Labrador trotted up the shed towards her. The cows shifted and stamped in their byres. He swerved as a cloven hoof lashed out backwards and skittered on, his tail wagging as he trotted. Millie squatted down and pulled gently on the dog’s ears, soft as suede.

‘You’ll get such a kick one day, Gyp,’ she whispered, laying a kiss on the top of his head.

‘Said it didn’t make a noise at all,’ Brigsie was saying, ‘no flames, nothing. Disappeared over the horizon.’

‘That’s good then.’

Millie went through to the dairy to collect a clean bucket.

‘It came down somewhere near Norrington,’ Brigsie called out, ‘over at Manor Farm. Morney Beswick took a gang of his men up there with pitchforks to get the crew.’

Millie squeezed a path between two cows in the double byre, pressed the stool against her coat and sat.

‘Good old Morney,’ she said.

The milk whined into the empty bucket, the sound growing lush and deep as it filled.

‘It must have blown up when it hit the ground,’ Brigsie called. ‘They heard the explosion from a mile away. By the time they got there it was completely burned out.’

‘How many bodies?’

‘It was a fighter apparently, so just the one. Blown to pieces they say.’

‘Poor chap.’

‘You wouldn’t say that if you had family in Bristol. Well over a hundred dead, I heard. Morney’s got a daughter over there. He told the men to skewer any crew they found on the spot.’

‘Blown to bits or skewered by Morney. Some choice.’

Millie rested her head against the flank of the cow and listened to the rhythm of the milk squirting into the bucket. She used to find it soothing but nowadays she couldn’t stop her mind wandering back to the summer, working on her own in a fury because Jack had shut down again, unable to work, unable to drag himself out of bed. She shuddered at her own cruelty, tearing the covers off him to make him get up.

‘I can’t,’ he’d said, reaching out weakly to pull the bedding back.

‘Can’t means shan’t,’ she said.

He did get up, eventually. He made it all the way down to the barn in Wigstan Combe.



On the other side of the valley, Hugh Adamson was battling with a starting handle. The tractor rumbled twice, shuddered and spat out a cloud of exhaust, black as soot, before settling down to a regular chug. He climbed up into the seat and turned out of his farmyard onto the lane leading over the Downs to Enington Farm to collect Millie’s churns from the dairy.

Getting the Fordson going in the morning always warmed him up but as he travelled the mile and a half along the top of the Downs, the December wind began to bite through his father’s old army coat and he hunkered down into the collar.

He used to be able to see Millie’s lights from here, burning out in the darkness on the other side of the combe but not now. Not since the blackout. The sky ahead seemed paler but he couldn’t work out if it was dawn or the glow of the snowfields.

The tractor began to drop into the combe and the roof of a dark barn, crouching in the valley, rose up into his field of vision.

Bad business all that, he thought. Place still gave him the spooks, the way the mist lay in that airless gorge. As he watched, a pair of rooks rose up from the snow like black rags blowing in the wind. Millie should have that barn pulled down. It’s too far from the dairy to be of any use to her and God knows, she could reuse the materials. He wondered if she ever went down there, ever looked up at that beam and remembered.

He pushed the Fordson into a lower gear to get a bit more power, get him past the combe as quickly as possible and as the track rose, so did his mood. He saw the roofs of Enington Farm ahead; heard the cows stumbling out of the shed, their hooves clacking on the concrete.

‘Morning ladies,’ he shouted over the noise of the engine.

Millie was swamped by Jack’s old coat. He wished she wouldn’t wear the bloody thing. About a week after it all happened, he’d walked into her kitchen and she was wearing that damned coat, bending forward, putting something in the bottom oven and he thought for all the world that Jack was back. He told her it was odd, wearing it like that but she’d shrugged, said it was warm.

Millie turned, raised a hand and waved. One of the cows slipped beside her, a hoof veering sideways through the muck. The animal lumbered and tossed her head, slumping against the others.

‘Whoa, Patty – get a move on,’ Millie shouted, slapping her on the rump. Hugh smiled. Millie was certain cows with names were more productive.

‘C’mon, move Daisy, move,’ as she slapped another.

He could see Brigsie inside the shed. That woman never felt the cold. No coat or gloves, just her Land Army jodhpurs and jumper. There she was, built like an Amazon, a big, powerful woman, solid, pushing a cow round to face the exit. That type of woman pumped out heat. He half expected to see steam rising off her.

‘Go on, Betty. Go on,’ he heard her shout.

As the cows began to move outside, Hugh hopped down from the tractor and strode into the shed. He grabbed the rubber hose and began to spray into the corners of the byres, stepping through the dung and straw river as it flowed towards the centre of the shed.

Millie turned in the yard, gave him… well, the most wonderful smile. She looked so delicate, swamped in that coat and, with the quickness of a boy, she bounded over, grabbed hold of a broom and started pushing the river along, out through the door and over the edge of the concrete, turning the snow ochre yellow.

In the dairy Brigsie was clanking the lids onto the top of the churns and thumping them down with her fist.

‘Better fetch the trailer,’ he said and Millie paused, leant her elbow on the handle of the broom and nodded, her face a small, white triangle under the skeins of dark hair escaping from her headscarf.

The Fordson was still guggling away at the top of the yard. He climbed back up, crunched it into gear and backed the trailer up to the door. He could see Brigsie, legs apart to steady herself, rocking the first churn backwards and forwards, dragging it towards him. Millie hauled away at the second. She may be half the size of Brigsie but she was strong, tough.

He jumped down, heaving the final one past them. Standing on the trailer he tugged the churns up, his head raised with the effort, then hopped down, barely out of breath, wiping his hands on a piece of cloth.

‘Didn’t need to cool it this morning,’ he said.

‘Be lucky if they collect it before it freezes.’

‘Can you spare a cup of tea, Millie?’

‘Of course. Brigsie?’

‘No. I’m all right. I’ll start on the litter,’ Brigsie said.




Chapter Three

‘She’s a hard worker,’ Hugh said when they got inside, ‘We’re lucky to have her.’ He stripped off his coat and threw it over the back of a kitchen chair. ‘So, how are you getting on? Were you all right last night? A plane came down over Norrington.’

‘I heard.’

‘I thought about you.’

‘I was fine.’

The kettle began to crack and pop as the water heated.

‘I think about you a lot,’ he said.

Millie, who was watching the kettle with her back to him, rolled her eyes. She wished he wouldn’t do that. She was always pleased to see him, genuinely liked having him around but ever since Jack died, he was like a dog starved of affection. She knew if she patted him, he’d be all over her.

She turned and leaned against the towel bar along the edge of the chipped range. He was sitting forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands linked beneath his chin, looking up at her. Compared to the service men, his hair was long, dark as a gypsy’s, messed up from where he’d pulled off his hat.

‘You mustn’t worry about me,’ she said.

He laughed lightly and sat back in his chair.

‘Did you hear? Bristol got it again last night,’ he said.

‘I thought I heard the bombers coming over.’

‘Coventry, Southampton, Bristol – when will it ever stop?’

‘When Britain surrenders?’

‘Then it’ll never stop,’ Hugh looked up at her. His eyes were so deep-set, the pupils so dark, they seemed all of a piece with his eyebrows when he frowned hard.

‘Do you think we’re in danger here?’ she said.

‘Coltenham maybe. They might target the munitions factory but we’re pretty safe up here.’

‘What about the plane that came down?’

‘It wasn’t a bomber; it was a fighter. I suppose it went off course. It was flying low and the gunners at Shawstoke hit it.’

‘Take me over to Norrington today. I’d like to see the wreckage.’

Hugh looked at her and his expression changed.

‘I most certainly will not. Women shouldn’t see things like that.’

‘Really, Hugh?’

‘It’s not just a plane, Millie. It’s a man.’

‘Brigsie said there wasn’t a body.’

‘Not as such.’

‘Meaning?’

Hugh got to his feet, his movement sudden and impatient.

‘For goodness sake, Millie. What’s got into you?’ She stared at him, knew he would blunder on. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘The front half of the plane was blown to smithereens and that wretched pilot would have gone the same way. What are you hoping to see? A hand hanging in a tree? A foot under a hedge.’

‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘I’d quite like to see the body of a man who’d been killed in action.’

‘Why?’

Millie gave a laugh.

‘It would make a change.’

‘Oh, stop it, Millie,’ and Hugh paced away from her, picked up his coat, paused and flung it back down. He swung round and said, ‘You need to put it behind you, move on.’

How many times had she heard that bloody mantra during the past six months? She wanted to mock him for his lack of imagination but she felt an infuriating stinging behind her eyes, saw the room distort as tears oozed into her eyes.

‘Oh no – come on, don’t cry,’ he said, irritated or maybe embarrassed. He stepped towards her, jerking her against his chest, the wool of his jumper prickling her cheek.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice muffled against his jumper, ‘I didn’t mean to bait you.’

She pushed away from him.

He reached behind her and snatched a dishcloth off the rail, offering it to her as a handkerchief.

‘Don’t blow your nose on it,’ he said; his little joke, but Millie wasn’t ready for that yet.

‘I’m too angry to move on, Hugh. I can’t forgive him. I can’t forgive myself.’

She’d suffered grief before, losing a mother and a father within a year of each other. The sorrow she felt then was pure, like a sharp knife cutting deep and clean. Jack’s death had left a different wound, torn and muddied by guilt. She wondered if it could ever heal.

‘Yes, yes,’ Hugh said. ‘That’s enough of all that.’ He moved a strand of hair from across her forehead and tried to poke it back underneath her headscarf, his fingertip rough, then he glanced towards the window. Looking for escape, she thought.

‘You’ve had a stinking run of bad luck,’ he said. ‘It’s enough to knock the stuffing out of anyone but it’s best not to dwell.’




Chapter Four

Just before she left for the afternoon Brigsie said, ‘We’re running low on silage. We need to bring some down from Topfield next week.’

‘Is there enough up there to last the winter?’ Millie said.

‘Probably,’ she called over her shoulder as she swung her leg backwards and dropped onto the saddle of the bicycle. Millie stood in the yard and watched Brigsie’s silhouette disappear into the gathering dusk, the click of the sprockets speeding up as the bike freewheeled down the sharp incline to Shawstoke where she was billeted.

Millie patted Gyp’s head. Finally, she thought, they’ve all gone. She felt her shoulders relax, the muscles of her face soften. Now she could grieve in peace.

She turned towards the farmhouse but when she reached the door, she paused. She couldn’t quite bear to start another long evening of brooding, obsessing about the past, worrying about the future. Once darkness fell, her demons were hard to keep at bay. Her guilt was like acid, burning her from the inside.

There must have been moments of tenderness between her and Jack but all she could recall was her coldness towards him, her irritation as he shut down his emotions, one after another. If only she’d realised the depth of his despair, she could have taken him in her arms and comforted him. She would carry the ugly scar of omission for the rest of her life.

The sky was still light. She could smell more snow in the air. She probably had an hour left before dark. She would saddle up the pony and ride to Topfield to see how much silage was left.



Millie felt Pepper’s hooves slipping underneath her as he stamped on the ice outside the cowsheds. She urged him up onto the track. They trotted along, Gyp running ahead towards the edge of the chalk escarpment.

Up here the sky looked huge, that infinite space somehow stretched her, expanded her. The evening was very still and she could just make out the pale shape of a bank of mist, sitting below her in the combe.

She tied Pepper onto a post near the spinney and lifted the sheet of metal, peering into the silo. The air inside felt warm against her face. She sniffed in the light tobacco scent to make sure the silage wasn’t spoiling. The bunk was a third full. That would probably see her through until the New Year.

She let the corrugated iron drop with a clatter. Pepper, who had been pulling at the meagre clump of grass at the foot of the post, shot his head up and tucked his rump under.

‘Sorry,’ she called over to him.

Gyp was running along the fence around the spinney, his nose to the ground, scenting for rabbits. She untied the pony and hauled herself up into the saddle, pulling his head around to face home. The sun had dipped out of sight in the west, the heavy clouds along the horizon edged with gold as it dropped beneath them.

‘Come on, Gyp,’ she called but he ran on, his nose questing the ground, a ghostly white in the shadow of the spinney.

Suddenly he broke from the shadow and ran at a tangent from the trees, out across the snowy field in the direction of the combe.

‘Gyp!’ she yelled, pulling the pony round and squeezing her heels into his flanks. The pony sensed the urgency in her call and leapt forward. She crouched low over his neck, grasping a handful of mane for extra support.

They raced across the snow, huge clods of mud firing up behind. She began to gain on Gyp. He was zigzagging around a spot in the field but as she neared, he bolted away towards the bank of cloud that was silently rising up the combe.

Into the mist Millie plunged, the sound of the pony’s hooves echoing between the slopes of the valley. She could just make out the shape of the dog through the mist.

Dusk was falling and with a shudder she knew he was heading towards the barn. She pulled the pony to a halt, looked back at the bright clouds on the horizon. She could hear her heart pounding in her ears.

The last time she came down here she was walking and it was summer; Gyp had run ahead. She’d heard him barking – bark, bark, bark – and she’d started to run.

She hadn’t been down here since and she didn’t want to go any further. Gyp could stay out hunting and make his way home when he was hungry. She was about to pull Pepper round but the thought of a long evening and interminable night without Gyp filled her with a hollow dread.

She urged the pony on, deeper into the combe. The ground here seldom froze; underground springs kept it boggy. Occasionally Pepper stumbled, a hoof sinking in, pulling free with a gloop of suction. Millie watched the fog ahead, ducking down when a low branch loomed out of the mist. Her heart jumped erratically in her chest.

She could no longer see Gyp but something about the eerie silence stopped her calling his name. All around, the crusts of snow were pockmarked with drops of water from the mossy branches overhead and the smell of earth and fungus filled the air. Every now and then a drop of water plopped onto her shoulder and she felt the mist dewing her hair and eyelashes.

The track began to widen and the mist thinned. Bony grasses stuck up through the snow like needles in a pincushion. Ahead a geometric shape began to form, as grey as zinc. She felt her skin pimpling down her spine. Curious the things you remember, she thought, the way time curves and pulls images in odd directions.

It wasn’t his face that haunted her, it was the creaking of the rope, stretched by the weight of his body, too heavy for her to lift free. God, she tried and each time she failed, the rope creaked and swung him away until finally she had to leave him hanging, run all the way to Steadham Farm, all the way to Hugh.

The building darkened as she moved nearer, the planks on the side of the barn black with pine tar. One of the vast central doors was missing, the other replaced years ago with a make-shift frame holding sheets of corrugated iron. They bumped and banged as a sly breeze crept across the valley floor, twisting the mist around before laying it back down.

She sensed a lightening of the sky and looking up she saw the mist above had thinned. Fast-moving cirrus clouds scudded across the face of the moon.

‘Gyp!’ she said.

She meant to speak the dog’s name but her voice boomed like a shout.

She halted the pony a few yards from the barn. He dropped his head, pulling at a clump of grass sticking out of the snow. Over the jingle of the snaffle Millie thought she heard a low growl from inside the barn.

Gyp.

He’d cornered a rat, a rabbit maybe. She kicked her leg over the pony’s shoulder and slid to the ground, tying Pepper to a fallen log. She hesitated in the pitch black of the entrance.

‘Gyp,’ she said, ‘Come here,’ and she patted her hands on her thighs but he didn’t come.

She peered into the dark. Shapes built and clotted in front of her eyes. She felt a shudder of anxiety, caught a sharp tomcat smell of fear.

It’s an echo from the past, she thought; the walls of this terrible place still hold his vibrations of despair. The follicles in her hairline tingled as if they were trying to stand on end. She wanted to leave the dog and flee. She heard Gyp growl, a rumble quite nearby.

She slipped through the gap.

A beam of silver light swept slowly along the back of the barn as if a car was approaching with headlights full on. The moon had come out from behind a cloud.

She saw a puff of mist rising into the shaft of light, the breath of an animal on the other side of a straw bale. Gyp was lying in wait for that rat, ready to pounce and this thought, so normal, filled her with relief.

She moved swiftly over to the bale and peered around it. The moon dulled again but there he was, his pale coat clearly visible. He was lying like a sphinx, his paws out in front, his haunches curled underneath, ready to spring. She squatted down, reached out towards him but as the moonlight brightened, she froze.

The cloud of vapour wasn’t coming from the dog. There, in the shadows, the liquid glint of a human eye, the sound of someone breathing.

Still squatting, she turned, so slowly, the sole of her boot crunching a piece of grit as her foot shifted. Sitting next to her, slumped against a bale, was a man, one arm held awkwardly by his side, the other pointing a service revolver at her head.




Chapter Five

Millie felt the blood starting to pump at the back of her knees and wondered how long she could hold her position. She could hear the man panting in short, shallow breaths. He was in pain, quite a lot of pain.

Something glinted. An eagle, pinned to his jacket, just visible where his overalls were unzipped. Oh, Christ, she thought, he’s the pilot from the Messerschmitt. He wasn’t blown up. He’s here, in my barn, pointing a gun at my head.

The German remained motionless, his eyes never leaving her.

A minute passed, maybe two. She saw him wince, move his hand. The gun barrel sagged. He rocked his body forward a fraction and…

Gyp surged forward with incredible velocity. Millie grabbed at his collar as he shot past, jerking her onto her knees. She threw herself across the dog, her face at the same level as his teeth. She hauled back with all her might.

The dog’s furious barking shattered the silence of the barn. The German pushed his boots against the concrete, tried to press himself deeper into the bale of straw. Millie heard the click of the gun being cocked.

‘No!’ she shouted, ‘I’ve got him!’ and she rolled up onto her feet, backed away, one hand pulling Gyp, the other held out towards the German. ‘Look, I’ve got him.’

She hauled on Gyp’s collar. The dog strained against her, snorting, slavering, his forelegs rising off the ground. Cautiously she sat on a bale, pushing Gyp onto his haunches. She gripped him between her knees, stroked his head, murmured to him. The dog was hot and panting, saliva foaming along his lips. He rolled an eye up at her, a flash of white along the edge. Every muscle in his body was quivering but he was under control.

She felt her panic subsiding, draining away, like water seeping into the ground. She was comfortable, sitting here on the bale of straw. She had the advantage. She was able-bodied; the man was injured. He had a weapon but she had a dog. He couldn’t shoot her and Gyp at the same time. If he picked her, the dog would get him. If he made the mistake of shooting Gyp, by God she’d be across the floor and grinding her knee into that crooked arm before he had time to cock the gun again.

Besides, they’d stared at one another for so long now, she had a feeling the time to shoot had passed. One of them was going to have to speak and it may as well be her.

‘You understand English?’

He nodded and let his body slump lower on the bale. The moonlight glowed through the fractured planks of the barn and she could see him quite clearly.

His hair was razored short above his ears but fell fair and straight across his forehead, pushed to one side. Despite a stubble on his chin, his skin seemed pale compared to Hugh’s. His features were regular but his mouth was extraordinary, his lips outlined as sharply as if he’d been carved in stone, his lower lip much fuller than she’d seen on a man before. A deep cleft ran vertically down the centre, as if the lip had split.

As she watched, he drew this lip between his teeth and narrowed his eyes, his head straining back.

‘You’re in a lot of pain,’ she said, and the brittle look he gave her, that slight nod of his head, cracked something open inside her. She’d seen that look before and turned away. The guilt of her neglect bloomed inside her like a cancer. She could not turn away again.

‘Let me help you.’

He stared at her, a ripple pulled his brows down and his voice, hoarse and dry, said, ‘Why help me?’

It was a sobering question. Morney Beswick and the men from Norrington wanted to skewer him with pitchforks. She should release Gyp, snatch the gun and ride as fast as she could to get help. But if she did that, abandoned another man in his hour of desperate need, her guilt would crush her. This time she wasn’t too late. This man was still alive. Jack never gave her that chance.

‘Because I want to help you,’ she said.

He ran his tongue along his lips, his mouth partially open and, watching her all the time, lowered the pistol to the floor. In response she drew a piece of binder-twine from her pocket and threaded it through Gyp’s collar.

‘I’m going to tie my dog over there,’ she said and the German nodded. She stood, very carefully, and pulled Gyp towards a beam. Her fingers trembled as she tied him up. The German watched her every move.

When she approached him, she looked down at the gun, still within reach. His hand moved towards it and she tensed but he flicked it away across the concrete, his eyes never leaving her face. She brushed the front of her coat over her knees and knelt on the floor. She could see in the moonlight that his pupils were large and black, the rim of colour around them, the palest blue, almost silver.

‘My arm is not in my shoulder,’ he said.

‘You’ve dislocated it. I’ll make you as comfortable as I can and then I have to go and get help. You need to go to a hospital.’

He reached his other hand towards her. Gyp rumbled a low and threatening growl, stretching the binder-twine taut. The pilot let his hand drop.

‘You mustn’t, please,’ he said. ‘I do it.’

‘Do what?’

‘Fix my arm.’

Millie looked at his shoulder. Beneath his thick overalls she could see it was badly misshapen, that he was holding the arm at an odd angle. How on earth did he think he was going to fix it?

‘You help me?’

Slowly she shook her head. She wasn’t going to start hauling on his arm. Many years ago a labourer fell from the roof of the milking shed. The vet was up with the herd that day and had a go at reducing the man’s shoulder. Jack, Hugh and Millie watched, callously inquisitive as only children can be. The man roared with pain. He pleaded with the vet as if he were a torturer, he yelled and screamed, begged him to stop. The vet eventually admitted defeat and the man, white with pain and whimpering like a child, was loaded into old Mr Sanger’s cart and taken to the hospital in Coltenham.

‘I couldn’t do that,’ she said, ‘I wouldn’t be strong enough.’

‘No, not that. I lie on an edge, a table perhaps, I wait and the arm goes back.’

Millie frowned, unconvinced. ‘How do you know that’ll work?’

‘I see a man do it in a hut, in the mountains.’

Millie sighed and looked around. ‘There’s nothing here,’ she said.

They looked at one another in silence. Millie knew there was only one thing to do. She had to get him back up to Enington, back to her farm. Christ, what was she thinking? It was one thing not to raise the alarm but this was something else. But what alternative was there? To leave him here in this freezing barn until he perished or was found by someone like Morney Beswick? She couldn’t do that to another human being, not to someone who trusted her.

‘Can you walk?’

‘How far?’

‘Half a mile, out of the combe and up to the farmhouse. If I could get you onto the pony…’

‘Who is at the farmhouse?’

‘No one.’

He watched her, a slight frown on his face but another wave of pain gripped him and he drew his lower lip between his teeth, looking away from her until the spasm passed.

‘You do this for me?’ he said when his breathing levelled.

She nodded.

‘Wait here,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring the pony into the barn. It’ll be easier to get onto him if you climb up on a bale.’

‘The dog. Take it,’ he said but a moment later he softened his order. ‘Please.’

Millie pulled Gyp out of the barn, the dog straining to keep his prey in view. She tied him up outside and went over to fetch Pepper. As she tossed the reins across the pony’s back she stopped.

What on earth she was doing? She was outside now, both she and Gyp were no longer in any danger. She should ride over to Steadham Farm to fetch Hugh. What was stopping her?

She imagined Hugh arriving, jumping down from his tractor and grabbing his twelve-bore from the trailer behind. She could see him striding into the barn, hauling the pilot onto his feet, pushing him roughly towards the door, ignoring the man’s cries of pain, taking control, telling her he was in charge, nothing she could do here. He would send her back to Enington, returning the following morning to regale her with an account of his night of adventure.

That’s why she didn’t want to hand this over to Hugh. She’d done that once before and been sidelined.

She wasn’t there when they cut Jack down or when they brought his body out of the combe. She was up at Steadham Farm with Hugh’s mother. When Hugh returned, he was bent with a grief and horror that should have been hers.

She never saw Jack again. At first she had a desperate need to know he was really dead, to understand the terrible mystery that surrounds a life passing; soon it became an agonising guilt that, having failed to make his life worth living, she even failed to say goodbye.

She couldn’t abandon another person in need, particularly not here.




Chapter Six

Millie led Pepper into the barn. The pilot was on his feet, slumped against a beam, hugging his arm to his waist. God, it must be painful. He lifted his head, his face slack and weary and she felt the strangest jolt of recognition, as if she’d known him much longer. She fussed with the pony, leading him over to the bales. It is nothing, she thought, we simply share this extraordinary situation.

The gun was lying there, dark against the concrete and she bent to pick it up. It was surprisingly heavy. She dropped it into her pocket and he watched her, his head sunk to one side.

She secured the pony beside a couple of bales, pulling a third on top to form a step. The pilot pushed away from the beam. He was unsteady on his feet, stiff from sitting on the cold concrete. She came forward to help him. He was taller than she expected. He looked down at her, perplexed. Was that suspicion or disbelief? She helped him climb from the lower bale to the higher one.

The strangest thing, to feel the tough fabric of his flying suit against her palm, the layers of clothing underneath. She took her hand away, hovering to make sure he was steady before going round to the pony’s head, holding him, stroking the velvet of his nose in case a stranger on his back alarmed him.

The German pressed himself against the flank. She heard him snatch a breath, lean across the pony with a strained sigh, dragging, so slowly, his leg up behind and over the other side. He hunched forward, holding his elbow, panting. She looked up into his face. Sweat glittered his forehead despite the cold.

‘Don’t worry about the reins, I’ll lead him,’ she said as she lengthened the stirrup leathers and posted his boots into the irons. When the pony moved, she heard him hiss through his teeth.

Gyp led the way out of the combe but he was cautious and stayed close. She followed with Pepper, her boots squelching and slithering in the mud as they moved away from the barn.

Clouds covered the moon and the combe was very dark, a blackness so thick it seemed to press on her eyes. She felt tiny flakes of snow brambling her eyelashes. The only sounds she could hear were the creak of the saddle, the jingle of the snaffle and the laboured breathing of the pilot. She could just see Gyp because of his light coat but as the ground began to rise they passed out of the shadows and onto the snowfields.

Out in the open, the wind had freshened. Flakes of snow like fine grit came across the fields at an angle, stinging her skin. She looked up at her companion. He’d pulled his collar up but his head was uncovered, his hair spiked wet from the snow.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

Hunched and cradling his arm, he didn’t answer.

God, they were vulnerable out here. The wind sang in the overhead wires along Sheppington Way, a strange musical song, rising in pitch as the wind strengthened, whipping loose hair around her face, flapping and tugging at the hem of her coat. She stared into the blizzard. Were they visible from the road? Four dark shapes moving across a wilderness of white? How could she explain what she was doing, helping an enemy pilot?

No, these were foolish thoughts. No one came up here after dark, not since petrol rationing and by the morning, fresh snow would have covered their tracks.

On she trudged, her boots squeaking on the snow before breaking through the ice crust. Her chest was heaving. Condensation billowed out of Pepper’s nostrils and he dropped his head with every step. Even Gyp was tiring, trudging on with his ears back as he pushed into the teeth of the wind, stepping high to clear the snow. Finally, there it was, the farm tucked down in a dip of land.



The roar of the wind dropped to a low moan as the walls of the farmyard disrupted the gale, sending it soughing through gaps and broken windowpanes. It rattled the metal roof of the cowshed and whispered around the byres.

Millie tied Pepper near to the mounting block and looked around. She was more afraid of discovery now they were here, on her farm.

In the lee of the buildings, she could see steam rising off the pony – she would have to unsaddle him and put a blanket over him before leaving him in the stables for the night. An eddy of wind lifted a mixture of snow and straw off the concrete, blowing it into her face, making her screw her eyes up. She placed a hand on the pony’s flank and looked up at the rider.

‘Can you get off?’ she said. ‘It’s only a short drop onto the block.’

At first he didn’t move but slowly he leant forward, struggling to bring his leg over the back of the pony. He still clasped his elbow to his body and, with nothing to slow him, flopped off, buckling against the pony, his shoulder catching on Pepper’s flank.

The pony shot his head up, his hooves clacking on the concrete and, as she reached up to grab the bridle, the German crumpled onto the block with a roar of pain. She wanted to reach out, comfort him, but Pepper was skittish, rolling a whale eye at her and jouncing his head.

As she struggled with the pony, the German crouched on the block whispering,

‘Entschuldigung!’ through clenched teeth.

Was he apologising? For what? For letting his courage slip or for putting them in danger by crying out? His panting lessened and slowly he turned his head and looked at her, his eyes glistening.

‘Kein Problem,’ he said.

She steadied him, worried that he might tumble off the block as he rose painfully to his feet, helping him down to ground level.

She guided him across the yard, opened the door into the boot room, lifting the light-break curtain to let him through. Gyp tried to scuttle past but she blocked him with a foot, shooed him back outside and shut the door.

She helped the German along the corridor and into the comfort of the kitchen. The snow outside reflected a feeble light into the room. She navigated him around the familiar shapes of the furniture, over to the ladder-backed chair by the range. It would be warmer there until the fire got going. She could hear his teeth chattering. He was trembling with cold, or pain maybe. He sank onto the chair with a pant of relief that sounded like a sob.

She closed the blackout curtains and moved by sense rather than sight through the dark room to the chimney breast that formed the wall between the kitchen and the sitting room, the fireplace open on both sides. She felt around in the darkness until her hand touched the matchbox.

She struck a match and lit the paper balls in the grate, chucking kindling on top and watching until it began to spit and crack. When she felt the warmth of the flames on her cheeks, she scattered in a shovel of coal and chose three larger logs, tossing them in, sending a shower of glistening sparks twisting up the chimney. She took a spill and lit the Tilly lamps, the glow filling the room with an apricot light.

‘I must put the pony away,’ she said. ‘Will you be all right?’

‘The dog?’

‘He won’t come in until I do.’

She was halfway to the door when a thought struck her and she fetched an earthenware bottle from the dresser. She drew out the old stained cork and poured a large measure of clear liquid into a tumbler before passing it over to him.

‘This’ll help,’ she said.

He looked up and frowned.

‘It is what?’

‘Potato spirit. Strong.’

He shifted uneasily before releasing his arm and taking the glass. He held it under his nose and sniffed.

‘Schnapps,’ he said.

‘If you like.’




Chapter Seven

It took Millie nearly half an hour to settle the pony. Before leaving the stable, she ran her hands along his neck, picking at a piece of dried mud caught in his coat. She watched him tugging at the hay net and thought, there’s an enemy airman in my kitchen. What the hell am I doing?

Sighing heavily she rested her head on Pepper, the sound of him chewing and the smell of the hay, oddly comforting. She knew she’d gone too far to stop now. Was it so terrible to help this poor man? If the plan worked, his pain would be instantly relieved and that would be the end of the story. He would be on his way.

He may not make it back to German-occupied France; he would probably get picked up somewhere between here and the coast and besides, what difference would one airman make to the war effort? Would it really turn the tide of the war?

Of course not, and if they couldn’t cure his shoulder, she’d hand him over to Hugh the following day, say she’d found him in an outhouse on the farm but at least she’d have given him a chance. The British prided themselves on their humanity towards their enemies. Surely that was all she was doing?

With another deep sigh, she pushed herself away from Pepper. As she leaned on the stable door to push it shut, the pocket of her coat swung and hit the wood with a dull thump – she was still carrying the gun. Should she hang onto it, keep it on her for protection, just in case she’d misread the whole thing? Christ, she’d been married to Jack for three years, thought she knew him, never saw that coming. If she got Jack so wrong…

No, it was pointless taking the gun in with her. She wouldn’t be able to fire it to protect herself; she couldn’t kill another man. She slipped back into the stables. She must hide it, get rid of it later. She climbed the ladder to the open loft and pushed it into a gap between the joists and the rafters.

Outside the snow was falling steadily. She shielded the baffled lantern and looked around the yard, searching the silhouette of the buildings to make sure no lights were showing. The last thing she needed was a visit from the ARP warden.

Gyp ran ahead and jumped at the door. It was way past his suppertime, poor chap. She let him into the boot room, broke up the hard pieces of bread she kept for his biscuits and washed them with some milk that had turned. He would find himself a rabbit tomorrow, no doubt.

Jack had rescued Gyp from the pet cull in Coltenham the year war broke out, when the fear of bombing was at its height – one life saved, he’d said. Shame he didn’t value his own life as highly.

As Gyp tucked into his pauce supper, Millie watched him for a few moments. She was delaying her return to the kitchen and could feel her heart bumping against her ribs. Did she fear the pilot? Or was it something more – anticipation, excitement even?

Giving the dog a pat, she peeled away the heavy coat, pulled off her boots and slipped her feet into her shoes before shutting Gyp in the boot room. She stood in the corridor for a moment, listening for any sound of movement on the other side of the door but, hearing none, let herself in.

The German was where she’d left him, in the chair by the range, his eyes closed, the empty glass resting on his lap. She thought he was asleep, the warmth and the alcohol relaxing his face. In the flickering light coming from the fire he looked more youthful. Twenty-three, twenty-four? About the same age as her.

As she watched, he stirred and opened his eyes, a moment of anxiety fluttering across them as if he’d briefly forgotten where he was.

He pushed himself higher in the seat.

‘We begin,’ he said.

She reached out for the glass.

‘Do you need some more?’

He nodded.

She poured him another glass which he drained in a single gulp, staring down into the empty tumbler.

‘What do you want me to do?’ she said, already beginning to feel her insides curling at the thought of the pain he was going to have to face.

He gave her the glass and said, ‘Help me on the table. I lie on it and my arm hangs.’

She felt herself wincing, saw in his eyes an answering reluctance but then he pressed his lips together and gave her a curt nod of reassurance.

‘When the muscles are soft, the arm goes back.’

She went over to the table and began to clear away those mundane, everyday bits of her life – old newspapers, a piece of mending half pinned, her sewing box and basket of unravelled wools, balancing them on other worktops where they toppled, threatening to bring down the rest of the clutter.

He leant forward, his body twitching as he prepared to stand. Carefully, he got to his feet and came over, hitching himself up until he was sitting on the table. She stood back, waiting to see what he did next.

Still clinging to his arm, he tried to lie down. She could see he was strong but by the time he’d leant sideways and got his weight onto the other elbow, he was grunting with the effort and curled up with pain. She couldn’t bear it, standing by as he struggled.

She slid her hand under his side, pressing the other against his chest to help him roll. As he let his weight settle against her, a feeling scraped the inside of her spine, a memory of another man’s weight; Jack’s legs stiff and lifeless in her arms as she pushed up, up, hoping for what? That he would jerk into life, that his hands would fly to the rope biting into the skin of his neck and pull it free?

This body was warm, the muscles moving underneath her hands as he lifted his legs, oh, so slowly, up onto the table, his chin tucked down against his chest. She looked on his struggle with a sort of awe, a wonder that this man had fallen from the sky and yet life still pumped through him, courage still drove him on. His instinct to survive was so strong it overwhelmed the agony of that dislocated limb, muscles torn and screaming, the smooth ball of the shoulder scraping against a bone it should never touch.

He was at the point when he must release his arm, turn onto his front and let it drop over the side. She slid her hand out from underneath – this was something he was going to have to do on his own.

He started to turn, pulling his chin further towards his chest and her hands came up to her ears to block out the growl he was making, deep in his throat.

He paused, like a man about to leap to his death, and flung himself onto his front, roaring with animal pain as his arm dropped over the edge, his forehead crashing onto the wood.

Gyp barked. Her hand flew to mouth. Someone was outside.




Chapter Eight

Millie moved swiftly along the corridor. As she pushed around the light-break curtain, she realised she hadn’t bolted the door and a sense of despair overwhelmed her. Had she been careless enough to leave a light showing too?

The latch rattled in her hand as she peered out into the yard, searching the blizzard for a shape, a vehicle – anything that could have made the dog bark. It took a few moments before the weakness of relief crept into her chest.

There was nothing to see except the driving snow, nothing to hear except the wind whining round the outhouses. She closed the door on the storm and locked it. Gyp was quiet again.

It must have been the man’s cry that made him bark, nothing more.

She went back into the kitchen and gazed down on the pilot, heard the rasp of his breath, saw the tremors of pain still running through him. She had to do something.

She hurried across to the sofa, fetched a cushion and stood with it clutched to her chest, desperate to slide it under his head but not sure if she should, not sure if it would help. She watched his back rising and falling in sharp pants and when they lessened, she stepped forward and lifted his head, heavy in her hands. She felt the rough nap of his cropped hair on her palm, his skin hot underneath.

She pushed the cushion in, rested his head back down and then an extraordinary urge gripped her. Before taking her hand away, she moved his hair from where it clung, damp against his forehead. Her instinct to soothe was immediately followed by a pang that she’d been too familiar, too intimate but his breath stopped hissing through his teeth and she felt no need, or desire, to take her hand away.

A log shifted in the grate and the flames brightened, the light flickering around the room. She could hear the wind bumping in the chimney and every now and then it pushed a puff of smoke out into the room.

The clock on the chimneypiece ticked the minutes away. She heard the whirr of the cogs, preparing to strike the hour – twelve strokes – it was midnight.

He moved his head, very slightly and spoke. She didn’t catch what he said. She squatted down by side of the table.

‘Have you a heavy thing?’ he said, his voice faint.

‘A weight?’

‘I need to hold a heavy thing.’

‘How heavy?’

He didn’t answer.

Millie looked around the kitchen. The kettle? Was that heavy enough? She could fill it with water. Then it might be too heavy and if he dropped it, it would spill everywhere. The big weight from the scales? The biggest was only a couple pounds and difficult to grip – but hang on, she thought, there’s an old shop weight out in the milking shed, used to stop the rats lifting the lid off the feed bin. It was perfect, four pounds of brass with a handle.

‘I’ve got to go outside,’ she said. He didn’t move.

She pulled her boots back on and ran out into the snowstorm. The wind plucked and shook her as she hurried across the yard.

By the time she reached the milking shed, the snow was sticking to her cardigan and melting through to the thick cotton shirt underneath. She darted into the shed, navigated in the dark over to the feed bins and grabbed the weight. She felt it pull on her own shoulder, imagined the slippery globe of his joint sliding back into its socket.

She hurried back, her hands freezing on the handle. Slithering on the snowy paving stones in front of the porch, she put the weight down and held onto the doorjamb, stamping the snow off her boots, rubbing her hands across the top of her head to flick the moisture away.

She shut the door on the storm and turned the key.

Gyp gave a questioning bark from the boot room.

‘Hush,’ she said through the door.

She tumbled into the kitchen.

Gosh, it was peaceful in here after the howl of the gale. All she could hear was the clock on the chimneypiece and the clicking of the coal in the grate, and there, lying on her kitchen table, was a German pilot. It was a most extraordinary night.

She carried the weight over and squatted down in front of him.

‘I’ve got it,’ she said.

His eyes flickered opened, the irises glistening like two silver coins. He twisted his head to peer down.

‘Thank you,’ he said, his voice hardly more than a murmur.

She was so close, she could smell the fresh alcohol on his breath but it didn’t have that morning-after tang, that smell she hated, when Jack said of course he hadn’t been drinking. This was a clean smell, an astringent smell.

‘What shall I do?’ she said.

‘Put the handle for my hand.’

She pressed his fingers around the handle until it was firmly in his grip.

‘Let it go,’ he whispered.

Slowly she began to release the weight, her gaze flicking from his face and back to make sure his fingers weren’t slipping. As she let him take more of the weight he began pant, his face pinched with pain, but gradually his breathing became more even and she thought he was falling asleep.

There was a strange pop, a snap almost and the weight crashed to the floor, striking her hand away, throwing her off balance and onto the ground with a bump.

Looking up she saw that he hadn’t moved, his arm still hung over the edge of the table, his head still rested on the cushion, but he was gazing at her, his face beautiful in the firelight. His eyes, instead of being filled with pain, glowed with an intensity that took her breath away. Slowly he began to smile at her, his expression full of wonder and relief, and she saw him gently move his injured arm before pushing himself slowly up into a sitting position.

‘It is done,’ he said.




Chapter Nine

The noise was sickening but the relief so intense, it was as if he’d downed a handful of Pervitin. He was washed by a wave of explosive happiness, soothed by an inner balm of complete peace and contentment. All his pain, his fears, his worries lifted away. He opened his eyes and this girl looked up at him from the floor. No, not a girl but a young woman with a fragility in her eyes that squeezed his heart. She sat like a dropped marionette, her legs spread out in front of her, hands palm up. Quite unbidden, he felt his face relax into a huge smile, saw her expression lighten in concord.

‘It is done,’ he said.

She tucked her legs up and got to her feet. He pushed himself upright, unable to take his eyes off her.

‘Oh, thank goodness!’ she said and the emotion in her voice made his eyes prick. He sat on the edge of the table, his legs swinging free, and carefully moved his arm, rotating the hand a little, looking across at her, full of awed happiness.

‘Doesn’t it hurt?’ she said.

It did. Not as much as before but that intense relief was wearing off and he could feel a low, pulsating ache returning, spreading out from deep inside the socket, dull and hot, almost pleasurable after his hours of agony, like pressing a thumb into a tender muscle.

‘Yes – but not so much, not now,’ and he gave a puff of relief.

An understanding seemed to leap between them, all the more thrilling because they both knew he should not be here but then she swayed and took a step back, leaning on the bar that ran along the front of the range and gave him a tired little smile. Perhaps he’d been wrong.

He pushed himself off the table, extending a hand towards her. She placed her fingers tentatively on his palm. He bowed at the waist, touching his lips on the back of her hand, then straightening up with a small click of his heels.



‘I think I could do with a bit of that poteen,’ Millie said, her eyes darting around, unable to look at him. The instant he stood before her, cured and able-bodied, she was filled with anxiety. It was as if she’d flung petrol onto a fire and realised a split second before disaster that she was standing too close to the flames. She felt an urgent need to hide her fear from him in case her weakness encouraged attack.

She snatched up his tumbler, turning her back on him to take another from the shelf. If she filled both and showed him another kindness, his gratitude would keep her safe for a little longer.

The neck of the bottle rattled on the edge of the glass and she steadied it with her hand. She was horrified at her own recklessness. She hadn’t imagined what would happen when he was no longer helpless. She was now utterly at his mercy.



Lukas watched her, saw how her hand trembled as she poured the spirits. She had every reason to be afraid; he knew what people did to collaborators.

He was eight years old when the French left the Rhur. Women who collaborated with the enemy were beaten, their heads shaved, paraded through the streets like convicts. With a kind of thrilled horror, he’d pawed his way through the picture papers lying around the house, and images like that, they stay in a young boy’s head.

He began to feel exceptionally hot, panicked even by the thought. His flying overalls were designed for the icy cockpit, not a room with a hot range and now blazing fire. He plucked at the zip but it stuck halfway down. In a frenzy of claustrophobia he tried to work an arm free but a grunt of effort escaped and she turned.

‘It does not move,’ he said.

She hesitated, indecision creasing her brow. She chewed at the side of her cheek and he pulled feebly at the zip before giving her another pleading look.

She gave a small, tight sigh before approaching him and taking the toggle. As she struggled, she moved nearer, close enough for him to hear her breathing, smell the scent of wood smoke in her hair, something lemony rising from her skin. He gazed at the top of her head, her hair piled up in thick bundles, black as the wing of an alpine chough, the tip of a hairpin nestling in the mounds. If he bent his head, ever so slightly, he could catch it in his teeth, pull it free and see if her hair tumbled down across her shoulders.

He twitched his gaze away, aware that such thoughts had no place here. She took a step back, her hands on her hips.

‘It’s no good,’ she said. ‘The metal’s bent. We may be able to get it over your shoulder. Here, sit down – the bad arm first.’

Obediently he went to the chair in front of the fire, still supporting his elbow. His shoulder didn’t feel entirely stable, his body thrumming with the memory of the trauma. He had to let her try, wanted to let her try, but as she began to pull the overalls behind his shoulder, the tension of the fabric drew his arm towards his ribs and he winced.

‘This is hopeless,’ she said stepping back and pushing aside a twist of hair that had fallen into her eyes, her black brows puckering with frustration.

‘Cut it,’ he said.

She was staring at the jacket under his overalls. He glanced down at the Junker badge pinned on his Fliegerbluse, the eagle flying through a laurel wreath, a swastika in its claws. This was surely too powerful a symbol for her to ignore.

He narrowed his eyes, still as a cat, waiting for her to realise her folly. She should be hurrying him out into the snow, barring her door against him until daybreak when she could report him, not helping him to cool down in the hot room.

She lifted her gaze but the focus of her eyes seemed to change as if she was seeing something beyond him. Was she considering the consequences? Helping a fellow human in pain is one thing but now… He started to get to his feet.

‘I go,’ he said.

She shook her head, held her hand up and he sank back into the chair.

She went over to her sewing box and snatched up a ferocious pair of shears, the type that could take off a finger. As she approached, he felt himself recoiling ever so slightly until the teeth of the shears began to crunch through the tough fabric, cutting an opening parallel to the zip.

Instead of gazing at her as she worked, he stared into the fire over there, trying to make out the room on the other side as the flames flickered across the low beams. He thought it must be a good room, tucked away but still connected to the kitchen. He wondered why no one else was here. Did she have a father or brothers who were fighting, or did she have a husband…? A chill clamped his heart. He stole a glance at her hand.

Yes, there it was, a simple gold band.

He shut his eyes momentarily and prayed, dear God, let her not be a widow. Let him not be one of those poor souls we strafed and bombed on the French beaches.

His first mission was over Dunkirk but the weather was bad. A foul cloud of smoke and fog rose up into the clouds like the plume from a giant volcano and as they neared, they saw British fighters attacking their Stukas and escorts.

His Gruppe had been waiting for months. Their commander made them hold back only allowing an engagement when the odds were in their favour. At first he had to content himself strafing military convoys and lines of soldiers beneath him as they waited in the water for boats. He longed to test himself, to claim a victory in the air but it was hard to engage with the British, so determined were they to bring down the bombers.

The weather began to deteriorate and they were ordered back to base. As he skirted round the ominous clouds billowing up from the burning oil tanks thousands of feet below, a Spitfire burst out ahead of him, flying in the same direction. To his astonishment, the undercarriage was down.

For a split second he thought the pilot was preparing to land. Instead, the plane began a slow dive beneath him, levelled out and flew low over the water, the wheels almost clipping the waveless swell of the ocean. Had his undercarriage stuck? Whatever the reason, the plane was heading home.

Lukas craned around in his seat, looking for the rest of the British formation. The Spitfire was on it’s own. He couldn’t believe his luck.

His heart began to drum in his chest as he made a steep turn, full throttle, the stick hard against his leg. He swooped down on the other plane, squeezing the firing button. The cannons rattled. Neat balls of fire hammered out in front of him, snaking towards the Spitfire. It reared up, banking hard to escape. A white plume of glycol trailed behind it as it turned towards him. Lukas climbed steeply to avoid the guns.

He banked and looked down. The Spitfire started a cumbersome climb. It was giving chase. The pilot was mad. He couldn’t possibly outmaneuver Lukas in this dogfight, not with the undercarriage down.

The white plume blackened. The plane was on fire.

‘Eject,’ Lukas growled in his throat.

Seconds later, the cockpit of the Spitfire glowed orange with flame.

In that moment, Lukas lost the thrill of the fight. He felt the other pilot’s panic. He held his breath. The cockpit flew open and the flames torched higher. The plane dropped like a stone. The small black body seemed to hang above it, motionless for a few seconds before accelerating towards the ocean.

‘Open your ’chute,’ he muttered through gritted teeth, unable to tear his eyes away from the tumbling figure.

It opened, flicking the figure back and forth like a rag doll. Lukas felt a wave of relief. As the Spitfire plummeted towards the sea in a ball of flame, he turned for home, his emotions in turmoil. His first kill but it hadn’t been a fair fight.

His return to base was a shambles, the weather closing in behind him like a grey door, the strained voices of his fellow pilots in his earpiece, desperately trying to find their way back to base. Instead they ditched in fields across Belgium and Holland, flopping down on their bellies, nothing official said afterward.

Lukas didn’t register the kill.



She’d cut down as far as his waist and paused, standing up and stepping back. He eased the sleeve off and began to push the overalls down, past the trousers of his uniform, until they pooled over the top his boots. He knew he looked ludicrous with them piled at his ankles, as if he was relieving himself and he fought to get his feet free.

‘My boots,’ he said.

He looked up at her. Her mouth twitched, she cleared her throat and bent down to help. Was she laughing at him? She pulled one boot off, then the other. He lifted out of the chair, stepping first on one leg then the other until she pulled the jumpsuit clear and he was free.

The room was heating up and the effort was making him hot. She was pulling her cardigan off too and he saw she was wearing a man’s shirt, thick and checked, tucked into her corduroy trousers, accentuating her waist.

‘And the Fliegerbluse,’ he indicated the grey jacket he wore underneath.

He sat down again and struggled with his right hand to undo the placket. She came forward, her fingers searching for the concealed buttons. He worked the jacket over his shoulder and looked up at her for help, turning in the chair so that she could free his arm, leaning forward to let her pass the jacket behind his back.

She was undressing him and the thought was so beguiling, it made him tremble. He imagined her sliding the braces over his shoulders, undoing the buttons of his shirt and slipping her hand…

‘I do it,’ he said, abruptly standing and letting the jacket drop to the floor. She stooped and gathered up the clothes, holding his gaze for a moment longer than he expected. It was as if she could read his thoughts and he felt a glow of embarrassment creep across his face.

She took the bundle and laid it on the ladder-backed chair. Had he been too abrupt? He saw her trace her finger along the edge of the badge, unpin it and study it. She cranked her mouth to the left, chewing the inside of her lip, and he moved towards her, holding out his hand.

‘Please,’ he said. ‘My Junker badge is important.’

‘You need a sling,’ she said, flicking the badge with a fingernail and handing it to him. ‘Wait here,’ and she disappeared down the corridor.

He pushed the badge into the pocket of his trousers and waited, his head hanging.

This was madness. He was deep behind enemy lines. This girl had shown him incredible compassion but now his intense distress was over, how long would it be before she turned against him and reported him to the authorities?

He must leave, tonight – but when she walked into the kitchen carrying a short roller towel to use as a sling, his resolve peeled away.




Chapter Ten

Lukas winced as he lifted his arm away from his body but as soon as he’d slid his hand through the towel and let it take the weight of his forearm, the sense of relief comforted him. At that moment his stomach gave an undignified grumble. He pressed his hand against his midriff in a forlorn attempt to calm it and she smiled.

‘When did you last eat?’ she said.

‘I do not remember. In France.’

‘You must eat. I didn’t think to ask you. I’m sorry.’

He shook his head.

‘You are very kind but I ask you please, never say, “I am sorry.”’

She didn’t reply – instead she picked up a lamp and went over to a door at the back of the kitchen. She disappeared into another room and he heard the scrape of a dish on slate, caught the smell of stored apples seeping into the room.

She reappeared with a white enamelled dish and put it on the table. It had potatoes in it, interleaved with slices of a bright pink, mottled meat he couldn’t identify. He didn’t care. As he watched her scoop a few spoonfuls onto a plate, his mouth filled with saliva. She went over to the bread bin, took out half a loaf and cut a thick slice.

‘I have no butter,’ she said.

‘Bread is good.’

‘Sit down.’

He took the slice she’d cut and used it to push the meat onto his fork. He wanted to cram it into his mouth but he controlled himself, forced himself not to eat greedily. The meat was soft with fat and very salty.

The dog gave a bark from the other room, not the savage noise he’d made in the barn but a softer sound. Lukas knew that bark. The dog had smelt food and was reminding them he was still there.

‘I must let Gyp back in,’ she said. ‘He’ll go on barking if I don’t.’

Lukas shrugged. He was less helpless now and willing to risk it.

She went through to the outer room and reappeared, grasping the dog by the collar, leading him directly into the darkness of the sitting room next door and he heard her telling him to sit.

‘It is all right,’ Lukas said from the kitchen, ‘he needs to see who is here.’

She appeared out of the darkness, patting her hand on her thigh, whispering to the dog to stay close. The dog watched Lukas but didn’t growl. Lukas looked away and held his hand out, letting it come across and sniff him. He heard it prowling around the back of the chair, its claws clicking on the stone floor. Lukas held up a piece of meat and looked at the girl for permission.

‘All right,’ she said.

He offered the meat to the dog who sidled round the chair, thrusting its muzzle towards the morsel before taking it with a well-trained caution, backing away and sniffing around the flagstones in case a few crumbs had fallen.

‘We are friends now. Yes?’ Lukas said to the dog. It sat and watched him eat, silver threads of saliva stretching down from its jowls. The girl also watched him and eventually said, ‘Where did you learn to speak English?’

‘I am in Dublin before the war.’

‘Dublin?’

‘I grow up in Heidelberg. There is an exchange with Dublin University and my aunt wishes I have a better education.’

He didn’t tell her his aunt also wanted to put a stop to a different kind of education he’d been having. A shameless and experienced maid ten years his senior had seduced him in the dusty heat of the laundry room, making love to him on piles of dirty linen, sweat pouring from her ample body. His utter abandonment of German discipline drummed into him by the Hitler Youth added to the thrill. Ursula’s lust and voracity freed him from any adolescent embarrassment or apology.

When he returned to Germany a year later to find she’d married a man twenty years his senior, he was heartbroken for all of a month. He sometimes wondered if she thought about him but mostly he hoped she was happy.

‘You speak English very well.’

He shrugged, picking the final piece of meat from his fork and giving it to the dog.

‘I do not speak it for a long time.’

‘Have you eaten enough?’ she said.

‘I have.’

He glanced across at the loaf of bread. He could have eaten the whole thing but he knew Germany had devastated the merchant ships, that Britain was running out of food. Shortages were probably biting everyone now, even out here in the countryside.

‘I must go.’

She pressed her lips together and nodded but said, ‘Come and drink your poteen first,’ and she picked up the glasses she’d filled, taking them to the room on the other side of the fire.

He watched her, amazed by her kindness. The dog nudged his hand with a wet nose. He collected the lamp and followed her.

By its light, he saw a sofa drawn up at an angle to a deep armchair, the seat dipped and worn, the back piled with faded cushions. She sat down on the sofa and he took the chair. It was soft and comfortable. The dog flopped down on the rag rug at her feet before rolling onto its side, its legs extended out towards the fire.

‘Is it quite cured?’ she said, handing him the glass of poteen, sitting forward on the edge of the sofa as if she might jump up at any moment.

He put the glass on the floor and massaged his shoulder, frowning a little, pushing his lip forward to indicate that it was soso, then he retrieved his glass and raised it towards her, saying,

‘I do not know your name. I cannot drink to you.’

She smiled, looked into her glass.

‘My name is Millie, Millie Sanger.’

‘And my name is Lukas Schiller.’

He waited for her to look him in the eye so that he could say, ‘Prost,’ but she didn’t. She bent her head and took a sip, swallowing hard, trying to stifle a cough with the back of her hand and when she did look up, her face was a picture of surprise. She gave a little shiver and smiled.

‘Good – yes?’ he said.

‘Strong.’

He knocked the spirit back in one, felt the fiery liquid course down his throat. His body gave a comforting shudder as the heat of the alcohol passed his diaphragm, bathing his insides with warmth. He laid his head back, aware that she too had relaxed, pushing herself deeper into the sofa, watching the fire.

He followed her gaze. The flames had ignited the soot particles on the blackened bricks, tiny specs of light flickering as they flared up, the patches scintillating and moving around. Without lifting his head from the back of the chair he said, ‘The armies. They fight.’

‘What?’

‘You see, on the bricks, the bright little soldiers fight a battle.’

She stared into the fireplace and frowned.

‘My aunt,’ he said, ‘tells me this story when I am a child. See, the lower army wins now. The upper one is fewer; their men die now. Some escape, up there; they move away on the left.’

She watched the magical stars of burning soot spreading and regrouping, merging and reforming and he watched her until she smiled.

She could see it too.

‘Where is your husband?’ he said.

‘He died.’

‘He is killed?’

‘No,’ she said.

The dog gave a huge sigh from the rug, the window rattled in its frame and a tongue of smoke crept out of the chimney, into the room. Lukas watched it catch in the updraught, lift and melt away.

‘He hanged himself,’ she said.

He stared at the fire, horror creeping over him like a mist.

He was coming home from school, trotting along beside Tante Marta, one hand safe in her warm palm, the other carrying the picture he’d drawn for his father. The paper fluttered as he ran across the tiles to his father’s study. Tante Marta’s bags clattered to the floor. She cried out as she grabbed his head and pressed his face to her skirts to stop him from looking.

The dog lifted its head, struggled to its feet and went to his mistress. With a jolt, Lukas realised she was crumpled forward on the sofa, shaking with silent tears. This brave, strong girl, who showed such courage when she found him, who struggled through the blizzard with him, was breaking her heart.

He pushed himself out of the chair, crossed the room in a single stride and sat beside her. She didn’t look up, she turned away from him and gave a great sniff, lifting her chin.

He thought she was going to stand, move away but instead she slid her hand towards him and he placed his on top, his heart thundering in his ears. Her fingers were warm and moist from her tears. She turned, looked up at him, her eyes deep green in the half light. Her body momentarily drifted towards him and he circled her shoulders with his good arm.

A bolt of energy shot through her. She sprang to her feet and said, ‘What are you doing?’ Gyp moved between them. ‘Go now. I’ve done everything I can for you. You must leave,’ and she fled from the room.




Chapter Eleven

Millie slid the block into the latch of her bedroom door and rested her head against the pine. She heard Gyp’s claws clicking on the floorboards, the creak of the springs as the dog jumped up onto the bed, circled a few times and settled.

God, what had she done? She’d run upstairs and left an enemy soldier in her house. Suppose he followed her and she heard his footsteps coming up the stairs. She felt around in the dark, grabbed hold of a balloon-backed chair and dragged it over to the door, jamming it under the handle for extra security.

How could she be so foolish? She knew that when Germany invaded Poland, the Wehrmacht raped and executed thousands of women. She’d known this man for a few hours; she had no way of telling if he would commit such an atrocity. Why, oh why, had she left the gun in the stables?

Then another thought struck her. If the blizzard stopped, someone – anyone – could come to the farm.

She eased her feet out of her shoes, crept across the room in her socks and carefully drew back the curtains. She could feel the cold air pouring from the glass, cooling her cheeks. The moon was high, flooding the room with reflected light. It was no longer snowing.

Her eyes darted around, desperately trying to make out a familiar landmark as she stared across the countryside.

The landscape had changed utterly. The garden was rounded with snow, the sundial in the centre almost invisible. The fluttering in her chest lessened; when the sundial disappeared, the roads up to the Downs were impassable to everything, unless you were on foot. She let out a sigh, turned and stared at the dim green glow of the radium dial on her side table. In barely four hours she had to be awake for milking.

Too afraid to undress, she climbed into bed. She didn’t dare sleep. She needed to listen out.

She wondered if he’d left already.

Impatiently she plumped up her pillows and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. What on earth was she going to do in the morning? Nothing, she reassured herself. He’d be gone, taking her shame with him but to her astonishment, the thought was tinged with regret.

No, she mustn’t dwell on that, she must be up on time. Tomorrow of all mornings, she had to be out in the milking shed early. Brigsie was the sturdy sort of soul who might struggle up here, whatever the weather.

What about Hugh? He’d know the milk lorry wouldn’t make it up the escarpment and surely he’d have too much extra work to do over at Steadham tomorrow. But he was a stubborn so-and-so. What if he decided to try and walk across? The thought of explaining her actions to him, imagining his look of disbelief and disappointment in her, made her insides fidget with shame.

But that’s foolish, she thought. There is no explaining to do. No one will ever know what happened here tonight, only me and…

As thoughts of Hugh’s disapproval receded, they were replaced by a more dreadful idea. Supposing someone struggled over from Sheppington, one of those busybodies who looked down their noses at her because she was a Shawstoke girl, an outsider who’d wormed her way into the Sanger’s lives? She’d heard them prattling on about Fifth Columnists and saboteurs infiltrating the country, enjoying the drama and the certainty that Britain was days away from being invaded. Were they right?

Someone like Mrs Wilson, the doctor’s wife, would love to report her. She’d enjoy seeing Millie arrested, thrilled if she lost the farm.

The farm. She came so close to losing it when Jack died. Her despair after those terrible days in the summer was compounded by the fear she would lose Enington. Ever since she was old enough to ride a bicycle, she’d spent all her summers up on the Downs. Her love for Jack was so wound up with her deep need to live and breathe under the wide skies up here, she would shrivel away and die if she lost the farm.

Bloody hell! She may not even have to worry about that. She’d probably committed a treasonable offence, and treason carried only one sentence – the death penalty.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ she said under her breath, flinging herself onto her side and kicking out her legs. She heard Gyp sigh in the darkness, irritated by her restlessness.

As the moon moved slowly through the sky, she faced an even more troubling thought. She remembered the sensation of his fingers on her hand. A tremor passed through her. This man, this Lukas had inflamed her curiosity. Her terror that he would grasp her was mixed and muddled with a feeling of desire so shameful she knew she must tear her mind away from it.

And then she remembered how, years before they married, Jack’s kisses had excited her. As teenagers, they longed for somewhere they could be alone. Perhaps it was that three-year wait that destroyed their wedding night. Jack was crippled by bellyache, said it was nerves. She lay there, braced and ready beneath him and he cried out, not with ecstasy, but with pain, threw himself off her and turned away.

She remembered thinking, is that it? Can that really be it? and as the months of their marriage passed, she thought, surely we should be doing it all the time, learning how to enjoy each other?

She’d expected more discovery, more wonder, more passion. He was a good man and she loved him – she was sure she loved him – but each time they slept together, it left her hungry with longing and a terrible sense of guilt. What had she done wrong? He seemed ashamed, apologetic, embarrassed. She tried to talk about it but that only made things worse. He said she was his goddess, he couldn’t think of her like that. Like what? she wanted to say after he’d pulled her on like a Wellington boot, shuddered and gone to sleep.

God. What was she doing, thinking like this? The poor man tried his best. She hated herself for harbouring such thoughts now that he was gone.

She turned onto her stomach, pulled the pillows under her chest and rested her head back down. As she breathed in, a tendril of scent drifted into her nostrils, down into her very core and she felt a bump of recognition. She could smell him on her. He’d held her and the intoxicating musk still clung to her clothes. She breathed out into the cotton, letting the moisture in her breath reactivate the heady smell but it was fading.

She shut her eyes, remembered peeling his jacket away, catching that gasp of scent. It should have repulsed her, he was unwashed, but it thrilled and alarmed her. She could almost recall it but it was melting away, leaving a slippery sense of warmth, like bergamot flowers in the sunshine, as beguiling as the pepper-clove smell of honeysuckle just before dawn.

But those smells were too sweet. Here there was something dangerous underneath, something that clutched her. It was as if she’d swallowed a hook that had worked its way down through her body and she could feel the twitch of the thread deep inside her.

She lay on her back again, winded. If the smell of him ignited such feelings, what would it be like to lie with such a man? Her imagination created a three-dimensional image of the two floors of the darkened house and she moved through it like a spirit, unfettered by walls and doors. She let her spirit-self rise above the house and look down on the inhabitants.

She pictured Lukas still downstairs, reclining in the armchair directly beneath her. She closed her eyes, and imagined that when he breathed in, she breathed in, when he exhaled, she exhaled.

Within minutes she’d fallen into a deep sleep.




Chapter Twelve

Millie dreamed it was daylight and men – angry men – were coming across the fields but she wasn’t in her house, she was hiding in the barn. Jack was leading the men and in his hand he carried a pitchfork. She kept trying to shut the doors but every time she pushed they sprang further open and the men started to bang on the corrugated iron with the handles of their scythes.

She woke with a start but the banging went on.

The room was filled with blinding light. How late was it? Gyp was whining and sniffing at the draught coming in under the door. The banging of her dream became a distant knocking and she fell out of bed in a state of panic, pulling on her shoes.

She hurried downstairs, the sound of her footfall abnormally muffled, the acoustics of the house altered by the snow. She could hear Brigsie outside the door calling her. She stumbled through the sitting room, dark behind the blackout curtains, and on through the gloom of the kitchen, scanning as she went to make sure there was no evidence of last night’s visitor.

‘Coming,’ she called but she hesitated, worried that the jacket would still be there. It had gone. She looked around the room with a frantic nervousness.

‘Millie! Come on – I’m freezing,’ Brigsie called again. Gyp rushed back and forth from the door trying to get her to hurry.

Millie flung the door open and raised her hand to her eyes to shield them from the brightness. A cold eddy of wind rushed in, nipping at her ankles. Brigsie was standing outside and two great drifts of snow towered on either side of her. Gyp sashayed between their feet and rushed into the yard, lifting a leg on the first snowdrift, sniffing the bright orange stain and bounding off again.

‘There you are,’ Brigsie said, ‘I was beginning to worry. Why did you lock the door?’

Millie stared at her because she couldn’t think of what to say. She felt goose bumps speckling her skin, the shock of the frosty air against her bed-warmed body, an unpleasant acidity in her stomach from last night’s poteen. Brigsie stared back, a half smile on her face.

‘Why didn’t you wake me?’

‘I tried earlier but I got here a bit late myself. It was one hell of a struggle getting here this morning. The road’s impassable. I had to walk; nothing but the tips of the fence posts sticking up out of the drifts to mark where the track was, can you believe? Come on, let me in.’

‘What about the cows?’

‘All done.’

Brigsie pushed in past her. Before shutting the door, Millie looked out across the yard, anxious that the snow may have stopped before Lukas’s departure, leaving his tracks visible but the yard was stained with fresh muck and churned by the cows’ hooves. Gyp began questing around close to the house. Millie stood, motionless with indecision in case the dog picked up a scent and betrayed her.

She heard the rasp of the blackout curtains opening and Brigsie called out,

‘Get that door shut. You’re letting all the heat out.’

The tone was terse but when Millie came into the kitchen her friend looked at her with a jaunty interest, not a trace of irritation that she’d been working hard for the last few hours with no help.

‘You look exhausted. Didn’t all that extra time in bed help?’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sleep late – I don’t know what’s happening to me.’

Brigsie raised an eyebrow, and there it was again, that half smile.

‘Lots of odd things are happening at the moment. I blame the war.’

‘I didn’t even hear my alarm clock.’

‘Crikey! You can hear that old thing going off from Shawstoke.’

Millie attempted a smile. ‘How can I make it up to you?’

‘Well, I was coming to that. It stopped snowing about two this morning but by the look of it there’s a whole heap more on the way. I was wondering if you could manage the afternoon milking on your own because I want to get back down to Shawstoke. It’s just that I’m on a promise from one of those frisky Canadians helping out at the depot.’

‘Of course. Has Hugh been over?’

‘No.’ Millie felt a wave of relief. ‘I’ve put the churns outside the dairy door,’ Brigsie went on, ‘I don’t think he’ll be able to come by today with this dump – but the milk’ll be fine. No chance of it spoiling on a day like today. Besides, the lorry won’t be able to get up here for days. They’ll just have a bumper lot to collect when the roads clear. If the snow locks us down for too many days, it’ll be cheese and butter all round for Sheppington.’

‘Always the good news,’ Millie said, trying to sound casual. In reality she felt edgy and distracted, afraid that her manner would alert Brigsie to her crime.

Brigsie plonked herself into a chair, pulling off her hat and banging at the snow on her trousers.

‘We had some dramas down in Shawstoke last night, and no mistake.’

‘Really?’ Millie said, other thoughts clattering around in her head.

‘You know that pork shop on the corner of Church Street?’

‘Wolfs?’

‘That’s right. Josef was interned at the start of the war and Mary’s been running it on her own.’

‘I know.’

‘A whole load of women went down there when news of the Bristol bombing raid came through. They smashed her windows and cornered her in the shop.’

‘She’s not German.’

‘She’s married to one. They said she was a collaborator.’

Millie felt as if her guts were giving way, caving in, like mud tumbling into a post-hole.

‘I hurried over to see what was going on. It was awful. The poor soul was terrified.’

‘Did they hurt her?’

‘Not as such. They spat on her – so many of them that by the end she was grey-white from the top of her head to her shoulders.’

Millie felt a wave of nausea rising into her chest. She wasn’t sure if it was disgust or terror.

‘God, Brigsie. You didn’t take part, did you?’

‘No.’ Her eyes slid away and she looked troubled. ‘I didn’t really help though, if I’m honest, not until later. You know what those Shawstoke women are like. Rough as houses. I went back after they’d gone. Mary was out the back, scraping the mucus off her face. Her hair was full of it. I wanted to help, find out what she was going to do next but she told me to go away and mind my own business.’

She unbuttoned her oilskins and spread her legs out towards the range.

‘It’s really warm in here. You must have had a bloody good fire going last night,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder towards the grate.

Millie followed her gaze and froze. The two empty glasses of poteen were still on the table in the living room beyond. Brigsie sat, smiling up at her. From there she couldn’t see through to the sitting room but it was only a matter of time.

Millie mustn’t look towards them again; and she must quell the rapid rise and fall of her chest. She moved away from the range and towards the window, trying to draw Brigsie’s gaze.

‘I had a lovely fire,’ she said, aware that she sounded breathless. ‘I sat up quite late – but it’s always warmer in the house when the roof’s covered with snow. Must work like a great big blanket.’ She reached the window and looked out.

‘Good God!’ she shrieked, perhaps a little too theatrically. ‘What’s that ruddy dog got now? Be a dear, Brigsie and call him in, would you?’

In her agreeable way, Brigsie got to her feet and padded down the corridor.

Millie whipped into the sitting room. She could hear Brigsie calling Gyp but knew she had no time at all. She stuffed the glasses underneath a cushion and was back in the kitchen before Brigsie sauntered in.

‘He’s just rootling around,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t seem that keen to come in.’ She patted the top of the range. ‘Better get some more fuel in here.’

‘You’ve done enough for one morning Brigsie, I can manage.’

‘You’ll be running out of wood soon.’

‘There’s plenty under the lean-to.’

‘I’ll get a load in for you before I go.’

‘No.’ Millie spoke with more vehemence than she intended and seeing a frown cross Brigsie’s face, she added, ‘It’s better for me if I keep busy.’

‘All right then – if you’re sure.’

Millie riddled the bottom of the range, hooking out the ash tray and carrying it down to the back door. Opening it, she flung the clinkers onto the porch steps – they would make the compacted snow safer.

She could see Gyp over by the dung heap, his nose to the ground. Despite Brigsie’s reassurances, she called him, feeling that as long as he was outside, he posed some sort of indefinable hazard. He trotted towards her but as he neared the house, he hesitated, sampling the air and turned as if to scurry off round the side of the house.

‘Gyp,’ she called, her voice cross with impatience and he dropped his ears and slunk towards her. ‘Get inside,’ she said and he scuttled past. She felt a pang of guilt. Poor old Gyp. She caught up with him and patted his shoulder.

Brigsie sat and watched her packing the fuel down into the burner.

‘So why did you lock the door?’ she said again, ‘were you feeling jumpy with all that talk about German pilots crash landing?’

Millie didn’t dare turn round. She didn’t trust the expression on her face. Instead she grabbed the wire brush and dashed the smuts into the burner, her face glowing.

‘No, of course not,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘It was Gyp – I went up to check the silo yesterday afternoon and he ran off towards the combe. I had a terrible time getting him back. I was worried that if you let him out when you arrived he’d be off again.’

‘That’s not like him. Mind you, there’s precious little scent to follow out there this morning. It’s a winter wonderland.’ Out of the corner of her eye Millie could see Brigsie watching her. Then she heard the chair creak as she leaned forward and said, ‘Any chance of a cup of something hot before I go?’

Millie swung round and stared back at her.

She didn’t want to make her friend feel unwanted when she’d been so kind but she had to go. Everything around her felt tinny and unreal. She didn’t know if she sounded normal, wished she could remember what they usually chattered about.

‘Of course, if you think you’ve got time. It’ll take an age for the range to get back up to heat though.’

Brigsie watched her for a moment then said, ‘Perhaps you’re right.’ She stood up and began buttoning her oilskins. ‘Look. Why don’t you let me stay? Robbie’ll understand.’

‘No. Absolutely not. I won’t allow it. You’ve done so much for me.’

‘Sure you can manage? You’ve only got to say, you know.’

‘I’m fine. It’s not the first time we’ve been snowed in.’ She gave an abrupt laugh and immediately wished she hadn’t because Brigsie narrowed her eyes a little. But then she laughed too and said, ‘Nor the last.’

Brigsie still seemed reluctant to leave. Millie felt her face freezing into a sort of rictus smile, saw her friend’s eyes travel around the kitchen until something caught her attention and she said, ‘Would you like me to put the weight back on the feed bin on my way out?’

Millie felt an uncomfortable glow spreading up from her chest. She broke away from Brigsie’s gaze and went over to where the brass weight still sat on the floor by the table. She heaved it up and handed it to her.

‘Thanks – would you mind? I brought it in last night. I’d a notion I’d make a batch of pressed ham but then Gyp ran off and I didn’t have time.’

‘OK,’ Brigsie said.

Millie could see from her expression that she didn’t believe her.




Chapter Thirteen

Brigsie put the weight back on the feed bin and brushed the dirt off her gloves. Through the gap in the open door, she could see Millie standing in the yard, hugging her arms around her waist as if she were holding herself together.

‘What have you been up to?’ Brigsie said under her breath, a raffish smile on her face.

Clearly she’d had one hell of a night but quite how the weight fitted in, she couldn’t imagine. She pulled the barn door shut and gave Millie a wave.

‘Cheerio,’ she called.

She rounded the corner of the yard and plunged into the thick snow, pushing her legs through the drifts like a convict in leg irons.

She was glad Millie was having herself a spot of fun. Shame it hadn’t cheered her up a bit more. She wondered who he was, the fellow who left the deep footmarks in the snow round the side of the house. It couldn’t be Hugh or she’d have said. Perhaps he was Canadian, like Robbie and if he were, she wouldn’t blame her. They were pretty dishy, with their film-star accents and lovely teeth.

Half way down Sheppington Way she stopped to take a breather and stood, hands on her hips, looking out over the escarpment. Below she could see the white roofs of Merewick, the pretty downland village in the valley. Robbie had scrounged some petrol coupons and planned running them over to the pub there for the evening. It was a lovely pub, thatched, would you believe? Pretty as a picture and in winter there was this great log fire and all the horse brasses shone.

The snow clouds were already building along the horizon. There was going to be another big dump tonight, that’s for sure. Perhaps they’d get stranded, have to stay the night. That would give the village tongues something to wag about and as she set off again she chuckled to herself, wondering if Millie would get snowed in with her fancy man too.

She stopped again. Of course. That’s why Millie was being so secretive. Brigsie knew all about the unpleasant gossip that went around after Jack topped himself – what on earth would the community say if they knew the young widow up at Enington was fooling around with another man, her husband barely cold in his grave?

She felt a wave of relief. She thought of Millie as one of her best friends and frankly, she’d felt a bit hurt that she hadn’t confided in her. Now she understood. Millie didn’t want people knowing she was putting it about again so soon and she certainly wouldn’t want dear old Hugh to know, poor chap.

‘Good on you girl,’ Brigsie said out loud, and hurried on through the snow, thinking about a pint of beer and a plate of stew beside the pub fire, the drifts silently building up outside until they came to leave and, Oh, what do you know? Snowed in. Rooms? Marvellous. And then, when everyone’s asleep, the thrill of the creak of a floorboard, her door opening, stifled giggling in the dark.

Brigsie was having one hell of a good war.



As Brigsie disappeared over the brow of the hill, Millie gave a great sigh of relief and headed back to the house. The cold sweat of anxiety was ebbing away, leaving her clammy. She put the kettle on the range and made her way upstairs, into the chilly bathroom, where she vigorously cleaned her teeth.

Back in the bedroom, she stripped off the clothes she’d slept in, her skin shivering in the bright morning light, and stirred around in the pile of things on the chair until she found a different shirt, tugging a green ribbed jumper over the top and flicking out the collar.

Looking in the mirror, she thought Brigsie was right, she did look exhausted. She gave her cheeks a few sharp pinches, made an ‘Ow,’ face at herself and smiled. She pulled the pins out of her hair, shook it out, then gathered it back up into a scarf and tied it at the front, pulling a fringe of curls forward from underneath.

She had a cold, clear feeling that she’d got away with something momentous and wished this sensation of lightness would last. But it was more than that. Those terrible events back in July had stolen her mind, filled every idle hour with recrimination and guilt – perhaps if she’d been kinder to Jack, she could have saved him; if she’d been more loving, less critical, he’d still be alive.

Last night stopped that dead. This stranger’s gentle question cracked something open in her and she’d wept, not for Jack’s despair and suffering, but for her own.

She wandered out into the corridor and across to the second bedroom. Jack used it as a dressing room, said he couldn’t move in their bedroom with all her clutter.

It was clamped with cold. The hoar frost had thrown glistening fronds across the windowpane and Millie scratched a small hole in the ice with her nail. She could just make out the path that Brigsie had taken in the fresh snow. She scratched off more ice and gazed across the wilderness of white towards the distant copse on the other side of the combe.

He’d gone. Sometime during the night he’d slipped away and was out there in that vast frozen landscape. There was no point wondering about him. Their story began and ended last night.

The enormity of her betrayal was keen as a knife in this cold, bare room and yet, when she conjured up the image of that German pointing a gun at her head, it disintegrated and reformed as the sensitive face of Lukas Schiller. Now that the immediate danger had passed, she felt sorry she’d imagined him to be a threat. He’d turned out to be an honourable young man after all.

The sin was all on her side. If she couldn’t help her own husband when he was in distress, she certainly should not have helped an enemy soldier. What was she trying to do? Salve one crushing guilt with a more intense one? Her thoughts were fragmented and muddled. It felt as if she were fighting another terrible loss but her rational mind raged against the idea. All she could do was fill her days with physical work to stop her mind from wandering.

The kettle was steaming merrily on the range but she’d lost interest in a cup of tea. She pulled on her outdoor clothes and went into the yard, calling to Gyp who bounded after her, snapping his teeth in the air at flurries blowing off the roof. The snow stuck like melted wax to the bricks of the outhouses. She looked across the fields and saw that the darker features on the horizon were fading; more snow would come before the afternoon.

Brigsie had let the chickens out and they were scratching away near the sheds among the spilled cow feed. She went over to the coops to check if there were any eggs – unlikely at this time of year but possible – then she gathered up the water dispensers and made her way back to the house to thaw them. Before going in, she put her hand on the latch of the door for balance as she tugged off a boot.

Her foot came free with a jerk and she stumbled, her socked foot crunching onto a clart of snow.

‘Blast!’ she said loudly.

Feeling rather disagreeable, she gathered up the metal feeders and pushed the kitchen door open with her shoulder. The feeders clanged against one another, ringing out as she lowered them into the sink. She banged them upside down against the porcelain. As the plugs of ice dropped and slid away, she heard another noise behind her and turned.

Lukas Schiller was standing in the shadows of the darkened sitting room watching her.




Chapter Fourteen

At about the same time that morning, Hugh Adamson was up at Church Piece digging out the sheep. Tom Watkins, the shepherd, had sent his lad down to fetch him when Hugh was in the middle of breakfast and, stuffing the last piece of fried bread into his mouth, he apologised to his mother for not doing full justice to the fried eggs, and headed out on foot towards Sheppington.

As the lad took the rest of the flock down the hill towards the shelter of the churchyard, Hugh and Watkins spent an exhausting few hours searching for three missing ewes, which they eventually dug out of a bank of deep snow that had drifted against a stone wall.

‘Had their noses pressed to the gaps between the stones,’ Watkins said, struggling to keep a disorientated sheep from toppling sideways. ‘Could have left them there for days.’

‘Or lost them altogether,’ Hugh said, rubbing his hands across the poor animal’s packed nostrils. She leant against his legs, her breath forming a cloud around her mouth as she panted. After a few minutes she jerked away, gave a weak bleat and tottered off down the hill to join the rest of the flock.

‘That’s them all, Mr Hugh,’ Watkins said.

Hugh watched the shepherd fall in line behind the sheep, stepping high to plant his feet in the snow. His eyes lifted above the thin procession of man and animals to the horizon. No doubt about it, more snow was on the way. He wondered if Brigsie got up from Shawstoke this morning or if Millie was having to cope on her own.

He needed to go over this afternoon and make sure everything was all right. She’d be cross with him, he knew that, but he didn’t care. She was always cross with him when he fussed, but deep down he knew how much she needed him, how much she depended on him, especially now Jack was gone.

It was pretty annoying when she started stepping out with Jack but not surprising. Jack was good looking and Hugh – well, he hadn’t grown into his face back then; big nose, big smile and acne. God, that acne. No wonder Millie went for Jack, but Hugh never imagined it was anything more than a teenage crush.

Then old Mr Sanger ups and dies, Enington passes to Jack and, lo and behold, Millie’s going to marry him. It was madness. They were both so young. It soon became clear Jack needed all the help he could get, running that farm, and Millie… well, Millie wasn’t a country girl, not back then. She was a Shawstoke girl.

Mind you, she learned pretty quickly. To be perfectly honest, Hugh was pretty pleased when Jack struggled. Hugh liked to be needed, particularly by Millie.

Mrs Adamson was busy at the range when Hugh came in for lunch. He thought his mother was looking particularly well these days. She shed quite a bit of weight when she was widowed a few years back and it suited her, made her look younger. She’d stopped setting and colouring her hair and left it to grow out pepper and salt grey, swept away from her face, making the most of her sharp features and clever blue eyes.

‘Have we lost many?’ she said.

‘Not one,’ Hugh said, washing his hands and snatching the tea towel off his mother’s shoulder to dry them. ‘We left them in the churchyard.’

‘The churchyard? But there’s more snow on the way. Wouldn’t it make more sense to get them down to the sheds?’

‘It would, but it’s too far. They’d be exhausted and I can’t get the trailer up there today. They’ll be sheltered enough for the time being.’

His mum laid out the bread, cheese and pickles while he poured them both a tumbler of ale.

‘I thought I’d take the tractor over to Enington this afternoon,’ Hugh said.

His mother looked up from cutting the bread.

‘If you couldn’t get the trailer up to Sheppington, you’re not going to get the tractor over to Enington, are you?’

‘It’ll be fine. Sheppington’s a good climb – the track across to Millie’s is all but flat.’

‘Well,’ she said with a heavy sigh, ‘if you must, but I think you’re absolutely potty.’

By the time he’d finished lunch and set off towards the sheds, the blizzard was blowing hard, blotting out everything except the buildings around the yard. Perhaps she was right, he was potty, but if he didn’t go, she’d have him in that office doing paperwork.

He cranked the handle of the Fordson once, then twice. It gave a couple of loud retorts, juddered into life and settled down to a guggling clatter. Hugh climbed up into the seat and set off across the yard to the start of the track. He narrowed his eyes and stared in the direction of Wigstan Combe but he couldn’t see much through the snow thrown up by the wind. He’d be able to see more once he was on the track, away from powder snow blowing off the roofs.

He chugged on, his oilskins cracking in the wind. He looked up into the dense white sky and wondered if this was how that pilot felt, high above the earth before he came down, nothing but the noise of the wind, the air icy cold.

Mrs Wilson had popped in to see his mother the following day to tell them all about it, how she was out in her garden, heard a noise like a rushing wind before she saw it, a huge bird of prey silhouetted against the clouds. Gave her such a fright, it stuck her to the spot. No noise, no flames, just that whooshing sound as it disappeared over the horizon.

God, what a terrible way to perish, blown to pieces, nothing left. What does that mean, to be there one moment and not to exist the next?

Hugh felt a shudder of existential fear but he shook it off, pulled his eyes back to the line of fence posts sticking out of the snow, marking the boundary of the track. Probably no more than the ruddy Nazi deserved.

The snow was definitely getting thicker but the flakes were larger, wetter. That usually meant they wouldn’t settle or drift but it was still building up along his body on the windward side.

It was difficult to work out exactly how far he’d come. He seemed to be moving along in a cocoon governed by the distance he could see in front, to the sides, behind. The snowflakes dropped grey from the sky then swerved horizontally towards his face, parting and swirling around the tractor as he pressed on. He couldn’t work out if it was getting darker because of the snow or because it was nearing dusk.

He was pretty confident he was going to make it but it was just possible that he wouldn’t get back again tonight. The thought made him chuckle and he hunkered down into the collar of his oilskin to indulge the fantasy. He imagined arriving at Enington after dark, pictured Millie opening the door, the mellow glow of the lamps spilling out onto the snow by the threshold.

No, that wouldn’t happen. He’d forgotten about the blackout.

Let’s see – she’d be silhouetted in the dark doorway and he’d shake the snow off his clothes and stamp it off his feet and then he’d be in her kitchen.

It was a nice kitchen over at Enington, low ceilinged, cosy under those beams. When he was a boy, the kitchen in winter smelt of gun oil and the goose fat that the old Mr Sanger rubbed on his chest to ease his lungs. Now it smelt of woodsmoke and the herbs that Millie hung in bunches on the beams. He liked the window seat over on the left, always noticed if Millie had finished another patchwork cushion. She was such a messy girl but when she sat down to sew she made these beautiful things.

After old Mr Sanger died, she’d used all his old silk ties, cut the patterns and club logos into miniature squares and sewn them together to make a cushion. When Hugh’s dad died, he gave her a handful of his old ties, asked her to make one for him. She said she would but she hadn’t got round to it yet.

Now, where had he got to with this dream of his? Ah yes, he’d go into that warm kitchen and they’d maybe have a couple of glasses of that lethal potion Mr Sanger used to brew, and he’d sit and watch her fix something for them to eat. What did he fancy? Not one of Brigsie’s spam and potato specials, that’s for sure. No, he’d taken a couple of rabbits over a few days back. They’d have rabbit probably. She could stew them with apples and a glug of cider and it would taste incredible. And they might have a few glasses of beer with it and she’d say, of course he mustn’t try to get back to Steadham tonight, of course his mother wouldn’t be worried about him and then, and then…

Would he? Could she? Was six months long enough to leave all that guilt behind? No, he didn’t have to worry about that. This was just a dream and as his mother always said, dreaming was free and dreaming was fine – so long as you didn’t resent it if it never came true.

Yes, the snow was definitely getting thicker but he was making steady if slow progress. It really couldn’t be that far now.




Chapter Fifteen

Millie stared at him with such fury, Lukas thought he’d made a terrible mistake. The night before, when she scurried up the stairs, he waited for her to return, his heart pounding. He was sure he’d sensed the pull coming from her as well as him and hoped against hope that she’d fled because the power of their attraction had shaken her. Then he heard a door close above and a creak of floorboards. He stared at the dark corridor at the top of the stairs, wondering if he should follow her, tap gently on her door.

He heard the scrape of a chair. She was barricading herself in her room. He could not, dared not, risk a second approach – but nor could he bring himself to leave.

Now the back door was open and he could feel the icy air creeping into the sitting room.

‘For the love of God,’ she said, her voice low and angry, her hand clutching at the collar of her coat.

He was certain he heard the other woman leave but Millie looked towards the door, her eyes wide like a trapped animal and he pressed himself into the shadows. Perhaps she was about to rush out, run after the woman and call her back, pretend she’d just discovered him. Her eyes blazed at him, her chest heaving as if she’d run a sprint.

‘I thought you’d gone hours ago.’

Despite the anger and shock in her voice, his heart soared to hear it again, dark and husky. Cautiously he came out from the shadows, tugging the old coat he’d found, across the Fliegerbluse. He had no desire to remind her he was a German officer.

‘I went outside. Under the place where you have the wood.’

She darted down the corridor to the door, shutting it with a bang and pushing the bolt across. He followed and watched as she leant against it as if to bar it even more securely against the outside world. She shot him a look, pushed past him and sank onto a chair, resting her arms on the table and letting her head drop down on them. Alarmed, he sat beside her.

‘Have you any idea how close we came to being discovered?’ she said, her voice muffled by the pillow of her arms.

He looked down at the ground to hide his smile. She’d said, ‘we’. Despite her anger, she was still in the conspiracy with him.

‘I am sorry, I do not want to be dangerous for you.’ His voice was little more than a whisper to show his respect for her anxiety.

‘No. I didn’t mean that. I was…’ she stopped, as if censoring something she wanted to say. ‘Brigsie; she’s my friend, but she’s also Land Army.’ She took a deep breath and let it out in a shudder and lifted her head. ‘I was sure you’d gone.’

‘I sleep, I do not know time is passing. I hear the woman knock on the door and say your name. It is dark. After she stops to knock I get some coats from in there and I go down there, to the other door and go outside.’

How simple it sounds – his sudden awakening, his confusion and panic, knowing that arrest was imminent.

Stumbling around in the blackness, snatching his Fliegerbluse from the chair, his boots from the floor, slinking through to grab something to protect himself from the cold before finding another exit, all the time aware that whatever he did, he mustn’t implicate Millie, not after so much kindness.

‘I stay by the house – no one can see me – and I find a place that is dry and away from the wind.’

If his English were better he could have told her more, how he scrambled through a drift at the side of the house in his socks before struggling to get his boots back on, his feet soaking wet from the snow; the bruising scrabble up the wood pile, slipping on the logs as he desperately tried to make his way to the back of the lean-to; crouching down, his face screwed up as a dislodged piece of wood rattled down the pile; a panting wait to see if he’d been heard and finally, squeezing himself between the wood and the planks of the wall, his feet numb with cold, his shoulder throbbing with pain.

‘We have had luck. Yes?’

‘Luck!’ With a puff of exasperation she pushed herself up and shook her head in astonishment. ‘This is reckless. Foolish. You could get us both arrested. I could lose everything – do you understand? Everything,’ and she swept her arm round in an arc. ‘Why are you still here?’

‘I am sorry.’

He wondered if something in his expression told her the reason because her face softened and she said, ‘I know you are.’

He looked at this slight girl, her hair escaping from around her scarf, her pale cheeks pinched pink from the cold. He was struck forcibly by how much she risked, how much danger he put her in if he stayed.

‘It is right that I go now,’ he said.

She gave a great sigh and said, ‘No – wait. We’ve got to think this through. It’s broad daylight out there. It could be even more hazardous, especially if you get caught just a short distance from the farm.’

She went over to the kitchen window. Cautiously he came across and stood beside her, looking out across the arctic landscape.

Already light snow flurries were blowing through the air, the prelude to another storm which he could see massing along the horizon. It would be here within the hour. He felt relieved – with a blizzard on the way, perhaps it would be safer for him to wait until darkness, safer from the risk of capture – but dangerous, he thought, glancing at Millie. Very dangerous in every other way.

‘The first thing we’ve got to do,’ she was saying, ‘is find you other things to wear.’ Her eyes drifted down to the insignia on his jacket and he waited for her to remember who he was, what he was, but all she said was, ‘Come upstairs and let me look out something for you.’

‘Then I go.’

‘It’ll be dusk soon. Wait until then.’




Chapter Sixteen

Lukas followed her, wondered what would have happened if he’d come up these stairs last night. She opened a door, beckoning to him but his eye was caught by the room opposite, the double bed tumbled and unmade, sheets and blankets looping onto the floor, a thick quilt of faded fabrics doubled up at the foot end. The metal frame was festooned with clothes, the brass finials swathed in scarves and belts.

‘Don’t look in there,’ she called from the other room, ‘it’s a mess.’

He joined her in the room opposite. In the centre stood a single bed, the merry counterpane of bright crocheted squares, spread between the heavy wooden bed-ends, the only splash of colour in the austere room. Beneath it he could see the shapes of folded blankets. A dark chest of drawers stood against the wall with an oval mirror hanging above. On top lay a pair of men’s hairbrushes, a tortoiseshell comb with a tarnished silver edge and a small box of worn leather.

This was his dressing room, he thought. That’s the mirror where he stood and brushed his hair, one stroke after another. What did he look like, this man who killed himself and left her on her own? In his mind, the only face he could see was his own father’s.

Millie was rattling the bottom drawer to unstick it. It was filled with this man’s clothes which she dispassionately tossed out onto the matting. She picked up a checked shirt of thick cotton and passed it to him. He took it, squeezed the fabric in his hands before holding it up to gauge the size. He wanted to press it to his nose, see if it smelt of another man but he caught the faint aroma of soap flakes and laid it on the counterpane. She brought him a pair of twill trousers that looked as if they’d never been worn.

She pulled out another drawer, full of sweaters. She discarded one after another, occasionally pausing, as if a memory of the wearer had come to her.

‘Here, try this,’ she said, holding out a sleeveless jumper, the front patterned in brick red, navy and yellow. He hesitated. She pushed it towards him and said, ‘He never wore it. I knitted it a few years back from unravelled wool for no one in particular, just to have something to do in the evening. It’s meant to be Fair Isle – but you won’t know what that is, I don’t suppose. Look.’ She spun it in her hands to show him the back. ‘I ran out of colours, I only had enough to do the pattern on the front, it’s plain on the back. It doesn’t show when you’ve got a jacket on.’

He wondered what made her talk so much, sensed her guilt in this room filled with mementoes.

‘I’ll leave you to try these on,’ she said, ‘if something doesn’t fit, feel free to look through the drawers. There are some jackets in that cupboard; find a pair of boots that fit, look for anything else you think you need. I must get on or I’ll never get my chores finished.’

She hadn’t looked directly at him since they came into that room. He felt uncomfortable too, the thought of dressing in a dead man’s clothes but what choice did he have?

She gave him an abrupt nod, a prelude to leaving and he reached out and touched her on the wrist. For a brief but vivid moment, he sensed the warmth and life pulsing between them before she snatched her hand away, as if his touch might burn her.

‘When I am dressed I help you.’

‘No,’ she said looking straight into his eyes. She was breathing hard, her struggle fluttering across her face, puckering her forehead. ‘I’ll be fine. You mustn’t come outside. It’s too risky. Stay inside, rest your shoulder. Get your strength up for your journey.’



He listened to her receding footsteps, the slam of the kitchen door. He stripped down and quickly pulled on the clothes she’d given him. It was cold in here. His socks were still wet and although she’d given him permission, he hesitated by the chest of drawers, surprised by his reluctance to hunt through her dead husband’s underwear.

What the hell was wrong with him? Had fatigue or gratitude dulled his resolve? He was on the run behind enemy lines. This was no time to hesitate. He pulled the top drawer open and selected a pair of socks, then went over to the wardrobe and chose a thick tweed jacket.

He could see several pairs of lace-up shoes in the bottom of the wardrobe but didn’t put them on. They looked small and besides, there was something too individual about the contours of the folds and the wear on the heels. He would put his flying boots back on. It would be foolish to make his escape in a pair of ill-fitting shoes.

He padded back downstairs in the dry socks and sat on the chair by the range, working off the labels on the inside of his boots with his penknife. He went through to the sitting room and tossed the labels into the embers of last night’s fire, pulling the boots back on his feet, immediately comforted by their familiarity and warmth.

His peace of mind increased with every thump of the gale outside and when he noticed that snow was piling up on the outside of the windowpanes, he knew it would be safe for him to wait out the storm.

He wandered from the sitting room and down the corridor. He found a huge cloakroom with a lavatory and basin in it, the walls covered with faded rosettes and cuttings from newspaper reports on country shows. An old gun cupboard stood open, empty except for some dusty spiderwebs and dead woodlice. Further down the corridor he came to a room that was obviously used as the farm office, the walls lined with bookshelves and there, on the back wall, several large-scale maps pinned up together.

With a swift glance behind to make sure he still had the house to himself, he went over to study it. A thick red line marked off an area of land, presumably owned by Millie, and there, near a road marked Sheppington Way, the paper was blurred from the fingertips of years pointing out a group of buildings marked Enington Farm. So that was where he was.

He sighed heavily and flung himself down in the swivel chair next to the desk. He couldn’t have landed further from the coast if he’d tried. It made escaping to France by sea exceedingly difficult but not impossible. If he could get to the coast he may be able to stow away on a vessel bound for a European port.

But how to protect her? He would tell her nothing of his plan. The German High Command may have been over-optimistic in August when they predicted on Adlertag that the RAF would be destroyed in four weeks but all the same, Germany was certain to win the war. He would return here once Britain had surrendered. His most pressing desire at the moment was to protect Millie in the short term by getting as far away from the area as possible before putting his escape plan into action.

He pushed himself out of the chair and went back to studying the map. Yes, here he could see a railway line running from Shawstoke to the much larger city of Coltenham, perhaps twenty miles to the east by rail but closer in a straight line. If he travelled through open country along the ridge, the city was probably less than ten miles from the farm and from there he could see railway lines linking up throughout the country. He would stow away on a train and let it take him whichever direction it was travelling so that, if he had the misfortune to be captured, he would be far away from Millie and no suspicion would fall on her.




Chapter Seventeen

It was pitch black now but thankfully Hugh could still make out the smudge of an occasional fence post above the snow piled up along the road. Despite the darkness, he was sure he was making good progress but then he felt an insecure kind of slither at the base of his back. The Fordson slewed sideways, tipped and shuddered to a halt.

Cursing, he clambered down and grabbed hold of the crank shaft. When several turns produced nothing more than coughs of exhaust, he battled round to the side of the leaning tractor and wiggled the oil pipes, tearing off his gloves and rubbing them in his hands to get the oil moving. None of it made the blindest bit of difference.

He was livid. He struck the back tyre with the crank handle before he pulled himself together. He stared into the driving snow, feeling disorientated. Surely he couldn’t be more than a quarter of a mile from Millie’s farm? Not unless he’d inadvertently lost the line of the track. He was certain he hadn’t. He knew the way across to her farm like the back of his hand. If only there was some ruddy landmark he could use to get his bearings. No, he was sure Enington lay just ahead and, abandoning the Fordson, he plunged off on foot.

The snow rose and sank in dunes, the tops of bushes and posts rising above it in unexpected places. Before long his trousers were soaked underneath his gaiters and he had to keep stopping to pull compacted snow from the top of his boots.

This bloody blackout. If only he could see the lights of Shawstoke down on the plain, he’d know he was getting close but all he could see was gloopy drifts and thick, thick snow.

He leaned into the screaming wind, staring at the greyness swirling in front of his eyes and there, as a squall tore apart a sheet of snow, he saw the blur of a thicker patch of blackness in the distance.

Could it be a building? He was certain it was. With renewed energy he struggled on, his thighs aching from the constant high stepping, his whole body exhausted from the effort of plunging on, dropping through the glazed crust of ice covering the drifts.

He felt his feet beginning to slip, put his hand out to steady himself but his arm disappeared into the soft wall of snow and his body followed, drifting downwards, the snow crunching like cotton wool against his ears, ice cold on his face.

He lay still, the screaming wind muffled now, and felt a strange peacefulness wash over him, a beguiling sense of warmth as if he’d chucked a glass of whiskey down his neck and the alcohol was coursing through his veins, right into the tips of his fingers and toes. He wondered if it wouldn’t be simpler to lie there, against this drift, just for a few minutes.

He closed his eyes, felt his body relax into the soft bed of snow but then an image rose up in front of him, the window at Enington Farm that looked out across the escarpment. He saw Millie’s face staring out at the blizzard. She looked so vulnerable, that tiny triangle of face underneath a halo of hair, all alone with the tempest raging around her. It seemed she was waiting for someone. Jack?

No, she couldn’t be waiting for Jack. Jack had betrayed her, abandoned her when she needed him the most, left her to the mercy of the village gossips. All those whispers that she must have been a bad wife – if she’d been a good one, she could have saved him. But she couldn’t. Hugh knew that. He’d known Jack since he was a child, understood his moods. Gloomy lot, those Sangers. No one could’ve helped Jack, not when the black dog had him by the throat.

She’s waiting for me, he thought.

He’d always been her champion. Who had she run to when Jack did that dreadful thing? She’d run to him and he’d sorted it all out for her, saved her the agony of seeing the body cut down, laid out in the trailer like a piece of livestock. He could still see Jack’s handsome face, grey as thin milk, his mouth swollen as if he’d been bitten by the midge and got bluetongue, everything bulging, distorted, hideous.

She never had to see that, not close up, not after they cut him down. She could remember Jack as he was.

Hugh couldn’t.



Millie went into the pantry and collected a plate of rabbit meat and some onions. When she came back, Lukas was kneeling by the grate.

‘I do this for you before I go,’ he said, ‘to thank you.’

Millie began to chop the onions, whistling quietly though her teeth.

‘You whistle because you are happy?’ he said.

‘Oh, no. I mean, I’m not unhappy. But if you whistle it blows the onion fumes away and stops your eyes from watering.’

‘Ah – I see. You know many things.’

She looked at him to see if he was teasing her but he was busy with the fire. She smiled to herself and scooped the onions into the pan.

They sizzled in the butter; the kindling crackled and popped. Lukas sat back, brushing the soot from his hands. He looked so different in country clothes, his hair unbrushed, that Millie had to remind herself of the peril his continuing presence put her in.

‘Now,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘I must leave.’

‘Take a coat. There are plenty in the boot room.’

He looked over in the direction she indicated but didn’t move.

‘Where will you go?’ she said to fill the silence.

‘I travel to the coast.’

‘To get back to France?’

‘Yes. I must find my Gruppe once more.’

The onions were softening and smelling sweet. It was time she put the rabbit joints in to brown.



Hugh roused himself with a snort of horror. What on earth was he doing? If he lay here any longer, old Watkins would be digging him out in the morning and unlike the ewes, he didn’t have a nice wall to press his nose against as the snow silently covered him. He had to get up, had to keep moving. This warmth and relaxation were a trap, a trick of the elements to calm his fear when all the time an icy vapour was wrapping round him. He mustn’t submit to its sleepy seduction.

He fought up through the snow, his arms flailing like a drowning man and finally managed to struggle free of the drift. Upright at last, he looked around. The wind still whined across the land but the snow had almost stopped; nothing but a few granules skidding across his cheeks.

How long had he lain there? Looking up he saw the moon, painfully bright in the sky and over there, to his left, a group of buildings hunched and softened by the snow. He was so exhausted, so disorientated, he wondered if his eyes were playing tricks on him, throwing up ghostly images where there was nothing but snow.

He moved painfully towards the farm, his legs frail beneath him. He felt a mad longing for Millie, an absolute certainty that when she opened the door and saw him standing in front of her, she would finally understand everything. She would take him in, dry him, feed him, care for him.



‘Look,’ Millie said. ‘Why don’t you wait until the meal’s ready. You don’t know when you’ll have another chance to eat.’

‘It is dangerous to stay for longer,’ Lukas said.

She nodded and, picking up the plate of rabbit, she began to drop the pieces into the pan.

‘You’d better take some bread and cheese with you at least,’ she said, not wanting to risk looking at him. She watched the butter foaming around the pieces of meat.

‘What do you make?’ he said.

‘Only stew.’

‘It smells very good.’

‘There really will be enough for two.’

They looked at one another for longer than was natural and she felt herself imperceptibly sway towards him.

The thundering bang on the windowpane shot them apart as powerfully as if a grenade had landed between them.

Lukas darted into the darkness of the back corridor. Even as the raw agitation thundered in his chest, he was able to wonder what she would do now. Surely, she must surrender him to the authorities but in that instant, she came after him.

‘Move,’ she said, her voice hissing with panic. She clutched at his arm and pushed him towards a door.

Opening it, he stared into a black void but before he could speak, she propelled him forward. He stumbled down the first step, slapping his hand onto the rough wall for support.

He turned to look back at her and she returned his gaze so nakedly, he knew she had no intention of giving him up.

The door closed, leaving him alone in the dank, mushroom-smelling darkness, winded by an awareness that had ignited between them, ignited all the more violently because they pivoted on the edge of disaster.



Hugh, who had climbed over the drift piled against the wall, to reach the casement, lost his footing the instant he banged on the pane. He grabbed at the sill, felt the snow beneath him shift and down he tumbled with a terrible moan.

There was a commotion inside the house and he thought he heard talking. Now Gyp was barking. Was she talking to Gyp? He struggled to get to his feet but he’d lost confidence in his legs. He lay back against the drift. He heard the rattle of a door opening with some difficulty, heard the squeak of footsteps and saw the light of a lantern bouncing along the snow towards him.

‘Who’s there?’ Millie said, her voice tight with fear. She trembled so violently the handle of the Tilly lamp chattered in her hand. The light fell across his face and he turned away, shielding his eyes as if the brightness would burn him.

‘Hugh!’ she said. She sounded furious. ‘What… What the hell are you doing here?’

His body felt like lead. He tried to stand, sat back down again.

‘Give me a hand, old girl,’ he said.

There was an inelegant struggle until finally he managed to rise. He knocked the snow off his front and looked down at her. She glanced over her shoulder at the open door but didn’t move.

‘What are you doing?’ she said again.

‘I came to help you.’

‘Help me?’ she said. ‘I don’t need any help.’

‘I do, Millie. I need help,’ he said reaching out for her hand but she took a step back and said, ‘Where’s the tractor? I didn’t hear the tractor.’

‘Abandoned it,’ he said with an expansive sweep of his arm. ‘Somewhere out there. It’s no good until the morning.’

‘How on earth are you going to get back tonight?’

‘Get back?’ he said, his voice high with astonishment. ‘I can’t get back tonight.’

‘Then what are you going to do?’

‘Stay here, of course.’




Chapter Eighteen

Groping blindly with his foot, Lukas felt for the next step. He could hear a man’s voice booming above. It seemed so near, he was certain that the crunch of grit below his boot would give him away. With agonising care, he made his way down into the cellar.

The ceiling was low. The light filtering between the floorboards flashed as the shadows passed above him. A chair leg scraped across the floor, inches above his head and he heard the clink of a glass.

He felt a pang of fury. Who could be up there? Certainly no one official. It must be the neighbouring farmer she’d talked about. Stupidly, he’d imagined a man too old for army service but the fellow in the room above chatted with the animation of a younger man. Whoever he was, it was clear he wouldn’t be leaving any time soon.

Desperately he tried to follow their conversation. He couldn’t make out the words; instead he concentrated on the pace and tone of the exchange. Millie’s voice sounded unnaturally smooth, the man’s strangely hearty.

Could he be an admirer? The thought hijacked him and he felt jealousy rising like bile. He struggled to quell it; he had no right to feel that way. He must distract himself. His eyes were adapting to the darkness and he peered into the void, imagined the cellars rambling on underneath the building.

After a while, he tired of straining to hear their conversation. He wanted to sit down. He was less likely to be heard moving around if he went deeper into the cellar. With painstaking care, he moved away from underneath the kitchen. Within a few minutes of feeling around in the darkness, his hands made contact with a box and he sank down onto it to wait.

As the minutes passed, he began to feel cold. He was only wearing the shirt and sleeveless sweater she’d given him. How he wished he’d fetched that coat when she told him to. He needed to move around, keep himself warm. Carefully he paced back and forth, checking there were no obstacles in his way. As the minutes turned to hours his impatience got the better of him and he crept back to stand underneath the kitchen.

His nostrils flared. He could smell the stew. His mouth filled with saliva as he stood, listening to the clink of cutlery. The bloody man was having a meal, eating the stew he’d watched her prepare. He went back to his box in the darkness, overwhelmed with the injustice of the situation. The heady excitement of their conspiracy had been utterly destroyed by this interloper. Why hadn’t she got rid of the man? The longer Lukas sat there, bored and cold, the more jealousy raged in his bones.

To distract himself from his ugly emotions, he decided to explore. He moved deeper into the cellar, his arms outstretched as if he were in a trance. Eventually his fingers made contact with fabric. Moving by touch, he worked out it was a tarpaulin covering a piece of machinery. If he could get the cover off, he could wrap himself up in it to keep warm.

His fingers located the cord holding the tarpaulin in place. Closing his eyes, which were useless in the blackness, he untied the knots by feel. He rolled the cord up and pushed it into his pocket. Bit by bit he eased the canvas back. It lifted free but as he gathered it up into his arms, it caught.

He froze.

Gradually he tried to release the tension on the fabric. Something was loose underneath. He felt along the canvas with one hand. He sensed a hard ridge moving under his palm, heard a hiss of friction from underneath the cover.

Something struck the floor with an echoing clang of metal.



‘What the hell?’ Hugh said, leaping to his feet.

Millie stared at him, momentarily paralysed with terror.

‘The snow’s pulled something off the roof,’ was all she could think to say.

‘That didn’t come from the roof. That came from the cellar. Something’s down there.’ He pushed past her. She plucked at his elbow. He stopped, patted her hand and said, ‘Don’t worry. Leave this to me. Come on, Gyp,’ and set off along the corridor.

‘Hugh. Come back. It’s pitch- black down there.’

‘Bring a lamp,’ he called over his shoulder.

‘Wait!’

But she didn’t grab the lantern. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, her fingers pressed to her face, her heart racing. Hugh reappeared by her side and, caught out, she blinked at him and looked away.

‘Lamp, Millie.’

‘Leave it, Hugh. Finish your meal.’

He pushed past her and snatched up the Tilly lamp.

She hurried after him, saw him disappear through the door. She heard the drum of his heel slipping down a couple of steps. He cursed. The light bounced inside the stairwell. She reached the cellar door and looked down on his silhouetted figure, crouching and peering around the lamp.

‘Come back,’ she begged, her voice tight with suppressed panic.



Lukas pressed himself further into the shadows. The man was in the cellar now, moving towards him but facing away, holding the lamp up to illuminate the corners. He was unsteady on his feet; clearly drunk.

Lukas slipped his hand into his pocket and drew out the string. He stretched the cord and spread his arms, winding one hand towards the other as he formed the garrotte – over the head, under the chin and snap! Pull it tight with all your strength. A silent and swift death. Blood and honour. Another enemy dead.

Then he saw Gyp, sniffing along the tarpaulin, his tail wagging. The domesticity of his friendly search jerked Lukas back to the reality of the situation.

He moved further around the corner, hastily pushing the cord into his pocket. What on earth was he thinking? This man may be a threat to him but she called him by his name. She knew him. It would cause her unspeakable pain if he killed him.

Gyp was still searching.

‘What can you smell, Gyp?’ the man said. ‘Rats?’

Millie thundered into the cellar with another lamp and shouted, ‘Hugh. Leave it!’

And Lukas used the noise of her din to move deeper into the cellar. She grabbed at Gyp’s collar and said, ‘There’s no point crashing around down here in the dark.’

‘It’s rats.’

‘So what? They’re everywhere in winter. I’ll put some poison down in the morning. Now, for the love of God, will you come and finish your meal before it gets stone cold.’

Lukas watched through a gap in some shelving as she retreated but the man hesitated.

‘I’ll grab a bottle of poteen,’ he called after her.

She shot back, plucked a bottle out of a brick alcove and thrust it into his midriff.

‘There. Now, get upstairs.’

Before she followed, she momentarily raised the lamp and peered around, her eyes wide with anxiety but Lukas stayed where he was, hidden from sight.

When the cellar door shut and the darkness closed in again, Lukas slunk back to his box, weak with horror and shame. He leant back against the powdery stone.

What was happening to him? He was a German, for God’s sake. He belonged to the best and most important movement the world had ever experienced. Throughout his time in the Hitlerjugend he was proud of his physical fitness and hardness. He may have found the constant need to conform irksome but, when he thought about politics at all, which was seldom, he tended to dismiss most of Tante Marta’s concerns about the direction Germany was taking. Without Hitler he would never have had the opportunity to fly.

It was different, up there in the sky. The dog fights were exhilarating, machine against machine, a fight for survival. Firing down on hundreds of small, black dots, scattering in all directions, felt no more merciless than frying ants with a magnifying glass but that didn’t mean he was soft.

He would have throttled that man under normal circumstances – but not here. Not with her as witness. If that was the case, he was in terrible danger.




Chapter Nineteen

Millie headed across the yard in the pitch black morning. What else could she do? She didn’t want to leave Hugh sleeping upstairs in the old spare room but she didn’t want to wake him either. She wanted to get the cows sorted so that, come the dawn, he’d ruddy well go home.

Her nerves were in tatters. When the stew was ready, she’d tried to eat, pushing the food around her plate, the strain on her emotions like a howl. The crash from the cellar nearly undid her but afterwards, the sheer relief of closing the door, plying Hugh with more booze while she sipped glasses of water, brought her some comfort. He hadn’t found him. He was well hidden but she had to get Hugh out of the house before he went down there again.

She began filling the byres for the morning milking. Lifting down the brass weight, she took the lid off the feed bin and pushed the tin pitcher into the rolled oats. The centre shifted as she withdrew the scoop but when she prepared to plunge into the oats again, the grain exploded towards her.

A large grey rat shot up her arm and bounded off her shoulder, launching itself at the ground and setting out across the concrete.

The shock almost unbalanced her mind and she let out a terrible cry.

Gyp was there, fast as lightening, a blonde blur of spinning back legs and white fangs. He swerved once, then a second time, grabbing the rat behind its neck. With a savage flick of his head, he dispatched it.

She leant both hands on the top of the bin and let her head hang. It was almost too much. She could still feel the ghost of the rat’s nails on the skin at the base of her neck and she clutched at it with a shudder, then stood, taking deep breaths. Gyp was tossing the body around the shed.

‘Leave it,’ she growled. The dog dropped the rat, lowered his ears and gazed up at her. As she bent to pick it up by the tail, she put her hand on his head and said gently, ‘That’s the last time I leave the weight off the lid, eh, Gyp?’

By the time the milking was finished, the snow was glowing in the light of a weak dawn. She could see an unusual shape at the top of the lane leading down to her farm. She tented her hand over her eyes and stared across the snowfields. It was the Fordson, cranked over to one side and shrouded in fresh snow.

All was quiet in the house. She longed to open the door into the cellar but she knew it would be madness. He may think the coast was clear and call out; Hugh may be awake and come down. Another hour, little more, and they would be safe again.

As she climbed the stairs, she could hear rattling snores coming from the spare room. She opened the door a crack and said, ‘Hugh. Wake up. It’s dawn.’

The snoring stopped abruptly, the bed creaked and springs twanged as a body plunged around. A voice, thick with sleep said, ‘I’ll help you with the milking.’

‘It’s done. All done. It’s time for you to go,’ she said and she went immediately downstairs. As she waited, listening to his heavy footsteps overhead, she felt, if anything, more exposed and anxious, increasingly horrified by the proximity of both these men.

She could feel sweat building between her shoulder blades, pinching the follicles under her arms. She wondered if Hugh would be able to smell the fear on her, like a dog.

He appeared, his hair sticking up in all directions, his eyes watery with sleep. He looked across at the range.

‘Shall I put the kettle on?’ he said.

‘The Fordson’s just up the lane. You can see it from the yard. I’ll help you dig it out.’

‘Tea first?’

‘No.’

Hugh frowned and his lower lip weakened like a child’s.

‘Have I done something to make you cross, Mills?’ he said.

She gave a great sigh and said, ‘I’ve told you a hundred times, I can manage, perfectly well.’

‘I know you can. Absolutely.’

‘And I don’t appreciate you breathing down my neck all the time.’

‘I just wanted to see if you were all right.’

He looked so pathetic that she relented and said, ‘I know you did, but look at the trouble it’s caused. We’ve got to dig the tractor out, try and get it going again, all at a time when both of us have got a huge amount of other work to do.’

He stared at her, slack jawed and she began to feel weak-kneed at the wrongness of what she was about to say but she had to stop him coming again. She had to.

‘And really, Hugh,’ she continued, feeling wooden and unnatural, ‘it wasn’t right for you to stay here with me, on your own, so soon after Jack’s death. Can you imagine what would happen if someone like Mrs Wilson found out about that?’

‘No one’s going to find out about it, Mills.’

‘Your mother will know.’

‘Well, yes – but she’s no blabbermouth. I’ll tell her exactly what happened, I promise,’ but his eyes slid away from hers, his mouth forming the hint of a sly smile.

‘And don’t you go pretending there was more to this than there really was,’ Millie snapped.

He put his hands up in mock surrender.

‘As if,’ he said.



He plodded out into the freezing morning behind her, dragging the shovel in his hand. He was feeling utterly dreadful; he had a pounding head, a raging thirst and his mouth felt like the bottom of a budgie’s cage.

He stared at her shoulders, hunched into the wind, and felt bloody cross. The least she could have done was made him breakfast, a cup of tea even. Anyone would think he’d blotted his copybook, the way she was carrying on.

Had he? He couldn’t completely remember. The notion was never far from his mind but she kept her distance all evening, skittering away if he came too close. The trouble with taking a bit too much strong drink was that it can make one a bit rash. He’d certainly thought about trying her door later in the night. He hoped to hell he didn’t. Perhaps he did. Maybe that was why she was in such a mood with him.

It took them well over an hour to dig out the tractor. She went back to the house and returned with hot water to help thaw the oil pipes and crank housing. He pumped away at the crank handle and eventually, with a disgruntled splutter of foul exhaust, the tractor made a couple of languorous rumbles and rattled into action.

‘All good then?’ Millie shouted over the noise.

‘I’ll take her down into the yard and turn the tractor round.’ He was sure she rolled her eyes. ‘Sorry to be such a pest,’ he said, his tone heavy with sarcasm. She didn’t seem to notice.

‘You’d better get going. There’s more snow on the way,’ she said pointing at the clouds gathering beyond the escarpment. ‘Say hello to your mum. See you after the thaw,’ and she turned round to walk back before he’d even climbed up onto the seat.

He didn’t bother to wave when he overtook her, or when he passed her again on his way out of the yard.




Chapter Twenty

Millie opened the door of the cellar. She was about to call out his name but the intimacy that had pulled them so closely together at the point of discovery the night before was unravelling, leaving her with the cold clutch of despair that she was doing something very wrong indeed.

‘Hello,’ she called. ‘Are you there?’

She heard a rustling movement deep in the bowels of the cellar and he emerged from the shadows, moving stiffly. He paused at the foot of the steps, the whites of his eyes iridescent in the gloom.

‘You can come up now,’ she said. He placed his feet on each step with unnatural caution and she wondered if he imagined it was a trap. ‘It’s quite safe,’ she said.

His hands were filthy and his face smeared with black dust.

‘You’ll find some old stuff of my husband’s in the bathroom upstairs,’ she said. ‘You can use it to clean up. You probably need something to eat,’ and she walked away from him towards the kitchen, feeling unmoored.

When he eventually came in, he didn’t sit at the table. He leant his back against the wall, away from the muted light of the windows, his arms folded across his chest. The silence between them seemed to expand until it filled the room and Millie had no idea how to break it.

She cracked eggs into a hissing pan, cursing loudly when the yolks split. Then she applied her fevered industry to the bread, carving it with a hectic urgency, her back towards him. It wasn’t until she put the plate on the table that she looked at him.

His expression was very grave.

‘I must not eat,’ he said. ‘I must leave.’

‘My neighbour won’t come back.’

‘This neighbour. He is your man?’

‘Hugh? Good God, no.’

‘He’d like to be?’

‘I don’t know. But he’s gone now. He has work on his farm.’

Lukas remained motionless. She glanced over at the window. The snow was falling again.

‘He barely made it over last night,’ she said.

‘He may not make it back today. He turns round perhaps and comes back here.’

Millie nodded. That was a possible.

‘This blizzard will make your journey very difficult,’ she said.

‘When I am here, your life is very difficult. I have a duty to leave.’

She put a fork onto the plate and carried it across the room.

‘Eat first,’ she said. ‘I must get on. Find what you need. Leave when you want.’

‘Thank you,’ he said, taking the plate and holding her gaze.

She nodded. There seemed nothing else to say.

As she walked out into the blizzard, she wondered if she could only judge her sins by their consequences. She’d thought her irritation with Jack little more than the natural bind of marriage; overnight, his suicide changed it to a campaign of incredible cruelty. She must not make the same mistake again.

This compassionate act was a crime. She mustn’t let their narrow escape convince her otherwise. But as she knocked the underside of the iron roofs to make the snow slip down and off, she wished she felt that same cold, clear feeling that had overwhelmed her the day before.

Instead she felt adrift, suspended between ease and despair. Buffeted by the wind, the snowflakes pinching at her cheeks, she looked across the yard towards the house which stood grey and silent, the tempest raging around it and she sighed. Had he gone yet? Was it once again that empty, lonely shell or did another human heart still beat within?

Inside the sheds she did the rounds of the rat traps with a stout stick in her hand, Gyp at her heels, sashaying around her, excited by the plump little corpses. She levered up the hinges of the traps with the stick and shook the bodies free.

Twilight came early as the snow, grey against the paler sky, scudded high overhead and whirled down around the yard. The drifts of the night before had barely thawed, smoothing the sharp corners of the building, decorating everything with soft caps.

Millie started moving the cows across to the milking shed, thumb stick in one hand to increase the span of her arms. They dropped their heads away from the blizzard and became disorientated, some of them leaching away from the herd and moving out across the yard. Horns pushed past her, huge brown eyes loomed out of the snow and she slapped their rumps and pushed at them. The wet tassel at the end of a tail smacked her across the face, filling her eyes with grit – or worse. Spluttering and momentarily blinded, she searched her pockets and found a rag, spitting into it and wiping the dirt from her face.

When she looked up, she realised the herd had scattered even further, two of the cows little more than a blur in the thick snow as they headed for the opening of the yard. She hurried after them, her boots slipping on the ice, but then she saw, over to the left, three more lumbering down towards the granary, one turning, her neck stretched out as she called a loud um-er of distress.

Millie didn’t know which to stop first and she twisted round too quickly and slipped, landing heavily on the ground.

The herd weaved around her, udders bumping against legs, cloven hooves crunching around her head. She felt mud and snow splash across her face, tried to get up and slipped again, down into the muck and the slush.

Gyp was trying to get through to her but he was making the cows more afraid and sensing in the split of a second what was about to come, she covered her head with her arms and rolled as a kick landed on her side, knocking the wind out of her.

Someone shouted her name.

A hand grabbed the crook of her elbow and as she struggled to get to her feet, another came around her waist to steady her.

Hugh. He’d bloody well come back.

Her nerves were almost too overwrought to register whether it was safe or not. In her anger she shoved him away, thumping him roughly on the shoulder.

She slipped again and grasped his forearm. It was only then that she pushed back enough to see his face.




Chapter Twenty One

Lukas held her until she was steady, gave her a nod and set off into the blizzard, a grey shape hunched against the wind. He disappeared into the snow towards the granary and when he reappeared, his arm was raised, his other hand slapping at his thigh, chiding the cows in his own language, shooing back the first three renegades before breaking off to round up the others.

Millie moved towards the rest of the herd and, as they headed over to the milking parlour, she stopped, stared out into the blizzard and wondered, who was this man? Where on earth did a German pilot learn to handle cows?

Once inside the shelter of the shed, she looked down and saw that her clothes were plastered. She made a feeble effort to brush off some of the muck but it was all down one side; over her back too, she wouldn’t be surprised. She reached up and felt her headscarf. It was gritty and sodden. What a mess!

With an irritable sigh, she went through to the dairy and flung her gloves onto the counter where they landed with a slap. She rinsed her hands underneath the tap and went back into the shed. She worked along the byres fixing the chains around the cows’ necks, looking around for Lukas. The cows settled down and began contentedly chewing at the feed and then she saw him, pushing out between two cows in a double byre.

‘What are you doing?’ she said, ‘I thought you’d gone. It’s not safe for you to be out here.’

‘And it is not safe for you to lie on the earth when the cows walk,’ he said and she smiled. ‘Anyway’ – he pointed at his headgear – ‘I am hidden and now,’ he said holding up a stool, ‘I milk with one hand.’

‘You don’t know how to milk a cow.’

‘I do.’

Millie pulled a face at him. ‘When did you learn?’

‘In France,’ he called over his shoulder as he headed towards the dairy, ‘when we arrive, out in the country, the farmers, they go. It is foolish. We are military, there is no danger but they go.’

She heard the tap running as he cleaned his hands, then the clanking of a bucket, and he reappeared and leaned against the edge of the door.

‘They leave the cows in a bad way,’ he said. ‘You hear them all day and all night, they are in pain. I have a friend – we tease him because he is a farm boy – he knows how to milk and he shows me. But the work is too large so when the Junkers fly the wounded home they bring back with them the men from the milking units.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. Completely. But it is not possible to visit all the farms. We lose many cows but others we make good. Sometimes we let the milk go into the ground so they are no longer in pain but we also have milk and butter and cheese. So – I start, yes?’

He disappeared behind the first cow and she heard the clatter of the metal bucket onto the concrete and the whirr of the milk. The rhythm he set had a strange tempo and she thought, ah, he doesn’t know how to do it, but then she realised he was milking in perfect rhythm but with only one hand. Millie shook her head in disbelief and sat down to begin work.

The gale raged and bumped as the milk filled the pail. That helpless, electric feeling of danger had passed and she felt safe, protected by the storm, soothed by the rhythm of the milking, happy to have him here.

They didn’t speak again, they worked until she eventually left him milking the last cow and went to get the sheds ready for the night. As she pushed the steaming straw and muck out into the open, she paused again, looking over towards the milking parlour, her breath forming a cloud in front of her face. What an extraordinary man this pilot was and how sad that… She shook herself and set to work relittering the sheds.

By the time they finished and the cows were settled for the night, it was pitch black. Millie braced herself on the shed door to swing it shut, pushing hard against the wind. When it closed with a rattling bang, Lukas was next to her with the other door. He secured it and, raising his voice over the wind, he said, ‘Now, I promise you, I am ready to leave.’

Millie nodded and headed out towards the coops to secure them for the night. She heard Lukas call to Gyp and saw the dog lolloping over to him, following him into the house.

‘You and Gyp have made friends,’ she called through as she peeled off her coat in the passageway. She chucked it onto the floor of the boot room and her body gave a great shiver. She could feel the heat from the kitchen making her fingertips tingle, knew the range had spent the day heating the back-boiler, filling the hot-water tank upstairs with scalding water.

She wanted to wash her hands, her face, then soak her body in the bathtub until she was warm again, right down to her core, climb between the sheets before she cooled and sleep. She could see Lukas in the kitchen at the end of the corridor, lighting the Tilly lamps.

‘Before,’ he said, ‘the dog is correct to be fierce but now he knows…’ he paused as if he was searching for a phrase, blew out the match and pushed down the globe of the lamp. Standing in the shadows she watched him look down and stroke his hand across the top of Gyp’s head, lingering and pulling gently at the animal’s ears. Then he added quietly, ‘He knows that I am not your enemy.’

She stepped into the lighted kitchen, acutely aware that her coat wasn’t the only part of her covered with mud. Her trousers were soaked below the knee, the cuffs of her jumper sodden. Lukas looked up at her with an expression of surprise and amusement. Yes, thought Millie, I look a fright all right.

‘I need to get out of these horrible clothes,’ she said.

‘Then I say goodbye now.’ He made a small bow towards her and clicked his heels.

She felt dashed. He’d said he’d leave many times before – she knew he had to leave – but somehow this goodbye was too real.

They were plunged into silence, the stillness tempered by the musical ring of the tap dripping onto a pan lid in the sink.

She thought, this then is the moment, and she couldn’t bear it, she wouldn’t bear it. She felt a kind of fury building inside her, as if he’d spurned her, rejected her. She knew it was foolish – recognised, even in her distress, that it was some sort of indefinable pain she was feeling and that, as long as he stood before her, the agony could only increase. She wanted it over and done with, the clean cut, the sharp rip of the plaster. She felt her mouth compress and took a step forward.

She held her hand out in a perfunctory way and when he took it, she gave it one, abrupt shake and said in a brittle tone that was almost hearty, ‘Let yourself out then and the very best of luck.’

She released his hand, picked up a Tilly lamp and, without a backward glance, walked into the sitting room and through to the foot of the stairs, taking each step with the cold determination that had been her ally ever since Jack died. She knew she’d be just fine, despite a vague nausea building in her stomach.




Chapter Twenty Two

Millie went directly into the large, echoing bathroom, dominated by a freestanding tub, big enough to drown in. The hot tap squeaked as she turned it, the pipes gave a mighty shudder and scalding water thundered onto the enamel. As she crossed the corridor back into her bedroom, she heard the slam of a door downstairs but she didn’t pause.

She was determined not to think about it, not to think about anything.

She stood the lamp on the dressing table in front of the mirror, listening to the gush of water in the distance and the rattle of the pipes throughout the house. She pulled off her scarf, now stiff with dried mud. Her hair flopped down and she stared into the eyes of her own reflection. They looked quite dead, like the eyes of a corpse, and she gazed at herself with a kind of awe that she could feel so unmoved.

When she left her bedroom, she didn’t even pause on the landing to listen. She knew he’d gone. She fetched a pile of towels from the airing cupboard, heard the comforting sound of the hot-water cylinder refilling and headed back to the bathroom.

As she crossed the room to the tub, the steam swirled around the lamp like a fog, misting everything with warm, dripping moisture.

She put the towels and lamp on the floor and took off her shoes. She undid the buttons on her thick cords and peeled them away, taking her socks with them like a snake sloughing its skin.

The lino underneath her feet felt smooth as ice. She kicked the trousers into the corner of the room before sitting on the edge of the tub and turning on the cold tap. After a few moments she plunged her hand in, stirring the cold into the hot, staring down into the swirling water, brown as a river from the rust in the pipes.

Deeper and deeper the water rose and she thought, What the hell, who’s going to know how much I’ve used and she started to unbutton her shirt, rubbing her hand across her neck, feeling a sandpaper rasp from the dirt.

The thunder of the taps filled her ears, the steam rose straight up into her face, surrounding her with a damp heat. When the water lapped an inch below the overflow she reached forward, turned off the taps.

By the light of the lamp she noticed the steam around her feet jerk and swirl, felt a chill where the damp cotton of her blouse touched her shoulder and knew that someone had opened the door into the bathroom.

She didn’t turn. She stood, facing the bath and let her shirt fall to the ground. He could look at her. She didn’t mind. As she slipped the straps of her camisole off her shoulders and let it drop, she wondered if she was testing him, seeing if, like Jack, he would slink away with an embarrassed apology.

She reached behind for the clasp of her bra and as she lowered her hand to drop it to the floor, she caught the top of her camis and slid them off before stepping into the bath, her skin pimpling as the water rose up one leg, then the other, almost unbearably hot. Slowly she lowered her body down, sitting forward and clasping her knees against her chest.

Still she didn’t turn.

Above the steady drip of the tap she heard the click of a watch strap releasing, the sigh of fabric and the soft crump of clothes landing on the floor. Her heart was thundering in her chest, so strong she could see tremors on the surface of the water.

She heard a soft swirl behind her, like the lazy turn of a fish on the surface of a lake. A hand creaked on the enamel and the hot water rose, up, up her body, gentle waves lapping around her, the roughness of his legs gliding either side of hers beneath the water. She could hardly breathe.

She unclasped her hands and let her arms drift away from her knees as she began to uncurl. She straightened her legs, felt herself lighten until she was almost floating and back she went, knowing she could not sink, knowing he would catch her.

Oh, the sensation of his flesh against her back, her skin against his. It was nearly too much. He cupped a handful of water and let it dribble across her neck, down her front and between her breasts and she held her breath. He lowered her further back, supporting her head as she drifted down, coming to rest on his chest.

She could feel his hands teasing through her hair underneath the water and when she opened her eyes, there he was above her, every line and contour of his face softened by the steam, his head dropped to one side in concentration as he washed the grit from her hair. The rhythm of his hand was hypnotic, the trickle and plash of the water intoxicating.

She could smell the mild spice of the Pear’s soap on the side of the bath and then, as he turned her head and trickled water through her hair, his own heady scent. It pulled something deep inside her. She felt a jolt, an electric shock of desire crackle through her. She’d never felt anything like it before. They seemed to float together, already joined, as if their blood flowed in one another’s veins, as if her nerves thrummed against his.

Slowly she turned until she was lying on his stomach, looking up at him. His face was so beautiful. His blonde hair lay damp and soft across his forehead and in the glow of the lamplight, she could see the short golden hairs in the stubble along his jaw. The pupils of his eyes were wide and dilated, black as onyx set in rings of silver. The muscles of his arms filled his smooth skin, the soft hairs across his chest lifted in the margin of the water.

He stroked the hair off her face with his strong, square hand, caught her gently underneath her arms and glided her up towards him until their lips met, wet and hot from the water.




Chapter Twenty Three

The blizzard had passed. Lukas watched the moon begin its ascent as the blue hulls of snow clouds passed softly overhead like galleons in the night. Millie lay against him, the bedding kicked away. He could feel the cool air flowing across his skin from the uncurtained window but he had no desire to cover himself. His body still sweltered from the heat of the bath and the fever of their lovemaking.

The room was bathed in moonlight, bright from the reflected snow and their bodies glowed white in the monochrome room. White hot, he thought, like molten aluminium, flowing into one another. Stretched here, in her bed, everything was stripped away.

Their nakedness levelled them, equalled them, here in this cool bedroom, their limbs soft as wax cradled in a warm hand. Neither body was hotter nor cooler than the other. In this moment, in this room, they were both utterly the same.

He could feel the pressure of her ear against his chest and wondered if she could hear the beating of his heart in her dreams, wondered if, before she drifted off to sleep, she’d followed the rhythm of the drum slowing as his limbs and body drifted into a state of perfect peace.

Her arm was heavy across his belly and, as he ran his eyes along her side, over her waist and up the lift of her hip, he felt his desire rising again, like a flame coaxed from the embers by a puff of breath.

He wouldn’t wake her, not yet. He wanted to lie beside her as she slept and commit every feeling, every sight, every smell to memory because this was where his redemption lay.

He wanted to make this memory greater, more vivid than the images that haunted him – flying above the bombers as he crossed the channel again and again, the silver trails of the Spitfires high above him, hunting. He sees the black lines of German planes falling, the parachutes of his friends floating in the thin cold air. One of the canopies starts to burn and the pilot is dropping, faster and faster.

He snapped his eyes open.

He must have drifted off, let those terrible images creep back in, the cruel beauty of that strange place, thousands of feet above the earth, the sky so blue, the bad smoke from the burning planes drifting higher and higher into the atmosphere, the vapour trails crossing and recrossing the sky. In amongst all this, the barrage balloons on their wires floating above the city, some burning like huge torches, and the parachutes, so white, floating down through the living and the dying.

In the summer there were thirty-six of them in his Gruppe, all pilots with three years’ flying experience under their belts, all happy and proud, itching to fly. They were so sure it would be a swift victory. Ha! He even told a British airman who crashed near their airfield in France that when they conquered England, he would go and see his family in London and tell them he was all right – captured, not dead.

As the days passed, fewer pilots returned to base. How the British must have laughed at them – so regular, so German. Like trains coming into a station, every twenty minutes another Gruppe flying over the cliffs of England while the British pilots sat in their deck chairs in the sun, watching the clock. When the train was due, they took off and picked them out of the sky.

And then the channel sickness started.

It wasn’t like seasickness. The pilots came down with agonising stomach pains. He felt it, before he flew, the knotting in the guts when he woke at dawn, the grinding nausea. If it got really bad, the doctors diagnosed appendicitis, sent the boys back home for a couple of weeks. Everyone knew the diagnosis was wrong, even the doctors, but how else could they give them a couple of weeks rest?

For him, it was never bad enough. When he walked out to the dispersal point to wait and the feelings crept in and the sickness came, all he had to do was wait until he was in the cockpit and the mechanic pushed him down into his harness and straps. Then he’d reach for the starter lever, feel the aircraft rock as the mechanic wound up the starter. The engine turned over and she came to life. He taxied her round, opened the throttle and felt her lighten, lifting free of the earth and there was no more fear, no more knots in his stomach. He was back in control.

When he set out for that final flight, only four of the original pilots were left. Before he was shot down he saw Fischer’s plane go – so now there were only two. The spirit of the Luftwaffe was broken. He couldn’t see how it would ever find balance again.

He listened to her steady breathing, watched the rise and fall of her rib cage above her tiny waist. Why couldn’t he sleep and share her dreams? He’d flown nearly two hundred missions, sometimes seven a day. He was exhausted and yet still he didn’t sleep.

He was afraid to sleep, afraid to dream of battles, near misses, afraid of seeing a friend falling from his aircraft; Spitfires firing at another Messerschmitt, his gun button stuck and him unable to help; an Oberleutnant in a blood-soaked cockpit, landing his plane seconds before he dies.

He screwed up his eyes, put his hand to his forehead and tried to concentrate on the beams above his head, wondered whether she lay like this with her own demons, staring up at the knots in the wood.




Chapter Twenty Four

Millie stirred, lifted her head, drew herself higher and kissed him before laying her head on the pillow next to him, looking into his eyes. He gazed back at her, that face familiar and adored, and yet still infinitely mysterious. She was his cure, his easy hour, a breathless beat of time.

He felt the horror of war melting away but then he saw a frown flicker across her forehead and held his breath, not wanting the spell to break.

‘Do you have someone special waiting for you in Germany?’ she said.

The world pushed back in and the air felt icy where her body had lain against him. He drew the covers across them both, reached out and moved her hair away from her face.

‘No,’ he said, turning towards her and settling his head into the pillow. ‘It is not right for a pilot to have a girl.’

She gave a great sigh and smiled. ‘Why?’ she said, that intoxicating huskiness in her voice.

‘It is not good. A pilot, he has no future.’

She reached across, placed her finger on his mouth to silence him. Slowly she traced the line of his lips with her finger.

‘You have lost many friends?’ she said.

‘Yes – very many.’

She began to stroke his head, so gently. He caught her hand, kissed her palm and, holding it against his chest, he turned away from her and stared out at the night sky, at the stars glittering in the frosty air. Soon he must leave, go to France and it would all start again.

She reared up from the pillow and he felt the mattress rock like a boat.

‘What is it?’ he said, his stomach plunging, his ears straining to catch the sound that had alarmed her.

‘Gyp,’ she said. ‘Where’s Gyp?’

‘He is there but I give him food and close the door.’

She looked down on him then laughed and gave him a playful pat.

‘Poor Gyp,’ she said. ‘Did you think he’d tell?’

He drew her down beside him. ‘No. But I think he looks.’

‘He’s not that sort of dog.’

She slipped her leg over his under the covers and he caught it behind her knee and drew it up, stroking his hand along her thigh.

‘I have a dog,’ he said.

‘You do?’

‘Of course – Pilötchen. He finds me near Rheims.’

‘Tell me how Pilötchen found you,’ she said.

‘Let me see – one night I hear someone who snores very loud but it is none of my friends. And I then look under my bed and there is Pilötchen, fast asleep.’

‘Where did he come from?’

‘I never know. I give him to my – how do you say Ordonnanz?’

‘I don’t know – explain.’

‘Like my servant.’

‘Oh, I see. Like an orderly.’

‘Yes. I tell him to find who owns the dog but that night he is again under my bed so I let him stay.’

‘Why is he called Pilötchen? It sounds Russian.’

‘Russian.’ He squinted across at her, made a shocked face. ‘No. It is not Russian. It is German – it means little pilot.’

‘Does he go in the plane with you?’

‘No.’ He laughed and shook his head. ‘No, he is mad if he is ever in a plane, I am sure. Bark, bark – whenever he hears a shot. He knows my plane though, always. I come in to land and I look down and he is there, he runs along by the plane until I am down. Even at the beginning when we are more than thirty planes he knows that it is me.’ He felt his smile fall away, saw the scruffy dog sitting on the tarmac in the dark, his beady eyes staring at the sky. ‘He is on guard now where my plane sits when I am back at base.’

‘What do you mean?’

He sighed and his hand came to rest.

‘There is one time when we have a bad afternoon. We must stop and refuel, some planes have not stopped and arrive with only the fuel left to …’ and he made the sound of an explosion.

‘Crash?’

‘Yes. To land badly. It is late, it gets dark but Pilötchen still sits where my plane sits and my friends have great hope. I can telephone where we refuel and say we are on our way. Everyone is happy but Pilötchen is not to move. He waits and he waits and he hears my engine when I am still many miles away from base.’

‘What will happen to him?’

‘Oh, he find someone else one day. He is a clever Pilötchen.’

Her eyes began to glisten and a tear slipped across the bridge of her nose. He caught it on the tip of his finger and knew they wouldn’t make love again tonight. His foolish story of loyalty and loss had pitched them over the edge, into the abyss. Knowing they could fall no deeper, he said, ‘Tell me of your husband.’

A film of anger passed over her eyes but his courage didn’t desert him. He’d carried the same anger with him most of his life, wrapped in a caul of guilt. ‘You find him, yes?’ She drew her lips between her teeth, made a slight nod. ‘And you think, how is he so cruel, how is he so angry with me to do this?’ She pushed herself up onto her elbow, frowning.

‘How do you know these things?’ she said.

‘My father shoots himself when I am young.’

‘What?’ she said, her voice barely a whisper. ‘How old were you?’

‘I am six.’

‘And you found him?’ Lukas nodded. ‘Why you? Why not your mother?’

‘My mother dies the year I am born and my aunt, she cares for us. My father knows always the first thing I do when I come home from kindergarten is to run to his study and show him my pictures, so…’

Millie felt a great wave wash through her, as intoxicating as a shot of poteen. It was more relief than sympathy, more wonder than surprise. She sat up in front of him to study him more closely and he pushed himself higher against the bed head.

‘Now,’ he said, ‘You tell me.’

‘He left a note,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t for me. It was for the government but he knew I’d find it; knew I’d go down to the barn.’

‘The barn where…’

She nodded and he made a noise, a gasp of disbelief.

‘How he must have hated me,’ she said.

Lukas shook his head. ‘I think the same for many years but then I know my father does not think of me.’

Millie screwed her face up. ‘That’s worse.’

‘No. It is not. My father, he loses so much, sees so much, suffers so much. He fights a terrible war, he is defeated; the Grippe comes to Heidelberg and takes my mother. He is angry with everything – angry with me, angry with Tante Marta. Years go by and nothing is better. He imagines we are happier if he is dead.’

Did Jack imagine that? That she would breathe a sigh of relief to be free of his moods, his debts, his drinking?

‘A desperate man,’ Lukas said, ‘his head is not right. He thinks not of where he dies or who finds him.’

The moonlight slowly shifted across the wall as they talked. Like a confessor, there was nothing she couldn’t tell him. How strange it was to feel the guilt of months lifting when it should be increasing, sitting here, naked in the moonlight.

‘It is late,’ he said. They stared at one another in silence, neither moving. Millie’s eyes drifted away from his face and over to his shoulder. The bloom of bruising was spreading across his chest and down his arm, the colours black in the half-light.

‘You can’t travel with your arm like that.’

‘I can if I have your towel.’

She smiled at him but she could not bear the thought of him struggling through the snow, his shoulder unstable and painful, ready to dislocate again if he fell. The intensity of their experience had stretched time; she couldn’t believe she found him in the barn so short a while ago and she couldn’t believe she would survive if she let him go.

‘Rest here.’

‘It is dangerous.’

‘No one can reach us.’

‘But they do. And now the snow, it does not fall. Your neighbour, he comes back soon. The woman who helps you with the cows, she comes also.’

‘They can’t. The drifts up Sheppington Way will be six or eight feet deep; the tracks to the other farms will be even worse. Hugh couldn’t get over here, not now. Nor can the Land Girl.’

‘Millie, Millie – it is no good.’

‘You’ll be safe if you stay inside.’

‘It is too dangerous.’

‘Listen to me,’ she said, aware that her pleading was getting desperate. ‘There’s a sundial in the sunken garden. You can’t see it because it’s under the snow but I know. I’ve watched it every year. When the sundial appears, people can reach my farm again.’




Chapter Twenty Five

Millie rested her head on the flank of the cow, the rhythm of the milk squirting into the bucket soothing her. In these days of magical living, they hardly slept. Neither wanted to lose a minute of the other but out here, working on her own, she was so exhausted that her thoughts drifted dreamlike as she worked. Some nights he told her about his home in Heidelberg, the great river Neckar spanned by medieval bridges, the wooded slopes of Königstuhl topped by the castle and she walked in this kingdom as though in a fairy tale.

The cow stamped her hoof and Millie realised she’d momentarily dropped off to sleep.

‘Whoa, Patty,’ she murmured, rubbing the flank beside her. She shifted on her stool and took hold of the teats again. Something caught her attention. She raised her head to listen. Her heart floundered, seemed to stop and then catch itself up with a double beat. She could hear the steady drip of water.

She blundered out into the yard. The sky was dark indigo. With a sinking feeling of inevitability, she pressed the bank of snow with her foot. It was soft with slush.

As she made her way round the side of the house, the air blowing up from the valley had a warm dampness to it. She let herself through the gate. It shut behind her with a click like the snapping of a bone. She stared at the soft white square of snow marking the edge of the sunken garden. The tip of the sundial poked skyward as black and sharp as a thorn.

When she threw the bolt across the back door, Lukas appeared on the stairs. She could tell by his expression he too knew that the thaw had come. Before he could speak, she hurried up to him, took his hand and laid her finger on his mouth.

‘It doesn’t mean you have to leave.’

‘It is over. It is too dangerous. People come now.’

‘No,’ she said, an insane desperation to lay out her plan before he made a final decision. ‘The only person who comes here is my friend, Brigsie, the Land Girl. She works outside all day.’

‘She comes in.’

‘Yes – she does sometimes but not usually and…’ her mind raced on, ‘she’s never been upstairs; never asked to look upstairs. In the daytime, you can stay in the attic. It’ll be safe up there.’ She stared into his eyes, trying to see if her arguments were working. His gaze drifted down and she added urgently, ‘How is your arm? It hurt you again last night when…’

The memory made him smile and momentarily she relaxed, certain he would stay.

‘She is not the only person to come to the farm. Your neighbour, he will come. Yes?’

Millie hesitated, drawing the side of her lip between her teeth.

‘Only in the morning to collect the churns.’

Lukas shook his head, reached out and clasped her by the shoulders.

‘Millie, Millie – we say, when the snow it goes, so must I. He nearly finds me before. The danger is too great.’

‘He won’t go upstairs either.’

‘He is sleeping there when the snow comes.’

‘Yes. But I was very angry with him for doing that. He’ll never put me in that position again. He may come in for a cup of tea and a chat. Nothing more.’

‘You know it is foolishness that I stay.’

‘It’s too soon,’ she said, a debilitating grief catching her by the throat. ‘I thought we’d have longer.’ His face swam in front of her. He caught the tear on her cheek with his finger and she knew by the pain in his eyes that he needed longer too.



Sitting in the attic with his back to the wall, he listened to the sounds drifting up from the yard. By now he knew the hearty tones of the Land Girl and the soft huskiness of Millie’s voice. Whenever he heard the grumble of the tractor he made sure he was comfortable and ready for a long wait.

The heat from the house filled this dusty space under the eaves. It smelt pleasantly dry and mousey. Millie said it was the bats but he never saw them. Old straw from bird nests lay scattered across the floorboards, and Lukas longed to fill his idle hours poking around in the tea chests and boxes, certain they must be filled with childhood treasures.

But he lived in fear of pressing a creaking floorboard or sending something plummeting to the ground, so he waited. Sometimes he took a book from Millie’s sitting room and filled the hours puzzling out difficult English words. Other times he found it impossible to concentrate.

There was a small window that looked out across the yard, the sill black with dead flies. He could hear people out there but when the voices moved inside, he felt the prick of sweat across his forehead. A thousand possibilities of discovery crowded into his head and he would resolve to leave that night. But when Millie bolted the doors, drew the blackout curtains and called softly for him to come down, his resolve melted like the snow.

Before the Land Girl arrived for the morning milking, he had to pull himself from Millie’s warm bed, close and lock the attic door behind him and make his way up the rickety stairs. It was agreed that if someone tried the door, Millie would say she’d lost the key. When she left the house in the morning, she seldom returned until the work for the day was done.

The most dangerous individual involved in the deceit was Gyp. The moment he came into the house, he raced upstairs, looking for him. The first morning after the thaw, Lukas heard him clawing at the attic door, then a thunder of feet coming up the stairs.

He held his breath. It was only Millie. He heard her hissed reprimand, then a man’s voice calling something from downstairs.

‘It’s all right, Hugh,’ she called back. ‘I’ve got him.’

As time passed Lukas became bolder. When he heard the tractor leave and the voices recede, he waited for a few minutes before stealthily crawling to the window. There was an old outhouse at right angles to the milking shed. If the door was propped open, the Land Girl or the neighbour were working nearby – if it was closed it was safe for him to go downstairs; Millie was either in the yard alone or away from the farm.

When he was confident he had the place to himself, he moved downstairs and pressed his ear to the radio, the volume turned down low, his eyes constantly scanning the yard in case someone returned.

He didn’t tell Millie that he listened to the radio. He didn’t want her to know he was monitoring the progress of the war. The broadcasts were probably heavy with propaganda but it seemed the Luftwaffe were bombing more cities and this worried him. He thought that having bombarded London, Göring would target the airfields again because that was the only strategy that would bring the RAF to their knees. Still, it was only a matter of time before the British realised they had no chance against the might of the German army.

He longed for the invasion and an end to the war. Hitler wanted peace with Britain. The two countries had much in common. It was a shame the stubbornness of the British government had denied its people such an outcome.

After the invasion, he may be stationed here and he would be free to be with Millie. After all, the people of France were coming to terms with the occupation; some of Lukas’s friends had walked out with French girls. The same would happen here in time.

As the days passed, another concern dawned on him.

Initially, staying on the farm was a way to avoid capture but it was becoming more difficult to justify this conceit. It was his duty to make it back to France and fly again. The Gestapo would take a poor view of a soldier who decided to do otherwise. He would be accused of desertion. It would be better for him if the British captured him before the invasion came.




Chapter Twenty Six

Millie and Brigsie were clearing the winter debris from the drainage ditches up at Barrow Copse, the boundary between the Adamson’s land and Morney Beswick’s estate. The wind swept down from the northeast, so cold it made Millie’s teeth ache but she didn’t mind. She could relax when she was out here with Brigsie, away from the farm.

It was backbreaking work, hauling out the dead sticks and brambles that bucked and whipped around them. Up here, Millie felt she was back to her old self, laughing like a drain every time one of them slipped on the edge of the bank or tumbled over in the mud. When Millie’s headscarf was tugged off by a bramble and flung into the water, Brigsie held it up, limp with muck and they laughed so much, her friend had to make a dash for the bushes.

Halfway through the morning Millie heard the old Fordson in the distance.

‘Elevenses,’ Brigsie said, throwing down her rake and scrambling over the brambles to the top of the gully.

‘Morning ladies.’ Hugh jumped down. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Hard,’ Brigsie said, ‘and sore,’ as she offered her scratched wrists up for inspection. Hugh gave them a rub and a pat and Millie wished she could get back to that same easy companionship with him. It was there before the blizzard but a tense formality had sprung up between them.

At first she could pretend it was Hugh’s fault for sulking but she knew she was struggling to make eye contact with him and that her conversation was tight and stilted.

He picked up a package of greaseproof paper from the floor of the tractor and handed it to her with an eyeless smile.

‘Great – what’s your mum put in the sandwiches today?’ Brigsie said.

‘Beetroot.’

‘Again?’

Hugh shrugged and wandered over to the edge of the gully. ‘You’ve got a bit of flow going.’ He followed the trench along and called back, ‘but there’s a blockage further on – a huge tangle of rubbish.’

‘We’re working on down. We’ll have that cleared by lunchtime,’ Brigsie called out but Hugh had already plunged out of sight into the gully.

‘Leave him to it,’ Millie said and the two of them sat down on the bank along the edge of the copse to shelter in the lee of the trees. Millie rested her elbows on her raised knees and began to eat, staring out across the barren countryside.

Despite the thaw, the fields up here were still pale with snow but it was flecked and yellowed, bleaker than a fresh fall. The wind sighed in the branches above, and deep in the copse a bough creaked. It gave her such a warm sense of completeness to know that, despite the dangers, Lukas would be waiting for her when she came back from her day’s work.

She watched a flock of lapwings tumbling over one another in the field below and thought of his Messerschmitt twisting and wheeling to escape a Spitfire. She wanted to keep him here forever. If he made it back to France, how long would he survive?

She came out of her thoughts to see Brigsie straighten her back and peer towards the gully.

‘Whatever is Hugh doing?’ she said.

‘Helping.’

‘We’re meant to be helping him, not the other way round.’

Hugh’s head appeared above the trench. ‘Bring over a billhook, will you?’ he called before disappearing again.

‘I’ll get it,’ Brigsie said, standing and knocking the crumbs off her cords. ‘You stay and finish your sandwich.’

Millie watched Brigsie sling the billhook over her shoulder and set off down the slope, handing it into the trench and bending forward to watch. Millie couldn’t hear what they were saying but she saw Brigsie sit and slither down out of sight before reappearing, hauling something out of the gully.

Hugh appeared a few yards behind her, pulling hard on what looked like ropes, sitting to get more traction. Gyp wheeled around them, barking. What on earth had they found?

Millie stuffed the last of her sandwich into her mouth and started down the slope.

‘What have you got?’ she called as she neared.

‘Huge tangle of cord or something,’ Brigsie called back. ‘Come and give us a hand – it weighs a ton.’

Brigsie was on her bottom, pushing herself backward up the side of the gully with her feet, a lump of line in each hand. When she reached Millie, she handed one of the lines to her and pushed on up to the top of the bank.

Millie began hauling away, thought it must be an old fishing net, the mesh entwined with brambles and dead brushwood, waterlogged where it had dammed the drainage channel. Momentarily she wondered who would have left a net up here, far away from the sea, miles above the nearest river but as she neared the end of the rope, she realized she was no longer hauling on yarn – she was hauling on silk.

Her stomach plunged.

She stopped pulling, knew she had to distract the others, her mind racing for a way but before she could think, she heard Brigsie shout, ‘It’s a parachute!’

Thank God, neither of them looked at her. They were too busy, too excited. They pulled, chucking aside the debris, dragging it up bit by bit and Millie could feel her heart pounding in her chest.

Of course she knew Lukas’s plane had come down on Manor Farm land – Morney Beswick had gone up to the crash site to capture the crew – but Manor Farm sprawled across thousands of acres of Downs. She never imagined he’d crashed on the border of Hugh’s farmland.

Brigsie was rubbing the fabric against the corduroy of her jodhpurs.

‘Hang on a tick,’ Brigsie said, ‘I need something to hold some water. Is your thermos on the tractor, Hugh?’

‘Yes. Jammed down behind the seat.’

She cantered off and was back in next to no time with the cup from the lid.

‘What on earth are you doing?’ Hugh said.

‘Rinsing it through. It looks like a camouflage pattern to me.’

‘It’s just mud,’ Hugh called after her as she disappeared into the ditch to fetch a scoop of water. Hugh turned to Millie and gave her a shrug.

She tried to arrange her face into an expression of interest but she felt unable to move, unable to think. Brigsie reappeared, pulled a piece of silk up for them both to see and poured the water through.

‘There,’ she said. ‘Definitely German.’

Millie thought her knees would give way.

‘How the hell do you know?’ Hugh said.

‘Just do,’ Brigsie said breezily. ‘Our chaps have white parachutes; the Jerries make theirs out of this camouflage stuff.’

‘You’re a mine of knowledge, aren’t you, Brig?’ Hugh said.

Millie cleared her throat.

‘Perhaps it blew in here,’ she said, aware that her voice felt tight.

‘I don’t think so,’ Brigsie said, ‘but there’s one way to find out. If he tried to bury the parachute, his harness won’t be far away.’ She grabbed hold of the billhook, slithered back into the ditch and began to chop into the bank.

Millie stood beside Hugh watching, almost paralysed by anxiety. She felt plucked from her familiar world of watchfulness and hurled bang into a fresh horror of discovery. She was suddenly conscious of her mouth and had to fight the urge to gnaw on her lips, her face paralysed with terror that her expression would give something away.

The parachute was proof that Lukas hadn’t died in the crash. It was over, all over.

She had to warn him.

She heard a shout from Brigsie and saw her scrambling up the bank, the prize in her hand. Millie held back but Hugh rushed over and she forced herself to join them.

Brigsie spat and rubbed at the metal harness buckle, twisting it as she read out the words,

‘GURTZEUG ABLEGEN: DREHEN, DANN DRÜCKEN!’

She turned the buckle for them to see and Millie stared at the words, her eyes, for a moment, quite unable to close.

‘What’s that mean?’ Hugh said.

‘“Give this a bloody good bash to release it,” I should think,’ Brigsie said, ‘but whatever it says, it sure as hell isn’t English.’

‘Crikey,’ Hugh said. ‘That plane came down quite near here just before the blizzards. I thought it blew up, pilot and all.’

‘Well, whoever was wearing that harness wasn’t blown up, was he?’ Brigsie said, ‘So the question is, where’s the Jerry?’

Millie chafed at her hairline with trembling fingers, knowing she must speak but quite unable to imagine a normal response. Any minute now, one of them would turn and look at her, expect to see intrigue and surprise in her face, expect to hear her add to the speculation.

Hugh gazed out across the fields. ‘If he’d been captured, we’d have heard about it, surely.’

‘There’s been nothing in the papers,’ Brigsie said.

‘He must still be out there somewhere. The sooner we get this over to the police station, the sooner they can start the search.’

‘Seems a shame to waste all that lovely silk,’ Brigsie said. ‘Imagine how many camis you could make from that.’

Hugh laughed. ‘You fancy having Nazi silk next to your skin?’ he said and Brigsie looked across at Millie, a jaunty smile on her face.

‘No – I suppose not,’ she said. ‘What about you, Mills?’ Brigsie held the piece of parachute in front of her and swayed her shoulders in a jaunty sashay.

Millie smiled and shook her head, afraid to speak in case a tremor in her voice gave her away. Hugh snatched the silk out of Brigsie’s hands with a chuckle before dropping the harness onto the parachute and rolling it up, tossing aside twigs and branches caught in the lines which Gyp retrieved and brought back.

‘Not a nice thought, is it?’ Hugh said as he worked, ‘A ruthless Nazi wandering around up here who’ll stop at nothing to get food – or worse.’

‘I wonder,’ Brigsie said. ‘Perhaps he’s lying dead in a ditch somewhere, frozen to death. Serve him bloody well right.’

‘You OK, Millie?’ Hugh said.

‘Not terribly.’ She dropped her voice and said, ‘Girl’s trouble, actually, Hugh. I need a lift back down. Not got anything with me.’

‘Oh, right,’ he said briskly, his eyes darting around in a flat panic. ‘Get as much done as you can, Brigsie. We’ll finish off tomorrow if needs be.’

Hugh was on the crankshaft, the Fordson spluttering into life. Millie climbed up above the wheel housing and the tractor bounced away across the pasture.




Chapter Twenty Seven

Brigsie watched them go, hardly able to control her excitement. Finally, after all these months of listening and waiting, she had something to report. Little matter that Hugh was handing the parachute in to the police – her message may well get through before he’d even delivered it.

It was a blasted nuisance that she didn’t have her bicycle up here with her. Never mind. It wouldn’t take her much longer than half an hour to get to the dead drop on foot. She would be back working away up here in just over an hour. She had to hope that Hugh wouldn’t decide to turn the tractor right round and come back to check on her.

She stowed the tools underneath a hedge, retrieved her gas mask box and set off at a brisk pace. When she reached the lane, she didn’t take the road down to Enington. She turned right and strode further up the escarpment, towards Sheppington village and as she came over the brow of the low hill, she saw the squat, square tower of flint and brick rising above the landscape.

The churchyard was empty, not a soul about. She pushed open the rusted gate and walked up the clinker path to the porch. She made one more check to make sure she really did have the place to herself, then she pressed her foot on the fourth tile in from the wall, just under the bench, rocking it back and forth before lifting it out.

When Morney Beswick approached her, she’d been astonished. She’d first come across him when she was still ATS. She’d gone over to Manor Farm with Jeff from the garage to get Mr Beswick’s old Field-Marshall tractor working again. It was as old as the hills but perfect for powering things like the threshing machine.

Jeff was the senior mechanic. He was stumped. Couldn’t work out what was wrong with it. Brigsie spotted the problem immediately. Carbon deposits had jammed the decompression valve. Jeff wandered off into the yard for a smoke while she cleaned it all up. When Mr Beswick heard the clatter of the two-stroke engine, he came out to thank her.

‘It’s the cartridge starter that’s the problem,’ she said. ‘It puts too much more strain on the engine. Best to use the starting handle.’

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘If I have any more trouble, I’ll be sure to ask for you.’

That’s when she broke him the news – she was leaving the ATS and joining the Land Army.

‘You’ll be wasted,’ he said. So she explained that she was fed up of rolling around on concrete floors in freezing-cold garages, grazing her knuckles on difficult bits of engines. He gave her a twinkly-eyed sort of a look; not lecherous or anything, just interested.

He recognised her one morning a few months later, shortly after the fall of France. She was cycling up to Enington Farm and he told her about the Auxiliary Units he was helping to set up. Eyes and ears, that’s what he said. They needed ordinary men and women to report anything they heard from careless talk, anything they saw when the invasion came.

She was perfect, he said. He knew she was observant; he’d seen that himself. And now she was in the Land Army, she could cycle around the countryside without causing suspicion. She’d done her training up at Manor Farm – not in the house, that would have been too risky – but out in an old stable building where she learned how to identify enemy vehicles, the uniforms of high-ranking officers and military units.

She smiled to herself. She almost gave the game away, swanking about that German parachute and she worried for one ghastly moment that they’d rumbled her. But she couldn’t help it. She was proud that she could finally put all this knowledge to good use.

When she heard something, saw something, this is where she left her intel, under the loose tile in the church porch at Sheppington. She’d been up here once before, just to check it out but so far, hadn’t seen anything that needed reporting, until today. She had no idea who would collect her messages, no idea who had the secret radio transmitter, no idea who served in the Operational Patrols. When the invasion came, these were the men who would use irregular methods to harry the Germans, brave men who would be lucky to survive more than two weeks. She often wondered if Hugh was one of them. She’d never know, of course.

For months and months she’d imagined watching German trucks moving through the countryside. She kept her notebook and pencil in her gas mask box along with her piece of chalk to let the runner know something was waiting in the dead letter drop.

She was actually pretty disappointed when the risk of invasion began to fade and worried she may have missed her chance to contribute. She imagined overhearing Mrs Wilson inadvertently blabbing about where her boys were stationed, knew she would have no qualms passing that titbit up the line but this, she never imagined something like this.

She took her notebook and pencil out of her gas mask box, licked the stub and wrote:


German parachute discovered NNW of Manor Farm on Sheppington Downs. Harness intact. German pilot did not – repeat – did not get blown up when plane exploded.



She stared out across the churchyard, her pencil poised in her hand, wondering if she should put anything else. She imagined the runner collecting her note and delivering it to the agent with the transmitter. She wondered if it would reach military intelligence today, this afternoon even.

She decided to add one more thrilling line.

‘No local intel of capture. Nazi fugitive still on the run.’

She read the message through a couple of times, folded it into four and tucked it into the cavity in the floor before pushing the tile back into place. She kicked a dusting of old leaves across it for good measure and set off up the path.

When she reached the boundary wall, she looked around once more before drawing a cross in chalk on the back of the headstone nearest the gate.

Despite the bitter wind still blowing hard from the northeast, Brigsie was happy for the rest of the afternoon working on her own at Barrow Copse with only the rooks in the trees behind her for company.

She ferreted around in the ditch, hoping to find more evidence of the German but when none came to light, she carried on hauling and cutting brambles and branches, warmed by the glow of pride and satisfaction that she had finally managed to answer her country’s call. Her only regret was that she wasn’t allowed to tell a soul, not even Robbie. She’d signed the Official Secrets Act. She couldn’t talk to anyone, not now, not for the rest of her life.



Millie stood on the footrest behind Hugh, steadying herself on the mudguard. Time was when she would have rested her hand on his shoulder and Hugh toyed with the idea of driving over a particularly deep rut to make her clutch at him again. He longed to reach out, curl his arm around her waist but the chance of her accepting such a move was more remote than ever.

He stared gloomily out across the fields, striped like corduroy where the snow still lay in the furrows. In the distance, he spotted the roof of a car travelling along Lumber Lane towards Millie’s farm and he called up to her,

‘Someone’s on their way to see you,’ a moment later adding, ‘It’s the doctor’s car, I think.’

Mille didn’t answer and he turned in his seat, wondering if she’d heard him over the noise of the engine.

She was clinging to the edge of the mudguard with such ferocity, he thought she was about to faint and he dropped the tractor into a lower gear, preparing to stop.

She turned to him with frantic eyes and shouted,

‘What are you doing? Hurry up. I have to get home.’

‘All right, old girl,’ he said, speeding up again and shaking his head with exasperation.

They reached the junction with Lumbar Lane just as the car came over the rise, the horn tooting cheerfully. It wasn’t Dr Wilson at all – it was his wife. She came to a halt, stuck her head out of the window and called,

‘Hello there. Just the woman I need to see. I’ve got some evacuees arriving – nowhere to put them. You’ve got spare rooms, haven’t you?’

Millie took so long to answer that Hugh swivelled around in his seat again to check she’d heard.

‘Yes,’ she eventually said.

‘Excellent. Hop in.’

‘Thank you so much, Mrs Wilson,’ Hugh shouted back. ‘She’s been taken poorly and you’ll have her home in half the time.’

‘No,’ Millie hissed at him.

‘Well, she will,’ he said, frowning up at her. Millie gave him the dirtiest look he’d ever seen.

Mrs Wilson climbed out her car and sauntered towards the tractor, her eyes fixed on the large bundle at Hugh’s feet.

‘Goodness me, what on earth have you got there?’

‘A parachute,’ Hugh said, distracted because Millie was climbing down. ‘German, we think.’

‘Really? How intriguing,’ she said and reached out with her gloved hand to touch it but changed her mind at the last minute.

‘I’m taking it down to the police station… Millie! Where are you going? Come back.’

‘Oh, dear,’ Mrs Wilson said, ‘I’d better catch her up. Give us a ring this evening and let us know what they say.’

‘I shall,’ Hugh said.

He manoeuvred the tractor so that Mrs Wilson could squeeze past and watched as she caught up with Millie, leant across and opened the passenger door to persuade her to get in.

Hugh folded his arms across the steering wheel and wondered what the bloody hell that was all about.




Chapter Twenty Eight

Absent-mindedly Lukas turned the dial on the set, his ear pressed against the fabric to see if he could pick up a broadcast from Germany. His full attention was on the hiss and wail of noise that occasionally coalesced into a snatch of music or something that sounded like a voice only to disintegrate with a swoop and whine of static. With the lightness of a safe cracker, he nudged the dial along and heard it again; the distant sound of a human voice.

His stomach dropped as if he’d hit an air pocket. The voices were outside the back door.

In a panic of confusion he flicked the radio off just at the moment he heard a door latch lift in the distance. There was no time to sprint for the attic; no time to make it to the cellar door.

He crouched down below the level of the windowsill and scuttled across the kitchen towards the pantry, ducking inside and wedging himself underneath the slate slab. With the utmost care, he hooked the corner of a hessian sack of potatoes. As it hissed across the tiles he heard the footsteps of people coming down the corridor into the kitchen.

He pulled the sack in front of him but to his horror, saw the door of the pantry drift open. He’d failed to latch it properly.

He pressed himself further back into the shadows, desperately trying to slow his breathing which seemed to boom in the enclosed space.

‘… extremely glad to have spotted you,’ a woman’s strident voice was saying. ‘Saved Hugh a journey. No, as I was saying, it really is a luxury none of us can afford any more. We’ve all got to do our bit. The Adamsons took a couple in on Monday.’

‘Goodness,’ Millie said, her voice tense and high.

‘They were from a very smart part of London indeed. They don’t mind who they drop their bombs on, those Nazis. Anyway, as you can imagine, Mrs Adamson didn’t want just anybody. Awful story. They’re a lovely couple and they lost everything including Mr Farrow’s mother who was alone in the house when it went up. I collected the Farrows from the station myself and delivered them up to Steadham Farm. Mr Farrow’s not a well man, terrible chest from the last war. Once we’d got them settled, Mrs Adamson took me to one side and said, “Mrs Wilson, you are a wonder,” because her worry was, of course, that she’d get some dreadfully rough family from the East End.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘But don’t you worry. I’ll make sure the billeting committee do their best for you but we’re desperate for accommodation. Whole families have been left with nothing, not a stick of furniture, only the clothes they stood in when their houses were bombed. Absolutely ghastly.’

‘It must be.’

‘They may have children with them.’

‘Children?’

‘Yes. If they’re very young their mothers can come too. Some of those town children have never been in the countryside before, never seen a cow or a sheep. They tell me that Morney Beswick over at Manor Farm puts them to work doing simple jobs out in the fields.’

‘When would they arrive?’

‘Any day now.’

‘So soon.’

‘I should think you’ll be heartily glad to have company, now that Hugh’s unearthed that parachute.’

Lukas’s heart, which had been pounding so violently, seemed to shudder to a stop. He raised a trembling hand to his forehead. It was slicked with sweat.

‘And there we were,’ the woman continued, ‘all feeling safe in our beds in the secure knowledge that the Nazi had been blown to kingdom come. You should get that nice Land Girl to stay until they catch him – or bunk down over at Steadham.’

‘Yes,’ Millie’s voice was little more than a whisper.

‘It’s no time for a young woman to be on her own, especially up here. Now let’s have a look at these rooms.’

‘There’s really no need, Mrs Wilson.’

‘Just a quick peek – what’s in here?’ The light from the kitchen swept in an arc across the tiled floor.

Lukas pressed his hand to his mouth, desperately trying to silence his breathing.

A pair of stout ankles rising out of comfortable shoes appeared in his line of vision, followed by Millie’s socked feet.

‘Ah, just a larder. Now, let’s look upstairs,’ The stout ankles left the pantry.

‘I beg you, Mrs Wilson…’ Millie said.

‘Whatever’s the matter, my dear. You’ve gone white as a sheet.’

‘It’s such a mess upstairs,’ Millie was speaking very fast.

Lukas had a powerless sense that he should make some kind of noise to let her know he wasn’t upstairs. He could hear the panic in her voice as she said, ‘Three bedrooms, mine and two spares. I can easily take two women. If there are children, we can work something out, a sofa perhaps. Anything. Really, don’t trouble yourself.’

‘No trouble.’

‘Please, don’t go up.’

Lukas squeezed his eyes together. She sounded so desperate, this Mrs Wilson was going to guess.

‘Don’t take on so, dear. I’m sure I’ve seen worse. Come along,’ The voices receded into the distance.

Lukas tried to breathe.

His heart felt bloated and tight in his chest as if he were following the woman with the thick ankles, expecting any moment for her eyes to fall on a figure crouching in the shadows. Swells of panic paralysed his ribcage.

The closeness of the slate above his head pressed down on him and he was in the cockpit again, the explosion deafening in his ears, juddering up through his body. He was pushing against the slipstream; he couldn’t breathe. Still couldn’t breathe. His heels drummed on the tiles.

He burst out from under the pantry counter, the violence of his movement startling him.

He shrank down in horror. Where were they? He couldn’t hear voices. He imagined Millie in the kitchen, transfixed as the woman with the thick ankles approached the pantry door to investigate the noise. Nothing. Not yet.

Mortified, he slunk back to his hiding place.

They’d found the parachute. They knew he was on the run.

He felt a band of misery tightening around his heart. They wouldn’t even be able to spend one last night together.

When darkness came, he must leave.




Chapter Twenty Nine

Millie bolted the door and rested her head against the wood until she heard Mrs Wilson’s car drive away. She was shuddering with unnatural cold, an indefinable sense of doom filling her body as if an organ deep inside her and essential to life was on the point of shutting down. She heard a movement and turned.

Lukas stood at the end of the corridor. Silently they were drawn together by an indefinable energy in the air between them. When they finally clung to one another, she could feel every part of him trembling too as if they shared a single body.

With mute agreement, they began to prepare for his journey as if they’d known all along that today was the day he would leave but when darkness came and there was nothing left to do, they sat together at the kitchen table even though it was imperative he leave immediately.

‘They search soon,’ he said.

‘Not near here. Not at first. They’ll begin above Sheppington, where they found your parachute.’

‘The time to postpone is gone.’

‘In another lifetime, do you think…?’

‘We have no other lifetime.’

‘What will become of us?’ she said, although she knew he couldn’t answer her. ‘You must come back. Promise me, when all this over, you will come back,’ but he looked at her silently, his eyes liquid with moisture. Eventually he roused himself with a shuddering sigh and said, ‘Do not watch me go.’

‘I must.’

‘It is bad for both of us.’

‘It’s already as bad as it could possibly be.’



Lukas paused at the exit of the yard, searching the night sky for the Great Bear to help him locate north. The wind had dropped and the air felt balmy. The moon had almost reached the horizon but enough light reflected off the snow for him to see the farm buildings clearly.

He pulled the collar of his coat up to his throat and allowed himself one more backward glance at the farmhouse before turning east and plunging away from the track.

He wondered how long she stood and watched or whether, at the final moment, it was more than she could bear. He was out of sight of the farm now, staying on the higher ground of the plateau, avoiding the lanes and tracks.

It was harder going across open land but that was good, exhaustion might stop him going back, stop him planning how he could stay, how he could hide, how they could be together, because thoughts like that would surely make him mad.



She stood watching long after his silhouette had disappeared below the horizon then she hauled herself up the stairs and along the corridor. When she reached the door of the bedroom, she clung to the doorframe like a drunk before staggering forward and climbing onto the bed.

She pushed her hands under the sheets, longing to feel a vestige of the heat from their bodies but the linen was as cold as the grave.

She lifted the pillow, looking for something – a hair, an eyelash – anything to prove he had lain here, next to her, on her, inside her. She fell into the pillows and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to conjure up that sensation of perfect peace they’d known when they lay in each other’s arms, spent at last.

He’d cracked something open within her, something she knew had always been there, waiting. Now he was gone, leaving an empty socket of pain. She felt eviscerated and profoundly lonely. This final loss, so insignificant compared to losing a father, then a mother, then a husband, had ripped down all her strength, all her pluck.

She abandoned herself to her grief and began to sob, her face distorting into an ugly grimace as she howled, hiccoughing to catch breaths between her cries.

She stopped.

She’d heard a knocking from downstairs. Had they come already?

She struggled off the bed, dashing the moisture from her face. As she fled past her mirror, she caught sight of her wildly swollen face and hastily pressed her icy hands against her cheeks as she scuttled down the stairs.

The hammering came again and Gyp circled around in front of her. With a final sniff, Millie opened the door onto the night.

‘Hello, there,’ Brigsie said, stepping through the door and into the shadow cast by the blackout curtain. ‘Just popped by to pick up my bike.’ As Millie backed up the corridor, the light fell on her face and Brigsie said, ‘Oh my giddy aunt, whatever’s the matter?’

Millie turned away and hurried into the kitchen. She snatched a tea towel from the range and pressed it against her face. Brigsie came towards her, arms outstretched and she fell onto her. Brigsie rubbed her hand up and down Millie’s back and made soothing noises.

Eventually she held her at arms length and stared into her eyes, her face full of worry and sympathy.

‘What’s happened, Mills? You can tell me.’

She felt so unmoored, she almost did, as if love could only exist if it was visible or known but when she imagined saying, ‘He’s a pilot – he’s German,’ her stomach plunged and she knew she could never tell.

Instead she said, ‘It’s Christmas in a few days’ time. This time last year, Jack was alive.’

Brigsie’s face crumpled with concern, her mouth forming a moue of sympathy.

‘Oh, God. I know. I miss my dad powerfully at this time of year but it gets better, Mills. It really does. Time is such a healer and once you’ve passed all those dreadful one-year milestones, you’ll begin to feel better,’ she said. Her kindness increased Millie’s hatred of herself and she hung her head in shame. Brigsie caught her by the hand and led her across to the table, sitting her down.

‘Why don’t you let me stop here for the night?’ she said. ‘They’re out looking for that German, you know.’

‘What?’

‘I could hear the dogs over towards Norrington when I was finishing off up at Barrow Copse this evening,’ Brigsie said.

They’d begun searching on Morney Beswick’s land, miles from here.

‘Thank God,’ Millie whispered, instantly squeezing her eyes shut at her indiscretion.

‘Absolutely,’ Brigsie said. ‘The sooner they catch him the better. What a thing, eh?’

‘He’s probably long gone,’ Millie said.

‘Maybe, but you never can tell. Pretty unlikely he managed to make it out of England. He’ll be hiding somewhere, you mark my words. So, what about it? Shall I stay the night?’



By the time the dawn began to glow beneath the sky ahead, Lukas had been walking for hours and was exhausted. Now he could see a great plain stretching out below to his left and there, a few miles away, a small town. He remembered seeing it on the map but already he’d forgotten the name. Besides, it was too local to risk making his way down there and finding the railway station. He must get further away from Millie’s farm.

During the afternoon the wind freshened and a light rain began to drop from the low cloud, blurring the landscape. On he walked, stopping only once to eat some of the bread that Millie had packed into his pockets. He was extraordinarily thirsty and gathered dirty snowballs from the drifts beneath the hedgerows to suck as he walked.

Beneath the impenetrable cloud cover, he lost track of time and direction and found himself once more beside a spinney he’d passed several hours earlier. Dispirited and exhausted, he knew he must find shelter for the night.

He saw a thick plantation of evergreen trees nestled down in a fold of land ahead. When he eventually reached them, the sky was dark and he blundered into the barbed wire that surrounded the thicket. Cursing, he picked the fabric of his trouser leg free from the barbs and stamped the lower wire to the ground, squeezing through. He pushed a short way in amongst the trees, his feet slipping on the dry pine needles, and collapsed at the foot of a stout fir, leaning back on the trunk.

He felt more wretched than when he’d lain in that barn. Although his shoulder was painful, it was nothing like the agony he endured after his crash, and all in all, the day had gone reasonably smoothly – admittedly he’d no idea how many miles he’d walked, and he’d torn the skin of his thigh on the barbed wire but not badly enough to slow him down. He still had some food left and he’d found a dry, sheltered spot to spend the night and yet he felt so dejected.

He threw himself onto his back and stared up into the branches above his head. The darkness around him was so dense it seemed to press against his skin but high in the canopy he glimpsed fragments of sky between the branches. One of these geometric spaces framed a single star and he knew its delicate light was shining down on Millie’s farm as it shone on him and he knew there was no possibility of ever salving his grief.

Instead, he allowed himself to imagine how he could be with her. Despite the destruction heaped on his Gruppe by the British, perhaps it was true, that the German invasion was only a matter of weeks away. If his escape plan failed, he would soon be freed by the invading army, free to come back here, free to return to his saviour, his lover, his life.

He sighed. He was fooling himself. When Britain capitulated, he’d be sent to fight along another border, thousands of miles across the continent to the east and even if he weren’t, how many years of German occupation would have to pass before the English accepted them, before he could return to Millie without damning her to a life of persecution?

A few hours later, he heard bombers passing overhead and longed to still be up there, flying in formation with his comrades, fighting to bring this war to a swift end. He must have eventually fallen asleep because he was woken by spots of water dripping onto his skin.

Stiffly he pushed himself into a sitting position and listened to the steady drumming of the rain. A dawn twilight had penetrated the thicket and he knew she was still with him. He could feel her, as if she were a part of him. He closed his eyes, cupped his hand over his nose and mouth, breathing in. His skin smelt salty but there, in the background, was a smell of lemons. She still clung to his skin.

He felt a flutter of hope that something this strong had to work out all right in the end but his Swabian melancholy tainted the thought and he flung his hands away from his face, a feeling of profound misery overwhelming him.




Chapter Thirty

Lukas made his way to the edge of the copse and looked out across the countryside. The rain was coming down heavily, thinning the snow where it lay across the fields, patches of yellowed grass appearing on the crest of the hill where the winds had dispersed the snow. Striking the rain from his eyes, he scanned the sky to see if he could work out the position of the sun but it was hopeless. Then he remembered from his time in the Hitler Youth – that moss grows on the north-facing side of tree trunks and, staying close to the edge of the copse, he set off east again.

He’d seen little sign of habitation the previous day but now a thin plume of smoke rose above a shoulder of hill and he guessed there was a dwelling ahead which he needed to avoid. He made his way down into a dip in the land that took him directly away from the smoke but in his eagerness to monitor the position of the cottage, he didn’t notice a figure a good half mile away in the field behind him until he heard barking.

A black and white sheepdog was moving across the field towards him, its head and shoulders low as it ran. Lukas paused, wondering what to do. He raised his hand towards the farmer in greeting. The farmer returned the wave and called his dog to heel. Lukas walked on in as nonchalant manner as possible, not daring to turn around.

He heard the farmer whistle, then shout.

The dog hadn’t returned to his master but was racing along the edge of the field towards a gap in the wall, the farmer lumbering behind, shouting at it to obey. Lukas usually had a way with dogs but knew that when the red mist descended, working dogs were seldom susceptible.

Spotting a rough hut built into the dry-stone wall a few hundred yards ahead, he started to run. He couldn’t outpace the animal on open ground but he could barricade himself into the hut. He’d almost reached it when a shot rang out and he froze, raising his hands high above his head before turning round.

The dog had dropped onto the ground and the farmer, who’d clearly fired his shotgun into the air to make the dog stop, slowed his pace. The rifle was broken over the crook of his arms.

Lukas brought his hands down and around the back of his head even though he knew he couldn’t cover his mistake. The farmer scolded the dog, telling him to stay and, as he neared Lukas, he closed the gun barrel with a click. He was probably in his late fifties but his outdoor life had thinned his skin, making him look older.

‘Not from round here,’ he said.

Lukas shook his head.

‘Bit jumpy?’

Lukas knew he was going to have to speak.

‘I heard the shot.’

The instant he heard his accent, the farmer pulled his head back and stiffened.

‘It was for the dog to hear,’ he said, narrowing his eyes. ‘You’re on my land.’

Lukas shrugged to imply he hadn’t realised.

‘What are you doing up here?’

‘I help on a farm… I am from Poland.’

‘Poland? Are you, now?’ The farmer looked him up and down. ‘You’d better be on your way then.’ He pointed up the track with the barrel of his gun. ‘Back to that farm you’re helping out on.’

Lukas took a few paces backwards before turning to walk away. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. Was it possible the farmer believed his story? He risked a glance back over his shoulder and saw the farmer hurrying in the opposite direction, heading for the cottage, his dog bounding excitedly at his heels.

Lukas broke into a run.

He left the track as soon as he could, heading for a pine wood that was spread across the side of the adjacent hill. The thick trunks would give him good cover but the side of the hill was steep and he found himself struggling through a plantation of old bracken, its yellowed and withered fronds breaking through the covering of snow. He resorted to scrambling up it on all fours, his boots slipping on the stalks, the rustling of the ferns rattling like pebbles on a shoreline. By the time he reached the trees, his chest was heaving, his head pounding and his legs aching from the climb.

From his new vantage point he turned and looked back down the valley. He could see the cottage clearly and as he panned his eyes along the road, he saw an old cart in the distance, bumping along towards the edge of the escarpment. The farmer was on his way to get help.

Throughout the afternoon, he moved as swiftly as he could through the pines. When they became too thick, he risked leaving the sanctuary of the trees to make up time on open ground, keeping a careful eye on the land below him. He had to stop frequently to rest, his energy levels flagging now; he’d eaten all the food Millie had given him.

As dusk fell, he began to hope he’d been wrong about the farmer. He’d either believed him or not been keen to get involved, but as the countryside below darkened he heard the sound of heavy vehicles in the distance.

He dropped low to the ground, a terrible sense of doom creeping up his insides.

Between the folds of the hills he spotted pinpoints of light, hooded headlamps flashing intermittently and he knew that army vehicles were making their way up the escarpment.

He pushed on through the edge of the trees to put as much distance between himself and the searchers. It was raining heavily now.

He heard a distant fizz and spun round, watched the light of a flare in the distance.

Could the searchers be moving away? Yes, he was sure of it. He could no longer hear the sound of vehicles. The filthy weather and darkness were on his side. He knew he had to keep going but somehow this thought slowed his pace and he began to feel bone tired. He was going to have to risk a few hours rest before pressing on.

In the deep, dark interior of the forest, he settled down on the spongy pine needles, listening to the patter of the rain and the soughing of the wind in the branches overhead, country noises that whispered to him that he was safe for the time being.

His limbs were exhausted but instead of falling asleep, he found his mind wandering over the countryside, back to Millie.

In his waking dream he heard the thunder of the bath water, felt the fluttering in his chest as he opened the door, remembered seeing her through the steam, her clothes dropping away, her skin, white as ivory. He felt the same sharp pinch beneath his rib cage. She filled his consciousness like a soft but continuous noise in his head. It was as if her soul was an all-seeing eye travelling with him, feeling his exhaustion, his cold, his hunger.

He was suddenly alert.

He could hear the baying of dogs echoing in the distance.

He scrambled to his feet, his joints stiff from the damp and cold, and began pushing through the trees, away from the sound. He blundered into branches and grazed his knuckles on the bark of the trunks before he saw a dim glow ahead and knew he’d reached the edge of the trees. He broke free, crunching onto the bracken.

To his horror he could see the light of at least three lamps muted by some sort of blackout hood, jumping and bouncing out in the darkness of the field below.

He began to run and heard a shout behind him. In the darkness it was difficult to see the lie of the land. He took two or three lurching strides down a steep slope before losing his footing.

He covered his head with his hands as he rolled, felt boulders and branches glancing off his sides and landed on his back with a mighty thump. He hacked and heaved, the air knocked from his chest, the dark clouds of night spinning in a drunken, sickening dance above him.

When they slowed, he turned his head and saw the silhouettes of men and dogs on the crest of the hill above.

He pushed himself up, his hands sinking into freezing mud. He could hear the rush of a stream beside him and he plunged across it, the icy water flowing in over the top of his boots. He scrambled up the shallow bank on the other side and pulled his feet through the marshy ground. He was on open land now, visible against the snow that still clung to the ground.

Would they shoot?

He flung himself down on the ground and pushed through the mud, his injured shoulder burning with pain. He heard the splosh of feet behind and knew they were crossing the brook.

He hauled himself over a low patch of tussocks and began to push the mud aside in the marsh, lying on his back and driving his body into the ground. He felt the gritty water sluice past his neck and under his clothes. He swiftly dashed a handful of dirt across his face to blacken it and lay still, his nose and mouth barely clear of the water.

‘Where the hell is he?’ he heard someone shout, the noise distorted by the water in his ears.

‘He can’t just disappear.’

The squelching of boots stopped. All Lukas could hear was the drumming in his head.

He raised his eyes and saw the dark shape of a figure standing right beside where he lay but the man was looking out across the marsh.

He took a step and Lukas felt a knock on the side of his boot, followed by a grunt – the man had tripped over him.

‘Here!’ the man shouted, excitement in his voice, backing away as he called over his shoulder. ‘Hurry! He’s here! I’ve found him.’

Hands reached down into the mud and Lukas was hauled from his marsh.

Once on his feet, he shook himself free of their grasp, raising his chin and squaring his shoulders. He may be filthy, exhausted, cold and hungry but he was still a Luftwaffe officer.




Chapter Thirty One

‘Luftwaffe my arse,’ the old man said. Lukas felt the prongs of the pitchfork against his back, thought for a terrible moment that the tines were about to plunge through his clothes and into his skin. He twisted away, the thought of the filth and muck being pushed into him more horrible than a clean bayonet.

Christ, why couldn’t soldiers in the forces have captured him? These men may not be young but they hated him. He could smell it on them, feel it vibrating in the air around them. They didn’t believe he’d crashed his plane and they didn’t believe he’d been on the run for days. He was probably the first German they’d laid their hands on since the last war.

He sensed they also feared him. He was part of the juggernaut that had swept across Europe, one of the enemy bombing London night after night.

He clambered up onto the platform at the back of the farm truck, clumsy with his hands tied behind his back, his shoulder throbbing with a sick, fearful pain as if one wrong move would pop it back out of the socket. Two of the men climbed up into the driving cab, four more clattered onto the platform behind him, the pitchfork man and another, younger fellow, apple-pip eyes behind thick lenses, carrying a sickle. The other two were armed with axe handles. They pushed up around him like a pack of dogs, circling him, staring him down, each of them eager to take the first nip.

The truck jerked off and they staggered and thumped down on the straw-bale seats without taking their eyes off him. The truck speeded up, bouncing and slithering along the track. The wind plucked at his soaking wet clothes. It was shudderingly cold and Lukas slumped in the corner, no longer wishing to present himself as anything other than humbled.

After a while they tired of staring at him and handed around cigarettes, offering one to Lukas then snatching it away before he had time to react. They guffawed with laughter. The pitchfork man braced his weapon between the floor and his thigh, the tines inches away from Lukas’s face. He cupped his hands around the lighter and in the glow of the flame, Lukas saw a glob of mucous quivering on the tip of the man’s nose before it stretched in the wind and whipped away into the darkness.

‘If he’s been living rough,’ one of them said, ‘how come he smells so sweet?’

‘Like a whore at a ruddy wedding.’

‘And if he’s a Luftwaffe pilot,’ said another, ‘where’s his bloody uniform?’

‘And where’s his ruddy plane?’

They all turned to look at Lukas, drawing thoughtfully on their cigarettes, sparks of burning tobacco scattering in the gale.

‘He ain’t no Luftwaffe,’ the fourth man said, ‘he’s a fucking spy.’

They pulled thoughtfully on their smokes then one of them said, ‘They’ll stretch his fucking neck.’ He pushed his face towards Lukas and shouted, ‘Stretch your fucking neck, that’s what they’ll do. You comprendi, Kraut?’

The sharp smell of onions and tobacco made Lukas want to heave.

Presently they lost interest in him and began talking about the blizzard; one of them had lost a couple of sheep, another had a sister who’d fallen on the ice and broken her wrist.

Lukas stared down into the blackness of the floor, gripped by a hopeless sense of dropping. He’d lost all control over his destiny. When his plane went down, he was close to death but he was still able to make decisions and act. Now he’d lost his freedom, lost the security of knowing what might happen next.

He was overwhelmed by a terrifying claustrophobia, so strong he considered leaping from the truck and plunging into the darkness, making a final desperate run for it while he still could but he imagined the tines of the pitchfork skewering him in the back, the thunder of the axe handles on his skull and knew that if he ever wanted to see Millie again, he had to survive.

When the truck reached the foot of the escarpment, it turned onto a main road and speeded up, increasing the gale around him. They drove through sleeping villages, along a stretch of wide river which glowed the colour of pewter and through the deep shade of forests. Slushy rain started to fall, building up on the shoulders of his jacket, leeching down under his collar.

He lost the feeling in his hands, tried to move them closer to his body but it increased the pressure on his shoulder and he surrendered to the numbness. The men in the truck didn’t seem to notice, probably spent their days out in the freezing cold.

Eventually they came into a town, the noise of the engine echoing back from the rows of terraced houses. The streets were deserted apart from the odd cat that watched them pass, eyes flashing like mirrors in the darkness. The truck stopped outside a building, the front heavily sandbagged, and Lukas was dragged from the platform, one of the men giving his calf a spiteful kick as he stepped towards the entrance.

They pushed him through the blackout curtains swathing the doorway and he blinked in the bright light of the entrance hall. He was shoved through another set of double doors into a lobby partitioned off by a reception desk and behind it, to his relief, a man in uniform, three sergeant’s stripes on his shoulder. He sported a thick moustache and was busy writing something in a ledger.

‘Where do you want him, Sergeant Bennett?’ one of the men said.

Without looking up, the sergeant jerked his pen towards a set of doors. Lukas was hurried out of the lobby and down a dark corridor. He was aware of a burly figure standing square at the end of the passage. His captors jostled and shoved him along, periodically pushing him against the wall then angrily peeling him off as if he were being disruptive.

Ahead were the bars of an open cell door. His captors pushed him in with such force that he stumbled and fell awkwardly across the filthy floor. The sharp smell of urine caught in his nostrils.

‘Evening, Uncle Bert,’ the boy with the apple-pip eyes said to the pugnacious policeman who’d been waiting for them. His uniform jacket was unbuttoned, his vest and braces showing underneath.

‘Constable Hanratty when I’m on duty, Teddy,’ he replied, giving him a knowing look. He removed his jacket and chucked it across the back of a chair that stood outside the cell. When he was done he turned to Teddy and said, ‘Want to give me a hand?’

Shifting his weight from foot to foot in his excitement, Teddy snatched his spectacles from his face and pushed them into a trouser pocket. The two of them stepped into the cell, pulling the door closed behind them. The Home Guard crowded forward, clinging to the bars as if they were watching an animal in a zoo.

Teddy hauled Lukas to his feet and held him from behind by his elbows. He was surprisingly strong. Constable Hanratty drew his lips back, clenched his fist, and struck Lukas powerfully in the stomach. Lukas buckled, his diaphragm in spasm, unable to take a breath. As he struggled, he saw the other fist heading for his face and turned, just as it caught him hard across his forehead, the blow ringing in his head. Constable Hanratty hauled him back on his feet by his hair. In his confusion and pain, he heard a noise, a shout. As the boy braced, readying him for the next blow, the crowd at the bars turned as one and backed away.

A voice shouted,

‘What the bloody hell’s going on here?’

He was dropped like a sack of potatoes. Lifting his head he saw the dark blue uniform of an RAF officer.

‘Open this door, Constable,’ the RAF man yelled. ‘And that’s an order.’

Constable Hanratty helped Lukas to his feet and gave him a couple of desultory flicks of his hand to neaten him up. He nodded his assent to the boy who headed towards the door, hurriedly retrieving his spectacles and pushing them onto his face.

‘He was resisting arrest, sir,’ Constable Hanratty said as the boy struggled to turn the key in the lock.

‘That was pretty bloody clever of him, considering you’ve already got him locked in a cell.’

The constable was silent.

‘Clean him up and bring him down to the interview room.’



Constable Hanratty looked across at the Home Guard and rolled his eyes. Teddy picked the jacket up from the chair and helped him into it.

‘Bloody brass hat,’ one of the older men said.

‘They stick together, these flying boys,’ Hanratty said, angrily jerking at his collar.

Then he paused and brought a hand up to his nose. He sniffed at his fingers.

‘Where did you say you picked him up?’ he said.

‘Just below Podmore Hill,’ Teddy said, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose.

Constable Hanratty frowned and rubbed his fingers together. Then raised his hand to his face and sniffed again. He offered the tips of his fingers to the lad.

‘What does that smell of to you?’

‘Uncle Bert,’ he said, screwing his face up.

‘Go on.’

Teddy craned his neck forward and tentatively sniffed. When he realised it was nothing foul, he sniffed again and frowned.

‘Can’t rightly say. Bit earthy?’

‘Well, yes, obviously. It’s the hand I used to grab hold of that bastard’s hair. He was covered in mud. But my fingers are sort of oily; waxy even. And the smell – that’s not just mud, is it?’

Teddy gave the fingers another sniff.

‘Oh, yes. There is a sort of clean smell there too. Quite sweet.’

‘What do you chaps say?’ Hanratty said and let the other men take a sniff.

‘It smells like Brylcreem to me,’ one of the older men said.

‘It’s you, Uncle Bert. You put stuff on your hair.’

‘I stopped doing that ages ago. Too much of a faff, but I’d know the smell anywhere.’

‘I told you he was sweet as a nut, that Kraut. He’s a spy, I tell you. He’s never been on the run for weeks, whatever he says.’

‘But Brylcreem?’ Constable Hanratty said. ‘Why would a Kraut put that in his hair?’

‘If he was a spy, it might be part of his disguise.’

‘Hmm,’ Constable Hanratty said. ‘I wonder.’




Chapter Thirty Two

These dark mornings were grim in winter but Brigsie knew she’d have to get used to them – the war meant the clocks hadn’t gone back in October so it was dark as hell. As the hill up to Enington Farm steepened, the dynamo lamp on the front of her bicycle dimmed and flickered. She stood up on the pedals, pushing down with all her might to keep up the speed. When it got too steep, she had to hop off and push.

Good job she didn’t mind the dark. The lamp was useless now. Sometimes she’d hear things moving along in the hedgerows but it never bothered her, not now that ruddy Nazi was safely behind bars. She was bursting to tell Millie the news even if she couldn’t tell her the part she’d played in it.

The road levelled off at the top of Sheppington Way and Brigsie climbed back onto the saddle and peddled on towards the farm. Now that she was spinning along at a good lick the lamp was bright enough to catch the verges, packed with mucky old snow. Rivulets of melt-water glistened black beneath her wheels.

Millie would be relieved as well, even if she professed to like living up here on her own. Brigsie had been willing to stay a few nights, right up until Christmas if needs be, but Millie wasn’t keen at all and Brigsie didn’t like to push it. Everyone grieves in their own way.

She always arrived before Millie was up but she didn’t mind. Preferred it in a way. It was nice to be needed and Millie had a lot more to worry about, keeping Hugh happy with the quotas, getting the paperwork done for the War Ag. It was one thing working on the farm, quite another having to run it.

It was still pitch black when she finished. She saw the blackout curtains in an upstairs window glowing a paler grey and knew Millie was up.

She tried the door. It was unlocked. She felt the same screaming frustration she had after her father died, when her mother admitted leaving the doors unlocked for two whole years, hoping someone would break in and kill her in her bed. Brigsie hoped to hell Millie’s mourning didn’t run along those lines.

Gyp barrelled past her, piddling in all his important places around the yard. She stood just inside the door, steadying herself on the frame and easing her foot out of her boot. It toppled over into the thick slush against the side of the house.

She hopped forward to lift it and something black against the snow caught her eye. She stood her socked foot on her discarded boot, squatted down and felt the edge of a button, a rather nice metal button, sticking out of the old snow, grey with ash and clinkers from the fire. She pushed the slush aside and found three more, black with soot.

How odd, she thought and carried them into the kitchen.

She gave them a quick rinse under the tap and puzzled over them. Why would Millie have thrown these into the fire? They were large buttons, men’s buttons.

Oh dear, she thought, perhaps they belonged to something of Jack’s, perhaps that’s why she wanted rid of them. She heard Millie’s footsteps coming down the stairs and shoved them into her pocket. No point upsetting Millie unnecessarily.

Millie appeared wearing a pair of man’s pyjamas and a thick wool dressing gown. She looked absolutely exhausted.

‘Not slept again?’ Brigsie said, peeling off her oilskins.

Millie slouched across the kitchen and put the kettle on.

‘No. Not until about quarter to five this morning.’

‘Isn’t it always the way? Just when you have to get up.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Brigsie waved her apology aside and said, ‘I don’t mind. I’m happy doing the girls in the morning. But…’ – she paused to add drama to her announcement – ‘I have news.’

‘What sort of news?’

‘They’ve caught that ruddy Nazi.’

Millie had her back to her and clutched the bar along the front of the range. Brigsie frowned. Millie didn’t seem right at all.

‘The desk sergeant down at Shawstoke rang Hugh last night with the news,’ Brigsie continued. ‘Thought he’d like to know, seeing as he’d brought the parachute down on Friday night.’ She waited for some sort of response and when none came she said, ‘Anything up?’

‘No,’ Millie said, but her voice was very faint. She gave a great shudder then tilted her head back and shook it as if she was coming out of a coma.

‘They caught him a few miles west of Coltenham,’ Brigsie said, watching her intently.

‘Who did?’

‘The Home Guard, apparently.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘God knows. He’ll be shipped off to Canada I expect.’

‘Canada?’

‘That’s right. They don’t want the country full of Nazis if there’s an invasion.’

Brigsie narrowed her eyes. Millie was trembling like a rabbit. Brigsie moved her hand over her pocket and felt the buttons.

‘They’ll be lucky to make it across the Atlantic without being blown up and sunk by one of their own U-boats,’ she said. ‘That would serve them bloody well right, wouldn’t it?’

‘I’d better get dressed,’ Millie said and walked out of the kitchen.

When she heard the bedroom door close upstairs, Brigsie pulled one of the buttons out of her pocket and stared at it.

Was it possible? A secret visitor out here before the blizzard, Millie tense when Brigsie came inside that morning.

No, surely not.

But Brigsie couldn’t stop her mind leaping from one connection to the next.

Millie wasn’t at all excited when they found the parachute and what was all that about having the curse? They’d been working all morning together and Millie had never once gone behind a hedge to sort herself out. She didn’t even ask Brigsie if she’d got a spare bunny on her.

And then… blimey, when Brigsie came by to collect her bike that evening, Millie was in flood of tears, heartbroken, worse than she’d ever seen her, even in the weeks after Jack’s death.

Brigsie didn’t want to be right but it was possible; and if so, they’d have burned his uniform.

With a swift glance at the door, she went to the sink. She grabbed the nailbrush and scrubbed away at the soot, whisking the button underneath the water, her heart racing like an engine. She wanted it to be just an ordinary old button, a mistake. She felt a dreadful guilt for suspecting her friend, but this was exactly the type of thing she’d been trained for.

Now the button was glinting a dull pewter. She held it tightly by the shank and shook it hard. Droplets of water flew in all directions, spattering the walls above the sink. She went over to the window and held the button up to the light.

And as she studied it, she felt a lifting of anxiety, a drop of pressure inside her skull. The front was bobbled with regular indentations, like beaten silver, quite the most ordinary metal button she’d ever seen.

Her sense of relief was so profound, she had to put her hand on the windowsill to steady herself.

What did she expect? A swastika? An eagle? Well, there was nothing like that. It was just an ordinary jacket button. It had probably been lying out there with the others for years, swept to one side in a shovelful of snow or something. She stared down at it and then a thought, just a thought made her twist it, made her look at the back.

Her heart gave a great thump, so strong she thought it might rob her of blood altogether. Her body felt boneless with terror.

There was a manufacturer’s mark on the back. She couldn’t make out all the letters but she read, & Söhne and she read, Lüdenscheid.

She looked towards the stairs and said under her breath,

‘Oh, Millie. What have you done?’




Chapter Thirty Three

In the large house on the edge of the park in London, Lukas wished the bombs would start again. Without his comrades’ nightly bombardments, he could hear the yells of men deep in the bowels of the building. He had too much time to imagine what was happening to them, what was going to happen to him. Would he be beaten again? Humiliated again? Or treated with an equally baffling courtesy that the RAF officer had shown him at the police station?

The desk sergeant had escorted Lukas to the lavatory block and grudgingly told him to clean up his face but gave him nothing to use. Instead he leant against the wall and watched as Lukas splashed water on his wounds. In the mirror above the sink he studied the split along his eyebrow, not deep but still oozing. The skin under his eye was already darkening – he would have one hell of a black eye by the morning. God, he wished he had Millie to soothe his wounds. The sergeant stepped into his line of vision.

‘Get a bloody move on, you filthy Kraut,’ he said.

He pushed Lukas down the corridor to a small office. The RAF officer was waiting for him. He was a slight man, thin-faced with large ears and a mouthful of crooked teeth. The first thing he asked was whether Lukas would like a cup of tea. Lukas almost laughed.

A Spitfire pilot, downed near his field in France, was delighted when they offered him cognac; said in England it was always tea.

While they waited for the tea to be brought, the RAF officer silently paced around the room, deep in thought, then he sat in front of Lukas, watching him drink. When Lukas finished, he asked if he could see his identification papers.

‘I destroy everything when my plane crashes,’ Lukas said. ‘I can tell you only that I am Oberleutnant Lukas Schiller and my Luftwaffe number is 51010/02. That is all.’

‘Oh, yes, I know all that,’ the officer said, taking out a notepad and pencil. He flicked the pages back and forth a couple of times before looking up and saying, ‘You speak English well.’

‘Not well.’

‘Well enough to get by over here, I would imagine.’

The officer smiled at him, a tight little smile that kept most of his teeth out of sight. As the seconds ticked by, he started tapping the end of his pencil against the notepad. Lukas stared back, his stomach beginning to pitch.

He wasn’t prepared for any of this, none of them were. God, the conceit of the Luftwaffe. They had one visit from an intelligence officer and all he said was the chances of being captured were minimal and besides, British interrogation methods were so gentlemanly, there was nothing to worry about. He’d been wrong there. He also said Britain would fall as quickly as France and they’d be liberated almost immediately.

Then rumours reached their unit that German spies, landing by boat in Britain, had been swiftly arrested, tried and hanged. Their intelligence officer never told them that.

‘Why are you in England?’

‘I am a Luftwaffe pilot. My Messerschmitt is shot down.’

‘So you say. Where?’

‘I do not know.’

‘You must have some idea.’

Lukas shook his head. His captors had been local men. They must have primed the officer, suspecting his story didn’t add up. He couldn’t prove he wasn’t a spy without implicating Millie.

‘You must know when you were shot down.’

Lukas pressed his lips together, shook his head.

‘What happened to your uniform?’ the officer said, writing as he spoke.

‘I destroy that too.’

‘Why did you do that?’

‘I do not wish to be recognised.’

‘Why?’

Lukas frowned. He thought the answer was obvious. The officer looked up from his notes.

‘Well?’ he said.

‘I do not wish to be captured.’

‘I see. And were you wearing uniform when you crashed?’

‘Of course.’

The officer resumed writing. After several minutes he said,

‘Where did you get the clothes you’re wearing today?’

Lukas dropped his head, touching his finger on the cut on his forehead, trying to hide his expression as his mind struggled to find an answer. How the hell could he have got the clothes? It was too late to return to the tack of name, rank and number now; the officer would know he was hiding something. Did he stumble across them? Find someone sleeping rough and steal them? No, something close to the truth is always the best lie.

‘I take them from a house.’

‘Where?’

Lukas shrugged. ‘I walk for many, many days. I do not know how far.’

‘Tell me about that.’

‘About what?’

‘How you got the clothes.’

The officer watched him with a steady gaze.

‘I see a house.’

‘Before or after the blizzard?’

Christ, he’s well briefed. Think, man.

‘Before.’

‘So you crashed before the blizzard?’

Lukas felt his stomach give a great swoop. He was being pushed along a narrative he may not be able to complete without a blunder. Then he remembered the farmer with the dog and the gun and, ignoring the officer’s last question, he said, ‘This house stands with no other houses.’ He felt more secure. He could picture the scene. His aunt always said, before you tell a lie, make sure you believe it yourself. ‘I watch it in the morning. I see a man and a dog leave.’ Careful now, not too accurate. He didn’t want them finding that farm, discovering nothing went missing, ‘and I see a woman and childrens leave also. I go to the house and it is not locked. I take the clothes.’

The officer put his pencil on the notepad, closing it thoughtfully and placing it on the desk. Then he got to his feet, straightened his jacket with a tug and slowly walked around the back of Lukas’s chair. Lukas twisted to see where he was going.

‘Eyes front,’ the officer said.

He was standing very close, the toecap of his boot glinting at the edge of Lukas’s field of vision. Lukas caught the tang of a recently smoked cigarette. His pulse quickened, his muscles tensed, readying himself for a blow. The officer grabbed hold of the collar of his jacket and Lukas sprang to his feet, knocking over the chair. The door flew open and the pugnacious constable strode in.

‘It’s all right, Constable,’ the officer snapped, bending to right the toppled chair. Lukas kept still – he didn’t want the constable involved again. When the door closed the officer pressed him back into the chair, making a noise as if he was soothing a horse and twisted the collar of Lukas’s jacket. Of course, Lukas thought, he’s looking for a manufacturer’s label.

The officer returned to his seat and notepad, the hint of a sneer twitching the edge of his mouth. Lukas felt a fury building inside him but he fought it. It didn’t matter if this officer was mocking him – all that mattered was that he believed his story.

‘How many days ago was this?’ the officer said.

‘I do not remember. Many. The days and nights are the same as I am tired and hungry.’

‘What did you do with your uniform?’

‘I bury it.’

‘Where?’

‘In a wood.’

The officer looked up again. ‘It’s difficult to dig a hole in woods, isn’t it? All those roots under the ground – especially if you’ve only got your bare hands as shovels.’ The officer closed his notebook and stood. ‘Tomorrow you will be handed over to the army.’

‘The army? I am Luftwaffe.’

‘So you say but that’s the way we do things over here. You’ll be moved to an interrogation camp for further questioning. I should warn you, it may not be a particularly agreeable experience.’



Lukas spent a miserable night in the cells, the officer’s words banging around in his head. There’d always been a camaraderie between pilots but the army may take a very different approach, especially after these months of relentless bombing.

The following morning two armed soldiers arrived and escorted him to the back of a truck. One had a ratty face, the other was porcine. Although he was taller than both, their surly refusal to make eye contact or reply to anything he said made them uncomfortable travelling companions. He was pushed into the back of a truck and the guards clattered in after him.

As they set off, he started watching the road through a small window in the canvas, flinched as they approached an oncoming vehicle, bracing himself for the crash which never came and gave up. It was too alarming to be driven on the left-hand side. Instead he watched the countryside pass through an opening in the back of the canvas hood.

With an increasing sense of despair, Lukas began to realise that Britain was far more prepared for an invasion than he imagined – anti-tank trenches criss-crossed the land, camouflaged concrete bunkers appeared round every corner of the road. On one occasion he spotted a concentration of armoured vehicles, hidden from aerial view by acres of camouflage netting.

After they’d been travelling for about an hour, the density of housing increased – they must be heading into London. Desperately he looked for bomb damage but could see little. Had the success of the Blitz also been exaggerated by the German propaganda machine? Christ, even the shops seemed full. This didn’t look to him like a country on its knees.

He had a horrible feeling Germany may not repeat the swift victory they had in Europe and if that was so, how many years would have to pass until he could come back to Millie? Perhaps, like Pilötchen, she would abandon her lonely vigil and find someone else.

The truck turned off the main road, driving through a park until it reached a set of gates, fortified with barbed wire. Once inside the compound, the truck stopped outside a large house where he was handed over to an MP sergeant and taken upstairs.

He was locked inside a cavernous room, empty except for a single chair and a small table. The house had obviously seen better days – the ceiling from which a bare light-bulb hung, had elaborate mouldings but the paint was peeling and deep cracks ran across the plasterwork.

As the minutes ticked by there was nothing Lukas could do but worry. What if the rumours of torture and duress were true, if the British were abandoning their gentlemanly tactics along with the Geneva Convention? He knew that many German soldiers had already contravened it, particularly the SS – it was logical that the British would abandon their decency and follow suit.

If he were killed in captivity, Millie would never know. The thought of her forlorn hope was unbearable.




Chapter Thirty Four

Christmas is a tricky time of year for everyone, Hugh thought as he struggled to do up the top button of his shirt. Millie was probably thinking a lot about Jack or something. It really couldn’t be all Hugh’s fault, this change of mood, could it? She’d dropped her usual game of pretending to be mildly irritated but amused by him and gone sullen, sulky almost. He tried joshing her along a bit but she looked as if she was on the verge of tears the whole time and he never knew what to do when she cried, so he’d taken a bit of a backseat. Today it couldn’t be avoided.

‘Hugh. Are you finished up there?’ his mother called.

‘Coming.’ He abandoned the top button, tightened his tie over the gap and pulled on his Sunday jacket.

Mrs Adamson, surrounded by a pall of steam, was rattling away at the roasting pan, trying to get it out of the top oven.

‘Here, I’ll do that,’ he said, picking up a fistful of tea towels. ‘Where do you want me to put it?’

‘On the table, darling. Thank you. I need to give it a bit of a baste.’ She whipped off the greaseproof paper and they both stared down at the heap sitting in the pan. ‘What do you think of my murkey?’ she said.

‘Your what?’

‘Mock turkey – it’s mostly sausage meat and breadcrumbs but I’ve bashed several rabbit fillets flat with the rolling pin and tucked them underneath the bacon to give it a bit more body.’

‘But it’s got drumsticks.’

Mrs Adamson laughed. ‘I know – those are parsnips wrapped in bacon.’ She leant towards him and added quietly, ‘I couldn’t possibly have got hold of all this lovely bacon without the Farrows’ ration books.’

Hugh whispered back, ‘But without the Farrows billeted here, I could have accidentally run over one of the geese in the yard and given us a proper Christmas dinner.’

‘Not with that Gauleiter Mrs Wilson joining us for lunch, you couldn’t.’

They both chuckled and shushed at each other.

‘Well,’ Hugh said, ‘it doesn’t look like any bird I’ve ever seen, but it’s a bloody good effort.’ He flopped his arm across her shoulders and planted a kiss on her burning cheek.

She flapped him away and said, ‘Go on with you. Now, you’d better get going or you’re going to be late. And make sure she brings her night things. I can’t bear the idea of that girl all on her own on Christmas night.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

He reversed the Austin out of the garage – it was a bit extravagant, but it was Christmas, after all. The snow had all but cleared apart from some stubborn lumps along the verges but the wind was still whipping in from the east.

He gave a couple of hoots on the horn as he drove into her farmyard. Gyp came bounding out and he followed the dog into the house. There was a pile of brown-paper packages on the table, which was a good sign. He flicked over a couple of the labels, gave the package marked for him a gentle squeeze. It was squishy. Bless her, she’d made him that cushion cover at last.

He heard a footstep and snatched his hand away just as Millie appeared in the doorway, looking terribly pale.

‘Happy Christmas, Mills,’ he said, leaning across and giving her a peck. She stiffened, moved back a fraction.

‘And to you,’ she said, picking her coat up from the back of the chair.

‘Where’s your overnight bag?’

‘I’m coming back to do the afternoon milking.’

‘No, you’re not. I’ve got that all under control. I’m picking up a couple of the farm lads this afternoon to help me. It’s all organised.’

Millie gave a great sigh and wearily shook her head.

‘Leave the lads to have Christmas with their families.’

‘Both boys jumped at the chance, couldn’t get away fast enough. So no, I won’t. I want you to have a real break – I thought it was all agreed.’

‘Hugh, please.’

She looked exhausted, crumpled almost. Hugh blundered on, ‘You’ve no idea how much trouble Mum’s gone to. She’s got a room all ready for you – she’s been airing that bedding for days. Come along now. You can’t shut yourself away for ever.’

‘Jack’s not been gone six months,’ she said but her eyes slid away from him and she started to fidget with the coat in her hands.

‘I know…’ He softened his manner; he mustn’t bully her into coming. ‘It’s bloody poor luck.’ She stared up at the ceiling and he thought she was going to cry. He hurried on, ‘I know I can’t come close to understanding how sad you are…’ she made an odd sort of sound, ‘… but when Jack went, I lost my closest friend too and a day doesn’t go by when I don’t think about him.’

She nodded, said nothing.

‘These are terrible times for all of us but you’ve got good friends, people who care about you. Think about that instead – and for goodness sake, go and get your overnight things. Look,’ he pointed out of the window at the Austin parked in the drive, ‘Gyp’s keen as mustard to come.’ The dog was circling around the car. ‘He knows where he’ll get a good Christmas dinner today.’

She gave another great sigh and said, ‘Will there be lots of people?’

‘Quite a few – you know what Mum’s like. Come along. Get your things,’ he said, determined to hurry her along.

He scooped up the packages and went outside, stowing them in the boot and opening the back door to let Gyp hop in. He paced up and down as he waited.

Why did everything have to be so bloody difficult? There was a time when they got on like a house on fire and now, all he could do was tiptoe around her, terrified of putting his foot in it. It was ridiculous. It wasn’t his fault the War Ag asked him to oversee the running of Enington. He’d convinced them to let Millie stay but if he didn’t watch his step, the War Ag would be on his back, checking productivity. Whatever Millie was struggling with, he had a job to do and he couldn’t do it if he was terrified of saying something to upset her.

There she was at last, coming across the yard and, thank the Lord, she had an overnight case with her. She gave him an apologetic smile as she handed it over and said, ‘I’m sorry, Hugh. I think I got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning.’

He gave her a fraternal pat on her shoulder, and said, ‘That’s OK, Mills. Christmas is always a poignant time, this year more than any, but it is what it is. Come on, hop in. A glass of sherry and a good hot meal will put you in a better mood. And I’m sure Mrs Wilson will be bursting to talk about the capture of that ruddy Nazi.’



That must be the evacuees Mrs Wilson was talking about, Millie thought when she saw two strangers, sitting mute and deferential at one end of the Christmas table surrounded by Mrs Adamson’s friends and neighbours. Mr Farrow had a blue, pinched face and his wife was small and neat, her eyes pink-rimmed like a mouse. Millie could tell they didn’t want to be there either.

Hugh stood at the end of the table carving, incongruous in his Sunday suit, his hair damp and lumpy where he’d tried to comb it flat to his head. Millie sat beside him, handing the plates along.

When the afternoon darkened, Mrs Adamson closed the curtains and Hugh carried in the small ball of Christmas pudding, a few blue flames licking around the base of the plate. As the dish heated, he speeded into the room, dropping the dish onto the table with a bang, sending a splash of burning liquor onto the tablecloth.

‘Blast!’ he said shaking his hand.

‘Hugh!’

‘Sorry, Mother.’

And everyone laughed, particularly Mrs Wilson who was in rather good spirits. There was something looming about Mrs Wilson, her large bosom encased in tailoring, her hair a solid helmet of blue waves. As the GP’s wife, she was tireless in her pursuit of donations to the various charities she patronised and the war had increased her range and zeal.

‘It’s not so quiet out here in the country as you would think,’ she was saying to the Farrows. ‘We had an enemy plane come down a few weeks before Christmas, you know. It blew up when it crashed and it was assumed the pilot had been smashed to smithereens.’

She turned to Millie and added, ‘Finding that parachute gave us all a bit of turn, didn’t it, Millicent? They caught him not a million miles away from here. You must have thought twice about living over at Enington all on your own after that.’

‘You live on your own?’ Mrs Farrow said. ‘You look so young.’

‘She is young, Mrs Farrow but,’ – Mrs Wilson dropped her voice – ‘not too young to have lost a husband already.’

‘I’m so sorry, my dear,’ Mrs Farrow said. ‘Where was he fighting?’

Mrs Adamson started to fidget with her napkin ring and, as Mrs Wilson opened her mouth to speak, Hugh scraped the legs of his chair back from the table and clattered to his feet, raising his glass of beer.

‘I’d like to thank the cook for this wonderful meal…’ – the guests hear-heared – ‘and raise a glass to absent friends.’

‘Well,’ said Mrs Wilson, ‘give me a chance to finish my pudding…’

But her protest was drowned out by a scraping of chairs as the guests rose to their feet and mumbled, ‘To absent friends.’

A hush fell on the room, disturbed by an ill-humoured harrumph from Mrs Wilson as she made a great show of pushing a huge spoonful of pudding into her mouth before getting up.

‘To absent friends,’ she said loudly after a theatrical swallow. She raised her glass of sherry towards Millie, a canny glint in her eye. Millie looked away and thought, God bless you Lukas, wherever you are, and wondered if he was thinking about her.

Once the table was cleared, everyone began to exchange presents. She gave Mrs Adamson a pot of crab apple jelly and Hugh a rain choker that she’d cobbled together the day before out of an old piece of towelling.

She felt a flash of irritation when she saw him drop it back onto the brown paper and stare out across the room. Not good enough? Well, it was the best she could manage under the circumstances.

The party broke up when Hugh left to do the milking. Mrs Adamson encouraged the Farrows to go upstairs and rest while she and Millie cleared up.

‘I feel so sorry for those poor people,’ Mrs Adamson said, handing across a plate, dripping with suds. ‘I can’t imagine what they’ve been through. It’s bad enough for your generation but our generation thought we’d fought the war to end all wars. Now the Germans have started the whole thing again. My heart bleeds for Mrs Farrow. Her son is in the North Atlantic apparently. The first war robbed her of her past – she lost all three brothers at Ypres – now this one threatens to destroy her future. Those bloody Krauts; war-mongers to the last man.’

Millie stared down at the plate she was wiping. She wanted to say something, wanted to defend him but knew she mustn’t, knew she couldn’t. What was the Farrows’ son doing in the North Atlantic? Trying to kill Germans, of course. It’s what happened in war.

She was overwhelmed by the injustice of everything. She lost her past when Jack killed himself and now she’d lost her future by falling in love with Lukas. She wanted to smash the plate onto the tiles but instead she polished it with a severe concentration before putting it back into the rack above the range.

Hugh got back from Enington just before supper. ‘I dropped in at the pub on the way back to buy the lads a pint,’ he said. ‘Apparently they’ve stopped bombing London for Christmas, a sort of unofficial ceasefire I suppose.’

‘How strange,’ Mrs Adamson said. ‘Perhaps those poor people have seen the last of these terrible raids.’

‘I wouldn’t count on it.’




Chapter Thirty Five

When the minutes turned to hours, Lukas began to pace around the room to distract himself. There was a small window set high in the wall which filtered a sickly light into the room. He could see twigs near the top of a tree, jerking in the wind and wondered if the room faced over the park. He dragged the chair over to the window, stood on it and peered out. He could see a small spit of garden surrounded by rolls of barbed wire and beyond, a street with ordinary people going about their business.

Several hours later he heard an air raid siren begin in the distance, another followed, this time nearer, then others close by began to wail. He looked towards the locked door, expecting it to open and a guard to appear to take him to safety but no one came. He climbed back onto the chair and looked across to the street. No one seemed to be running for the air raid shelters; they seemed to be carrying on as normal.

He felt quite shocked. The Party leaders had said the raids would paralyse the cities, millions would stay at home in air raid shelters, arresting industry and bringing the country to its knees but they were wrong. Londoners were carrying on with their day as if there was no threat from the air. It was going to take more than daytime air raids to immobilise this city.

One by one the sirens petered out and Lukas was left in the silence of the room.

As the light of the day dimmed, he felt a desperation to talk to someone. He’d imagined he would meet other German prisoners, was longing to find out what they’d been through, get news of how the war was going, but he’d seen no one other than his guards. Apart from his interview with the RAF officer, he’d spoken little more than a few words to another human being since his capture. The more he waited, the more depressed and lonely he felt.

Late that first afternoon the guards took him down through the house and he was strip searched. It was humiliating, horrible, standing naked and cold in a freezing room, the silent guards looking on, the silent doctor parting his pubic hair with a pen, looking for lice before probing and searching his body.

He was given a set of overalls to dress in. All the rest of his personal things went missing, even his watch. He was taken to another room on the second floor, partitioned off with thin walls, nothing in it except an iron bedstead with a hard pillow and single blanket.

At least the partitioning left him with half a window, criss-crossed with lines of gummed tape, and he was glad of it until that night when the next air raid began.

The noise was appalling and, with no hope that he was going to be moved to safety, he crawled underneath the bed and listened to the battery of guns in the park crashing away at his fellow bomber crews overhead.

He thought of Millie all the time. A few weeks ago he lay in her arms and was in heaven; now he lay underneath a bed, feeling the pressure waves of the blasts and he knew he was in hell. Yet, beneath the fear that made him involuntarily clap his hands over his ears when a blast went off, he felt an illogical certainty that their love protected him, that somehow he would get through this.

Then the bombing stopped.

At first he thought the invasion must have begun, but the next morning, when he peered out of the window, he knew he was wrong. An ambulance drove slowly past with a small pine tree strapped to the bonnet.

It was Christmas. What a strange species we are, he thought, to drop thousands of tons of explosives on one another and still have the humanity to stop the carnage simply because it’s Christmas.

That night, as he lay on the bed and gazed at the stars, he felt a shiver run through him and he knew that, at this exact moment, Millie was thinking about him. He wondered where she was celebrating Christmas, what she was eating, who she was with and he closed his eyes and played each detail of their time together, like a repeating spool of film.

When he thought of her imperfections, he felt aroused – the spatter of flat dark moles across her shoulder, the thin white scar along her eyebrow, the callouses on her hands. He remembered the smell of her neck, the huskiness of her voice, the feel of her hair when he gathered it up in his hands, holding her face above him. These glorious memories were nothing compared to the deeper intimacy between them. Locked away in the blizzard, they’d learned each other by heart.



The sirens began again three days later. Lukas stayed by the window, looking out across London, glad that the immediate danger would fill his mind and squash out his endless anxieties and fears and boredom. A single beam of light reached way up into the blackness and as he watched, others shot into the air, swishing like great swords across the sky. He heard the throbbing boom of the bombers just before the barrage out in the park began to crash away, the shells whistling into the sky and crackling into a shower of glowing sparks.

It looked different from down here, the parachute mines floating through the beams of light, thousands of glittering shards filling the air as if a giant hand had smashed a glass ball against the sky.

Soon the glow of a false dawn silhouetted the bony trees along the street and the sound of the first bombs dropping reached his ears, the Heinkels coming in over the incendiary fires, targeting whichever part of London was burning the brightest.

The boom of the Heinkels grew louder. As he watched, the searchlight slipped from the base of a cloud and picked out three, four of them. The crump of detonations was deafening.

A growling roar vibrated through him followed by a phenomenally loud bang.

A huge wall of pressure flung him across the room. He landed hard against the partition, his ears ringing, and felt glass spattering his face and hands. The noise seemed to go on and on, the whole building shuddering as if an earthquake was running beneath it and he saw the partition walls bow in the shockwaves.

Then, like a vast tidal wave, the sound rumbled away and he stared at the shattered window, at the shards of glass bouncing on the ribbons of tape.

Still no one came.

He crawled across the floor, pulled the blanket off the bed and wrapped it around his head before shuffling underneath the springs where he lay, listening to the explosions receding across the city.

Thank God she’s not here, he thought, thank God she cannot imagine the horror of this. If she could, she would tear her heart out for loving a man such as he.




Chapter Thirty Six

‘Oberleutnant Schiller,’ the officer said. ‘Do please take a seat.’

Lukas could see by his epaulettes that his interrogator was a captain, just one rank above himself but from a different generation of soldiers. The skin across his forehead was tight and shiny, the bridge of his nose dipped, the eyelashes along the lids missing. This man had served in the last conflict. He wasn’t tall but he had an erect, military bearing and his uniform was immaculate.

‘I tell you my name, rank and number,’ Lukas said. ‘I cannot tell you anything else.’

‘Oh, you can forget about that sort of thing,’ the captain said with a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘All I want is a chat, see how you’re getting on here, make sure you’re being treated properly – that sort of thing. Would you like a cigarette?’

Lukas, who didn’t usually smoke, accepted immediately. The first inhalation made his head spin but despite that, he found it soothing.

He answered the captain’s questions as briefly as possible, but it was hard to keep his answers short. He’d been silent for so long, he was soon rattling on about unimportant details, asking when he might expect to have a change of clothing, a bath even, explaining that the dust and glass from last night’s raid was still in his hair, inside his clothes, gritty between his teeth.

The captain listened with genuine concern and assured Lukas he would look into the matter the moment their little chat was over.

The captain’s approach confused him. He’d been expecting to deflect military questions about the Luftwaffe or the course of the war. He’d planned a dozen ways to prove that he wasn’t a spy but as the captain strolled nonchalantly around the room, all he seemed to want to talk about was politics and, seeing no harm in discussing his own personal views, Lukas began to relax – this wasn’t going to be too bad after all.

He was flattered that the captain was so interested in his opinions, particularly as he gave Lukas the impression that he knew the interview was going a bit off track, but that Lukas’s take on the political situation was fascinating – they could come back to the other stuff later on.

The captain asked about the morale of the German people. Was there solidarity? Did they have complete faith in Hitler and would they work and sacrifice themselves for their country indefinitely?

‘We read so much propaganda,’ he said, ‘it is fascinating for me to hear what a young man like you really thinks.’

‘Many people see Hitler as the saviour of Germany,’ Lukas said, by now enjoying this lengthy conversation, ‘but men devoted to National Socialism are immune to many sorts of crimes. If a man believes in humanity and freedom – democracy even – it is hard to believe in National Socialism.’

‘But surely, after the humiliation of the Treaty of Versailles, Hitler pulled Germany up by the bootstraps. Full employment, an economy back on its feet. And he was voted into power, was he not? Surely that’s democracy?’

Lukas sighed. ‘The Weimar Republic destroys the idea of democracy in the eyes of many German people. At first it makes me question it too. Yes, Hitler restores full employment and no one cares to ask how.’

‘Yes – I suppose so. That’s very interesting. And what was the general feeling among people you knew at the time when Hitler reoccupied the Rhineland and annexed Austria?’

‘These countries feel like ours as perhaps does Ireland or Scotland feel for you.’

The captain laughed and sat back in his chair.

‘Yes, you have a point. I hadn’t really thought of it like that. And, I suppose, Hitler has complete control over the army.’

‘On the surface they bend to the new regime but I speak for myself when I say I am disgusted by the behaviour of the SS in Poland. I think I am not alone.’

‘Yes. We’ve heard rumours that pockets of high officials in the army wish to overthrow Hitler. Can this be true?’

‘I hear these rumours but they are whispers only. I cannot tell if this is because of the acts of inhumanity or the fear that a war against the western Allies cannot be won. Many high-ranking men in the army are Prussian and defeat is unthinkable to them.’

‘Really? That’s very interesting. So explain this to me; if you feel so strongly, why did you become a Luftwaffe officer?’

‘I do not always feel like this, not when I am young. But I want to fly – always. As a boy I make planes, model aeroplanes. I even make a bicycle that is steered like a plane, with a…’ Lukas said, miming the action needed.

‘A joystick. Ingenious. It must have been difficult to balance but a great training machine.’

‘It is. My aunt tries to find out for me when I can fly but we are told that commercial flight has no future. The only way I can fly is if I am a Luftwaffe cadet. But my aunt is not ready for this and she finds out through her friends in Heidelberg about the German Academic Exchange Service and this is how I am at Dublin University.’

‘What did you read?’

‘Irish literature.’

‘Really? How extraordinary. Did you study James Joyce?’

Lukas smiled. The captain was very knowledgeable. ‘It was discussed.’

‘How did you feel about that? Surely you knew, coming from Heidelberg, that his writing was regarded in Germany as being morally corrupt?’

‘Of course.’

‘That his works were burned in the street during the purge?’

‘Then, I am a boy of fifteen. I do not understand why this is happening. I only know that my aunt and her friends are unhappy and afraid.’

‘“Dort wo man Bücher verbrennt, verbrennt man am Ende auch Menschen”,’ the captain quoted in faultless German, much to Lukas’s surprise. ‘“Where one burns books, one will soon burn people.” Did your aunt believe that?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Did you?’

Lukas shrugged. ‘I am young. I do not even think about it. In Dublin I study – that is all.’

The captain watched him for a moment and Lukas thought he saw understanding in the man’s eyes. ‘So did you obtain your degree before war broke out?’

‘Oh no – I am there only for a year. This is normal for the exchange.’

The captain remained thoughtful for a few minutes. In the silence Lukas thought he could hear shouting coming from another part of the building but the captain, who must have been able to hear it too, took no notice.

‘Is it true,’ he said after a while, ‘that all boys leaving school before the war had to join the Hitler Youth?’

Lukas shook his head. ‘As a boy, I am asked two or three times by a member of the Hitlerjugend but I am more suited to the YMCA.’

‘Why was that?’

‘I thought the boys in the Jugend were less…’ Lukas struggled to find the right word in English.

‘Cultured?’ the captain suggested.

‘Perhaps – but it is of no use. Later it is decided there is no room for more than one youth organisation and we are made to take off our green shirts and put on the brown shirts of the Hitler Youth.’

‘But eventually you were admitted into the Luftwaffe?’

‘Yes, I am. I am excited, my aunt is proud.’

‘Did you have reservations at all?’

‘Perhaps, but it is also a relief.’

‘Why? Because you were flying?’

‘Yes, of course – but also in Germany at this time always we are under the stress of propaganda. It is pointed at us every hour. My aunt, she risks prison, she listens to foreign radio and this is forbidden. She knows that her friends do the same – any one of them can tell about the other but they do not, they keep silent – but I know and I worry. The government controls newspapers and the radio but in the Luftwaffe, there is no time to read newspapers, no time to listen to broadcasts. Suddenly I am free. I never have to say an opinion and of course I have reached a dream. I think I have left behind the oppression I have every day. Then I go with a group of other Luftwaffe cadets to the Reichsparteitag.’

‘In Nuremberg.’

‘Yes. There I see the young men who wear the black collar patches of the SS and they are not the same as us – they are bullies. Then comes Reichskristallnacht. The action of one crazy Pole should not reap such a horrible vengeance but it gives the Stormtroopers the excuse.’

Lukas heard the air raid sirens starting up again across the city. The captain got to his feet, went over to the door and turned off the light, plunging the room into darkness. Lukas heard him crossing in front of him, then the clatter of wooden rings on the curtain pole.

He’d drawn the curtains back and Lukas could see the searchlights arcing across the low cloud base, the silhouette of the captain standing in front of the window, his hands folded behind his back, looking out over the city.

‘Looks like your chaps are going to give us another bloody good show tonight,’ he said.

Out in the park anti-aircraft guns began to fire, huge gouts of flame lighting up the trees for a split second. The noise was deafening, rattling the windows in their frames. The sound abated momentarily and Lukas could hear the drone of the bombers in the distance, the crump of detonations before the guns began to fire again. The captain drew the curtain closed.

‘Oh dear,’ he shouted through the darkness over the din, ‘I think your colleagues are forcing an end to our fascinating discussion.’

Light flooded across the floor behind Lukas where the captain had opened the door into the corridor. He heard the heavy boots of the guard approach and felt a hand on his elbow, leading him towards the door. The captain was waiting for him in the corridor and shook him warmly by the hand.

‘Thank you, Oberleutnant Schiller,’ he shouted, ‘we will not be meeting again. I hope you have a comfortable night.’

Lukas was taken along corridors and up and down staircases. The din from the anti-aircraft guns was so loud, Lukas lost all sense of direction or distance but he knew he wasn’t returning to his wrecked room. Eventually he was taken up a final set of stairs and into a small attic room furnished with a bed and a chair.

Without a word the guard locked the door and Lukas was left for another night, listening to the heavy bombs dropping all around. The building rattled and shuddered as the shock waves swept the city but he felt a strange disconnection from the chaos, from the war, from his past, as if those few days at Enington Farm were the only life he’d ever lived.




Chapter Thirty Seven

Brigsie had a miserable Christmas with her mother in Swindon. She missed Robbie and she missed the countryside but the real reason for her distress was the three buttons wrapped in a twist of brown paper at the bottom of her gas mask box.

Ever since that dreadful morning in the kitchen at Enington, she’d been in a lather of anxiety. One moment she resolved to throw the blasted things away and forget she ever suspected her friend; the next she was overwhelmed with guilt that she was putting her friendship above her duty to her country.

When she read the reports of the Second Great Fire of London in the papers a few days after Christmas, she was so moved by the bravery of the firefighters who battled the inferno, she knew she had no choice. She made her excuses to her mother and took the train back to Shawstoke even though she was meant to be on leave until after the New Year.

When she reached the churchyard, she got off her bike and pushed it up the path, the click of the sprockets sharp in the cold air. She leant her bike against a gravestone and walked into the porch and slumped down on the wooden seat.

She took the notebook and pencil out of her gas mask box, licked the stub and wrote, ‘Mrs Sanger at Enington Farm gave sanctuary to the German pilot who crashed on the Downs in December 1940. Enclosed, uniform buttons found in ash from range.’

She read it through, her eyes moving back to the beginning, lingering on the name.

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t bring herself to name her friend. In a panic, she tore up the note and put it in her mouth, chewing it, wishing she could produce more saliva. The paper tasted bitter and her mouth was as dry as peanut shells. Finally she managed to mash it up until it was soft enough to swallow.

Must get the next one right.

‘German from Norrington crash bailed out over Sheppington Downs. Hid at Enington Farm. Uniform probably burned. Buttons found in ash outside farmhouse. No further sightings.’

That was better. She hadn’t mentioned Millie by name and although she knew she was only fooling herself, it didn’t feel so cold a betrayal.

With trembling hands, she drew the buttons from her pocket and folded them into the note. Checking that she still had the graveyard to herself, she lifted the tile and tucked the letter into the cavity underneath before reseating it. She pulled out a handful of last year’s leaves from beneath the bench, scattering them over the tiles, then she went outside, picked up her bike and walked slowly back up the path towards the gate.

One more check across the landscape, one more glance behind her, and she drew a cross in chalk on the back of the headstone nearest the gate. Then she swung herself into the saddle and cycled slowly across the Downs and on to Shawstoke.

‘Is that you?’ her landlady called out from the kitchen as Brigsie let herself into her digs in Station Road.

‘Yes, Mrs Preece.’

The tiny woman popped her head round the door.

‘You all right, lovey? You don’t look too clever.’

‘Just a bit tired,’ Brigsie said.

‘Did you want a sandwich or something? Tea won’t be for a fair few hours yet.’

‘That’s all right. I’m going up for a lie-down.’

The room was piercingly cold. Brigsie sat at the little dressing table by the window and stared out across the roofs of the terraced houses, shining grey under a damp sky. She heard the comforting puff of a train approaching the station, watched the steam marking its progress on the other side of the houses before sinking back down across the town.

She felt sick with shame and fear. She knew she’d done the right thing. Why, then, did she feel so utterly wretched? Why couldn’t she feel angry, furious with Millie for betraying her country?

Then a completely new thought struck her, one that astonishingly hadn’t occurred to her before.

Had Millie been compliant? Or had she, horror upon horror, been forced against her will to give him shelter?

Bloody hell! Supposing he’d raped her; those butcher birds of Europe always raped women. They were animals; ruthless killers.

She had to go back, had to get to the dead letter drop before the runner. She’d made a terrible assumption. The burnt buttons weren’t enough evidence to consign Millie to a fate worse than widowhood, worse than rape. She may even be responsible for her hanging. It was too awful.

‘I’m going out again,’ she called as she hurried past the kitchen.

She heard Mrs Preece call back as the front door slammed but she was on her bike, pushing down on the pedals with all her might, heading back across town.

The journey usually took less than hour. Surely the runner wouldn’t collect the note before dark.

She sped through the villages at breakneck speed, standing up on the pedals, the bike rocking back and forth with each pump. The roads were mostly flat and she reached Merewick in less than half an hour. She swung the bike into Sheppington Way and as she hit the incline, her legs felt impossibly sluggish. She dropped down over the handlebars, tucking her elbows into her side to reduce the wind resistance.

As the incline steepened, the front wheel began to wobble and she fought to keep her balance until she was forced to climb off and push. Her legs felt like jelly. She leant on the handlebars for support, her chest heaving from the climb. She stole past the track to Enington Farm, frantically looking this way and that, terrified that someone she knew would spot her.

She reached the top of the plateau where the road levelled off and climbed into the saddle. She would make good progress now. The hiss of the tyres bounced back from the high hedges either side of the road and after a few minutes, she saw the top of the squat flint tower rise above a dip in the land.

She was nearly there. She felt the burden of her guilt lifting even as she realised she was exchanging one disgrace for another. She had to admit that betrayal of her country was easier to bear than the betrayal of another woman.

She slammed on her brakes, the back wheel skidding round on some loose gravel. Between the stunted thorn trees along the low wall of the churchyard, she could see a figure, bent and working at a task. It was Mr Street, the sexton.

She stepped off her bike and hurried it under the shelter of the hedge.

What was she going to do? It was impossible to slip into the churchyard unseen and what earthly reason would she have for visiting the church in the middle of the week? Think woman.

Visiting a grave? Hardly. Mr Street knew who was buried where; he’d buried most of them himself and knew that none of her family was laid to rest here.

Could she pretend she was checking the times of the services? Why would she?

There was nothing else for it – she was going to have to find somewhere to hide out and wait until he left. She peered round the hedge, trying to work out what he was doing. He was digging a grave. It was going to be a long wait.

She pulled her bike deeper into the hedgerow, broke off some branches to screen it from the road and settled down to wait. She was sheltered from the wind but she was clammy from the exertion of the ride and shivery with anxiety.

She watched the heavy clouds passing overhead, heard the plaintiff cry of the lapwings and was washed by waves of utter loneliness. It dawned on her that this was how it was going to be, not a few days of battling with her conscience but months, if not years, of worry that she’d done the wrong thing. She would never have the salve of talking it through, of hearing a friend say, ‘What else could you have done in the circumstances?’ It would follow her like a shadow for the rest of her life, the knowledge that when duty to her country called, she closed her ears and slunk away.

She heard the rasp of a metal hinge and peering through the thicket, saw Mr Street loading his tools onto his bike cart and slowly pedalling towards the road. She watched him pass yards away from where she hid, then she scrambled out of the hedge, her limbs stiff and cold, and made her way wearily up the track to the churchyard.

When she passed through the gate, she knew something was out of kilter. The chalk mark had gone.

The mess of flint and clay around the fresh grave made her shudder, the red earth livid and scattered across the grass as if a creature had been torn limb from limb. She pressed on to the porch and lifted the tile.

The cavity was empty. She was too late.
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Chapter Thirty Eight

An unpleasant surprise awaited Constable Hanratty when he returned to duty in the New Year.

‘Shawstoke? I don’t want to be transferred to Shawstoke. I’m better than that. It’s a bloody rural nick.’

‘It’s out of my hands, Bert,’ Sergeant Bennett said.

‘What am I meant to do for the rest of the war? Round up sheep?’

The sergeant leant his elbows on the desk and said quietly,

‘You’ve been warned enough times, Bert. You’re a bright bloke, but that temper of yours… We’ve been happy to cut you some slack, give you the benefit and all that. But top brass aren’t so understanding.’

Bert Hanratty stared back at his desk sergeant and slowly the truth dawned on him.

‘Christ on a bicycle! Is this something to do with that ruddy Kraut?’

‘Of course it’s to do with the ruddy Kraut. An officer from the RAF comes to collect an important prisoner and what does he find? You beating seven bells of hell out of him in a locked cell.’

‘You weren’t at Dunkirk,’ Bert hissed through his teeth. ‘If you’d seen what I saw at Dunkirk, you’d have been in there with me.’

‘We can’t let ourselves come down to their level, Bert.’

Bert knew that however low he stooped, he could never come down to their level.

He was on a hospital ship when it was hit. Despite his shattered leg, he fought his way up through the stinking fuel and made it to the surface. There was a nurse beside him in the water, her white apron floating around her, translucent as a jellyfish.

As the ship floundered, the red cross on the white funnel shone like a beacon through the smoke and fumes but still they came. Those Nazi planes machine gunned them in the water as they swam for a nearby boat. The trail of bullets missed him, hit her, turned that lovely face into bloody porridge that spread like vomit across the surface of the ocean as she sank.

One of the small boats hauled him out, a fishing trawler from Ramsgate.

The leg never properly healed. There was an infection deep in the bone; every now and then a sinus opened up and it drained. Foul thing but nothing compared to the deep hatred festering inside him. He’d like to round up every single one of them and see them rot in hell.



‘Those bastards,’ Hugh said, slamming a newspaper onto the kitchen table.

‘Bloody hell, Hugh!’ Millie said. ‘I didn’t hear you come in.’

‘Didn’t mean to make you jump – but it makes me seethe reading that.’

The front page was filled with an image of St Paul’s Cathedral rising above clouds of smoke and bombed-out buildings, lit by the fires raging around it. She didn’t want to know what the Germans were doing because it only added to her intolerable sense of guilt. Left in peace she could think about Lukas as if he were any other man, but Hugh kept jerking her back, on and on about the war.

‘More of London’s burned over the last few days than during the Great Fire,’ Hugh said. ‘They leave off over Christmas, then begin again on a Sunday night. Apparently most of the City was shut up for the holidays, whole offices locked, no caretakers to raise the alarm. They dropped ten thousand incendiary bombs in three hours…’ He stabbed his finger onto the paper, snatched it up again and stared at the photograph.

‘It says here…’ – he twisted the paper towards her and pointed at the paragraphs – ‘that the Thames was at its lowest, the fire services were completely overwhelmed and then, when the City was lit up like day, over come the bombers to dump tens of thousands of tons of high explosives on the city.’

He flung the paper down in disgust and paced around with his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his trousers.

‘What kind of people are they?’

He looked at Millie, his expression challenging, as if he thought she knew the answer.

She felt overwhelmed with fatigue. There was no safe response.

‘I don’t know, Hugh. I don’t know what makes men fight.’

‘This isn’t men fighting each other. This is a nation prepared to bomb and terrorise and slaughter thousands of innocent people to bring this country to its knees. Well, they’ve got us all wrong. We may not be able to understand how their minds work but they sure as hell don’t understand how ours do – this…’ – he pointed at the paper – ‘will stiffen our resolve. Hitler’s crazier than we thought if he imagines this’ll bring the British to their knees.’

It seemed so silly, all this huffing and puffing when he was nowhere near the fighting, not like Lukas. Lukas had seen horrors, terrible things happening to his friends – but then an unpleasant thought wormed its way into her head. When Lukas guarded the waves of bombers over London, did he look down on the city and imagine people like the Farrows running down burning streets, children howling with terror, brick walls folding into the road behind them?

‘Didn’t we bomb Berlin first?’ As she said it, she knew she’d made a mistake.

Hugh stopped pacing and turned to face her.

‘What?’

‘I thought we bombed Berlin back in the summer.’

‘And that justifies this?’ He threw his hands up into the air in exasperation. ‘You’re wrong anyway – Hitler bombed London first and that’s why Churchill sent bombers over to Berlin.’

God, Millie thought, what does it matter?

‘How else was he to show that attacks on civilians won’t be tolerated?’ Hugh said. ‘But we did it right – they had plenty of warning. They didn’t suffer casualties on the same scale as us. Hitler has promised to raze our cities to the ground. That’s not war, that’s murder.’

‘I suppose it is,’ she said, but she didn’t believe it. War itself was the demon.

‘It’s not soldiers fighting soldiers any more,’ he went on, ‘it’s a different war, a cowardly war. We don’t want German jackboots marching into London the way they marched into Paris. This country would be a pretty dreadful place to live in if the Nazis were in charge.’

She wished he’d stop.

‘Oh, Hugh, please – you know I don’t understand these things.’

‘I’ll leave this for you to read then.’

An uncomfortable silence descended on the room. Eventually Hugh cleared his throat and said, ‘Anyway, I didn’t come over to have a row with you.’ She looked up at him and he gave her a cautious smile. ‘Come on Mills, we’ve always enjoyed a bit of argy-bargy, haven’t we? You used to give me and Jack ruddy hell if you didn’t agree with us.’

‘Perhaps.’ She looked back down at the ground.

‘Oh, come on – please. Since Christmas I thought you were feeling better, I thought I could push you around a bit,’ he stooped slightly to look in under her bent head.

‘Maybe I’m not as resilient as I used to be.’

‘Course you are. We’ve always enjoyed a good argument,’ he said, giving her a playful dig in the ribs.

‘Stop it, Hugh.’ She smiled wearily at him. ‘So, if you didn’t come over to squabble, what did you come over for?’

‘I came over to see if you needed any help getting things ready. I’m driving down to Shawstoke round about four to wait for the train.’

‘I think I’m pretty organised. I turned out Jack’s dressing room yesterday.’

‘That must have been difficult.’

‘Not as hard as I thought.’

She hadn’t been thinking of Jack when she folded the clothes away; she was thinking about the last time she went through the drawers, of Lukas stripping off his uniform, climbing into clothes that made him look like any other man, not a soldier at all, not even a German.

Every room had become a shrine to Lukas’s memory and these women would spoil it.

‘I put a few boxes in the boot room for you to have a look through,’ she said. ‘I wondered if you wanted something of Jack’s before I hand them over to the WVS.’

‘No. It’s all right. Best to give it all to Mrs Wilson.’

He pulled a face at her and his mock look of childish fear made her smile, made her forgive him, just a little. She needed an ally.

‘Would you stay and have supper here this evening?’ she said.

‘Crikey – yes, of course.’

‘I dread to think what they’re going to be like.’

‘They’ll be fine. It’ll be good to have some extra hands to help. The winter storms have scuppered some of the U-boat attacks in the Atlantic but with spring on the way, it won’t be long before we’re feeling the pinch.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘No more food coming from America, that’s what I mean. You really do need to read the papers. And who’s going to have to fill the gap? Farmers, of course. We may be a reserved occupation but we’ve got our own battles to fight up here, Millie. The battle for food is every bit as important.’




Chapter Thirty Nine

Ruby Skinner was the type of woman who didn’t enter a room, she occupied it. Within moments of arriving, she’d flung her boots onto the floor, her coat across the back of a chair, her handbag and gas mask onto the sideboard and swung a small suitcase onto the kitchen table. This she opened and began to rummage around inside. So this is it, Millie thought, the invasion has begun. She’d spent days checking the house for evidence that may give her away but still the world around her felt insecure and dangerous.

‘I’ve got something in here for you,’ Ruby said as she searched. She was an attractive woman in a grubby sort of way, hair swept up into a Victory roll showing off her strong cheekbones and large eyes. ‘Didn’t manage to save a thing from the house but I’d stood for bleedin’ hours in that queue and I weren’t going to leave the damn thing behind.’

For someone who had failed to save anything, a great deal of rubbish was tumbling from the case onto the floor.

‘Ah, here it is – oops, it’s a bit high.’ She handed a package over to Millie, greaseproof paper stained with blood, ‘soak it in vinegar overnight, cook it up and no one’ll know the difference.’

‘Thank you,’ Millie said. The package flopped soft and warm in her hands.

‘Open it up then – it’s not going to bite you.’ Ruby gave a cackle of laughter. ‘Well, it might, seeing it’s been sat in that train all those hours.’

Hugh was bumping another case in through the door, the figure of the second girl standing in the shadows behind him.

‘Goodness, something’s humming – Gyp!’

‘It’s not the dog,’ Ruby said, ‘it’s the snoek.’

‘Snoek?’

Millie laid the package on the table, peeled back the paper and stared at the lumps of meat.

‘It’s not on ration,’ Ruby said, ‘that’s how I got hold of it. Had to bring something with me, what with you being so kind as to put me up. Right, where am I sleeping?’ She crashed the lid back onto the case, underwear and scarves escaping around the edges and set off towards the staircase.

Oh, Christ, Millie thought, folding the paper back over the snoek, where’s she going now? Give her half a chance and the ruddy woman will take my room.

And she tried her damnedest but Millie steered her on down the corridor, herded her into the spare room and fled.

When she made it back to the kitchen, the package had gone but not the smell. It reminded her of Dr Wilson’s pipe-smoker’s breath with a sting of ammonia in the background. It hung heavy in the air and clung to her hands. Perhaps Hugh had chucked the horrid stuff away.

She went straight over to the kitchen bowl to wash her hands, sniffing at them several times before soaping them again.

‘It’s whale meat,’ a small voice said behind her.

She spun round, peered at the empty kitchen but then she spotted her, the other girl, watching her from the shadows of the kitchen corridor. Why didn’t she come right in? Everyone else did.

‘Hello,’ Millie said, drying her hands. ‘Where did Hugh go?’

‘He took it outside.’

‘Come through. Come on. Would you like to take your coat off?’

‘I’ll keep it on if it’s all the same to you.’

Timid as a mouse. There’s one upstairs who thinks she owns the place and one here who’s too frightened to move.

‘I didn’t catch your name.’

‘June Russell.’

‘Well, it’s very nice to meet you, June,’ she said as she beckoned at her to come nearer.

Finally the girl sidled forward into the light and it was then that Millie noticed the edge of her coat was bunched up in the fist of a small hand.

‘And who’s this?’ she said.

‘Danny! Come out and say hello.’

He was probably no older than seven or eight and he slid around from behind his mother, stuffing the fabric of her coat against his face. June tugged it away from him and propelled him into the room.

‘Hello, Danny,’ Millie said but the boy took fright and slipped back behind his mother.

However old was she, this dumpy girl with a sallow skin, a rash of angry spots scattered across her forehead? The boy tugged at her sleeve and she bent to listen. He whispered in her ear.

‘Could we use the privy?’ June said.

‘Of course – it’s down there, first door on the left.’

The boy hauled on her hand, pulling back into the shadows. His mother knelt down and said, ‘It’s all right. I’ll come,’ then looked at Millie and said, ‘he doesn’t like the dark, see.’ He whispered something to his mother who said to Millie, ‘Are there animals out there?’

Millie was baffled. ‘Out where?’

‘Outside.’

‘Yes – but nothing that’ll hurt you and you don’t have to go outside again tonight.’

‘He needs the privy,’ the girl said in an urgent whisper.

Hugh strode in from the corridor and squatted down next to the boy.

‘Thing is, old chap,’ he said, ‘you don’t have to go outside. Mrs Sanger here has not just one, but two privies inside the house, can you believe? Come on, I’ll show you.’ He took the boy by the hand, shooting Millie an exasperated look.

What was that meant to mean? Did he think she’d intentionally tried to embarrass them? As they disappeared, she heard Hugh say, ‘I know it seems awfully dark out here in the country, but we’re as safe as houses. No one can see you in the dark – not even the Jerries.’

The girl went to follow them, changed her mind and stood awkwardly in the centre of the kitchen. She looked so shabby, so lost, that Millie felt a wave of pity.

‘It must be very odd and frightening for him,’ she said.

The girl shook her head. ‘He’s never been out of London.’

‘I’ll show you where you’re sleeping. I’ve put you in the big room. I didn’t know about Danny but that’s OK – I could make a bed up on the floor with cushions and things.’

‘He can sleep in my bed,’ the girl said. ‘He’s been doing that for a long time – since Bill left.’

‘Your husband?’ The girl nodded. ‘Is he away fighting?’

‘North Africa, fighting the Wops.’

‘Danny must miss him.’

‘He don’t remember him that well.’

‘That’s sad.’

‘All done and dusted,’ Hugh said. He and Danny seemed to be sharing a joke.

‘What’s amused you two?’ Millie said.

Hugh cupped his mouth with the back of his hand and said in a stage whisper, ‘I was just telling Danny that Gyp wouldn’t eat the snoek.’ He pulled a face at the little boy. ‘I’ve left it in the yard – I wouldn’t be surprised if the foxes turn their noses up at it. Now Danny, let’s go upstairs and see where you and your mummy are sleeping.’

Millie watched them go, wishing she had Hugh’s easy manner. When he came back downstairs he came over to Millie and said quietly,

‘You sure you’ll be all right with this lot, Mills? They’re nothing like the Farrows – East Enders apparently.’

Ruby clattered into the kitchen in a cloud of cigarette smoke, June sliding in a few minutes later. She had finally discarded her overcoat but still wore a housecoat as if she’d come to char. Danny refused to eat anything other than the bread. The women picked at the rabbit in the stew and left the carrots. They ate the potatoes.

‘Never mind,’ Ruby said, stabbing away at a front tooth with her nail, ‘Nice bit of snoek tomorrow, eh?’

Hugh looked up at the ceiling, narrowing his eyes as if he was squinting at the sun and Danny fidgeted in his chair. June told him to stop wriggling. He looked straight at Hugh and opened his mouth to say something. Hugh jumped to his feet and said, ‘Bedtime for you, young fellow. You must be feeling absolutely bushed.’ He hurried him out. June followed and took the boy upstairs. When Hugh wandered back into the kitchen, he raised his eyebrows and pointed at the ceiling. Millie could hear Danny crying and pleading, his mother telling him to shush.

‘Christ almighty,’ Ruby said, drawing down a deep lungful of smoke, ‘that boy needs his legs stung.’

‘It’s all a bit new, I suppose – frightening,’ Hugh said. ‘Pop up and see if they’re OK, Millie,’ and he gave her one of those forceful looks.



Millie climbed the stairs. Already the house smelt different; cigarette smoke and a stale smell, like the inside of a biscuit tin mixed with cheap perfume. She wondered how long it would take for her to get used to it; or would these people absorb the smell of the country the longer they lived here?

She stood in the doorway of the bedroom for a few minutes, watching June trying to make the boy lie down but he went on whining and grizzling until it was almost unbearable. Should have sent Ruby up. She’d have got the poor little blighter to lie down.

He looked so pitiful in his vest and pants, thin and small and as she watched him wriggling and twisting to sit up, another emotion rose inside her and she said, ‘Why don’t you bring him back down? We could take the counterpane and he could go to sleep on the sofa in the sitting room. He’d be able to hear us chatting and he’d be warm by the fire. You can carry him up later.’

June and the boy stared at her, unsure. She went down the corridor, fetched an old working shirt for a makeshift dressing gown, turned up the sleeves and tied a cord around the middle. They wrapped him up in the counterpane and carried him back downstairs.

Hugh had brought over a jar of his homemade cider and once Danny was settled, the four of them gathered around the lamp on the kitchen table while Ruby held court.

‘The moment I’d got my hands on that snoek, I was off down the shelter, I can tell you.’ Ruby helped herself to another glass of cider and lit a cigarette. ‘I says to this bloke, “What’s going on up there?” and he says, “The sea’s on fire,” he says, “The docks are on fire.” You could hear incendiaries clattering down like stones on the roofs. Then the bombing started.’

‘How long did it go on for?’

‘Oh, hours and hours. And when we came out of the shelter the next morning, I thought, This don’t look right. There were hoses everywhere, there was water everywhere, there was electricity cables everywhere and there was a terrible pong of gas and earth and as I turned the corner… it was all gone. My whole street burned completely out. Nothing. There was nothing left at all.’

Ruby pulled the newspaper towards her and pointed at the picture.

‘The fireman says, “If they touch the dome, we’ve bleedin’ had it; but if they don’t touch the dome, we’re OK.” The dome was OK but we weren’t. Not till I come here, eh?’ she said as she reached across the table and grabbed Millie by the hand.

Millie spotted the wedding band on her finger.

‘Where’s your husband?’ she asked.

‘Nip was over Northolt last time I heard – ground crew with the 604s…’ Ruby clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Uh-oh,’ she said, ‘loose lips sink ships.’

‘And what about you June?’ Hugh said. ‘Do you have someone out there fighting?’

‘North Africa,’ she said.

‘Brave man.’

‘They’re all brave men, our lads,’ Ruby said, taking in a languid lungful of smoke and blowing it in a jet towards Hugh.




Chapter Forty

The army truck wagon nosed through the crowds of travellers in the concourse, past soldiers with kit bags, sweethearts kissing, porters rumbling by with tottering loads of cases. The front windows were rolled down, the smell of soot and engine oil floating in on the steamy air. The thicker the crowd became, the more sweat beaded the lieutenant’s upper lip. He seemed more nervous than his prisoner. Lukas sat in the back seat, squeezed between a couple of soldiers, keeping his eyes down. Once this bit is over, he thought, I’ll be in a regular prisoner of war camp. Finally, I’ll be with my own people.

The station wagon pushed through to the platform and the guards pulled Lukas out from the back. God, how he wished he’d never burned his uniform. They’d given him a jacket of heavyweight twill, the back covered with a huge black circle, marking him a Nazi.

‘I’m not a Nazi,’ he said.

‘Bully for you,’ the soldier in supply said.

‘I’m not wearing it.’

‘Look, mate. It’s here on my sheet, clear as day. You’re Luftwaffe. Take the ruddy jacket.’

I am marked out, he thought, branded as a fanatic as a star marks a Jew.

Underneath the vast, echoing dome of the station, filled with steam and noise, the crowd jostled and pushed, intent on getting on the train but then a shout went up, ‘It’s a ruddy Jerry.’ People turned, the press of bodies surging towards them.

The lieutenant pushed him forward, opened the door of a reserved carriage and shouted at him to hurry. He saw faces pressed to the windows further along the train, their mouths twisted, their fists raised.

A woman pushed through the crowd, dodging around the soldiers. The lieutenant grabbed at her arm, but as he spun her away she pursed her lips and spat in Lukas’s face. It struck him on the eyebrow, dribbled over his lid and down his cheek. When he wiped it away with his sleeve, he smelt nicotine.

The soldiers pushed him onto the train and he stumbled against the partition. The door slammed. The train guard blew his whistle then shouted at people on the platform to get back. The carriages jerked, crashed together and slowly started to pull away, the sea of twisted faces speeding and blurring as the train gathered momentum.

As the guards shoved him along the corridor, Lukas peered into the carriages and recognised German uniforms and there, to his immense joy, a face he knew – rabbit teeth, prematurely receding hairline. It was Fischer. He hammered on the glass and Fischer looked up, his odd face breaking into a huge grin.

‘Go on then,’ the lieutenant said wearily, pulling the door open. Lukas struggled over the legs of the Kriegsmarine officers, lounging in their seats and squeezed in next to Fischer, shaking him by the hand.

‘Lukas, my dear friend. How delightful that we’re both personal guests of King George of England for the duration of this dreadful war.’

Good old Walter.

‘I thought you were dead,’ Lukas said. The last time he saw Walter’s plane, he had a Spitfire right on his tail, hammering bullets into him, the aluminium of the wings peeling back into quivering springs in the airflow. He saw him bail out, knew he was far too high and watched as his friend slumped unconscious in his parachute harness.

‘I bailed out, pulled my chute too early.’

‘I saw.’

‘Just before I blacked out I had this silly thought…’ Walter began to laugh, his face reddening, tears squeezing out from the corners of his eyes. He kept trying to speak but the words came out as squeaks and splutters.

‘I didn’t hear a word of that,’ Lukas said, laughing himself now.

‘I thought… Oh, stop it Lukas. Stop making me laugh.’ He took a deep breath, gave one more bellow of laughter and said, ‘I thought it was going to take me so damned long to reach the ground, that the rest of you would be back in France having dinner by the time I landed.’

‘Yes, I suppose we would have been except I came down after you.’

‘You did?’

‘Pulled my shoulder right out of…’ but even as they laughed Lukas knew he must keep his story to himself. ‘Pulled my shoulder really badly, landed in a tree.’

‘A tree?’ Walter said and was off again. ‘And once you’d fallen out of your tree, what did you do?’

‘Walked around for days. I thought I could make it back to the coast…’ On they chattered. Walter had been held somewhere else in London, he had no idea where but unlike Lukas, he had company.

‘Talk is we’re being sent up north.’

‘The invasion?’

Fischer shook his head. ‘Not likely. That submariner there,’ he said pointing to a pale young man sitting opposite who was working down the cuticles of his nails, ‘says the tides are all wrong now, right into the spring.’

‘We can wait’ Lukas said. ‘It’ll come, my friend. Mark my words.’

Fischer dropped his voice and said, ‘Did you see the landing craft when we flew out from France?’

‘Yes. Quite a flotilla.’

‘They’re not though, Lukas. They’re little more than river barges. They’ll be useless in open water.’

‘I am sure the Führer has made provision for that.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure. Some say the Führer made a huge mistake switching from bombing the aerodromes to bombing London. We were weeks away from air supremacy – not any more.’

Fischer jumped as the pale Kriegsmarine officer opposite laid a hand on his knee, glancing quickly at their fellow passengers, who were engaged in a noisy game of cards.

‘Be careful, gentlemen,’ he said quietly. ‘If you’re heard expressing opinions like that, things will go badly for you,’ then the Kriegsmarine officer sat back in his seat and added in louder voice, ‘The Führer hasn’t put a foot wrong yet. Those stories you’ve heard are nothing but British propaganda.’

Fischer was blinking rapidly and opened his mouth to disagree. The card game had quietened and an unpleasant hush filled the carriage.

‘You’re not wrong there,’ Lukas said. ‘We are always fighters, even in captivity.’

The card players agreed with a Heil Hitler! and returned to their game, quieter now and watchful.

Fischer turned to face Lukas, the laughter gone from his face. He looked hurt, betrayed but there was nothing Lukas could do to comfort him at the moment. His sentiments were the same but he’d seen real fear in the pale eyes of their travelling companion opposite. Fischer was his friend. He had to look out for him. They lapsed into silence. Fischer stared out of the window and eventually dropped off to sleep.

As the hours passed, Lukas watched the countryside sliding by, glad to be on the move but feeling the distance between him and Millie expanding. How far could he travel before the thread that linked them broke?




Chapter Forty One

Constable Bert Hanratty settled into his new post in Shawstoke remarkably swiftly. The ignominy of the posting to a rural nick was lessened by his first-hand experience of the Hun’s arrest. His new colleagues applauded his treatment of the Nazi, their only regret being the shortness of the encounter.

‘I’d have beaten him to a pulp,’ one of them said.

‘We should be wiping out the German nation,’ another said, ‘and what do our top brass do? Come to the rescue of a bloody Nazi. Makes me sick to my stomach.’

They proudly showed him the photographs of the parachute that had been handed in.

‘Someone from War Office came and collected it the very next day.’

‘When was it found?’ Hanratty said.

‘Just before Christmas. Sergeant Turner’s got the log book. He’ll tell you.’

The stand-up collar on Sergeant Turner’s uniform pleated the loose skin on his neck and Hanratty guessed he was probably in his late fifties. He was an agreeable fellow whose son had been successfully evacuated from Dunkirk.

‘Bad show,’ was all he ever said but Hanratty knew he understood what he’d been through.

‘Let me see,’ the sergeant said, flicking through the log. ‘Yes, here you are. The parachute was brought in on the Friday before Christmas.’

‘Who found it?’

‘Landowner over at Steadham Farm, name of Adamson.’

‘And when was the plane shot down?’

‘Ah, son, that’s a military secret,’ Sergeant Turner said with a twinkle in his eyes. He made a mock glance over his shoulder and said, ‘The battery at Edmonds Park reckoned they got him but the plane came down way over the other side of Sheppington Downs.’

‘Show me.’

Sergeant Turner took him over to the ordnance maps which covered the back wall of his office.

‘Here’s where we are,’ he said. ‘And we think the plane came down somewhere here, south of Norrington.’

‘Think?’

‘It’s all been very hush hush. Morney Beswick owns most of the land over that way and he’s a big noise in this part of the world. He’s on the War Ag and you know what they’re like.’

‘Not really. I’m a town copper.’

‘Course you are. Well, let me tell you, the War Ag are judge, jury and executioner around here. If they reckon a farm is below par, they’ll requisition it. Dreadful case last summer. Dairy farmer topped himself when they threatened to take his farm. Been in the family for years.’

‘You must have some idea of when the plane crashed.’

‘Well, that’s where it gets a bit confusing. We thought the plane came down at the beginning of December.’

‘Two weeks before he was caught.’

‘That’s right.’

Bert Hanratty frowned, deep in thought.

‘Something troubling you?’ Sergeant Turner said.

‘Where was he all that time?’

‘That’s what we’d like to know.’

‘You should put some men onto it.’

‘I wish I could but we’re ridiculously overstretched. A lot of the lads here were reservists and they’re all fighting now. We’re running on a skeleton staff. As well as all our normal duties, we have to enforce the blackout, help the rescue services, pursue army deserters, clamp down on the black market.’

‘Where was the parachute found?’

‘Here,’ the sergeant said, tapping the map with a nicotine stained fingernail.

‘And the Hun was picked up round about here – which is how far away from the parachute, would you say?’

‘Ten miles, if that.’

‘It took him two weeks to travel ten miles. Does that strike you as odd?’

The sergeant shrugged.

‘It’s a wild part of the world up there,’ he said. ‘They were cut off for weeks during the bad weather. It could easily take someone that long, especially if they didn’t know where they were going and had no map. I sometimes get lost up there myself.’

Hanratty shook his head.

‘That man hadn’t been living rough. He was muddy when they brought him in, but he sure as hell hadn’t been on the run for two weeks. And I’ll tell you another thing – he had Brylcreem in his hair.’

‘What?’ the sergeant said.

‘I tell you. I had to grab him by his hair. I got it on my hands. We had a good sniff, me and the Home Guard chappies. We all agreed.’

‘Well, there’s a thing. I never guessed the Krauts used the same stuff as our chaps.’

‘They wouldn’t though, would they? One of the Home Guard chappies said they use hair tonic.’

‘How does he know that?’

‘I don’t know. But they’re not likely to use something British on their hair before they fly over here to kill us.’

‘No. I suppose not.’

‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘Not really,’ the sergeant said, a benign look of goodwill on his face.

‘He had help. He wasn’t holed up in a barn or an outhouse. Someone took him in.’

‘No. Surely not.’

‘There’s no other explanation.’

They turned their attention back to the map.

‘Here’s Podmore Hill,’ Hanratty said. ‘That’s where he was picked up and there’s nothing around there – no farms, no dwellings.’

‘And that’s Uplands Farm,’ the sergeant said, pointing to a cluster of squares on the OS map. ‘Belongs to the farmer who raised the alarm.’

‘No other houses until we get to… here,’ Hanratty said stabbing his finger onto the map.

‘That’s the village of Sheppington and that,’ the sergeant said, indicating a group of buildings north of the village, ‘is the Adamson’s place.’

‘And this over here?’

‘A small dairy farm.’

‘They all need to be questioned.’

Sergeant Turner gave a great sigh and sat back on the edge of his desk.

‘I told you, we’re stretched to breaking point. We haven’t got time to go running around the countryside, questioning people. The man’s been caught.’

‘You’ve got a collaborator up there. They need rooting out, brought to justice. Just because you’re a country nick doesn’t mean you have to behave like one.’

‘I don’t much like your tone, Hanratty.’

‘And I don’t much like the way you run your nick.’




Chapter Forty Two

Each morning, enveloped in a bitter darkness, Lukas and the other prisoners stood for roll call. He could hear the boom of the wind racing across the plains from the far ramparts of the highlands; he could smell the clean scent of snow and pine needles, coming to him through the wire.

This was a precious part of the day for him, waiting for the guards to count them. If someone was still in bed or in the washroom, they kept them there, standing in the biting wind. Lukas sensed the resentment building up around him, the men shuffling their feet against the cold, the heavy sighs out there in the darkness. He didn’t mind. It gave him more time to think about escape; more time to think about Millie.

From then on, there wasn’t a single moment of peace. Into the rattling, shouting melee of breakfast, the lump of boiled oats, sometimes salty, usually tasteless and then, before the sky lightened, outside they all went, to loaf around between the huts until midday when they were allowed back inside.

The huts smelt of men and damp clothing; socks and shirts steamed around the pot-bellied stove and the men shouted at one another over endless games of cards or bargained for cigarettes with the small monthly pay they were given for essentials. Others sat gloomily on their bunks, writing letters home.

Lukas usually found a grimy window to stare through and as he looked across the wastes of stunted heather, he wrote letters to Millie in his head. Sometimes he told her mundane things about the food in the camp, the endless meals of potato and salted herring. Other times he tried to define what was happening to him, the foment that was building inside him, his fear that unless they could be together, it would eat him away, leaving just a husk, like the carcass of a fly on a spider’s web, jerking in the wind.

At night he pictured the journey back down the country to home, to Millie. The train journey had taken several days but with lengthy stops at stations that all seemed to be called Guinness. In his waking dream, he preferred to make the journey on foot, four weeks, perhaps a couple of months, walking down the spine of this island he never wanted to leave.

Within their enclosure of wire, they crowded past each other in a permanent circuit round the huts, nothing but men, the same faces, the same voices, the same conversations. He knew everything about everybody. He knew about their families, he knew about their sweethearts, he knew about their childhoods, their time at school, their war, their capture – but not their politics. That was a subject best avoided.

Rumours galloped through the camp: the invasion had begun – prisoners were rising up all over Britain; the invasion had been abandoned – prisoners were being shipped to the British colonies, Australia or Canada.

Lukas stopped listening, stopped passing on what he heard. He wished Walter Fischer would do the same.



It was a sparkling April morning and Lukas and Fischer were sitting with their backs against the pitch-tar planks outside one of the huts. If a guard spotted them, they’d be told to move along but for the moment it was pleasant to feel the sun on their faces and watch the slow procession of fellow prisoners pass by.

In the distance, Lukas spotted a body of men moving towards them. Their appearance was remarkable because, unlike the majority of the inmates, they wore full uniform, mostly Waffen-SS, Fallschirmjäger and Kriegsmarinen. The other prisoners parted as they came through, standing to attention to return their Heil Hitlers.

‘On your feet, Walter. Here come the Rollkommando.’

Lukas and Fischer stood and saluted. They didn’t want any trouble.

‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ the soldier at the front of the group said. He looked young, barely twenty, with blonde hair razored short at the side, his long fringe glossy and swept straight back from his face.

‘Sturmbannführer Fleischmann,’ Lukas said, acknowledging him with a dip of the head.

‘Enjoying this wonderful Führer weather?’

Fischer made an odd noise in the back of his throat as if he were stifling a giggle. Fleischmann’s expression darkened. He stepped towards him and two of his companions took a position either side.

‘Has something amused you?’ Fleischmann said.

Fischer shook his head, pressing his lips together.

Two Kriegsmarinen and four Fallschirmjäger who had wandered a few yards further on, turned and sauntered back to see what was going on, their hands in their pockets.

Fleischmann lifted his chin and stared down at Fischer who returned his gaze with ill-concealed contempt. Fleischmann shoved Fischer on the shoulder and said, ‘Traitor for disrespecting the Führer.’

Lukas was about to remonstrate when a fist flew past his face and caught Fischer on the cheek. Lukas bounded forward, violently shoving one of the flanking Kriegsmarinen out to the side. Fischer fell against the hut, shook his head and swung his fist at Fleischmann. The group split, rushing forward with punches and kicks. Lukas saw Fischer go down, a boot stamp onto his shoulder.

Lukas smashed his fist into the attacker’s ribs, grabbed at Fischer’s arm. He was up, punching out wildly. A Fallschirmjäger grabbed the edge of Lukas’s jacket and swung him round, kicking him hard in the small of his back as he thumped against the side of the hut.

Other prisoners started shouting and baying. Lukas turned and ducked. Another fist missed. He had a man by the waist, rushing him forward. The soldier struggled free, bounced back, came forward, fists bunched.

Lukas crashed backwards into someone else. Turned and punched him. Other fists hailed down on his shoulders and he punched out at the spinning, circling figures.

He heard someone bellowing over the racket and Reinhard Leibich, their own Lagerführer, pushed between the spectators. Leibich grabbed the man nearest to him and tugged him out of the scrap. The soldier drew a hand back to punch, recognised the officer and slunk away.

‘Sturmbannführer Fleischmann,’ Leibich bellowed.

Fleischmann swung round, his face flushed and excited. The instant he recognised the senior officer, the savage grin fell from his face. He pushed his hair back and tugged his jacket down, neatening the collar before he came to attention with a salute.

‘I will not have soldiers brawling in my camp like street thugs,’ Leibich said.

‘It was nothing but high spirits, Korvettenkapitän,’ Fleischmann said. The rest of his group leeched away behind him and disappeared into the crowd.

‘Move along then, all of you.’

Lukas helped Fischer to his feet and quietly joined the other prisoners on the circuit. When they were out of earshot, Lukas turned towards his friend and said, ‘You’ve got to stop that, Walter. One day you’ll take it too far.’

‘“We are all called upon by Hitler to behave like Germans,”’ Fischer mimicked. ‘You know what those thugs in the Rollkommando mean by that, don’t you Lukas?’

‘Of course I do. They want us to behave like Nazis.’

‘And we weren’t even allowed to be active members of the party when we joined the Luftwaffe.’

‘That hardly matters now,’ Lukas said. ‘We’ve got to play the game or we’ll get a night visit from the Holy Ghost.’

‘We can sleep tight in our beds tonight I expect,’ Fischer said, fingering the darkening skin on his cheekbone. ‘They’ve had their dose of violence for the day.’




Chapter Forty Three

Day by day the hours of darkness decreased and, as he waited each morning to be counted, listening to the wind soughing through the rolls of barbed wire, Lukas saw the mountains in the distance etched black against a tin-coloured sky; a few weeks later, it was light enough to see clouds streaming over the peaks. The year was slowly turning, spring was on its way.

Then one morning after breakfast, they weren’t herded outside. They were told to fetch as much money as they had and go over to the reception hut where new arrivals were searched and vetted. The tables were piled high with coats and jackets, scarves and hats. The air was filled with the smell of must and camphor, the scent of ancient clothing, long stored. He felt his guts slither and compress. These thick coats of tweed and wool meant one thing – they were bound for Canada.

‘Tree felling for us, Lukas,’ Fischer said, picking up a coat and giving it a cautious sniff, but Lukas could see he was struggling to keep up his cheerful bravado. Fleischmann and his entourage were crowing about escape – Canada was next to neutral America; they’d be across that border quick as lightening and back to fight for the Führer – but generally an air of shock had gripped everyone. Lukas wondered if it was the thought of moving thousands of miles further from home or the sickening realisation that their war was unlikely to be over in a matter of months.

The commandant, Major Campbell, strode between the tables; Korvettenkapitän Reinhard Leibich, their Lagerführer, remonstrated with him on behalf of the camp.

‘The Geneva Convention,’ Leibich said, ‘forbids the sending of prisoners into an area where they may be exposed to the fire of the combat zone. As you well know, Major, our U-Boot fleet are targeting merchant convoys in the Atlantic with great success.’

‘Is that so, Korvettenkapitän? Perhaps you would be wise not to believe the propaganda your country was feeding you at the time of your capture.’

‘It is not propaganda. Millions of tons of your shipping lie at the bottom the ocean. It is a happy time for Germany. Britain will be starved into submission.’

‘So you say,’ Major Campbell replied, walking on, tapping his leg with his swagger stick.

‘You are contravening the Geneva Convention by sending us into this battle,’ Leibich called after him.

The Major spun round and said, ‘Quite the contrary, Korvettenkapitän. The escalation of bombing over Britain has turned our whole country into a battle zone. Surely you have seen the sky blazing at night. Your bombers are targeting our ports and cities now. I would be failing in my duty of care to you and your fellow prisoners if I did not send you to a country of safety, a continent that your bombers cannot reach.’

Lukas found a thick wool coat with a collar of velvet, worn down to the yarn along the edge like an overused armchair. Dead men’s clothes, he thought and there she was again, kneeling on the floor, looking through the drawers in that cold bedroom, a faint band of darker skin on the nape of her neck where last year’s sun had tanned it.

They were herded outside and as Lukas watched the prisoners break away in twos and threes to begin their endless circuit of the huts, he knew the British had drawn another tooth from their fangs. How could they retain their pride, shuffling around like refugees, some in coats that swamped them, others in coats so small they were like strait jackets? It seemed impossible that these men were ever members of crack drill units.

Lukas remembered well the spirit that gripped him, the first time he marched in harmony with the other ensigns, the first time all their boots came to attention together and not, as their Gefreiter said, ‘like the sound of a cow shitting.’

They’d stolen the show at Nuremberg. When his platoon reached the parade line, he knew they were being watched by Hitler, Göring, Hess and Goebbels. The order ‘Achtung!’ rose above the clamour of military music, two clear paces and they stepped into ‘Achtung Marsch’ as one man.

The platoon was only meant to high step for the hundred and fifty metres past the dignitaries but their platoon had a plan. They didn’t relax. In superb, polished style, they continued high-stepping until the end of the stadium and the effect on the crowd was electric. The roar of approval filled the air as the crowd rose to their feet, clapping and cheering until the platoon was lost from sight. He remembered the pride he felt but now it seemed a foolish, pointless thing.

He stared out through the wire, across the great expanse of scrubby moor, letting the rest of the prisoners shuffle past him. His attention was caught by a glint of light and he spotted the roof of a car in the distance. It held his attention, more because it subtly changed the static landscape than for any particular interest, but then he realised it was heading for the camp.

The staff car arrived at the gatehouse and he saw the shadow of a passenger sitting in the back. They raised the barrier promptly. Someone important. The car drove up to the administration block and stopped. The driver came round, opened the back door and a man stepped out.

He wasn’t tall but he had an erect, military bearing and his uniform was immaculate. He had a thick file of papers tucked beneath his arm. As the officer gazed around, taking in his surroundings, Lukas recognised the dip in the bridge of his nose, the shine on the skin across his forehead.

This was the captain who interrogated him in the London Cage.

Lukas turned away and went back to join the others. What was this officer doing here? They’d all been interrogated, all been vetted and categorised. He felt a creeping sense of anxiety, a certainty that the officer was here to speak to him. He dismissed the feeling, remembering the captain’s parting words, ‘We will not be meeting again.’

Surely he was here for some other reason – and yet Lukas couldn’t shake off the feeling that something was very wrong.

He walked on round the circuit. Fischer caught up with him and fell into step.

‘I need your help,’ he said. ‘I’ve got hold of an English newspaper. I need your excellent brain to tell me what they’re saying.’

When Lukas didn’t reply, Fischer scuttled ahead a few paces, turned and walked backwards, his grin crooked, his frown puzzled.

‘Are you worried about going to Canada?’ Lukas didn’t reply. ‘Don’t be,’ Fischer said, cuffing Lukas playfully on the shoulder. ‘Haven’t you always wanted to see America? Now we’re getting there for free, courtesy of King George of England.’

When Lukas kept walking, Fischer fell in beside him, glancing across every now and then as if trying to read his thoughts. Lukas heard one of the prisoners, a scared-looking boy called Werner Dengel, huge ears, bright red nose from the cold, say he wished he’d lost a leg like Völkner.

‘Shut up, Werner,’ Lukas said angrily. ‘You don’t mean that at all.’

‘They’re staying in England,’ Dengel said, ‘all those men in the hospital camp.’

Lukas grabbed hold of the boy’s lapels, pulling him close.

‘Because they’ll never fight for their country again. Do you want that?’

‘Lukas,’ Fischer said, taking him by the arm and leading him away. ‘Leave him alone. He’s young and frightened.’

‘He’ll get a good beating for being a defeatist if the wrong people hear him.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Look,’ – Fischer lifted the edge of his jacket, revealing the newspaper – ‘I got it from one of the guards,’ he said. ‘It’s about Hess.’

‘What about him?’

Fischer looked around to make sure they couldn’t be heard and said, ‘He’s here, in Scotland. Let’s find a safe place and you can tell me what it says.’




Chapter Forty Four

They weaved their way through the groups of men standing around the Nissen huts, smoking and chatting. Lukas and Fischer continued walking until they spotted a gap between the huts that was free of prisoners. Fischer hurried him down it. When they reached the opposite end, they had a quick check left and right, then sprinted across the rough grass to a ventilation shaft housing which stuck up several feet above the ground.

Dropping down behind it, they watched for a minute or two to make sure they hadn’t been spotted and then sat down with their back against the peeling green paint.

‘All right. Let’s see,’ Lukas said and Fischer drew his treasure out from his jacket.

Nazi Leader Flies to Scotland, the headline read.

‘What does it say?’ Fischer said.

‘It says that Hess has run away from Germany.’

‘Never. He’s Deputy Führer. It’s some sort of trick, isn’t it? What else does it say?’

‘He was found by a ploughman with a pitchfork. Lukas looked up over the top of the paper and said, ‘I know how that feels.’ They laughed. ‘It crashed in his field at night apparently. Hess flew over in a Messerschmitt – he wouldn’t have had enough fuel to get back to Germany. They think he was heading to Glasgow.’

‘Why?’

‘Wait a minute…’ Lukas read on. ‘He bust his ankle…’

‘Idiot.’

‘And was taken to Glasgow.’

‘It’s definitely him?’

‘Apparently he had photographs on him to prove his identity.’

‘What on earth was he doing?’

‘They don’t seem to know. Berlin has said he was suffering from a mental illness but the correspondent who wrote this bit says that’s nonsense. He couldn’t have flown the Messerschmitt if he was bonkers. He had to read the charts and plan the route on his own. That doesn’t sound like a madman.’

‘What was he doing?’

Lukas shook his head.

‘They don’t say.’

‘Christ almighty, Lukas,’ Fischer said, resting his head back against the ventilation shaft housing, ‘is it possible that Hitler’s inner circle are losing faith in him?’

The bugle sounded midday and they scrambled to their feet.

‘You’d better not get caught with this,’ Lukas said, pressing the paper into Fischer’s midriff. ‘Those Rollkommandos will have you flayed alive.’

‘Too late,’ Fischer said, turning and making a sprint towards the Nissen huts.

Fleischmann and four of his men pounded after them. Fischer skittered down one of the avenues and Lukas, still clutching the paper, ran the opposite direction between the other huts in the faint hope the group would split.

They did – Fleischmann and two other Waffen-SS thundered after him. He ran towards the intersection, hoping against hope that he would hit a crowd of other prisoners, but the avenue was deserted.

He took the corner at speed, almost lost his footing on the gravel. If he could only get out of sight for a few seconds, he could lose the paper.

He dived down another intersection. He could see a few prisoners heading to their huts in the distance. His chest was heaving, his legs aching but he powered on. Up ahead, he spotted a loose section of corrugated iron which had popped free of the rivets. If he could shove the paper in there, he’d get less of a beating.

He’d almost reached it when the silhouette of the other two Waffen-SS soldiers appeared at the opposite end of the avenue. He looked behind. Fleischmann and the other two were walking up towards him, their shoulders heaving, their fists clenched. He was trapped.

Fleischmann grabbed the paper out of his hands.

‘What are you? An English stool pigeon?’ he said.

‘Of course not.’

‘Then where did you get this English newspaper from? What have they got you doing? Spreading propaganda for the enemy?’

‘No.’

Fleischmann pushed his face towards Lukas. When they were almost nose to nose, he growled,

‘You shame all Germans by your action.’ He turned to his men. ‘Take him inside.’

One of the soldiers pulled him forward; two of them grabbed him by the arms, pushing them painfully up his back. Fleischmann stalked ahead of them, towards the doorway of the hut.

Straining his eyes to look ahead, Lukas saw Fischer peering around the corner of the Nissen hut, then running off in the direction of the guard house.

The Rollkommandos hauled him inside and threw him sprawling across the floor. The hut was full of soldiers, lounging around on their beds, reading and playing cards. The commotion got them to their feet. Something exciting was about to happen. They crowded round.

‘This man is a traitor to the Fatherland,’ Fleischmann said, holding the newspaper aloft.

A jeering bellow went up.

‘He’s been translating British newspapers; retelling lies about our Deputy Führer, lies written by our enemies.’

The crowd bayed, pushing forward as Lukas struggled to his feet. One of Fleischmann’s men grabbed him from behind. Lukas smashed his head back into the man’s face, heard the crack of cartilage. His scream was muffled by the rising howl of astonishment from the crowd.

Lukas swung round to face the mob, full square, staring the nearest soldier in the eye. The soldier took a step back. The air became heavy with the stench of sweat and excitement. Several of them were clearly roused by the promise of violence, their trouser buttons bulging. Like wolves facing a bear, they feinted and retreated, none quite brave enough to take the first bite.

‘Traitors must die,’ Fleischmann roared, ‘and die by the rope. We demand our military honour,’ he said and with a howl, he launched himself at Lukas.

Lukas grabbed him by the throat, pressing his thumb into the dip above his collarbone. Fleischmann gargled, scratching away at Lukas’s hands as he increased the pressure on his throat but the engagement was like a starting gun for the mob.

Fists came from all sides, smashing into Lukas’s face. A boot jabbed the tendon under his calf, another collided with his ribs. The soldiers who couldn’t land a punch clawed at him. He heard a rip. They were tearing him to pieces. Fingernails raked across his neck, his hands. An agonising sting as a lump of hair was wrenched from the back of his head. His ears were filled with the noise of blows, the baying of the soldiers.

A gunshot rang out.

Major Campbell, flanked by two guards, stood in the doorway, his service gun pointing at the sky.

The assault paused, then began again with renewed intensity.

Another shot. Boots thundering down the hut towards the mob.

Through the blood pouring down his face, Lukas saw soldiers dancing out of the way of the guards’ bayonets. They herded the mob back, stabbing the air in front of them as they inched away, shaking their fists at the guards, bellowing abuse at them.

‘Can you stand, soldier?’ Major Campbell said.

Lukas nodded mutely and rose unsteadily to his feet. One of his eyelids was swelling. The Major’s face swam in and out of focus. He took Lukas by the elbow and helped him towards the open door. Once they were outside he said, ‘Get yourself over to sick bay and clean up, quick as you can. There’s a Captain Trevelyan here to see you and he hasn’t got all afternoon.’




Chapter Forty Five

Once he’d been patched up by the camp doctor, Lukas was escorted to a large Nissen hut next to the administration block. The guards opened the door and let him into some sort of storage facility. The captain was waiting at the other end of the corrugated iron tunnel, walking sedately up and down like a man on a station platform. As the sound of the door closing reverberated around the inside of the building, he looked up and called out, ‘Oberleutnant Schiller. Remember me? Captain Trevelyan. How pleasant to see you again.’

Lukas began to hobble the length of the hut. Every muscle in his body ached from the beating and a steady pulse bumped through the swelling around his eye. As he made his slow progress forward, his footsteps boomed and echoed off the metal walls, as if he were walking through a huge ship’s boiler.

The captain waited patiently beside a couple of chairs which stood either side of a makeshift desk, the thick buff file lying closed on top. As Lukas drew near, Captain Trevelyan sat down behind the desk.

‘That’s quite a shiner you have there,’ the captain said. Lukas frowned. He didn’t know what the captain was talking about. He pointed a pen towards Lukas’s face. ‘It’s what we call a black eye over here in England.’ Lukas dipped his head in acknowledgement. ‘They gave you quite a beating, didn’t they, your fellow officers?’ Lukas said nothing. After a moment the captain said, ‘Do please sit down.’

Carefully, Lukas lowered himself onto the chair, shifting to find a position that didn’t worsen his injuries. The captain continued, ‘How has news of this impending departure for one of our British colonies gone down among the prisoners?’

Lukas cleared his throat and replied, ‘There is some worry, sir.’

‘Yes, I can imagine. It’s cold up here but it’s a damn sight colder over there. I heard a story the other day. One of the prisoners in Ontario saw an opportunity to escape and decided to make a sprint for it. He rushed outside in his shirt, no coat. Dropped dead before he made a hundred yards. Ice crystals in his lungs, you see. Now that’s what I call brass monkeys.’ Lukas frowned. The man was talking in riddles. ‘“Cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey”? Is that another phrase you’ve never heard, Oberleutnant Schiller?’

Lukas shook his head.

‘It is of no consequence. Your English is pretty good – good enough, in fact, for you to avoid transport to Canada altogether, should you so wish.’

Lukas was confused. What was he suggesting? That he take over the duties of the Lagerführer when the prisoners left? That would be quite impossible. The events of the morning were clear proof of that.

‘Thing is,’ the captain continued, ‘our chaps are making some progress at the moment and quite a few of your fellows have fallen into our hands. We’re getting a lot of interesting intel from them. It’s putting rather a lot of pressure on our team of translators down in London. They’re a good bunch, lots of Poles of course, quite a few Jews who fled Germany before the borders were closed. They’re working round the clock already but still it piles up and speed is of the essence if we’re to steal the march, so to speak.’

Those lashless eyes stared at him, bald as a lizard’s.

‘Agree to do this type of work for us and you can stay in Britain.’

Had the man gone mad? Lukas may have expressed concerns about National Socialism when they talked in London but surely he never gave the impression that he would betray his country. Anger fizzed through him.

‘It is a surprise you ask me this,’ he said. ‘You must know that I do not help you to win a war against my own country.’

‘Yes, I thought you may say something like that,’ the captain said as reached out and slowly drew the buff-coloured file across, never once taking his eyes of Lukas. ‘But I would urge you to reconsider – under the circumstances.’

‘My fellow countrymen face transportation with the same courage that we face the enemy. I accept that I face it with them.’

‘Oh, I’m not referring to that circumstance.’

‘If you mean that gang of ridiculous fanatics I was fighting with, they are of no importance to me. I am more careful in the future, nothing more.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of that either.’ The captain opened the file and began turning over the papers with a studied slowness. Lukas stared at them too, from the other side of the desk, and the captain made no effort to prevent him.

There was his arrest photograph pinned to a form marked Top Secret, boxes filled with handwriting. He saw his date of birth, the name of his squadron, even his date of enlistment. Another sheet had details of his sorties, of his kills and then, with the next turn of a page, he saw a hand-drawn map marking the location of the crash, another photograph, this time of a German harness.

He felt he was watching the slow drop of a china cup towards a stone floor. The turn of the next page smashed it into a thousand pieces. Two words coalesced from the loops and curls of the handwriting – Millicent Sanger.

The lizard eyes rolled up and looked at him.

‘You see,’ the captain said, ‘we know all about you, Oberleutnant Schiller. We know where you crashed, we know where you buried your parachute and we know that you made your way to a farm where a young widow took you in and helped you.’

‘No,’ Lukas said. ‘I am not taken in. I break in. I steal from a house.’

The captain pursed his lips and slowly shook his head.

‘I know that’s not true. If you’d been living rough for nearly two whole weeks on the North Wessex Downs in the middle of winter, how come you were well dressed and well fed when they arrested you? And why did you bother to spin us a tale about a farmer, his wife and child leaving their house empty and unlocked? You don’t strike me as a compulsive liar and a reluctance to accurately describe Mrs Sanger’s farm only confirms my suspicions.’

The captain studied the report again. Without looking up he continued, ‘What would you say if I told you that I know you stayed at Enington Farm and that Mrs Sanger fed you, helped you to burn your uniform and gave you her husband’s clothes to wear?’

He raised his eyes, a smile of gentle confidence on his lips. He watched Lukas, his pebble-grey eyes boring into him.

Abruptly he glanced towards the ceiling, as if a thought had struck him.

‘By the way,’ he said, his tone soothing, ‘I can assure you that she told no one.’

Lukas dropped his head, shaking it from side to side. He was having trouble keeping his temper at bay. That irritating reassurance that Millie hadn’t betrayed him was infuriating. He had to deflect the captain from the truth. They didn’t know the whole story – the captain hadn’t mentioned the dislocated shoulder or the barn.

‘Let me put it to you,’ the captain continued, ‘that you stayed there not one night, but many. She’s an attractive young woman by all accounts; you’re a good-looking fellow. Locked away from the world by a blizzard, no chance of discovery, you form an attachment to one another, I might even suggest that you find your way into her bed. It’s a dangerous thing, propinquity – ah, there’s another word that may be unfamiliar to you – it means being in close proximity to another person. It’s causing chaos in London you know, the aphrodisiac of imminent death.’

Lukas could feel his face blazing, not from embarrassment, but from fury. His chest began to heave and the pressure in his jaw clamped his teeth together like a vice. He didn’t want to look up, didn’t want the captain to know how angry he was.

How dare this man reduce what had happened between him and Millie to the sordid couplings going on in Britain’s capital city.

He struggled to calm himself, dropping his shoulders to force his body to relax. Eventually he looked up and said, ‘I break in. I steal from the house. I cannot help you.’

‘Well,’ the captain said with a sigh, ‘that is unfortunate.’

He leaned back into his chair.

‘Not for you,’ he continued, ‘unless you count spending the rest of the war in Canada as unfortunate. No, I was thinking more about poor Mrs Sanger. We’ve got quite a lot of evidence in here,’ – he tapped the file with a forefinger – ‘which shows that she’s guilty of a very serious crime indeed: treason against her own country in time of war. I don’t know what the German policy is towards civilians under these circumstances but here, I’m afraid to say, it’s a hanging offence.’

He closed the file with a flick of his hand.

‘But if, as you say, there is no attachment whatsoever between you and Mrs Sanger, that really shouldn’t trouble you at all.’




Chapter Forty Six

Hugh and his mother sat opposite each other in the sunshine outside the door of the game larder, an old sheet spread on the ground between them, plucking several brace of pigeons for supper.

‘Clever woman, that Ruby Skinner,’ Mrs Adamson said, her thin fingers working across the breast of the bird at extraordinary speed. The breeze was slight but still the feathers lifted and swirled around them, wisps of down catching on Hugh’s eyelashes and lips, making him spit and rub his face with his forearm. If he had his own way, he’d skin the damned things and be done with it. He usually managed to rip the skin anyway if he wasn’t careful.

‘She frightens the living daylights out of me,’ he said.

‘Ah, well. There is that, his mother said. She looked up at him through the cloud of down and feathers and raised a playful eyebrow. ‘I’m sure you can look after yourself.’

‘Hope so.’

‘She’s cunning all right, but there’s a heart in there. She’s been over every day to use the sewing machine, making things for this dance on Saturday.’

Hugh popped his eyes. ‘She walked all the way over here?’

‘Course not. She gets that poor sap from The Royal Oak down in Shawstoke to bring her over. What’s his name? You know, that wide boy, great tall drink of water, flogs black market brandy.’

‘Ray Townsend.’

‘That’s him. He wondered if we wanted any extra petrol, by the way.’ Hugh knew exactly what that would be – bright red military issue petrol. ‘Gave me the fright of my life when I saw her stepping out of his car with a suitcase in her hand. Thought she’d fallen out with Millie and we were going to be landed with her…’

‘Bloody hell.’

‘… but she’d come to use the Singer. The case was full of bits and pieces, an old housecoat, couple of cardigans, that sort of thing. By the end of the day she’s whipped up a tea-dress with the sweetest puffed shoulders, made a gorgeous little bolero, as well as piped a coloured edge around an old blouse of Millie’s to make it look new.’

‘Oh?’

‘She was back the next day taking in a couple of panels of a dress for June.’

‘June was such a dumpy little thing when they first came,’ Hugh said.

‘Wasn’t she though? It’s amazing what good hard work in the fresh air can do for a person. She had that dreadful skin too, didn’t she?’

‘Did she?’

‘Mmm. Sallow. Working class skin.’

‘Mother,’ Hugh said, looking up at her from under his brows.

‘It’s true though.’

‘She looks all right to me.’

‘Now, yes. We’ve been feeding her proper food. We’re lucky out here with our extra perks. Anyway, Ruby disappears upstairs and spends the whole day working on the dress. She even adds a sweetheart collar to give it a bit of pizzazz.’ Mrs Adamson gave a chuckle, ‘When I complimented her, she shrugged it away, said she’d been making do and mending long before the war started. What else was a girl to do, she said, when she had an eye for fashion and a work-shy husband?’

Hugh stopped plucking and stared down at the translucent skin of the bird, the large clot of blood where the shot had caught the pigeon full in the chest. It was there again, momentarily – that warm feeling that he’d see Millie on Saturday. Stupid really. He’d probably just irritate her, as usual.

‘She drives Millie up the wall,’ he said. Same way I do, he thought mournfully, pulling at the feathers again, that satisfying crunch as they came free.

‘Not surprised. She does rather take over a place. Assumes everything’s hers for the taking. I said to Mrs Farrow, “When that boy of yours comes here on leave, make sure Ruby doesn’t clap eyes on him.”’

Hugh laughed and nodded a firm agreement.

‘All the nice girls love a sailor,’ he said.

Mrs Adamson stopped working for a moment and looked up. ‘I’m glad you’re not out there,’ she said.

‘What? In the Atlantic, or fighting generally?’

‘I’m just glad farming’s a reserved occupation.’

‘I would have fought, you know.’

‘The job you do here is every bit as important.’

They plucked on in companionable silence for a while and when they were done, Hugh took the birds into the game larder to draw and clean them while his mother gathered the feathers up in the sheet. She’d use them for stuffing cushions and bolsters, might even make some rough quilts from them for when the children arrived later in the year for harvest camp. She was good at that sort of thing.

The clean smell of meths filled the larder. As he singed the feather stubs off the carcasses, he wondered if, deep down, Millie felt he should be fighting. He sighed heavily and watched a bluebottle, bumping on the dirty windowpane in front of him.

He wondered why he kept trying to break through to her. Periodically he’d give up for a bit, lie on the windowsill exhausted, so to speak, but something always made him start again, tap, tap, tapping, every bit as stupid as that fly.

The door to the game larder was open, just there and yet the fly couldn’t leave the promise of the sky on the other side of the glass. He’d be thirty in a few years time but still this childhood infatuation followed him like a shadow. Wasn’t it time he stopped bashing his head on the glass, time he abandoned this hopeless quest? Was it love he felt for Millie, or familiarity? He couldn’t tell any more but the closeness that had formed between them in the months after Jack’s death seemed quite gone now.

He doused the flaming wad of cotton wool and rinsed his fingers under the tap, but before he gathered up the pigeons, he cupped his hands and chased the fly across the glass. He didn’t catch it. It broke free, headed straight for his face and as he swerved out of its way, it veered past him, out of the door, a tiny black dot against the bright sky.

His attention was caught by a man on a bicycle bumping over the ruts of the track up to the game larder. As he neared, Hugh realised he was wearing a police uniform but his helmet was swinging from the handlebars of his bike like a bucket and his jacket was undone, revealing a vest, grey from frequent washing. He was not only slovenly, he was a deal younger than most of the local bobbies. Leaning his bike against the fence, he walked towards Hugh with a pronounced limp.

‘Can I help you?’ Hugh said.

The constable had an unnerving smile on his face. It wasn’t friendly. It was rather insolent, superior even and Hugh found himself taking rather a dislike to the fellow.

‘Morning, sir,’ the constable said, putting unnecessary emphasis on the second word, ‘I was told I could find a Mr Adamson up here.’

‘You’ve found him. What can I do for you?’

The constable narrowed his eyes and looked Hugh up and down, an expression of mild disdain on his face. Hugh wondered what was wrong with the fellow. Did he think he should be in the army fighting?

‘Sorry, sir. You’re not what I was expecting.’

‘In what way?’

The constable stared back at Hugh but didn’t answer. Instead he drew a notebook from his pocket and stood, flicking through the pages. Hugh could feel his irritation rising. Eventually the constable said, ‘I’m following up on the parachute and harness that were found on your land.’

‘That was months ago,’ Hugh said. ‘I heard they caught the blighter.’

‘They did, sir. We’re just tying up a few loose ends,’ the constable said, getting out a grubby handkerchief to mop his brow. ‘It appears the man was on the run for a couple of weeks and we’re trying to work out if he took shelter anywhere up here.’

‘It’s pretty remote on the Downs.’

‘You have a good many outhouses, sir.’

‘We found the parachute miles that way,’ Hugh said, pointing to the distant horizon, ‘right on the boundary of my land. No one lives up there.’

‘And he couldn’t have made it as far as this?’

‘Would have been difficult with the blizzard.’

‘Only been at Shawstoke nick for a few months, sir.’

‘Right. Well, we had the most terrible weather just before Christmas. It made travelling cross country well-nigh impossible.’

The constable looked out across the landscape and sucked his teeth.

‘Do you have neighbours?’

‘Only Mrs Sanger on the other side of the combe at Enington Farm.’




Chapter Forty Seven

Constable Hanratty cycled east. The day had warmed up and the ulcer on his leg was starting to throb. He was also feeling extremely dispirited. As the months passed, he seemed to be the only one at the nick interested in finding out what that bloody Hun was doing for the fortnight before he was caught, but he couldn’t forget the man or his arrogant, Teutonic looks. And he couldn’t forget Dunkirk.

God, when they laid his stretcher on the deck, he felt so lucky. He didn’t give a bugger about the wound in his leg. All he cared about was that he was off that beach.

Then he heard it, the rising scream of an engine, the thump, thump, thump of approaching bombs detonating in the water and the splintering crescendo of metal and screams and explosions as the bombs banged into the deck.

He wasn’t even sure it was the same plane that came back to machine-gun them in the water. It didn’t matter. The face he saw in the cockpit now was the man he had by the hair in the prison cell in Coltenham, the bastard he drove his fists into. He wanted to beat that face until those pale blue Aryan eyes fluttered and closed. He’d had one of those evil bastards by the throat and someone had robbed him of his chance for revenge. His frustration was unbearable.

He rode into the farmyard and a tall woman in Land Girl jodhpurs appeared in the doorway of the barn, wiping her hands on an oily rag.

‘I’m looking for Mrs Sanger,’ he said.

‘She’s inside,’ the woman answered, running her eyes across his uniform. He twitched the jacket closed and did up one of the buttons as he walked towards the farmhouse. Just before he knocked, he turned. The Land Girl stood in the exact same spot, watching him.

‘Mrs Sanger?’ he said to the attractive young girl who opened the door.

‘That’s right.’ She hardly looked old enough to be married, let alone run a farm.

‘Constable Hanratty from Shawstoke nick. I wondered if I might have a word.’

‘What about?’

‘May I come in?’

She seemed to hesitate, her eyes sliding past him and down, then she said, ‘Of course.’ She walked away from him, along the corridor, saying over her shoulder, ‘Can I offer you anything? A glass of water?’

‘Thank you,’ he said, following her into the kitchen, ‘it is a bit warm today.’

She passed him the drink which he downed in one, pulling his chin in to suppress a belch.

‘Thank you, miss – madam,’ he said, putting the glass on the table. ‘Mr Sanger in the forces, then?’

‘I’m a widow.’

‘A widow?’ he felt a wave of admiration for this cool young woman. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Where was he killed?’

Instead of replying, she went unnaturally still. He knew he’d made some sort of blunder and felt a mixture of embarrassment and anger.

Why wouldn’t she say? Had her husband been a coward, a deserter? Or worse still, a conchie?

Instead he plunged around in his jacket pocket for his notebook, flicking through the pages before saying, ‘Just before Christmas, a German pilot was picked up about ten miles from here.’

‘So I understand.’

‘Apparently the plane was downed near Norrington two weeks before he was caught and we’re trying to find out where he was during that time.’

She stared impassively at him for a few moments then said, ‘How can I help?’

‘You didn’t notice anything untoward in the weeks leading up to Christmas?’

‘Such as?’

‘Strangers in the area. Signs that someone had sheltered in an outhouse, perhaps?’

She shook her head.

‘Do you mind if I look around?’

She accompanied him as he walked across the yard, peering into the stables, the milking parlour, the cowshed and the chicken coops.

‘No other buildings?’ he said.

‘None.’

‘What about lofts, maybe a cellar under the house with outside access…?’

She gave a great sigh and said, ‘Look, Constable, this is a busy time of year for us and it seems a bit late in the day to be asking questions about something that happened nearly six months ago. It was a dreadful winter…’

‘So everyone keeps telling me.’

‘It’s hardly likely an injured pilot would make it all the way down here to hide in one of my barns when he’d have been better off taking refuge over Norrington way.’

Constable Hanratty felt a nip of excitement in his gut. She stared back at him, impatience and faint dislike in those green eyes. He fought to keep himself from smiling. She had no idea she’d made a mistake.

‘Injured?’ he said.

As he watched, her cheeks began to colour in that scalding, incriminating way. She turned away from him and looked at the ground as if to hide her expression, pushing a finger into her hairline.

‘I just assumed… a crash, bailing out at night, coming down on rough ground…’

‘At night. I see,’ he said but he didn’t move. He stayed anchored to the spot, watching her face shuffle through random, out-of-sequence emotions – a pucker of embarrassment, a frown of perplexity and a puff of defeat until she got herself under control, flared her nostrils and looked him straight in the eye.

‘Was there anything else?’ she said in a cold, calm voice.

‘Nothing else, madam,’ he said nodding ingratiatingly as he took his leave.

As he cycled away from the farm, he wanted to punch the air in his excitement. Finally, he had something to go on and this time he wasn’t clutching at straws. Something happened up here, something involving that supercilious girl.




Chapter Forty Eight

On Sunday Millie didn’t go to church. Instead, she saddled up Pepper and rode along the perimeter of her holding, cataloguing the pockets of unused land. Within a year, she’d increased milk production sufficiently to get the farm upgraded to a B but she was aiming for another upgrade next year and needed to use every verge and scrap of land to increase production.

She should be feeling so happy, riding across the Downs in the early spring sunshine but she wasn’t. She was desperately worried. Each time she thought about the constable, her insides squirmed with shame and fear.

As she came into the yard, she saw Hugh’s Austin parked in the yard – he must have run the women back after church. He’d started coming over more lately, sometimes late in the afternoon, ostensibly to drop something in for Danny or to make a plan with the boy for the following day. He seemed to stay longer than was absolutely necessary, enjoying a chat and a laugh with Ruby while Millie and June were busy getting supper ready.

She put Pepper in the paddock and made her way across the yard. As she approached the farmhouse, she thought she heard music. She sighed – Ruby had the wireless on again, full-blast as usual. She would be sashaying around the kitchen, wreathed in smoke – but she wasn’t.

She was in some sort of clinch with Hugh, an arm draped across his shoulders, his hand grasped in hers. Hugh had her by the waist, holding her slightly away from him, staring down at his feet as he shuffled around the kitchen, chuckling at his ineptitude. June sat at the kitchen table with Danny on her knee, laughing. No one heard her come in.

‘What on earth are you doing?’ Millie said, raising her voice above the music.

They turned towards her. Ruby, still clinging to Hugh, stared at her with an arch look. Hugh sprang away from her as if burned and June plopped Danny onto the floor, brushing her housecoat down as she stood. The boy, unaware of a change of atmosphere, span away from his mother, holding his arms out in a circle and crashed into one of the chairs. June made a grab for him and clutched him against her.

‘Hello, Mills,’ Ruby said, reaching a languorous hand towards her packet of cigarettes. ‘We was practising our foxtrot – want to have a go?’

Millie stepped across the room and turned the wireless off with a snap.

‘You’ll run it flat,’ she said.

‘Sorry, I’m sure.’ Ruby shot a conspiratorial look at the others, sucking her cheeks in sturdily with the air of someone who could say a great deal more. ‘What do you want us to do instead then? Hum?’

‘There’s going to be a dance on Saturday, Millie,’ June said, ‘down in Shawstoke. They’re raising money to buy a Spitfire.’

‘Mummy said I can come too and watch. There’s going to be a proper band and everything,’ Danny said.

‘It won’t be late,’ June said.

‘It’s just a bit of fun, Millie,’ Hugh said but he had that infuriating expression on his face, a sort of ‘What is it now?’ look. ‘It’s a chance for everyone to forget about this damned war.’

‘Get away from all this drab,’ Ruby said, narrowing her eyes as she took a drag.

‘Lots of folk from the village are going,’ Hugh said.

An uncomfortable hush gripped the room and the pressure to break it made her feel angry. She had too many worries, too many sadnesses, to jolly everyone along.

‘Come on, Mills,’ Ruby said, ‘don’t be such a sourpuss. It’s all for a good cause and it’s not for a few days yet – there’s plenty of time for me to teach you a few dance steps so you don’t make a fool of yourself.’

‘Like me,’ Hugh said.

‘Fishing for compliments, eh?’ Ruby said, wagging a finger at him. ‘You ruddy well know you’re not half bad, big boy.’

‘I wouldn’t be too sure.’ He picked his jacket up from the back of a chair and started to pull it on. ‘I’d better be getting back,’ he said. He looked across at Millie, resignation on his face, and headed down the passage towards the back door. She went after him,

‘Hugh,’ she said. He slowed but didn’t stop. When he opened the door, Gyp bounded out in front of him. Millie caught up with him in the yard. ‘I’ve been working all morning,’ she said. He turned, stared back at her. ‘And I get back to find you up here encouraging those women to waste time instead of getting on.’

‘It’s Sunday,’ he said flatly, pushing Gyp away rather irritably. ‘They’re not meant to work on a Sunday.’

‘I know it’s Sunday,’ – she could feel her anger rising again – ‘I suppose you think I’m being… what would you call it? Over-dramatic?’

Hugh sighed and said, ‘A bit, yes.’

‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I’m just agreeing with you.’

‘Oh…’ she felt momentarily chastened. ‘Then I’ve got the wrong end of the stick. You didn’t give that impression in there.’

Hugh gave a hollow laugh of frustration. ‘No, Millie. I was agreeing that you’re being over-dramatic. In there,’ he said, pointing towards the farmhouse, ‘I thought you behaved rather poorly.’

She stared at him, stunned.

‘Look,’ he said, reaching out a hand to placate her. She took a step back and he let it sink to his side. ‘That wasn’t your finest performance and, to be perfectly frank, it’s taken me a bit by surprise.’ She turned away but he placed his hand on her elbow. ‘Wait. Please wait. Let me explain.’

Gyp, sensing all was not right, had taken a position between them, looking up at one, then the other.

‘We’ve all been trying to understand,’ Hugh went on, ‘but you seem to use your grief as a reason to shut yourself off. You don’t have to hug your hurt to you all the time to prove how much Jack meant to you. Those girls and that little boy have their own pain to deal with. Do you ever think of that? You’re not alone in a sea of tears, but you will be if you make every one of us feel bad for trying to forget about the horror and get on with life. Only last week Brigsie came to me to ask if she could work at Steadham. She’s finding the atmosphere here pretty hard to swallow.’

‘That’s not my fault.’

Hugh pursed his lips and nodded sagely. ‘So you’re the only one marching in step, is that it?’

She stood like a stone and her stillness seemed to trouble him for his eyes went round her face for a moment before he stepped forward and caught both her hands in his in a bothered but perfectly kindly way and said, ‘Make your peace with them. You may not feel like it but come to the dance to enjoy yourself on Saturday. Don’t make everyone feel bad for looking forward to it. Who knows? You may even enjoy yourself.’

He let go of her hands and bent down to pat Gyp’s head before climbing into the Austin and driving off, no backward look, no cranking down of the window for a final wave of farewell above the roof of the car.

She walked slowly back towards the house, her eyes staring past it into the middle distance. Her anger had ebbed and left her feeling mutely miserable, wretched with guilt that she still allowed Hugh to believe her glumness was caused by her widowhood.

She tried hard to remember a time before Lukas inhabited her consciousness, when the thought of swirling around the dance floor would have been the perfect salve to her depression. Perhaps she had to accept that nothing would heal her longing for Lukas and try to live her life around it, as one would with a chronic and incurable illness.

She felt she was on the crest of a sob and knew she must rein it in before she reached the door. She pushed a sleeve underneath her nose, pulled her mouth into a smile and walked into the kitchen.

June and Danny were nowhere to be seen. Ruby was fiddling around in the sink and when she turned, there was a sly look in her eye.

‘Your Hugh’s a bit of all right, ain’t he?’ she said.

‘He’s not my Hugh,’ Millie said but immediately checked herself, giving Ruby a mirthless smile.

‘Ain’t he now?’ She wormed a finger towards her and added, ‘don’t pretend you ain’t dreamed of grabbing a handful of that hair and pulling his face down to yours.’

Bloody hell, this woman was the limit. Ruby flashed her eyes in mock surprise.

‘Oh, dear. Shocked you, have I?’ She sidled across the kitchen and reached for a cigarette, all the while staring at Millie. She jetted a plume of smoke into the air before giving a wheezy laugh.

‘I wouldn’t mind feeling those rough workman’s hands on my lily-white paps, I can tell you.’ She blew a couple smoke rings, watching them as they glided, expanding into the air.

Millie could stand it no longer.

‘Why do you keep baiting me, Ruby?’

Ruby pinched some tobacco off her tongue.

‘Not baiting you, sweetheart – teasing you. You only ever tease people you like. Don’t you know that?’ And, snatching up her magazine, she drifted out of the kitchen and disappeared, the sound of her coughing echoing in the stairwell.

Poor old Hugh, Millie thought.




Chapter Forty Nine

Constable Hanratty had to wait until after the weekend before he could speak to Sergeant Turner.

‘What do you know about Enington Farm?’ he said.

‘Enington? That’s old Sanger’s place. I told you about that.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes. Don’t you remember? The lad who topped himself.’

‘A lad? You said a dairy farmer.’

‘Well, that’s what he was. He took over the dairy when his father died and pretty much ran it into the ground. About nine months after war broke out, he hanged himself in his barn in Wigstan Combe.’

Constable Hanratty felt an easing of a pressure across his forehead as everything dropped into place – that was why the girl didn’t want to say how her husband died. He’d been a bloody coward. And he was in a reserved occupation. What the hell was he doing taking his own life?

‘Did anyone question his widow after the German was caught?’

‘I suppose they might have, but this nick weren’t handling it. That was down to your lot over at Coltenham, wasn’t it?’ The sergeant said, sitting down in his seat and getting out his tin of tobacco.

‘The RAF took him,’ Hanratty said. ‘We were no longer involved.’

Sergeant Turner massaged the tobacco into the bowl of his pipe with his thumbs.

‘Nor are we,’ he said.

‘But what if she helped him.’

‘Who?’

‘The widow.’

Sergeant Turner broke off from lighting his pipe and stared at Hanratty until the match burned down to his fingers and he flicked it away with a curse.

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

Hanratty put his hands on the desk and leant forward.

‘She said he was injured. How the hell did she know he was injured? Even I didn’t know he was injured. He was bloody well injured after I got my hands on him, but before?’

‘You been up there asking questions?’

‘Yes.’

‘What on earth…?’

‘She lied to me. I asked if there were any more farm buildings and she didn’t say a thing about a barn in some combe.’

‘Whoa there, Constable. It sounds as if you’re putting two and two together and making five. I completely understand that this whole business is nearer to your heart than the rest of us, you being there when he was captured and all, but you haven’t got time to go sniffing around on some sort of hunch.’

‘It’s not a hunch. I told you, the man had Brylcreem in his hair. Where did he get that from if he wasn’t tucked up, all cosy, in an English farmhouse?’

‘I don’t know and I don’t care. We’ve got real police work to get on with.’

‘And bringing a Nazi collaborator to justice isn’t real police work?’

Sergeant Turner rested his pipe on the ashtray folded his arms across his chest. Hanratty could see he was stumped and pressed his advantage home.

‘I’m going to go and have a look at this barn,’ Hanratty said.

‘Not in my time, you’re not, Constable.’

The sergeant unfolded his arms and leant forward in a conciliatory way and said, ‘I understand. I do. You’ve had a brutal time of it and now you’re stuck out here in the sticks. But what we’re doing is just as important to the war effort as what you chaps were doing over in France. It may not be as exciting or as dangerous, but if we don’t keep the home front solid, we’re not going to win this war.’

Hanratty wasn’t going to be put off so easily. The very next afternoon he had free, he cycled over to Merewick and up the long, steep hill to the Downs. As he puffed along Lumber Lane, the roof of a dark barn rose up into his field of vision, crouching in a small valley below the track. He braked hard, his back tyre skidding forward with a rattle of stones. The dairy lay ahead, just below a ridge of land. This must be Wigstan Combe.

Stowing his bike in a hedge off the track he began to make his way down into the valley. The deeper he went, the more oppressed he felt by the armpit warmth trapped in the fold of land. Tiny buds of primroses, still buttoned to the earth, glittered on the banks either side and as he passed through the sun-blonde spaces between the trees, the beauty of the place began to infuriate him. It seemed to shine a light on the world’s ugliness even more brightly.

The barn was dappled with a latticework of shadows, the entrance alive with flames of new green, jumping up where ears of wheat had fallen to the ground the year before. A chattering flock of sparrows rose into the air. He stepped around the vast, broken door and into the hushed interior. It was huge, like a great cathedral, the sun scissoring in where tiles were missing from the roof.

He walked around the barn with his hands behind his back, peering round partitions, gazing up at the blue sky between the rafters.

Then he saw it. A blackened circle of ash.

He squatted down and poked at the pile with his finger. It was damp and clumped together but as he peeled the top away, he saw the charred edge of what looked like fabric, bright yellow against the black.

With trembling fingers he lifted it out and blew on it.

There were markings, a fragment of a grid in blue ink, 100km clearly visible and a black line marked 40 degrees.

It was the burnt edge of a map.



Constable Hanratty brought his fist down hard on the desk, making Sergeant Turner’s tin of pencils rattle.

‘What the bloody hell else do you need?’ he said.

‘Calm yourself, Constable,’ Turner said, getting to his feet moving around to the other side of the desk. ‘I am perfectly happy to pass the information down the line to HQ at Coltenham but I won’t have you storming up there and flinging unsubstantiated accusations around.’

‘Unsubstantiated? A Nazi was holed up on that woman’s farm.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I bloody well do know that.’

Turner raised a hand a calm him and said, ‘It could have been kids. They run wild up there in the summer. What more glorious a playground than a derelict barn? They probably made a camp, had a fire…’

‘And burnt a map?’

Turner shrugged. ‘Could be.’

‘A Nazi map?’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘No, but I can make a bloody good guess. Bright yellow? It’s a night vision map and look at the calibration. It’s in kilometres, not miles. It’s German.’

‘I’m sure the bods over at Coltenham HQ will look into all that. Write your report and get it over there but for the love of God, leave it up to them to decide if it’s worth pursuing.’

Hanratty thumped out of the room, slamming the door with such force, it bounced open again.




Chapter Fifty

When the door into the hall opened, Millie was hit by a shock of sound – drums and double bass anchoring the trumpets and trombones in a boisterous swing-time rhythm, snatches of Alexander’s Ragtime Band bursting through. Huge Union Jacks hung like banners down the walls, and red, white and blue buntings crossed high above her head. Underneath, the room swayed with villagers, towns folk, Land Girls and soldiers. She was feeling even more uncomfortable than usual, knew she didn’t look at all like her usual self. In the interests of diplomacy, she’d submitted to Ruby’s badgering and let her ‘gussy everyone up’ for the evening.

June insisted Millie went first. Ruby emptied out her gas mask box onto the kitchen table – she’d chucked the horrible old mask away. It smelt foul – and stirred around among the cylinders of lipstick, plucking up a stub of pigment, worn to a chisel shape by her lips. As she brought it close to Millie’s mouth, there was an overpowering smell of fags but Millie couldn’t tell if it was coming from the lipstick or Ruby herself. Then Ruby clicked open the top of the mascara case, spat and began to work the brush into the block. Millie felt June’s eyes watching Ruby’s every move, felt the poor girl’s rising excitement; she was to be next. As Ruby approached with the caked brush, Millie shuddered.

‘Now, get going on your legs, Mills,’ Ruby said. ‘You may have to water that coffee down a bit more when you’re dry, I’ll draw the seam up the back. All right?’

She combed sugar water into Millie’s hair, pulled and backcombed it into a Victory roll, stiff as a helmet on top of her head. The pins were giving her a headache already but Ruby was trying, if nothing else. Even June looked quite pretty in a sturdy way, and Danny? He looked much the same, shy and excited even though he only had his school uniform to wear, his soft hair slicked back and darkened with a smear of Brylcreem that Ruby had unearthed from the bathroom cabinet.

The swing number ended and the woodwind and strings trickled out the opening bars of The White Cliffs of Dover as a singer, far prettier than Vera Lynn, craned her neck towards the microphone. Millie felt a dig in her ribs and Ruby hissed in her ear, ‘Pucker up, honey; he’s coming in on the beam,’ and Millie saw Hugh striding across the room towards them, looking quite fetching in a fresh Viyella shirt and waistcoat, his hair brushed back off his face. Was he going to tease her about her bright red lipstick and Victory roll? He kissed Ruby on both cheeks, pecked at June and leaned down to shake Danny by the hand before turning towards Millie.

‘My,’ he said, ‘you look… I don’t know.’

Terrific, she thought. Trust Hugh. Completely guileless. Ruby broke into the pause by grabbing his hand and saying, ‘This one’s mine, big boy.’ And with that they were gone, into the press of khaki.

Millie followed June to buy a glass of punch. She spotted Brigsie on the other side of the room, still wearing her Land Girl jodhpurs but stripped down to her shirt, pumping a soldier’s arm up and down as she pounded round the floor. Brigsie saw her but looked away immediately.

June was settling young Danny down on the edge of a platform that ran along the back of the hall. Millie thought it was the first time she’d seen June looking old enough to have a son. Ruby had set her hair in a chignon down her back, plaited and curled, and the bright bolero made her look quite sophisticated.

‘You can see from here without getting trodden on, Danny,’ June said. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a poke of sweets.

‘Where did you get those from?’ Millie said, checking over her shoulder that no one had seen.

‘A friend of Ruby’s gave it to me.’

‘Who?’

‘Ray Townsend. You know. That fellow who comes and picks her up a lot.’

Millie knew all right. She had a horrible feeling the drop in the number of eggs she collected had a direct connection to the number of cigarettes Ruby got hold of. Millie turned a blind eye; everyone up on the Downs was playing the system one way or another. There were more than fifty hens in her flock now and by rights all the eggs should go down to the packing station for rationing.

June untwisted the top of the poke and handed the cone of paper to Danny. He peered in, his eyes widening, and he pulled out a square of pink and white coconut ice, shoving it into his mouth, bulging his cheek, his feet drumming against the side of the platform with sheer bliss.

Millie watched the dancers, wondering what on earth to do about Brigsie. A red-faced squaddie, supported by two eager friends, sidled over and asked June for a dance. One of his friends lingered for a moment beside Millie, his foot tapping the floor but pluck abandoned him and, pulling at his earlobe, he shuffled away. She leant back on the edge of the platform beside Danny.

Danny swallowed hard and fished out another square of ice.

‘Doesn’t my Mum look beautiful?’ he said, pushing the sweet into his mouth.

Millie watched June as she danced, and he was right. This new life suited her. She’d lost that cringing quality and held her head high with a kind of bashful confidence.

‘She’s looking very bonny,’ she said. ‘I bet your daddy wouldn’t recognise her if he could see her now.’ Danny didn’t reply. ‘Do you miss your daddy?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Daddy didn’t like us very much.’

Millie turned, looked into the boy’s face but he stared past her, watching the dancers, chewing manfully, flecks of desiccated coconut clinging to his lips.

‘Whatever do you mean?’

‘Popular girl,’ Hugh said, emerging from the crowd on his own and pointing towards Ruby who was now in the arms of an RAF pilot. He pushed his hair back off his face and turned, laughing. When he looked back at Millie his expression changed and he frowned but she could see he was trying not to laugh at her.

‘I feel ridiculous,’ she said.

‘Well, it’s different.’

‘She looks beautiful, like my mum.’

‘You’re right, Danny.’ Hugh leant across, his arms folded, as if he was talking to a chum at the bar. ‘Is Mrs Sanger promised to you for the whole evening, or can you spare her for a dance?’

Danny waved his poke of sweets towards the crowd.

‘You can dance with her.’

‘Thank you, Danny.’

Without looking at her, Hugh took her by the hand and walked her onto the floor. When he turned to face her, there was a sort of stubborn purpose in his expression. The band finished playing A Sentimental Journey and the drummer began to beat out a syncopated rhythm that produced several whoops of approval from the room – a swing number was coming. The rest of the band bawled out the tune and the room erupted into a boil of excitement.

It caught her unawares, an overwhelming desire to move with the crowd but, as they danced, she felt waves of irritation each time Hugh’s body bumped against her, losing the rhythm. The tempo seemed to go on and on. She was out of breath although she couldn’t hear herself panting above the volume of the brass which shouted the melody over the heads of the spinning dancers. When her chest was bursting and her legs burning, the syncopation drummed out one more riff before the brass shrieked the final, deafening discord.

Couples broke apart, laughing; some put hands on their knees to catch their breath, others spun on more slowly, unable to let go of the spring the music had wound up in them. The band began to play the opening bars of When You Wish Upon a Star and the dancers around them clinched for the slow dance, she saw a look of indecision flutter across Hugh’s face.

‘I don’t know about you,’ she said, ‘but I could do with a drink.’

As she sipped her punch, the slow number finished and the crowd patted hands together. Someone shouted out, ‘More swing!’ and cheers went up from people in different parts of the hall. The conductor bowed to his audience, muttered something to his band and they were off. Hugh turned to her, a questioning uncertainty in his face, but before she could respond, Ruby swept out of the crowd, grabbed Hugh by the hand, and hauled him off onto the dance floor.

Part of her wanted to be out there dancing, twirling around the hall. For a few precious minutes she’d been lifted out of herself, tumbling along in the vortex of the music, forgetting everything. The music seemed to be getting wilder, the dancers more abandoned and as Hugh and Ruby flashed past her, laughing into each other’s faces, she sighed heavily and put her punch glass back on the bar. She pushed through the crowd until she was out of the hall. It was cold in the corridor. She walked this way and that until she found the ladies’ powder room.

It was empty. She could still hear the bawl of the band on the other side of the wall. She looked at herself in the mirror over the basin. Her hair had come loose, and in a fit of pique she pulled the pins out, letting the hair drop, raking her fingers through the stiff strands, trying to separate them. The sugar water had made it sticky and lank; she should have left it where it was.

She made a poor attempt to pile it back but she didn’t have Ruby's skill and abandoned the task, remembering to pocket the pins. Losing them was apparently a hanging offence. She pinched her cheeks to bring some colour back, bent her head down to the tap and took a long draught of water. She pressed her hands onto the edge of the sink and leant towards the mirror.

The door into the cloakroom banged and she looked up. Brigsie was standing there, her hand reaching out for the handle to leave again.




Chapter Fifty One

‘Brigsie. Wait,’ Millie said.

Brigsie dropped her hand and stood, stiff as a board, her eyes looking past Millie, her mouth thin and stubborn. Millie came towards her and said, ‘You must tell me what’s wrong. I’ve upset you, I know I have, but I don’t know how so I can’t put it right.’

Brigsie’s eyes darted around the room. She looked angry, trapped, and Millie wondered if she should let things lie, allow time to sort out whatever it was that troubled her friend.

Then, as she tried to read Brigsie’s expression, an extraordinary thing happened. Brigsie’s face seemed to crumple, her upper lip stiffened into a straight line and she let out a shuddering sob, all the more terrible because it sounded so unpractised, unnatural, like a man’s.

Millie came forward and reached out, grasping Brigsie by her arm. Brigsie shook herself free and scrabbled around in her pocket until she found a handkerchief. She leaned back against the wall and covered her face for a few moments, squeezing the corners into her eyes.

‘I know,’ she spluttered from behind the handkerchief.

‘Know what?’ Millie said, feeling a mounting wave of panic. Brigsie pulled the handkerchief away from her face, her eyes fierce.

‘I know you helped that German pilot.’ Cold concrete poured into Millie’s guts. ‘I found some buttons, outside. German buttons. You helped him, didn’t you? You helped him and he stayed and…’ Another sob snatched the words away.

Millie felt the whole room rush away from her, racing backwards past the figure of Brigsie which stayed in the same place, every feature of her face vivid, the bloodless lips stretched in misery over her teeth, the tears spilling from her eyes, that terrible stare that was almost unbearable.

‘I…’ Millie stopped. She didn’t know what to say.

‘It’s true. I know it’s true,’ Brigsie said, craning her neck forward now until another sob forced its way up. ‘I know it’s true because you changed overnight and you kept saying it was because of Jack and I knew it wasn’t because of Jack. I knew something else had changed and I thought you’d met a soldier or something and I thought, good on you, but I didn’t know who it was and then we found the parachute and you went home when you didn’t need to go home and I found the buttons and then, and then…’

‘It’s not true.’

What else could Millie say?

‘It’s not true.’

That wasn’t good enough. Brigsie knew too much already.

‘All right, it is true. I gave him clothes…’

Brigsie roared and Millie heard herself shushing, telling her to be quiet. Brigsie’s eyes were staring, blazing at her.

‘You would have done the same…’ Millie said.

Brigsie made a halting ‘Huh!’ sound,

‘… but he went, straight away,’ Millie said.

‘Something happened. You kept quiet because something happened between you.’ Brigsie’s face twisted into a mask of disgust.

‘Nothing happened. Have you gone mad?’ Millie said, aware that her voice was getting shrill.

And then, quite unbidden, she heard herself saying, ‘I wouldn’t do that to Hugh. You know I wouldn’t do that to Hugh.’

She grabbed Brigsie by both arms, pulled her closer.

‘I know it was stupid but I knew that if I gave him the clothes and let him burn his uniform, he’d go away, leave me alone and he did. But nothing happened. He was a German.’

Millie could picture him now, another man, not Lukas at all.

‘I was afraid of him.’

It tumbled from her mouth without a moment’s hesitation.

She could hear the steady drip of a tap, the hiss of one of the water cisterns filling, and further away, the merry rhythm of music.

‘Why you didn’t tell anyone?’ Brigsie said.

‘I couldn’t. I was trapped by the blizzard. I couldn’t get help.’ Millie was warming to her theme. ‘I was all on my own, I was terrified, but it worked and he went away. I was sure he’d be captured. I didn’t want to think about it ever again. I didn’t want to have anything to do with it.’

‘You had everything to do with it.’

‘I know but I was all on my own.’

‘He came to the farm?’

‘Yes, of course he came to the farm.’

‘When you were out?’

‘Out?’

She couldn’t remember the chain of events that day. Did Brigsie know she’d gone up to check the silage? No, Brigsie had gone for the day by then.

‘You told me Gyp ran off,’ Brigsie said.

‘Did I? I can’t remember. All I remember is I was so afraid. He said if I breathed a word to anyone he’d come back and he’d kill me.’

It was so easy now to go on lying.

‘Later, when the snow had gone and I had people in the house and I knew I was safe again, I still couldn’t say. It was too late. And I was ashamed. I felt so guilty. And I was afraid people wouldn’t believe me. I was afraid they’d think the same as you…’

Brigsie had stopped crying. She sniffed deeply and stared at the floor, her hand mashing the handkerchief into a tight ball. ‘Were you really frightened?’

‘Terrified.’

‘You could have told me. You shooed me away. Why did you shoo me away if you were so frightened? You should have told me.’

‘I know. I so wish I had. As the weeks went by, I felt worse and worse about it. Brigsie…’ Millie felt Brigsie’s arm twist under the pressure of her fingers. She released her grip, her hands aching. ‘Please don’t split on me. It was months ago. No one need ever know, just you and me.’

‘And a Nazi.’

Millie hung her head and nodded. Her panic was subsiding and into its place an awful guilt pushed in. She felt hate and disgust for herself. She wished it was that word Nazi that triggered her guilt, but it wasn’t. It was her vehement denial of the love she felt for Lukas that appalled her. She thought it was so strong. Perhaps it was but she was weak; too weak to tell the truth, too gutless to stand up and be counted. God, how many times had she railed at Jack in her head for his cowardice?

‘You must tell,’ Brigsie said. ‘Go to the police and tell them.’

‘I can’t. It’s too long ago now. It makes me look guilty. I beg you, don’t say anything.’

Brigsie started to shake her head, very slowly, side to side.

‘I don’t know, Millie.’

‘Please help me. They could hang me.’ Millie began to cry. Faced with reparation, her crime now seemed infinitely greater and terror washed over her with suffocating power.

‘It’s all right,’ Brigsie pushed herself away from the wall. ‘Don’t cry.’ Millie thought she was going to hug her and would’ve been glad of it but instead Brigsie glanced at the door, still looking distressed. ‘I suppose it’s for the best – all this time later.’

‘It is. I’d be in your debt forever. You’ve been such a good friend to me.’ Brigsie made an odd noise and Millie thought she was going to start crying again. ‘I’ve missed you so much,’ Millie added, the words cracking a little.

‘I’ve missed you too,’ Brigsie said but her voice had a hardness to it.

‘Please can we try to put it behind us.’

She gave Millie a level, wounded, let-down look.

‘I’ll try but I must get back,’ Brigsie said.

‘Didn’t you need the loo?’

‘What? Oh, that. I’ll come back later.’ And with an attempt at a tight smile, Brigsie pulled the door open.

‘Don’t be daft,’ Millie said. ‘I’m going back to the dance. It’s all yours.’ And she slipped through the open door.

Millie wanted to go home. She couldn’t enjoy herself now. She’d soothed her fears of discovery with the passing months but now, thoughts of arrest and imprisonment clutched at her again. And as for punishment… Christ! Her neck stretched, her face bloated and bruised, her body a corpse, just like Jack’s. Hell, the whole thing was intolerable; so bad she wished she could go to bed tonight and never wake up.

Wait, what was she saying? She mustn’t think like that. She couldn’t think like that, not after all the judgement she’d poured onto Jack. She must calm herself. She’d never heard of a civilian hanging for such an offence. She mustn’t panic. She must carry on, quash this terror down, just like all the other horrible, damaging thoughts she battled with after Jack died.

She pushed through the doors of the hall, determined to find Hugh, ask him to take her home. The music wasn’t exciting any more; it jarred her and the jumping figures looked fiendish. The cigarette smoke hung from the ceiling like low cloud, muting the colours of the flags and bunting.

She veered around people as she made her way back to where she’d left Danny and June. She couldn’t see them. She stared out across the boiling crowd, but she couldn’t see Hugh either. She spotted Ruby near the punch table, her hair sticking to the sweat on her forehead. She was leaning on her elbows, cigarette in hand, purring away at a lad in uniform. Ray Townsend loitered nearby.

‘Ruby,’ Millie called out and Ruby turned, a flash of irritation in her face.

‘What?’ she shouted back.

‘Have you seen Hugh?’

‘He’s gone.’

‘Gone. Gone where?’

‘That little blighter Danny started whingeing about feeling sick and Hugh took them back to the farm.’

Millie’s anxiety hurtled in a new direction. She was stuck in this mad melee of revellers in the middle of a horrid war. She was about to appeal to Ruby to tell Ray to run them both back home but she saw Ruby glance across at him, stub out her cigarette and turn her back on the soldier.

‘Come along, Ray,’ she said, giving Millie a canny look, ‘give us a spin round the dance floor. Plenty more fun to be had tonight before we go home,’ and she pushed him out into the crowd.

The soldier, who had the lazy lids of a drunk, leaned over to Millie.

‘Hello, love,’ he said. ‘Look’s like you’re in luck.’

‘Oh, push off,’ Millie said.




Chapter Fifty Two

‘Dear, oh dear,’ Hugh said, holding a comforting hand on the boy’s back while Danny chucked up at the edge of the drive. ‘All done now?’ It was late dusk and the Austin was parked at Enington Farm. June was clearing up the mess in the footwell and when Hugh turned and looked behind him, he could see the pale shape of her bottom sticking out of the passenger door, wobbling as she worked.

Hugh blamed himself. He should have pulled over earlier but he thought, if he could get the poor chap to bed, he’d feel better. Oh well, he’d feel better now. Poor June kept on saying sorry and scrabbled between the front seats into the back in a rather undignified way to try to stem the flow but frankly, she’d nothing to be sorry about.

Danny had finished. Instead of looking relieved, he looked terrified. He’d bowed his head and cowered away from Hugh like a frightened pup.

‘Don’t worry, old fellow,’ Hugh said. ‘It happens to the best of us.’ The boy looked up at him, eyes as big as saucers. ‘I can tell you one thing though,’ Hugh went on, ‘it’ll put you off coconut for life.’

You and me both, Hugh thought, turning away from the mess in the drive and guiding the boy towards the house.

‘It’s nearly done,’ June muttered as he passed, then hissed at Danny, ‘stay here.’

‘It’s OK,’ Hugh said. ‘I’ll get him to bed.’

‘He don’t want to be no bother, do you Danny?’

‘It’s no bother. Come along, old chap,’ then, ‘Oh, blast…’ as Gyp shot past and headed straight for the edge of the drive. ‘Leave it!’ Hugh shouted but gave up with a dismissive wave of his hand. At least Millie wouldn’t have to rake the gravel over it in the morning.

He took Danny upstairs and made him clean his teeth – ‘Takes that horrid taste away,’ – then helped him to strip off his outer clothing before rolling him into bed and tucking a fresh towel from the linen cupboard over the pillow just in case. He went back downstairs, filled up a glass of water and found an enamel bowl which he put on the floor beside Danny before sitting on the edge of the bed for a minute and looking down at the pale face.

‘How do you feel now?’ he said.

‘Bit better,’ Danny mumbled into the towelling.

‘Good lad. Well, there’s a bowl just there if you get caught short and Mummy’ll be up soon. Probably best if you try and get a bit of shut-eye. You’ll be right as ninepence in the morning.’

He folded the clothes, damp side in and picked them up from the floor to take downstairs. When he went into the kitchen, June was washing out a pail in the sink. She jerked round to face him and backed further away.

‘I’ve mopped it over with soda bic,’ she said, her eyes sliding away, her hand worrying the belt at her waist. ‘It’ll not smell a bit, I promise you.’

‘Bicarbonate of soda,’ Hugh said, picking up the pot beside the sink and reading the label. ‘Well, there’s a thing. Never too old to learn, eh?’

He stood for a moment, wondering why she was so anxious.

‘I’ll just pop these down in the laundry room, shall I?’ he said.

‘I’ll take them,’ she said quickly.

‘Don’t worry. You can sort them out in the morning. Good job there’s no school tomorrow.’

When he came back to the kitchen, June jumped again.

‘Are you all right?’ Hugh said. ‘You seem a bit rattled.’

‘I’m really, really sorry about Danny and the mess and the trouble.’

‘Forget it.’

‘You was having a fine time and I made you go early.’

‘I wasn’t having that fine a time. I’m not much of a chap for dances, to be honest.’

‘Then Danny was sick all over your car.’

‘These things happen. Last time someone was sick in my car, I had to clean it up myself. Come to think of it, I was the one who chucked up.’ He started to laugh. She gave him a nervous smile. Poor girl looked scared as hell. At first Hugh couldn’t think why. Then he remembered poor little Danny cowering away from him after he was sick. There was only one possible explanation and the thought of it made him angry and very sorry for June.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘I happen to know where Millie hides old Mr Sanger’s poteen. Why don’t we treat ourselves to a nightcap? Make up for leaving the dance early.’

He clattered through the cupboards to find some glasses and fetched the poteen. This would cheer her up, surely – but no, she was still standing by the sink, looking cowed and humble.

‘Come on, June. Come and sit down.’ He beckoned to her. When she finally sat he chinked the edge of his glass against her. ‘Down the hatch,’ he said and tossed it back. Lovely. June took a few sips, then a few more. ‘He’s a capital young man, your Danny,’ he said. ‘It’s great fun having him here.’

‘He likes you.’

‘Bit of a Daddy’s boy is he?’

June shook her head.

‘Bill blames Danny for everything that’s wrong with us.’

‘Blames him? Whatever for?’

And as the evening wore on, out came the whole story. Turns out June was a country girl in another life, grew up in Kent. Fell for this waste of space one summer, one of the travelling hop-pickers when she was just fifteen and ran away with him. She was trying to explain that he wasn’t all bad but Hugh thought he sounded little better than a pikey. Her folks never forgave her, never wanted to see her again.

‘We had this little room in Stepney,’ she said, ‘and we was as happy as clams. Course, I was already expecting Danny but didn’t know it. It was a shock for Bill – his little girl old enough to have a baby of her own – and he started drinking. And when he drank…’ She shook her head. ‘He had such a temper on him. I didn’t mind so much for me but then he starts on Danny. I weren’t no match for him.’

‘Why didn’t you go back to Kent?’

‘I couldn’t, not after everything. Go back and show them they was right? I couldn’t go doing that. Thought the war was a godsend, Bill being away so much and all but when he’d come home on leave, it was worse than ever. Then bang – a great big bomb drops out of the sky and all me old life goes up in smoke.’ June smiled. The poteen had made her cheeks glow and in the low light of the kitchen she looked quite pretty. ‘Reckon Hitler done me a good turn when he sent those bombers over London. I didn’t even tell my neighbours we was being evacuated. Me and Danny, we just walked into a rehousing centre and took the first spot, and it was here. Reckon I hope this ruddy war never ends.’

Later in the evening Hugh went off to the cellar to fetch another bottle of booze. He knew it wasn’t such a great idea. He missed a step on the way down, felt his heel drum down a couple of treads and he supported himself on the wall, giggling. Down there, in the humid darkness that smelt of earth and mould, he imagined it was Millie waiting in the kitchen, looking up at him with those trusting eyes. He could see it was doing June good, talking about things. Hugh had always been a good listener. Pity Millie didn’t open up to him like that.



Bloody hell, he had a head on him the next morning. He had no idea how he got back home. He opened the curtains with some trepidation, squinting at the early morning sun that seemed ridiculously bright but there was the Austin, parked haphazardly, down in the yard. Like a horse, that car, he thought. Knows its way home. Oops. The driver’s door was still open. That was bit of a giveaway. He ought to get down there before his mother spotted it.

Instead, he sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and drained the glass of water on the side table, refilled it from the pitcher and took several more deep gulps. He’d ferret out a couple of Aspro when he got downstairs. He’d be right as rain after a good breakfast.

Despite his hangover, his mood was rather chipper. It must have been that dance with Millie. He may have forgotten several hours at the end of the evening but he remembered that.

Something was definitely going on there. She was very physical, bumping her body against him; even laughing as they spun, no reserve whatsoever. It certainly got his blood up. He was pretty cross when Ruby whisked him away. He saw the look in Millie’s eye, knew she was fed up too and that gave him a wonderful feeling. She’d wanted to go on dancing with him.

Bloody hell, if Danny hadn’t stuffed his face with sweets and sickened himself, Hugh could have danced with Millie again – all night in fact. He threw himself back on the counterpane and flung his arms above his head.

As he stared up at the ceiling, another rather unpleasant feeling crept over him, a feeling of shame and he frowned, trying to think what he had to feel bad about. It didn’t last very long, the feeling, because he realised what it was. He shouldn’t have driven the car when he was drunk. That was a pretty stupid thing to do. Never mind, he thought, sitting up. Guilt was a useless emotion. He’d learned from quite a young age that it was much better to forgive yourself.




Chapter Fifty Three

Brigsie skipped church and set off towards the Downs early. It was a long old haul over to Morney Beswick’s farm. She hadn’t slept a wink all night. Once she’d recovered from the shock of Millie’s confession, she realised something was still off kilter. Millie had seemed a lot of things that first morning of the blizzard, but frightened? No. She seemed desperate to get rid of her. Why would she do that if she were afraid the man would come back? Brigsie could think of only one reason: she wanted to be alone with him.

But could Brigsie trust her own interpretation? Or was she imagining Millie’s guilt as a salve to her own? After all, she was little better herself. She’d promised her friend that she wouldn’t tell when she knew all along it was far too late. But was it? That’s what she didn’t know, that’s what she had to find out.

She’d spent months waiting for the hammer to fall, waiting to see what was going to happen to Millie. When that constable turned up, she held her breath for days but still nothing happened. She began to think that maybe her message hadn’t got through. Perhaps it was found by someone else. Those village boys were little demons with their relentless games of Nazi hunting. Suppose one of them had taken the note, kept the buttons as souvenirs, swapping them for bits of shrapnel or spent gun casings which turned up in the fields every now and again?

After half an hour of cycling along the ridge, the land began to drop. In the distance Brigsie could see the course of the river running through the valley and below her, the thick trees which surrounded the village of Norrington. She let the bike freewheel down the hill. It was a beautiful morning and she could feel the air fluttering the hem of her Sunday frock as she sped along. She should be filled with joy that summer was nearly here but instead she felt a churning, insecure feeling in her guts. She knew she was breaking all the rules but what else could she do? She had to speak to Morney Beswick.

Fifteen minutes later she was cycling up the long, tree-lined track to Manor Farm. It was cool under the trees and a shiver ran over her skin, bobbling her flesh. She was glad when she broke out of the shade and onto the sun-bleached drive, which swept round in a circle to the front door. It was a handsome house, very symmetrical, three large windows each side of the front door, six on the next storey and a coat of arms smack in the middle. It looked like a giant doll’s house, as if you could swing open the whole of the front and see all the rooms and furniture inside.

She leant her bike against a stone planter by the front door and pulled on the doorbell. She heard a faint ringing in the bowels of the house, the distant barking of dogs. While she waited, she looked out across the drive. It was fringed with merry daffodils, their trumpets knocking together in the breeze but the lawn beyond had been stripped down to bare earth, ready for vegetables.

She was let in by a girl in a maid’s uniform. She looked about twelve. She was probably a bit older but still too young to enlist. She showed Brigsie into a book-lined library which smelt of woodsmoke from last night’s fire, although the room was cold and still. A longcase clock ticked gently in one corner and Brigsie went over and stared up at the dial. A chubby-faced moon peeked out from behind the brass at the top but she thought it had a rather mournful expression.

‘Miss Paterson,’ a voice said behind her. ‘What an unexpected pleasure.’ Morney Beswick strode across the rugs, two large dogs weaving around behind him.

He was a short man, but stocky with a wide, friendly face and the confidence of the well-bred. He had the powdery skin of a redhead, although his hair and moustache were a dark mahogany, just a spattering of grey around his temples.

‘You’re admiring my moon dial,’ he said, coming to rest beside her and taking up a wide-legged stance, his arms crossed. A fresh tang of the outdoors clung to him, mixed with the vanilla scent of pipe tobacco.

‘The old thing’s come into her own again. Very useful, knowing when we can expect a full moon, what with all this blackout nonsense.’

He swung round and looked at her, an expectant twinkle in his pale blue eyes.

Brigsie didn’t know where to start, didn’t know how to begin and after a couple of moments, Mr Beswick gave a grunt and walked over to the fireplace.

‘Looks like you’d better sit down,’ he said, picking up a pipe from the mantelpiece and tapping it against the inside of the grate. He didn’t light it. He peered into the bowl, twisted the mouthpiece round a few times and placed his foot on the fender. Brigsie sat on the edge of one of the chairs, holding her gas-mask box on her lap.

‘I’ve made a dreadful mistake,’ she said. Mr Beswick frowned and tapped the stem of his pipe against his teeth. ‘The thing is,’ she went on, ‘I thought I’d seen something incriminating and I passed it on through the dead drop and…’

Mr Beswick held up his hand and said, ‘I must stop you there. I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’

Brigsie jumped to her feet. ‘But you have! You’re our section commander.’

Mr Beswick flared his nostrils and glared down into the bowl of his pipe. He began to breathe quite hard, as if he’d just finished a sprint. He dropped the pipe on the chimney piece with a clatter and strode across to the open door. He closed it with care, as if he was deep in thought but when he turned, he had a face like thunder.

‘How dare you,’ he said, his tone low but sufficiently threatening to make both dogs rise from the rug in front of the grate and slink to the back of the room. ‘You took an oath to discuss your war work with no one.’

‘I have to talk to someone.’

‘The Special Duty Branch isn’t some sort of gossip club, Miss Paterson. You’ve signed the Official Secrets Act.’

‘I know. Of course I know that but I’ve accused someone of something and I was wrong and I don’t know if the message got through…’ Mr Beswick started speaking over her but she rattled on, raising her voice above his until he fell silent, ‘… because nothing’s happened to the person I pointed the finger at and I’m terrified the note has fallen into the wrong hands and I need you to send a message to military intelligence to say that I was wrong, or to ask if they got the message, or…’

Mr Beswick folded his arms and looked down at the rug.

‘It seems to me,’ he said, calmer now, ‘you don’t know what you want. It also seems to me that my recommendation to the Branch was misguided…’

‘It wasn’t.’

He quietened her with a raised hand and continued, ‘I can only thank God that the threat of imminent invasion has passed for the time being because a person like you would have put many lives at risk, including those of myself and my family.’

‘I wouldn’t.’

‘Miss Paterson,’ he barked. Brigsie dropped her head. ‘I made it absolutely clear to you when I initially approached you to join us that there are no links – I know nothing of your dead drops, I have no idea where the transmitters are, and apart from the handful of people recruited by myself, I have no idea who signed up for this work. What I do know, however, is that you cannot be trusted and because of that, a great number of people will be put to a great deal of inconvenience.’

Brigsie heard a gentle whirr coming from the clock. She felt a terrible falling, a shrinking back of her heart. The clock began to chime the quarters, its cool sound filling the room with music but when it began to strike the hours, it sounded for all the world like a judge’s gavel, pounding the bench.

‘Clearly,’ Mr Beswick continued, ‘it is quite impossible for you to remain a member of the Special Duty Branch…’

‘No. I beg you…’

‘It’s completely out of the question that you continue this work, Miss Paterson.’

‘I want to go on serving my country.’

He gave a sort of amazed guffaw, shook his head as if clearing it and said, ‘Well, you’d better use your imagination then. You certainly can’t stay in the area as a Land Girl.’

‘I don’t want to leave the Land Army.’

‘You should have thought of that before you came bleating to me. It’s too late now. Make your excuses to Mrs Sanger if you must, but be gone by the end of the week. And by the way, I must remind you that you remain bound by the Official Secrets Act. I would like you to leave now.’ He opened the door, waiting with his head bowed until she passed through.

She felt so shaken she was quite unable to get up onto the saddle of her bicycle. Instead, she pushed it wearily along the dark tunnel of trees, the sprockets clicking like a metronome. Her mind was so scattered, she didn’t know what to do next – tear out her hair, pluck out her eye, throw herself into a river. Her shame clamoured in her ears and she wanted to shrink from the world, disappear without a trace.

She reached the end of the drive and hauled herself onto the bicycle. She weaved along the lane, too weak to get up any speed. She knew she could never face Millie again, never face Hugh or June or Ruby. She had to leave the farm, go back to the ATS.

She’d trained as a mechanic at the start of the war but switched to the Land Army when winter came. She’d hated working in those freezing garages and hangars, her nostrils full of the smell of petrol and fumes.

Now, it seemed a fitting hell to return to. Her penance would be giving up these huge skies, these vast fields, these endless horizons. She would forego the nip of a fresh dawn for the misery of lying on icy concrete, underneath a filthy engine. She would turn her back on the close comfort of women friends and return to the male world of crude banter and puerile putdowns.

As she cycled between the verges, already padded with billowing cow parsley, she knew she must banish herself from this Garden of Eden to pay for the awful mess she’d made of everything.




Chapter Fifty Four

Lukas couldn’t sleep. He was fairly certain a couple of his ribs were cracked. Turning over in bed was ludicrously painful. His head thundered from the beating and he could feel the contusion at the base of his calf throbbing and stiffening.

It wasn’t the pain that kept him awake; it was the thought that Fleischmann and his mob would come for him in the night. Rumour spread like wildfire through the camp; if they got wind of his interview with a British officer, he was a dead man walking.

He looked across to the dark shape of Fischer sleeping in the next bed. He’d be all right. Fischer stayed safe by playing the ass. Provided he wasn’t stupid enough to intervene when the Rollkommando came to get him, they’d quickly loose interest in him.

A feeble pre-dawn glowed grey in the window opposite. He heard the faint sound of boots walking carefully on gravel. It sounded like two, maybe three soldiers. The balloon of anxiety that had been growing in his chest all night burst and an odd sort of ease, resignation perhaps, swept through him.

He pushed himself up in the bed. Spikes of pain lanced deep into his body, making him wince. He swung his legs out and, holding onto his side, bent to retrieve his boots. He didn’t want Fischer to see him dragged away. He would go quietly, fight for his life once he was out of the hut.

His struggled to work his swollen ankle into the boot, grunting with pain. The handle of the door rattled quietly, the cool air of dawn swept up the dormitory. Lukas stood. Two bulky figures walked towards him.

They had guns.

These weren’t Rollkommandos. These were English guards.

Of course. Captain Trevelyan. He wasn’t going to let his asset stay in the camp a moment longer than necessary.

One of the guards handed him his jacket and coat, the other mimed that he must put them on. When Lukas opened his mouth to speak, the guards lifted the muzzles of their guns and shook their heads. The more solid of the two leaned towards him and whispered, ‘Clear your locker.’ Lukas recoiled. The guard’s breath smelt of rusted nails and bad meat. ‘Take everything. You’ll not be coming back.’

Lukas glanced across at Fischer curled up in the next bed and silently wished him well. Part of him was sorry not to be heading to Canada for a bit of tree felling. That would be a type of freedom, compared to the situation he was in now.

They marched him across to the washrooms, then on to the mess hut. He was given a bowl of porridge and a mug of sweet tea by a bleary-eyed private behind the serving hatch. He hobbled to the nearest table. When he started to eat, the sound of the spoon catching the edge of his enamel bowl echoed round the room. The two guards stood by the exit, talking to one another in hushed voices and smoking, waiting for him to finish.

Dawn was breaking over the horizon as they escorted him towards the gatehouse. There wasn’t a soul around, apart from a handful of guards, stifling yawns at the end of their shifts. It wouldn’t be long before the bugle sounded for roll call. The guard with the bad breath checked his watch and picked up the pace. They want me out of sight, Lukas thought, before the others wake.

At the gatehouse, he was handed over to a pair of new guards waiting by the tailgate of a closed truck. These two were less taciturn. The dark-haired one had a missing front tooth and asked him, please, to step up into the back, waiting patiently as Lukas hauled himself up, grunting with pain. Then he climbed in behind him. The younger guard, a boy with a snub nose and pale blue eyes, handed up several large thermos containers, tin mugs and padded carriers before climbing up into the lorry and joining them.

‘You look like you’ve been in the wars,’ the guard with the missing tooth said, then roared with laughter. ‘But we all are, I suppose.’

The lad chuckled and caught Lukas’s eye.

‘You speak English, yes?’ he said in a piping voice.

‘I do.’

‘That’s good,’ the one with the missing tooth said. ‘We don’t speak no Kraut.’

The tailgate was slammed up from outside and the canvas secured. Lukas heard the plaintiff call of the bugle as the truck rumbled away from the camp. He imagined Fischer waking, stretching and breaking wind, the first laugh of the day, before seeing the folded mattress and asking the others, ‘Anyone seen Lukas? Do you know where Lukas went?’

Would he think the Rollkommando had got him? Probably not. He’d just consign him to the long list of pilots he’d never see again.

‘Do you know where we go?’ Lukas asked.

The gap-toothed guard shook his head. ‘Sorry, mate. South is all we know,’ but they were happy to chat about the weather, army food, general stuff and it took his mind off this unpleasant feeling of uncertainty. Gradually the canvas overhead lightened, the roads became smoother and every now and then Lukas heard columns of heavy vehicles passing outside.

They stopped several times during the morning, usually at checkpoints, once at a barracks where the guards changed over, then back into the drumming boredom of the lorry, the smell of exhaust and petrol, the monotonous drone of the wheels. The shafts of light, flashing underneath the canvas, faded on one side as the sun rose, brightened on the other and disappeared altogether with the coming darkness.

Lukas was glad of his Canada coat. As they drove through the night, the wind resistance rattled the canvas as if they were driving into the teeth of a gale while the metal of the seat sucked the warmth from his body. He tried to get comfortable, propped up against the back of the cab, his coat wrapped tightly around him, the collar pulled up against the draughts.

To take his mind off the pain, he imagined the road passing beneath them was a ribbon, drawing him further south, nearer to Millie. Images floated into his consciousness but before he could grasp them, the truck would hit a bump in the road, or lurch to a juddering stop and he’d wake fully, pain scissoring through his body. He was cold to the bone and a dusty, grinding nausea was building deep in his stomach.

More stops. Different guards. Another barracks in the shivering darkness for a meal in another empty dining room and back on the road.

All the time he bargained with himself. How much was he prepared to do? What if, having agreed, he became uncooperative? This pointless, circular argument filled him with a hollow despair. Why bother to save Millie from the noose if he was only postponing it? And would they really do that, hang her for taking pity on an injured man, this nation who prided itself on mercy?



It was still dark when they arrived but as he stepped down onto the gravelled drive, his body stiff and frozen, he heard the clear note of a blackbird. It was nearly dawn. The song sounded so sweet and clear, he imagined a delicate puff of steam rising from the bright yellow beak into the chill morning air and there, further off to his left, a trill of notes answered the call. He filled his lungs with the smell of the countryside, clear as schnapps, a balm after the purgatory of the lorry.

He was taken along the side of a building, clumps of shrubbery against the walls visible in the dark. It didn’t look like a prisoner-of-war camp although he could see a watchtower in the distance silhouetted against the sky. On the third floor he was shown into a room. It had the standard metal bedstead but there was a sink in the other corner, a desk in front of the window, a side table and a lamp. On a chair beside the bed was a pile of folded clothes. The guard checked his watch.

‘Two hours before reveille,’ he said. ‘I’d get some shut-eye if I were you.’

Lukas eased off his boots and lowered himself onto the bed, reaching down to pull the cover up his body. He pressed his freezing fingers onto his neck to warm them and his dark thoughts swept in again.

Where had his honour gone, he wondered, his patriotism, his love for his country? Love can make men betray their wives; it sometimes makes mothers betray their children. Which was more cowardly – agreeing to this blackmail or turning his back on a woman who had helped him, cared for him, loved him? He didn’t know any longer, but he knew he wouldn’t sleep.

A minute later the guards woke him. For a moment he thought they’d decided to deprive him of sleep to force him to co-operate. He felt a wave of muddled dread grip his throat but then one of the guards clattered with the blackout shutters, dropping them to the floor with a thud, letting broad daylight pour into the room.

His mistake made him feel foolish, exposed, as if they’d seen his panic, heard his thoughts. He was disgusted with himself. Another guard came in with a tray and put it on the desk.

‘Sergeant Thalhaüser will be along shortly,’ he said.

‘Who?’

‘Our unit leader. He sent this up for you. Take some.’ He handed him a pink packet with Aspro written across it in blue. ‘They’ll help with the pain. Better eat up,’ the guard said as they left, locking the door behind them.

Lukas struggled to get his boots back on. He went over to inspect his breakfast – porridge and a mug of tea. What else did he expect? He ate standing up, staring out of the window, trying to get his bearings.

He could see a collection of Nissen huts in a large paddock to the left of the main building, the heavily wooded countryside stretching away beyond. On the right was another wing. It seemed he was staying in a large country house, brick-built with stone-mullioned windows. He wondered if it might once have been a hotel.

He heard voices approaching and the door swung open, admitting a tall, fine-looking man in a British uniform. His thick hair was combed back from his face and looked as if it had been shingled, the ridges bright with Brylcreem. He had large features and luminous eyes, black as plums. He was a Jew.

‘Good morning, Oberleutnant Schiller,’ he said, in faultless German. ‘I am Sergeant Thalhaüser. As you can see, we’ve left some clothing for you. I suggest you change out of your prison uniform. Most of the time you’ll be working on your own but occasionally, contact with members of my unit will be unavoidable and questions may be asked. Gentlemen,’ he said to the guards, ‘let us give Oberleutnant Schiller a moment of privacy to change before we take him downstairs.’

Half an hour later, Lukas marched along the corridors behind Sergeant Thalhaüser. The two guards marched behind but, instead of army boots, they wore soft-soled desert boots, which squeaked on the floor as they walked.

The Sergeant chattered over his shoulder in a quiet voice as they walked, explained they were in the servants’ quarters of the house. ‘Very useful, being able to come and go without being seen,’ he added with a smile.

They threaded their way down narrow, twisting staircases.

On one landing Lukas smelt food; as they went lower, he smelt oil. When they reached the basement he heard the roar of the boilers in a tunnel ahead, saw the ceiling was thick with service ducts and wires. They went up another short flight of stairs and into a long passage of closed doors.

‘Right,’ the sergeant said, showing Lukas into an airless cubicle, ‘this is you.’ A large desk stood against the wall, piled high with buff-coloured folders, stuffed with papers.

‘I hope you can work one of those things,’ Sergeant Thalhaüser said, pointing at the typewriter on the table.

‘What am I expected to do?’

‘I thought all that had been explained to you.’

‘No.’

The sergeant gave a little sigh and beckoned Lukas over to the table, taking a file from the top of the pile. ‘These are German transcripts. All you have to do is transcribe them into English for us.’

‘What are they?’

‘Well, that’s not really the point, is it?’

One last chance to show them that he still had his pride.

‘I will not help you win a war against my country.’

Sergeant Thalhaüser closed the cover of the folder and took a step forward. The good humour had gone from his face and his luminous eyes bored into Lukas’s.

‘Our country, Oberleutnant Schiller. I think you mean our country.’




Chapter Fifty Five

Women are the very devil, Hugh thought, chugging across the Downs in the early morning to collect the churns from Enington Farm. After the dance, he’d had every intention of saying, ‘Look, June, old girl. I think we both had a bit too much to drink the other night. No harm done and all that,’ but now too much time had passed. Whenever he was at the farm, June drifted around the milking sheds like a wraith, casting her eyes to the floor if he looked at her. He was trying to make amends by being extra helpful around Danny but instead of improving things, she’d started avoiding him altogether, feigning tiredness, leaving Millie to manage the milking on her own.

And having Christaff Farrow home on leave – Surgeon Lieutenant if you please – didn’t help the situation. He was a nice bloke though. Hugh took him over to the pub on his second night, heard all about his war, seas so cold that metal took the skin off the palms of your hand if you grasped it without gloves. They talked a lot about girls too, seemed Christaff was quite the ladies’ man and Hugh couldn’t quite resist having a brag about the girls over at Enington.

On top of all that, Brigsie had upped and left for no apparent reason at all. That was probably boyfriend trouble too. Hugh knew she’d been knocking around with some Canadian. Perhaps he’d given her the bum’s rush.

Whatever the explanation, poor old Millie had been left completely in the lurch. In fact, the only person at Enington who was a bit less irritating than usual was Ruby. Her stock had risen as the others had fallen. She kept up her teasing and banter, oblivious to anyone else’s mood and it kept things bowling along. Of course, the bulk of the work still landed squarely on Mills but this morning Hugh was going to change all that.

When he turned into the yard, he could see Danny was down in the paddock, bashing nettles with a bamboo cane, or killing Nazis, as he preferred to call it. He ran towards the stables, making machine-gun noises, clutched his stomach and flung himself into the grass with a gurgling cry of agony. A moment later he hopped up and belted into the stables, racing up the ladder towards the loft.

It was the summer holidays and Hugh knew the boy was bored. Never mind. Harvest camp would be starting soon; that would keep him out of Millie’s hair.

Millie came out into the yard. She raised a weary hand and then, to Hugh’s surprise, sank down on the mounting block. Gyp ambled over towards her and she laid her hand across the dog’s shoulders, dropped her head back on the wall and closed her eyes. Hugh scrambled out off the tractor and went over to her.

She rolled her head towards him and smiled.

‘It’s going to be hot today,’ she said, ‘I can smell it in the air.’

‘You look absolutely done in, old girl,’ he said.

‘I’m a bit tired.’

He sat down next to her and she looked at him with unexpected warmth.

‘What are you cooking up, Hugh?’ she said, narrowing her eyes.

He squinched his eyes too, feeling the tug of conspiratorial excitement in his chest. Something was changing between them. He was sure of it. He slapped his thighs and got to his feet.

‘I’ve a proposal to put to you.’

‘What?’

She looked so panicked, he laughed out loud.

‘Don’t be horrified,’ he said, ‘you can always say no. I was wondering if you’d like to learn how to drive the old Fordson here.’

‘Goodness,’ she said.

‘Thing is, I’ve gone and hired myself a brand new Ferguson, what with all this extra production, and it makes sense if this old thing,’ he nodded his head towards the tractor, ‘is donated to Enington. Thousands of Land Girls are driving them up and down the country now.’

‘I’d love to learn. Is it hard?’

‘No – once you’ve got the darned thing started, that’s a bit of a knack. Want to have a go?’

‘What, now?’

‘Why not?’

‘Are we going far?’

‘I’ll take us up to a safe field for your first lesson.’

‘What about Danny?’ she said, cocking her head in the direction of the stables.

‘Bring him along. He can keep Gyp company.’

As Hugh stood there, waiting for a reply, he worked his thumbnail into a callous on the palm of his hand. Her eyes darted around – she was trying to think of all the things that would stop her coming but then the corner of her mouth tilted up, ever such a little, and his tummy gave a flip.

‘I’d better leave a note,’ she said.

He grinned from ear to ear but it didn’t matter, she couldn’t see. She was heading towards the house and there was definitely a lightness to her step. He wondered if she’d passed that magic point his mum kept talking about.

What was it? That the human heart can only hold on to strong emotions for a limited length of time – love, hate, revenge, grief – and eventually all of them come to a natural end. Had enough time passed since Jack’s death for Millie to finally stop grieving?

‘Hey, Danny,’ he called but there was no reply.

He sauntered towards the stables, a combination of the weather and the conversation with Millie filling his heart with happiness.

He heard a crack like a bird scarer going off.

To his horror saw a small body dropping from the first floor of the stables and landing with a soft bounce in a litter of hay.




Chapter Fifty Six

Millie was leaning over the kitchen table scribbling the note when she heard the shot. She knew exactly what it was. She pounded across the yard, a thousand horrors hammering through her. She’d forgotten the gun – how could she have forgotten the gun?

As she swung around the door and into the stables, she was assailed by a far worse terror.

Hugh was on his knees, cradling Danny against him. She came to a halt, bent over him, her hands on her knees to steady herself. Her head was still ringing with the sound of the shot. In a fever of terror, she scanned the white shirt, the bare legs sticking out from the shorts. No blood.

‘Is he dead?’ she whispered.

Hugh stared up at her with a look of such pain, she could scarcely breathe but an instant later his head snapped back to stare at the boy and she saw it too. His thin shoulders heaving under his aertex shirt.

He was alive.

She flung herself into the hay next to Hugh. Danny took a deep breath and let out an ear-splitting howl.

Within seconds his cries were mixed with louder, more hysterical screams and June rushed in, bare-footed, her hair unpinned, still wearing her night things. She shoved Millie aside.

‘What happened? Danny, Danny. Speak to me.’ As she wrestled with Hugh to take possession of him, Millie frantically cast her eyes around the floor and there it was – the gun lying on the concrete. She kicked it underneath the hay with her foot.

‘It went off,’ he wailed, ‘my arm hurts.’

‘Which arm?’ Hugh said, taking hold of one of his hands. Danny letting out a piercing scream.

‘Don’t, Hugh,’ Millie said.

‘He’s dislocated it.’

‘No, he hasn’t.’

‘How would you know?’

Because, she wanted to say, it doesn’t look anything like a dislocation.

‘He’s broken it,’ June said. ‘He’s broken his bloody arm. He’s got to go to hospital.’ She began crying louder than Danny. At that moment Ruby appeared, her face screwed up in disgust at the level of noise.

‘What the bleedin’ hell’s goin’ on out here?’

‘Danny fell.’

‘I found a gun,’ he said between sobs. ‘It went off and I jumped back…’ and his voice trailed into another heart-rending wail.

‘Gun?’ Hugh said, getting to his feet and looking around the floor. ‘What gun? One of Jack’s? Millie?’

‘It was a Jerry gun,’ Danny said in a wavering voice.

‘Rubbish.’

‘It was,’ he said as he began to sob again, whether from pain or because they didn’t believe him it hardly mattered because Hugh had begun to search through the hay where the boy lay. Millie watched him, almost suffocated by her heartbeats.

He stopped, dived down into the straw and pulled out the Luger.

‘Well, I’ll be…’

He looked straight at her and she couldn’t hide the terror in her face but then she thought, that’s all right, that’s natural.

‘God almighty, Millie,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘It looks like that constable was right. You did have a German hiding here after all,’ but to her utter astonishment, there was no hint of accusation in his tone, only concern.

‘When?’ she said, wondering if the fear in her voice was the right kind of fear.

‘I don’t know. Let me think. It couldn’t have been for long or we’d have known – we’re in and out of the place all the time. It must have been during the blizzard.’

His blind trust in her was almost unbearable but there was too much at stake not to use it.

‘But you came over in the blizzard,’ she said.

‘Of course I did. Crikey – well, if he wasn’t already hiding here that night, he sure as hell wouldn’t have managed to get over here while you were snowed in. Maybe he sheltered up there,’ and Hugh pointed to the loft, ‘for a short time, realised it was too dangerous, what with all of us coming and going and left as soon as possible. But why did he leave the gun?’

‘So they wouldn’t think he was a bloody Nazi,’ Ruby piped up.

‘Can you all stop?’ June wailed. ‘Danny needs to get to hospital. Please.’

‘Yes. Of course,’ Hugh said. He peered down at the gun in his hand, turning it until he found the magazine release. He emptied out the bullets, checked the chamber and dropped the gun into his pocket. ‘Up you hop, Danny.’

In her panic and confusion, Millie felt overwhelmed with irritation and said sharply, ‘Don’t be ridiculous. He can’t stand on the tractor and hold on properly with a broken arm.’

‘Well, what the bloody hell do you suggest?’

The argument had shut Danny and June up completely. Ruby was leaning against the wall, an amused spectator. Millie caught Hugh by the arm and pulled him over to the entrance.

She wanted to plunge her hand into his pocket, take the gun and beg him to say nothing – but what was the point? There were too many witnesses. All she could do was carry on as if she were innocent of everything.

‘I suggest you keep your voice down,’ she said, ‘You’re frightening them. Then I suggest you take the tractor over to Steadham and collect the Austin. Your mum can ring Dr Wilson while you drive back here and collect them. We’ll make Danny as comfortable as we can.’

Without a word, Hugh trudged out into the yard and got the tractor going. Millie walked across as he climbed up but he stared right over the top of her head, swung onto the track and disappeared over the horizon.

She squeezed her eyes together in despair. Hugh may be the only hope she had of sliding out of this one and she’d alienated him where she should have soothed him. She would make it right with him before the police came to pick her up.

She wished she could get her thoughts straight. How long was Lukas here? The farm wasn’t under snow for all of it. Oh God, or was this it? Could she somehow use Hugh’s appearance that night as an alibi?




Chapter Fifty Seven

Hugh was absolutely livid, not because a nice morning teaching Millie to drive the tractor had been ruined – that couldn’t be helped. No, it was the way Millie dressed him down in front of everyone. Him, of all people, who’d taken care of the boy, entertained him, looked out for him. How dare she tick him off like that.

‘I suggest you keep your voice down,’ Hugh said out loud, affecting a schoolmarmish tone, wagging his head about. He looked over his shoulder, worried someone might have spotted his pantomime.

Then he had a brainwave. Christaff was a quack. He’d pick up Christaff and bring him along to sort everything out. That would show her. And it did. The sight of this rather dashing fellow climbing out of the Austin took her quite aback.

Danny was lying in the sitting room, covered in a blanket when they arrived. June had finally got dressed; Ruby hadn’t – naturally. She floated around in some diaphanous number trying to get Christaff’s attention.

Christaff was too professional for all that. He had a look at the boy’s arm, told him he was being very brave and asked him to wiggle his fingers. Then he felt along the arm and said he thought it was a greenstick fracture and Danny needed to have a plaster on it.

‘Really truly?’ Danny said, his tear-stained face brightening.

‘The cottage hospital in Shawstoke will have a plaster room,’ Christaff said. ‘I’ll take him down if you like.’

Hugh didn’t much fancy going, what with June sulking away in the back seat. He was perfectly happy to chuck over the keys. Besides, while Christaff was getting his stuff together back at Steadham, Hugh had taken the opportunity to ring the local nick and let them know about the gun. They were sending someone up this afternoon. Despite still feeling cross with Millie he thought he ought to stay.



Constable Hanratty was filling the idle hour after the lunchtime rush by tipping his chair away from the desk and balancing it on its back legs. As he rocked, he stretched his arms up and peered at the sweat patches on his vest. God, it was hot.

When the phone on reception started to ring, he couldn’t be bothered to answer it. After a while, Walter Grey, the oldest constable in the nick, came shuffling out of the gents, still fiddling with his fly buttons and shot Hanratty a resentful look as he headed towards the front desk.

‘Shawstoke Police Station,’ Grey said. ‘How can I help you? Yes. I see. Wait a moment, let me grab something to write with. There now, Mr Adamson…’ Hanratty half turned his head. He recognised that name. Ah, yes. The farmer up on the Downs.

‘A gun you say…’

Hanratty rocked back a fraction more.

‘Found at Enington Farm.’

Hanratty crashed his chair down. Walter Grey jumped and turned round, making a cross shush sign at him.

‘A German Luger?’ Grey said in his piping voice. ‘Goodness. What a thing?’

Hanratty got to his feet abruptly, making the chair legs judder across the floorboards. He could feel his heart quickening. He bounded across to the front desk and tried to get Grey’s attention, but the old boy turned his back on him and went on writing.

‘Let me speak to him,’ he hissed.

But the irritating old fool said to the caller, ‘Thank you so much for letting us know. Someone will be up with you this afternoon to collect it and take a statement.’

Grey banged the received onto the cradle and turned to Hanratty.

‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing? First you won’t answer the ruddy thing, then you want to fight me to speak to the man.’

‘Did you say they’d found a German gun up at Enington Farm?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll go and take the statement.’

‘No, you won’t. You wait for the sergeant to get back from lunch and he’ll decide what to do.’

‘No time like the present,’ Hanratty said.

He grabbed hold of his jacket from the back of the chair and was on his bike before anyone could stop him. He set off through the town, pumping the pedals hard. Soon the ulcer on his leg was throbbing but he didn’t care. He could hardly contain himself. He’d been right all along.

He knew she looked the type. You can just tell. It wasn’t surprising her husband topped himself; a woman who’d betray her country wouldn’t think twice about betraying a husband. She was probably putting it about before – but this. This was different. She’d taken in a Kraut, a Hun, a fucking Nazi. They should drag her out of her house and slam her in a cell until the brass hats came and got her and tried her and hanged her.




Chapter Fifty Eight

Millie was weaving the string beans into their wigwams when she saw Constable Hanratty arrive. She knew it was him from the helmet swinging on the handlebars. Today he was wearing even less uniform, having slung his uniform jacket over the crossbar of his bike.

From the safety of the vegetable garden, she watched him dismount and pull off his bicycle clip. He lifted the hem of his trousers and fingered a filthy dressing on his shin before leaning the bike against the fence and pulling his jacket on.

She could hear Hugh hammering, down by the stables. He was mending a door for her. Initially she was irritated that he hadn’t gone with the others to the hospital, but now she was glad he was here. She watched as the constable set off towards the stables.

She couldn’t delay any longer or she would look even more guilty. As she crossed the yard, the heat shimmering off the surrounding fields made the air feel thick, increasing her sense of claustrophobia. The chalk dust kicked up by her boots caught in her throat, making her mouth dry and gritty.

She rounded the corner and saw Hugh pointing up to the open loft. Constable Hanratty already had the Luger in his hand. When he turned, she was certain he pointed it straight at her, but then an eyeless smile tightened his lips and he let the muzzle drop.

‘I was just showing the constable where the gun was found,’ Hugh said.

‘Mind if I go up and have a look?’ Hanratty said.

Before climbing the ladder, he checked the magazine and chamber, then pocketed the gun.

Millie watched him kicking the straw around with his foot, momentarily eased by the thought that there was nothing up there for him to find. She looked at Hugh who glanced up at the constable then rolled his eyes. Millie felt a wave of gratitude towards him.

‘Do you know exactly where the boy discovered it?’ Hanratty called down.

Millie and Hugh both shrugged and shook their heads. The constable climbed back down. He took out his notebook and flicked through until he found a blank page. Retrieving a pencil from behind his ear he said, ‘And what was the name of the boy?’

‘Danny Russell.’

‘Different name to you, madam. Not yours then?’

‘No. His mother is of one the evacuees billeted here.’

‘And her name?’

‘June Russell,’ she said. She took a deep breath to relieve the pounding in her chest but when she breathed out, it sounded like a heavy sigh. The constable looked up from his writing and narrowed his eyes.

‘And you still maintain, Mrs Sanger, that you had no idea the German was hiding up there?’

‘None whatsoever.’

‘How can that be?’

Hugh stepped forward and said, ‘Because from before dawn there are people in and out of the yard all day. He may have holed up there for a couple of hours, but he would have been on his way pretty smartish when he realised how busy it was.’

‘It wasn’t busy here during the blizzard,’ Hanratty said. ‘From what you told me last time, no one could reach the farm for days.’

‘No,’ Millie said. ‘Not during the blizzard. But unless he was already up there when the blizzard closed in, he wouldn’t have been able to reach the farm either.’

‘But he could have been here before the snow closed in.’ Hanratty stared fixedly at her.

‘That’s not possible. As Mr Adamson has just explained, there was too much to-ing and fro-ing for him to remain hidden so close to the farmhouse,’ she said.

‘But not in the farmhouse,’ Hanratty replied, a crafty smile on his face.

‘In the farmhouse?’ Hugh spluttered. ‘What absolute rot.’

Hanratty swung round to face Hugh and said, ‘I want a word with Mrs Sanger alone.’

‘That’s not happening,’ Hugh said.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I said, that’s not happening. Anything you want to say to Mrs Sanger, you say to both of us because frankly, I don’t like your tone and I don’t like your crackpot theories.’

Hanratty gave a sardonic chuckle at the back of his throat and said, ‘It’s not a crackpot theory. I have good evidence.’

‘What evidence?’ Hugh said, lifting his chin aggressively at the man.

‘I’m not at liberty to divulge that to you at present,’ – Hugh snorted with derision – ‘but I can tell you that I was in charge of the prisoner when he was first arrested…’

Millie felt a shock pass through her.

‘… and there is strong evidence that he was given sanctuary here.’

Hugh wrinkled up his face in disbelief and looked across at Millie. She stared back at him, certain that at any minute he’d see the guilt in her face and know that the constable spoke the truth.

‘That’s utter poppycock,’ Hugh said. ‘And I can prove it.’

‘Can you now?’

‘I most certainly can, because on the night of the blizzard, I managed to get over here. It was bloody difficult but I made it through. When the blizzard closed in, I was already here and, let me assure you, there was no one in the farmhouse except myself and Mrs Sanger.’

‘What? All night?’

Hugh looked at Millie, his eyes wide with embarrassment and indecision but she didn’t care any more. What use was maintaining her reputation now?

‘Yes, Constable,’ she said. ‘All night.’

‘I see,’ Hanratty said, a look of salacious interest on his face.

‘I stayed in the spare room,’ Hugh blustered.

‘Of course you did.’

‘I bloody well did.’ Hugh came right up to Hanratty and said, ‘So take the gun, put it into evidence or whatever you chappies do, and leave Mrs Sanger alone.’

Hanratty backed off, watching Hugh for any lunge of aggression. Then he turned to Millie and said, ‘You haven’t heard the last of this, Mrs Sanger.’



Hugh walked the track back to Steadham Farm, his nerves jangling. When it came out that he’d stayed the night with Millie, that pugnacious little policeman was positively licking his lips. It was horrible. Millie didn’t seem that angry with him but was keen for him to get off back home when all he wanted to do was stay and talk the whole thing through. Now he was desperate for a glass of beer and a sit down but the next thing to hit him when he went into the kitchen was the news that June and Danny were staying the night.

‘That’s ridiculous. I’ll run them back to Millie’s.’

‘No, you won’t,’ his mother said. ‘That poor little boy’s had a nasty accident. Him and his mum need looking after. Besides, Christaff says he’d like to keep an eye for twenty-four hours, just in case the arm swells inside the cast. Go on through and say hello then – they’re all in the sitting room.’

Hugh found Danny holding court on the sofa. He admired the cast and had a bash at drawing a picture of Gyp on it but everyone thought he’d drawn a cow. Mr Farrow drew a Spitfire and Mrs Farrow some sort of nondescript flower.

All through the evening, Hugh could feel June watching him. It was very disconcerting. When he left to fetch some more beer from the kitchen, she followed him.

She looked absolutely appalling under the bright strip light. He opened his mouth to say something and she flung herself at him, like a bird at a window, her hands pressed against his chest, her fingers worrying at the wool of his jumper. She muttered something inaudible and he twisted his head to try and catch it. All he could hear was sniffing. He took hold of her cold elbows and eased himself back, craning around to make sure they were alone.

‘Come on, old thing,’ he said, holding her firmly. ‘You’ve got to pull yourself together.’

‘You’ll take care of us, won’t you, Mr Adamson?’

Her voice rang out in the empty kitchen. However much despair it muffled, it was hard to ignore the tang of blame. Instinctively he threw a look towards the door.

‘Of course. What do you think I’m doing now?’ He meant it to sound hearty but it came out with an unexpected sharpness.

She stood stone still, staring at him, not even moving her hands.

‘Look,’ he said with assertive cheerfulness, ‘You mustn’t take on so. Accidents happen you know.’

She put a tight knuckle up to her mouth and he thought how harsh and beaten she looked. It bothered him because the childlike gesture seemed manipulative and sapped him of any pity. She was beginning to rather irritate him but luckily, just at that moment his mother appeared.

‘Danny’s looking absolutely bushed,’ Mrs Adamson said. ‘He really needs to go up. I’ve put you both in the sewing room. It’s quite cosy up there. I’ll do a couple of hotties to air the sheets,’ and she busied herself with the kettle.

When she’d finished, she handed them to Hugh and said, ‘Take these up, darling.’

‘Why me?’ but she just frowned at him and made a tutting noise.



He tapped gently on the door and heard June’s mousy voice say, ‘Come in.’

Danny was already under the covers. This used to be a maids’ room when Hugh was younger but now his mother kept her Singer sewing machine and ironing board up here. They’d been tidied away into a corner, and the beds, which were usually covered in pieces of fabric and half-made garments, cleared and made up. June was sitting on one of them, worrying a handkerchief in her fist.

‘I’ve brought you a couple of hot water bottles,’ he said, staying on the threshold and holding them out.

She reminded him of an animal, just old enough to know that humans are dangerous. It was almost as if he’d cornered her. Eventually she got to her feet and came towards him sideways, a bit like a dog that thinks he’s done something wrong. It was very irritating. She was almost inviting him to be cross with her. When she reached him, she mutely took the bottles from his hand with an obedient detachment, her eyes flicking expectantly across his face.

‘Night, night, Danny,’ he said over her shoulder and left the room, closing the door gently. As he walked back down the passage, he couldn’t get the image of her eyes out of his head.




Chapter Fifty Nine

As the weeks turned into months, Lukas became less afraid of betraying his country and more concerned that the monotony and isolation of the work would send him mad. Clearly he was translating the conversations of German prisoners of war but in all the months he’d been working, he hadn’t come across anything that particularly struck him as classified.

Most of the time he was translating grumbles about the likelihood of the invasion or the number of crew killed carrying out raids. The scripts didn’t give the speakers’ names, just code numbers, but he could work out if he was translating the words of a submariner, a soldier or a pilot.

Occasionally Lukas winced when he read transcripts boasting about the number of kills, some stories so fantastic they just couldn’t be true, but when the Luftwaffe pilots talked about their air battles, he recognised the respect they had for their enemy counterparts and he was glad of that.

His shift was ending. Down in the basement, it was impossible to tell what time of day it was but he could hear the commotion outside in the corridor that heralded the end of the day.

He’d worked out over the months that Sergeant Thalhaüser had a small team of translators in the other rooms but to maintain segregation, Lukas knew he had to wait until the corridor cleared before he was taken back to his quarters for his solitary supper. He could hear the congenial chatter moving away and he sighed.

Before the war he was no stranger to solitude, growing up without brothers or sisters, but his time with the Jugend and the years with his fellow cadets had softened him because now he missed companionship powerfully. It wasn’t so acute when he was working – in a way, he could hear the voices of his colleagues in some of the transcripts – but during the lonely evenings, he pined for company.

He finished off the sentence he was typing and folded his papers neatly away for the following morning. When the door opened, he was surprised to see Sergeant Thalhaüser.

‘Good evening, Oberleutnant Schiller.’

Lukas sprang to his feet and came to attention with a click of his heels.

‘Good evening, Sergeant Thalhaüser.’

‘How’s it all going?’ Lukas couldn’t think of an appropriate answer. ‘I wonder if I could borrow you for half an hour before you go back upstairs.’

‘I am at your disposal,’ Lukas said, seeing an opportunity to delay the return to his empty room.

‘Yes, I suppose you are. Come along then.’

The sergeant led him further down the corridor. Lukas could see two guards standing on either side of a door. When he reached them, the sergeant swung the door open and gestured Lukas inside.

The room smelt of dust and human bodies but there was another smell, pleasant and oddly comforting. Lukas couldn’t quite place it but then he got it – the mixture of shellac and warm cloth reminded him of the gramophone player his aunt had in Heidelberg.

There were half a dozen desks, each with a disc player and a small switchboard unit on them, headphones discarded beside them. For a moment Lukas wondered what sort of music the clerks listened to but then he realised, of course, they were listening to the conversations of the prisoners. For the first time since his arrival, he felt a building sense of anxiety that his complacency had been terribly misguided. This building was filled with listening equipment and he was down here, in the basement, spying on his fellow Germans along with all the other intelligence officers.

Sergeant Thalhaüser walked across to the far side of the room and beckoned to Lukas.

‘We have a recording here which has rather foxed us. You can see the transcript,’ he said, indicating a pad of pencil-written notes, ‘but one of the speakers has some sort of strong regional accent. I believe you spent some time in Heidelberg.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I thought it could be Franconian but I’m not that well travelled. I wasn’t sure. Whatever it is, we can’t make out some of the words,’ and the sergeant looked at Lukas and shrugged. ‘Would you listen and see if you can fill in the gaps in the transcript?’

Lukas sat down and picked up the headset. The sergeant leant forward and turned the machine on. Lukas recognised an Alsatian dialect.

‘We weren’t trained to shoot planes if they were flying straight at us,’ the voice said. The speaker sounded young, as if his voice had hardly broken.

Was this a pilot? Lukas thought.

‘We were above a much larger gun and when it fired there was such a big flash, I was blinded. Couldn’t see a thing.’

Probably not a pilot, Lukas thought. A gunner of some sort.

Another voice spoke.

‘By this time you were what? Drifting?’

‘Completely helpless,’ the first voice said, ‘and with night falling. Everyone was utterly worn out, waiting for the end. You didn’t know how or when but you knew it was coming.’

‘But you also knew she was unsinkable.’

There was a silence. All Lukas could hear was the hiss and crackle of the needle on the record, then a sniff. Was one of them crying or just composing himself? The boy with the strong accent began to talk again, his voice husky with emotion.

‘They came out of the fog. I don’t know what colour they were, but they looked black, really sinister, and then the firing began. It was a slaughterhouse. The shells sounded like trains when they went over us and when they hit us – my God. The bridge went, the cranes went, the gun turrets went. Shrapnel was clattering all round us and they just kept firing more and more and we were firing less and less.’

‘How long did it go on for?’

‘Oh, God. I don’t know. It seemed like hours. The noise, it does something to your head. You can’t think. I took shelter behind the turret. The gun was gone, useless. And everything was shot to pieces. Everything shaved clean off the ship. Piles of dead bodies. It was a terrible sight and still the shells came. And do you know what? I actually wanted to go below deck to fetch my girl’s photograph,’ – the boy began to laugh – ‘but I decided not to.’

The other man laughed and said, ‘What did you do?’

‘She was beginning to roll. I blew up my life vest and jumped.’

‘You were told to abandon ship?’

‘I think so.’

You weren’t, Lukas thought. You jumped to save your life and you don’t want to admit it. But God, who could blame you?

‘The others were yelling to jump,’ the boy continued. ‘I told you, the bridge had gone. We were on our own.’

‘So you ended up in the water?’

‘God, it was cold. And the oil. Everywhere, oil. I still smell of it. Do I still smell of it?’

‘Not really. Did they scuttle her?’

‘I don’t know. I think so. I was rescued with another sailor, a man called Rebold, Theodor Rebold. He was deep down in the hull and was given the order to abandon ship much earlier. He thought they were going to scuttle her. Otherwise he’d never have got out. He just kept climbing, up, up, up until he saw the light. But I saw her go down. I could draw it. Down she went, like this, vertically by the bow. It took about five minutes. Then, God, it was so quiet. Just the wind and men crying out in the water. I just thought I wanted to see my girl. You don’t ask how or why. You just want to.’

‘Who pulled you out?’

‘A British cruiser came among us. There were hundreds of us.’

‘Hundreds?’

Lukas didn’t know if the other speaker was a stool pigeon but he could tell by the tone of his voice that he was horrified by the sailor’s story. Clearly a huge battleship had gone down – how many men? Two thousand at least must have perished.

He stared at the disc, watching the grooves peeling away as the turntable spun, but his head was filled with the image of burning oil on the freezing ocean, thousands of bodies floating among the debris of the ship, a handful of men crying out for help.

‘Only hundreds,’ the lad said, ‘and we were still dying. We were swimming towards the ship and the waves kept pulling us back and then smashing us against the hull. It was like a cliff above us. I got hold of a rope from above but someone else got hold of my feet from below and I fell down again. It was terrible. But they treated us like brothers, the British. They’d been firing at us half an hour before and now they were trying to pull us out of the water.’

‘Did they get everyone?’

‘No. Half of them were smashed against the hull and dropped back into the water and drowned. And then we had to leave.’

‘Before they were all rescued?’

‘Yes. One of our bloody U-boats was somewhere out there, they said…’

Lukas heard the rhythmic tick as the needle retraced the last groove again and again. He imagined the sailors left behind, lifted by the great Atlantic rollers, the dizzying depth below. When did this boat sink? Could they still be out there, floating in their life vests. No, surely the cold would have killed them by now. Not a bad way to go, hypothermia. But the ocean, that’s not such a good place to die.

The Luftwaffe didn’t like their pilots carrying service weapons – some who had ditched in the sea were found with a single shot to the head. Not good for morale. But Lukas had kept his. He was haunted by the horror of floating on an endless sea, nothing but horizon and sky. Those poor, poor men. He took the headphones off and looked up at the sergeant.

‘He was rescued from the Bismarck,’ Sergeant Thalhaüser said.

‘God. I remember when they launched her.’

‘So do I.’

There he sat, on the edge of a desk, this handsome Jew in an English uniform, his arms folded across his chest and yet they shared a very specific national memory. Lukas picked up the headphones again.

‘I will fill in the gaps,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’

The sergeant got up as if to leave but he came to a halt by the door and stood, deep in thought. Lukas waited, the arm of the recorder poised above the record. Sergeant Thalhaüser turned round and said, ‘I should tell you we received some news today.’

His tone was so ominous, Lukas felt his guts plunge. Millie was his first thought. Something had happened to Millie.

‘It was all over the papers this morning,’ Sergeant Thalhaüser said and Lukas felt himself beginning to relax. It couldn’t be anything to do with Millie. ‘Early yesterday morning, German forces invaded the Soviet Union.’

‘Good heavens,’ Lukas said, aware that his tone sounded light with relief. ‘That is surprising news.’

The sergeant frowned.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘I’ll leave you to your work. Just tap on the door when you’re finished and one of the guards will see you back to your room. Good evening.’

Lukas worked with a light heart. Millie had become so much his world, international news had little effect on him but later on that evening, when his supper arrived, the guards left him an English newspaper.


Mighty Armies Clash.

A colossal and incalculable adventure.

Hitler, the bloodthirsty gutter-snipe, says Mr Churchill.

A bottomless pit of human degradation over which the diabolic emblem of the Swastika flaunts itself.



Behind these inflammatory headlines a much more worrying picture emerged. The new front was vast. It stretched from the North Cape to the Black Sea. Some sources thought as many as three million Germans were committed to the invasion and although Lukas was confident that German weaponry and tactics were vastly superior to the Red Army’s, the Führer’s decision to invade Russia seemed utter madness.

Lukas tossed the paper aside and stared out of the window. An overcast summer day was nearing the end. He wondered if Millie had read the news, if she was thinking the same as him. Germany wasn’t going to invade Britain any time soon.




Chapter Sixty

By the time Constable Hanratty got back to the nick, the desk sergeant had left for the evening.

‘You’ve got the red-eye shift,’ Grey had said with great satisfaction.

‘What? I wasn’t down for that tonight. I’ve been on duty all day.’

‘I swapped.’

Hanratty was thumping around the empty nick in a fury when Jimmy James, one of the ARP Wardens, dropped in for a cuppa.

‘Look, Jimmy,’ Hanratty said, ‘While I make a brew, pop over to the Queen’s Arms and see if they’ll rustle up a bully beef sandwich or something for me, would you? I wasn’t meant to be covering tonight and I haven’t had a crumb since lunchtime.’

‘All right,’ Jimmy said. ‘No point me trying to spot a light showing much before ten this evening. Not much point then to be honest, seeing as most people have gone to bed.’

He came back with a doorstep sandwich wrapped in greaseproof paper.

‘Potato sandwich spread,’ he said, handing it over. Hanratty pulled a face. ‘It’s not too bad – got a bit of onion in there and some parsley.’

‘It’s not bully beef,’ Hanratty said morosely.

‘No. But I’ve also got some news,’ Jimmy said as he pulled a paper out from underneath his arm and dropped it onto the front desk. ‘Hitler’s invaded Russia.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Hanratty said, spinning the paper round and reading the headlines.

‘Surely he’s bitten off more than he can chew, hasn’t he?’ Jimmy James said. ‘Russia’s defeated greater generals than him.’

‘Wouldn’t that be the pip? Perhaps he’s decided England isn’t the most important country to invade after all,’ Hanratty said.

After Jimmy James left, Hanratty lit up a cigarette and flicked through the rest of the paper. His attention was caught by a story about a merchant sailor who’d been kowtowing with the Krauts. Never mind that he was a British citizen. They strung him up by the neck in Wandsworth gaol. That’s the way to deal with bloody traitors.

Hanratty pulled the Luger out of his pocket and placed it on the desk in front of him. Then he settled back, lit another cigarette and considered the best way to approach Sergeant Turner in the morning.

He desperately wanted to be the man to arrest Mrs Sanger. They could do that immediately under Regulation 18B for having associations with a person of hostile origin. If there had been an armed Nazi up there for a couple of weeks, she may well have acted prejudicially to public safety too.

Either way, there was more than enough for them to undertake a thorough search of the farmhouse where they were bound to turn up enough hard evidence to get her tried, convicted and hanged, just like that ruddy traitor who’d just had his neck stretched in Wandsworth gaol.

Usually when he was on night shift Hanratty had a good kip in one of the cells but for the first time since his arrival in Shawstoke, he stayed awake. In a state of feverish agitation he smoked cigarette after cigarette until his tongue was furred and bitter in his mouth.

At seven in the morning, he cleaned himself up, tucked the Luger into the belt of his trousers and watched the road outside the station until finally he spotted the stooped figure of his sergeant trudging up the hill. He met him at the door and stood ramrod straight, his uniform buttoned and his hands clasped behind his back. The sergeant seemed taken aback.

‘I need to speak to you immediately, Sarge,’ Hanratty said.

‘Give me a minute to get through the door,’ the sergeant said with ill-concealed irritation.

A wheezy young constable arrived and pushed past them, fanning a hand in front of his face.

‘Smokier in here than the bloody shunting yard,’ he said as he began flinging open windows on the warm summer morning. ‘Can hardly see the other side of the room.’

Hanratty grabbed his note pad from the reception desk and trotted behind the sergeant as he headed for his office.

‘For the love of God, man, let me get myself a cuppa first,’ Sergeant Turner said.

‘This can’t wait, Sarge.’

Other members of staff clattered in through the front door and the phone on reception trilled. The day had begun. The constable who’d set himself the task of airing the station, picked up the receiver and a moment later called through,

‘It’s for you, Sergeant Turner. A Captain Trevelyan on the line.’

‘He’ll have to wait,’ Hanratty snapped over his shoulder.

‘Excuse me?’ Sergeant Turner said angrily, reaching for the phone on his desk, his eyes blazing underneath his hectic eyebrows. ‘Put him through,’ he called to the constable on the desk, flicking a hand of dismissal at Hanratty. When Hanratty didn’t move he covered the mouthpiece of the phone with his hand and hissed, ‘I’ll speak to you in a minute. Now, get out of my office.’

Compressing his lips to stop himself from answering back, Hanratty backed out of the room but he didn’t pull the door completely shut. He leant against the wall, his head cocked towards the opening.

‘Good morning, sir,’ he heard the sergeant say, ‘How can we help…?’ There was a pause then, ‘Sorry, sir. If you could hold the line for a moment…’ The receiver clattered to the desk, the sergeant’s heavy footsteps approached and bang! The door slammed shut. Hanratty sighed. All he could hear now was the low murmur of the man’s voice.

He slouched back to the front office.

‘Who’s this Trevelyan then?’ he said to the lad at the desk. The boy shrugged. Hanratty paced about, puffing his cheeks out in exasperation until someone said, ‘You can knock off now, Bert.’

‘I can’t. I need to report to the sergeant.’

Finally the call ended. Sergeant Turner opened his office door and called him through.

‘Sit down, Hanratty.’

‘I’d rather stand, Sarge, if it’s all the same with you.’ He reached underneath his jacket and drew out the Luger, laying it proudly in front of the sergeant. ‘I went up to Enington Farm yesterday afternoon and retrieved this.’

Sergeant Turner stared down at the Luger, his brow knitted in a furious frown. He gave a great sigh and said, ‘Thank you, Hanratty. I’ll take it from here.’

‘I knew I was right,’ Hanratty said. ‘I could tell the moment I started questioning that woman that something was going on. I have a kind of instinct about these things and it never lets me down. I knew she’d been harbouring a Nazi. Let me go, Sarge. Let me make the collar.’

The sergeant stared into the middle distance, a look of defeat and confusion on his face. Eventually he said, ‘I’m sorry, Hanratty. I’m afraid you are to forget the whole thing.’

Hanratty stared back at him. Had he gone completely off his rocker?

‘Apparently the situation is being handled at a much higher level.’

‘Come on, Sarge. We can’t let Coltenham take this one away from us. Those bastards pulled me off that bloody prisoner when he first came in. Don’t let them get the praise for bringing a collaborator to justice too.’

‘Higher than Coltenham – much higher.’

‘How much higher?’

‘The War Office.’

Hanratty sank down in the chair, his face bright with glee. ‘Christ. So they really are going to hang her.’

‘Hang her? Certainly not.’ The sergeant took another deep breath and shook his head. ‘She’s got some sort of immunity. The gun will be collected later on today. We are to destroy any reference to it, delete it from the log and talk to no one. You must also destroy any handwritten notes. Coltenham have been given the same instructions.’

‘Why?’

‘I have no idea. Something to do with national security. Did you tell any of them this morning when they came in?’

‘No.’

‘Good. That’s how it stays.’

‘She gets off scot-free?’

‘That’s no longer our concern. We must leave that line of enquiry well alone.’

‘So she has got away with it.’

‘Constable,’ the sergeant said, ‘I’m as frustrated as you but it could be argued that your evidence is still circumstantial. It’s perfectly plausible that this German hid out somewhere on that farm, but as far as I know, there is absolutely no evidence that she helped him apart from your “hunch”.’

‘I can find the evidence.’

‘That’s precisely the point. You can’t and you must not. This investigation may continue but it is out of our hands.’

Hanratty walked out of the police station feeling utterly wretched. He’d just about had a bellyful of defeat; he’d been part of the most miserable military blunder of the war and here he was again, staring into the black gulf of failure and he couldn’t bear it. He wouldn’t bear it.




Chapter Sixty One

As the summer passed, the isolation of Lukas’s imprisonment lessened. Sergeant Thalhaüser seemed to take pity on his solitary confinement. He suggested Lukas might like to eat in the Sergeants’ Mess after the others had finished and Lukas was glad of the change.

The dining room looked out across the lawns, which dipped away from the house, hiding the barbed wire that surrounded the grounds. Some evenings the sergeant was still there, reading quietly in one of the comfortable sofas drawn up around the fireplace. Before long he began to chat as Lukas ate.

At first Lukas wondered if this was another technique to get more information out of him but he dismissed the idea – surely the British knew everything there was to know about him. He suspected Joseph Thalhaüser simply enjoyed his company and, as for Lukas, he liked listening to the sergeant’s stories about life in Berlin during the twenties where he’d worked as an actor before the war. It wasn’t long before they were on first name terms.

This particular evening, the dining room was empty when Lukas came down for his supper and he felt a wave of regret. He’d begun to look forward to his evening chats. It had been a day of heavy showers but the weather had turned fine in the last hour, the dust motes glittering in the shafts of sunlight coming in low through the windows.

Lukas wondered what Millie’s farm was like in the summer, tried to imagine those vast snowfields that he struggled through, carpeted with grass and flowers. He remembered the band of tinted skin at the back of her neck. It’ll be brown now, he thought. He longed to see her in the summer, knew her green eyes would burn more brightly when the sun darkened her skin, wondered if she got freckles across the bridge of her nose as he did when his face tanned.

He looked out of the window, the tops of the trees backlit bright green against the departing storm clouds and it was so beautiful, he felt a painful nostalgia for peace, a feeling so strong, he wondered how he’d ever managed to fight. But he longed to fly again and imagined taking off on an evening such as this, flying west towards the setting sun, towards Millie.

He heard a noise outside the door, someone in conversation with the guards and Joseph Thalhaüser came in.

‘I’m not disturbing you, am I?’

‘Not at all,’ Lukas said, rising to his feet, ready to go back to his room but Joseph beckoned for him to sit down.

‘It is very quiet here this evening. I thought we could talk a while. Would you care for a glass of whiskey? I’ve developed quite a taste for it.’

‘I’d like that very much.’

Joseph poured a couple of measures and carried them over to the dining room table where he sat down in a carver chair next to Lukas and crossed his legs, ankle to knee.

‘I have a question to ask you,’ he said.

‘Are you interrogating me?’

‘I suppose I am in a way, but this room isn’t wired, I can assure you.’ Joseph took a thoughtful sip of whiskey and, holding Lukas’s gaze, said, ‘No, I want to know: am I the one?’

Lukas stared back into Joseph’s dark eyes, saw a playful humour flickering across his face and felt a grip of anxiety that he’d misread the sergeant’s friendship. An actor before the war, of course, why hadn’t he realised? But then Joseph started to laugh at him.

‘I should have put that more clearly,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t quite resist teasing you. Don’t look so worried; I was referring to my Jewishness. Isn’t it true that every German knows at least one decent Jew?’

Lukas laughed now, from a sense of relief as much as anything. He’d grown to like Joseph very much. He wouldn’t want to rebuff him.

‘Yes, I’ve heard people say that but no, you’re not the one.’ Joseph made a face of mock disappointment. Lukas went on, ‘I grew up in a house of liberals. I realise now, looking back, that we had many Jewish friends, intellectual friends. I never even thought about it. Before I joined the Jugend, I would not have been able to look at one man and say, he’s a Jew, or at another and say, he’s a German.’

‘We’re both German.’

Lukas nodded.

‘So why did you join Hitler’s Wehrmacht?’

‘To fly. I wanted to fly. I still want to fly.’

‘And this evening, if you could fly anywhere in the world, where would it be?’

No, Lukas thought, I can’t share that dream, it’s too precious. He shook his head and took a sip of his whiskey. It was smooth and smoky, nothing like that lethal schnapps he drank at Millie’s, but it had a similar effect. It swirled in his brain and warmed down into his chest.

‘Before I read your file,’ Joseph said. ‘I imagined you must have done a terrible thing to find yourself in solitary confinement for the duration of the war. I asked myself, did this man escape many times? Did he incite a prison riot? Then your file arrived and I saw that your crime was not so great.’

‘I think it was.’

Joseph shrugged. ‘We cannot choose whom we fall in love with.’

Lukas laughed softly. ‘I’m certain you didn’t find that word in my file.’

‘No, I didn’t. But you chose to co-operate. You see, Lukas, I spend my days organising prisoners, reading transcripts, listening to their stories and they sadden me, often they sicken me but every now and then I come across a glimmer of hope, a flash of human decency and I wonder if our salvation lies not in politics, or treaties, but in individual acts of kindness, which are as inexplicable as the violence our country has unleashed upon the world.’

‘I think we’re past that now.’

Joseph looked downcast and stared into his glass, rotating it slowly so that the liquid rose up against the sides.

‘Don’t you ask yourself: why did she help me?’

‘Often.’

‘And if she knew what had happened to you, wouldn’t she ask: why did he not betray me?’

‘Never.’




Chapter Sixty Two

At unexpected times during the day, Millie’s fear would rise in her chest like nausea, sour and unstoppable. She would imagine her arrest, her humiliation, the horror of waking on the final day and being hurried through to her death. She was haunted by the thought of the hood over her face, the rope around her neck, the fear that the fall may not snap her neck and she would choke slowly, fighting to live when all hope was gone, as Jack must have struggled in the last few moments, despite his wish to die.

There was some advantage to this state of chronic anxiety; Morney Beswick from the War Ag Committee was coming over for an inspection and she wasn’t worried about his conclusions in the least. Jack had loathed Mr Beswick; told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t prepared to dig up good pasture his father had nurtured for decades to plant sugar beet but Millie wasn’t from a farming background and she found the advice invaluable. She had a high opinion of Mr Beswick. After all, he owned the best farm for miles around.

‘If you carry on making improvements at this rate,’ Mr Beswick said at the end of their tour of the farm, ‘you won’t have much trouble exceeding eighty per cent production this time next year. Enington’s almost A Grade now.’

They were standing in the yard by Mr Beswick’s car, the evening sun throwing long shadows across fields still sweltering after the heat of the day. Millie felt such a surge of pride and pleasure that her eyes pricked but a moment later she saw a figure on a bicycle coming down the track towards the farm.

She recognised the helmet slung on the handlebars, the open jacket flapping in the breeze and her mind began to detach from the compliments Mr Beswick was paying her, spinning into a familiar vortex of panic. The thought of exposure in front of a man she so much admired added to her writhing sense of shame and horror.

The mudguards of the bike rattled as Constable Hanratty hit a particularly bruising pothole at the entrance to the yard and the noise made Mr Beswick turn. He narrowed his pale blue eyes. His weather-beaten face, which normally had an expression of polite concern, watched the constable dismount with a cautious anger.

Constable Hanratty limped towards them tentatively, glancing from one face to the other. Mr Beswick raised his chin at the constable.

‘Can we help you?’ he said.

‘I’m here to ask Mrs Sanger a few more questions,’ Hanratty said.

Not in front of Mr Beswick, Millie prayed – but she couldn’t think of any way to avoid it.

‘Where are you from?’ Mr Beswick said.

‘Shawstoke nick. If that’s any of your business.’

Millie expected Mr Beswick would reprimand the constable for his insolence but to her surprise, he turned to her and said, ‘I’d better be off. Very well done, Mrs Sanger. I look forward to seeing you again at harvest time.’ He stepped into his car and drove away at speed.

The constable watched the car until it disappeared over the ridge and out of sight. When he turned, she noticed that he was beaded with sweat and there was an unpleasant eagerness in his eyes. He drew his notebook from his pocket and flicked through the pages.

‘Now,’ he said without looking up, ‘How did you know that the gun was German?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Really? Are you sure about that?’

‘Completely. I wouldn’t know a German gun from an English one, Constable. The boy identified it. He apparently takes an interest in these things. If you’d like to speak with him, he’s inside.’

A sly look came into the man’s eyes. He pushed his notebook back into his pocket, tucked the pencil behind his ear and took a step forward.

‘And what do you take an interest in, Mrs Sanger?’

‘I’m sorry? I don’t understand the question.’

‘I think you do. The first time we had a little chat, you told me things about that Nazi I didn’t know myself,’ Millie tried in vain to calm her breathing but she could feel her chest rising and falling rapidly. She stared back at him as levelly as she could.

‘You told me he was injured and you told me he crashed at night.’

An unpleasant smile spread his lips, revealing a row of small teeth, yellowed and damaged beyond his years.

‘You may have forgotten, but he was brought to my nick. I saw the man. Good looking fellow, for a Hun,’ – he lunged and grabbed her roughly by the wrist – ‘You had him here, didn’t you?’

She twisted her arm up, trying to get free but he pulled her towards him with a bruising force.

‘You’re nothing but a filthy collaborator and I’m going to break you, easy as snapping a cigarette…’

Millie heard the door of the farmhouse bang open and a voice yell, ‘What the bleeding’ ’ell’s goin’ on here?’

Ruby pounded across the yard towards them with such velocity that Hanratty released Millie and turned towards Ruby, his face still working with angry animation.

‘Get back into the house, madam. I’m in the process of questioning a suspect.’

‘You’re in the process of bullying a defenceless woman. I saw you from the window. I know what’s goin’ on. Pushing girls around like that – what sort of a man are you?’ She turned and said, ‘You all right, Mills?’

‘I’m fine. The constable seems to have got the wrong end of the stick.’

‘He’ll get the wrong end of my stick in a minute,’ Ruby said, shoving Hanratty hard on the shoulder, sending the pencil behind his ear spinning to the ground.

‘Oi!’ he said but he backed off all the same.

‘Now, clear off,’ Ruby said, ‘Or I’ll be down to your nick myself to make a complaint.’

Hanratty stared back at them, his lower lip pushed forward, his nostrils flared. He swooped his hand towards the ground for the pencil and with a resentful look over his shoulder, limped his way back to his bicycle. Just before he mounted he called back, ‘This isn’t the end, Mrs Sanger. You’ll pay for what you’ve done.’ As Ruby rushed towards him, gravel and dust kicking up from her feet, he leapt into the saddle and cycled off as fast as he could.

‘Christ almighty, Mills,’ Ruby said, walking back towards her a little out of breath, ‘ain’t he the worse little shit you’ve ever come across?’ She linked her arm through Millie’s and walked back towards the house.

‘You saw him off,’ Millie said, finally allowing herself a smile at the vision of Ruby charging him like a bull but the smile soon fell away.

‘That certainly spiced up the evening,’ Ruby said when they got to the kitchen. ‘Fancy a beer?’

As Millie cooked the evening meal she felt the fear as sharply as ever and wondered how long she could go on fooling herself that she would be here at the end of the war for Lukas to come and find.

She could hear June moving around in the room above. June had been different since Danny’s accident, quiet and even less willing to help on the farm. Sometimes she stayed in bed all day, letting Danny run wild. Other times she seemed so fearful she wouldn’t let him leave the house.

When supper was ready, Ruby bellowed for them to come down. Danny flung himself into a chair, his plaster cast, already dirty grey and covered in graffiti, clattering against the table. He slid his body low and pushed out his bottom lip. It looked as if he’d been crying.

‘What’s the matter?’ Millie said.

His dark eyes stared at her blankly, he drew his lip between his teeth and turned his whole body away, slumping even lower in his seat. June slipped into the room, her expression watchful, her arms folded low across her waist as if she was protecting herself.

‘We’re going back to London,’ she said, her voice flat and dispassionate.

Ruby, who’d just taken a huge scoop of mashed potato, paused with the spoon mid-air.

‘Blimey,’ she said. ‘What you want to do that for?’

‘We want to, that’s all.’

‘I don’t,’ Danny said, his voice muffled.

Millie felt guilt stealing over her. She wasn’t even worthy enough to offer this girl protection. She pulled a chair out from the table next to her and said, ‘Please sit down, June. What this all about?’

‘It’s not safe here for Danny.’

Millie stared at the table. She didn’t know what to say but Ruby did.

‘Come on, June. Accidents happen. Bet it was the most exciting day of your life when you found that gun, eh Danny?’

He nodded mutely.

‘There you go, girl,’ Ruby said to June. ‘Get a bit of grub inside you and you’ll feel right as ninepence.’

June stared back at her, her lips a thin line across her reddening face. She seemed to be trembling with anger. She threw her arms up and shouted, ‘Why do that, Ruby? Why make it worse by getting Danny on your side? I know he don’t want to go but that’s just too bad because I’m his mum and it’s not up to you, it’s up to me and we’re going and that’s that.’

And she turned round and flounced out of the room. They heard her feet thunder up the stairs and a door slam, followed by the sound of muffled sobbing.

‘Blimey Bill,’ Ruby said, ‘if she’s in that much of a pickle about things, she ruddy well ought to get back to London.’

Danny jumped up and ran out of the room.

‘Oh, for pity’s sake,’ Millie said. ‘Whatever’s the matter with everyone tonight?’

‘All the more for me,’ Ruby said, grabbing hold of Danny’s plate and scraping the stew onto her own.

After a couple of minutes, Millie said, ‘It’s not safe for June to go back to London, is it?’

‘It’s been ever so quiet since May,’ Ruby said between mouthfuls, ‘hardly any bombing at all. Maybe she would be better off with her own kind.’

Millie sighed heavily and thought – first Brigsie, now June and Danny. Soon I’ll be all on my own again. She’d got rather used to company.

‘You’re not thinking of going back, are you Ruby?’

Ruby opened her eyes in surprise. ‘Blimey. I thought you couldn’t wait to get rid of me.’

Millie shrugged and Ruby leaned across the table, shoving her on the shoulder.

‘Not a chance, lovey. I ain’t got no home left to go to and I sure as hell don’t want to start dossing down with no uncles and aunts. Perhaps June’s got family somewhere who’ll take her in. Besides, I’m having far too much fun out here. D’you think I want to go back to all that rationing?’ She shovelled another forkful into her mouth and said as she chewed, ‘Reckon you’re stuck with me for the duration.’



On the other side of the valley, Morney Beswick arrived home. He strode into the house, not even pausing to greet the dogs or his wife. He went straight into his study, shut the door and told the operator to connect him to a Whitehall number.

As he waited he twisted his finger round the wire and tapped his foot irritably.

‘Captain Trevelyan, soon as you can,’ he said and began to chew at the edge of his lip. ‘Ah, Trevelyan. Now look here, I thought it was agreed how this matter was going to be handled.’ He listened, nodding then said, ‘Yes. Precisely. But I’ve just come from Enington Farm and some ruddy constable from the Shawstoke police station arrived to question Sanger again. What on earth’s going on here?’

He gazed out of the window as he listened.

‘Well, someone certainly hasn’t got the message. What? No. Of course the police know nothing about the buttons. The ruddy man can only be going on circumstantial evidence. He can’t have anything concrete. Precisely. But my hands are tied. I can’t be seen to have anything to do with this. Get onto the sergeant down there again. If he can’t control that constable, the sergeant must recommend him for a transfer, get him moved somewhere where he can’t put the kibosh on the whole thing.’




Chapter Sixty Three

One morning, instead of being escorted down to begin his work, the guard told Lukas that Sergeant Thalhaüser was waiting for him at the service entrance.

‘Good morning, Lukas,’ Joseph said when the guard was out of ear shot. ‘It’s a glorious morning. I thought it might be pleasant to take a turn around the gardens.’

It was still chilly and the grass was laden with dew but the sky overhead was a perfect blue except for the vapour trails of Spitfires passing high overhead.

‘I’ve some quite good news for you,’ Joseph said. ‘It seems the government have decided to completely relax their internment policies.’

‘They’re letting me go?’ Lukas said.

‘Of course not,’ Joseph said but he was laughing. ‘Perhaps it was their English sense of humour, to imprison Germans who’d fled their country to escape Hitler. What do you think?’

‘Perhaps it was.’

‘Anyway, the British government have finally come to their senses.’

‘Finally? I assumed they already had.’

‘Oh, you mean me? Yes, I was one of the first releases but I spent enough time on the Isle of Man to understand the mind-numbing effect of boredom. Now there’s a positive landslide of releases which means that soon we’ll have more than enough excellent German speakers who are eager to help with the war effort.’

They were walking through the shade of an unkempt shrubbery. Spiders had built huge webs across the canyons of vegetation, barring the way with their delicate stickiness. Lukas lifted a hand to snap a thread from in front of his face. He saw the blob at the centre of the web sprout legs and scurry for cover.

‘Are you saying that my services will no longer be needed?’

‘In the not too distant future, perhaps. I know you’ve always been uncomfortable with this work and I’ve never agreed with my superiors that you should be kept in solitary confinement.’

‘But if I’m not working here, surely the authorities will make it difficult for the person who helped me.’ Although he knew Joseph had read his file, he was still reluctant to discuss Millie by name.

They passed into the sunshine and Lukas was struck by a tropical heat. It was an Altweibersommer, an old woman’s summer, not real summer at all. A masquerade, like everything else here. The creeper, which had run green and unnoticed along the hedgerow all summer, was blushed with red. The delicate annuals, bolting along the walls, seemed desperate to make seed before the nights became so cold that the sap froze in their veins.

‘I think I can make sure that doesn’t happen,’ Joseph said. ‘I expected you to do no more than what was asked of you but you’ve been helpful and I’m confident that will play in your favour. We’re not a vindictive lot over here. There would be little point in arresting her now, after all this time.’

Lukas felt a wave of relief that Millie would be left alone but as the feeling ebbed, it was replaced by an irritation that the pressure brought on him may have been a sham.

‘I asked you the other evening’, Joseph was saying, ‘where you would go if you could fly anywhere in the world. You didn’t answer me.’

‘No. I didn’t.’

‘I could send you there.’

‘Send me where?’

‘As near as I can to the place you were thinking about.’

Lukas stopped walking. They’d reached the end of the herbaceous border. Many of the plants had browned and tumbled, but a few valiant blooms struggled up through the dying foliage, vulgar dabs of purple among the brown.

He could feel his heart pounding. He hardly dared ask Joseph to define what he meant in case he’d misunderstood. He’d spent hours, days, weeks, months planning this impossible goal. The fact that he was a prisoner seemed the easiest part of the problem to solve. He could escape, others had. They failed to leave the island but he didn’t care – he didn’t want to leave England. All he wanted to do was find Millie but he had no idea where her farm was. Those foreign place names had melted away, his German mind unable to hold onto their strange syntax. He’d watched the movement of the stars at night ever since his capture. When he was up in the north, he knew he was far away from her. Now he was sure he was closer but, if Joseph threw open the gates of the prison and said, ‘Go. She’s waiting for you,’ he wouldn’t know whether to turn left or right.

Joseph waited for him to respond but when he didn’t, he continued, ‘As an officer, you won’t have to work once you’re sent to a regular prisoner of war camp but you can choose to work. Many do.’

‘What sort of work?’

‘That’s up to you. We’re not sending so many of you abroad now. The demand for labour keeps going up and food shortages have got worse since the Russian invasion. Farmers used to only want Italians but they’re a lazy lot.’

‘Farmers?’

‘No. The Italians. The farmers are beginning to have a preference for Germans.’

‘You can get me onto her farm?’

‘No. I couldn’t do that. But I could make sure that when you go back into the system, you go to a camp in that area.’

‘I don’t know where it was.’

‘But I do.’

Lukas stared back at his friend. Of course, why hadn’t he thought of that? Joseph had his file; everything was in there. All this time, Joseph had known as much as Captain Trevelyan and Lukas had never thought to ask him.

‘You could volunteer for farm work,’ Joseph was saying, ‘get onto a harvesting team towards the end of the summer. They travel from farm to farm and I would imagine, at some time during the season, you will find yourself working near by.’

‘Where is it?’

He wanted the name. If he could remember the name of the village and the name of her farm it would make it more real, more tangible.

‘All in good time,’ Joseph said and his face became very serious. ‘If I’m to do this for you, I have something that I need you to do for me.’

‘Anything.’

‘Hear what it is first. It isn’t easy. Come, let’s walk on down to the other end of the estate. It’s easier to talk when we’re walking.’

The autumn countryside panted in the heat as if it were summer but without the call of a single songbird. Occasionally a robin trilled a few scales, his song as cold as frost, heralding the winter as the blackbird heralds the spring. The only other birds he could hear were the rooks, squabbling and bustling in the trees beyond the Nissen huts.

‘A young soldier arrived here a few days ago,’ Joseph said. ‘He’s been interrogated, several times. We thought at first he was simply a dyed-in-the-wool Nazi but now I think the war in the east is a different kind of war.’

‘I only know what I’ve read in the English papers.’

‘So you agree that Hitler’s made a dreadful mistake.’

‘I do,’ Lukas said, ‘he’s fighting on too many fronts. Perhaps he thought the Soviets would crumble as swiftly as the French.’

‘The early advances were stunningly fast.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Ah, Lukas. It’s true you can’t believe everything you read in the press, but you must allow yourself to believe some of it. It’s not the sort of propaganda Britain would encourage.’

‘Hitler’s clearly miscalculated. The year is reaching its end. The Russian winter will defeat him.’

‘Yes, very probably, but I think Hitler has made an even more insidious mistake, one that will bring horror and misery on humanity in a way we can’t even imagine. It’ll leave every one of us ashamed to be called a German.’

They’d reached the edge of the formal gardens and in front of them was a deep ditch with a sunken wall, the top, level with the garden. They halted on the edge and Lukas looked at Joseph. His face was deeply troubled.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Hitler believes all Bolsheviks are Jews. The war in the east is a war of annihilation.’ Joseph swung round to face him. ‘The Nazis have corrupted the military code that you were honoured to be part of. I can’t ask any of the refugees to talk with this soldier; I can’t talk to him myself. We wouldn’t be able to keep up our pretence. I’m asking you, Lukas, to talk to him, let him brag, let him believe you’re as black a Nazi as he is and let us listen. There are horrors happening in the east we can’t even imagine but whatever we do, we mustn’t turn away from them.’




Chapter Sixty Four

When Hanratty was severely reprimanded and threatened with transfer, he almost told Sergeant Turner to take a running stuff but instead he went back to his desk and agonised about his options. He had no intention of being transferred to a nick miles away from here. He’d already been invalided out of the army; if he jacked in the police in a fit of pique the only option left to him would be joining the Home Guard and they were a troublesome bunch with more little generals than the police force.

By the time his shift ended, he knew that the best course of action for his dignity as well as his sanity was to knuckle under, toe the line and keep his nose clean until his luck changed.

And it did change.

A few weeks later he’d just arrived for the evening shift when a call came in from the local pub that the landlord needed help chucking out one of his customers. The landlord at the Queen’s Arms was a great bear of man with a ferocious reputation. If he couldn’t handle a customer, Hanratty certainly wouldn’t be able to on his own.

‘Oi! Jenkins,’ he said to the young constable about to go off duty, ‘walk down to the Queen’s Arms with me. I need help sorting out an affray.’

When they opened the doors, the drinkers had their back to them, as if they were watching a fight but the room was oddly quiet. Hanratty pushed through the crowd towards the bar, Jenkins hanging back and when he reached the landlord, to his horror he saw that he was covered in blood.

‘Good God, man,’ he said, rushing forward to take him by the elbow and guide him to a stool. ‘Where are you hurt?’

‘I’m not hurt, mate,’ the landlord said. ‘It’s not my blood. He’s over there. Stupid fucker fell and cut his hand on a glass. Now no one can get near him.’

Wedged between the corner of the bar and the wall sat a lanky soldier. He had a thin, chinless face and his eyes peered up at them through a veil of greased hair. There was blood on his uniform, as well as on the hand he cradled in his lap. He was pressing his thumb on the inside of his wrist as if he were feeling for a pulse.

‘Who is he?’

‘Never seen him before. He’s not from round here. Drunk as a skunk.’

Hanratty took a step forward and the soldier growled,

‘Get back.’

‘Has he got a knife?’ Hanratty said to the landlord.

‘No.’

‘What’s the problem then? Get him to his feet.’

‘You try.’

With a heavy sigh, Hanratty beckoned to Jenkins and the two of them came forward. When they were about a foot away, the soldier released his thumb and blood jetted from his wrist. He directed the stream straight into Jenkins’ face and the lad gave a howl of disgust and flung himself back into the crowd. The soldier clamped his thumb back on the artery and eyed Hanratty, challenging him to advance.

‘Does it every time,’ the landlord said. ‘Can’t get near him.’

‘Come on, son,’ Hanratty said to the soldier. ‘You’ve got a nasty cut there. Looks like you’ve snicked the artery. We need to get you seen by a doctor, get that sewn up.’ He went forward again and received a jet of warm blood straight in the eye. Swearing loudly Hanratty backed off, spluttering and grabbed a towel off the bar, wiping the blood off his face.

‘Right,’ he said to the landlord, ‘I need a tarpaulin.’

‘You’ll find one out the back.’

‘Jenkins!’

As the landlord, aided by several doughty customers, ran forward with the spread tarpaulin, the soldier struggled to his feet, desperately trying to aim a jet of blood at them. It pattered against the fabric and Hanratty yelled, ‘Grab his arm, Jenkins!’

The landlord pushed the tarpaulin over the soldier and held him against the wall. Jenkins finally trapped the arm as it flailed around, spattering the walls and the constables. Finally Hanratty managed to lash a bar towel tightly over the laceration and tied it firmly. When they hauled the soldier out from behind the tarpaulin, he went deathly white and hit the deck with a clatter.

Hanratty knelt down and studied his handiwork.

‘Seems to have done the job,’ he said, giving the knot an extra tightening. The soldier began to moan struggling to sit up.

‘What’s your name, Private?’ Hanratty said, steadying him by the shoulder.

‘Bill Russell,’ he said, subdued now.

‘Come along, then,’ Hanratty said, ‘let’s get that hand sewn up. Then you can sleep off all that booze in a nice comfy cell and we’ll decide what to do with you in the morning.’

‘If he pays for the damage,’ the landlord said, ‘I’ll not take it any further. He’s been having a pretty bad time out in the Middle East by the sounds of it.’

Back at the nick, Russell submitted meekly to the duty doctor who came in to stitch and bandage the hand.

‘Nasty cut,’ he said, ‘but it’s clean. Should heal pretty quickly. Keep an eye on it though, Private. If it starts to hum, go and see your medical officer.’

Hanratty chucked in a couple of blankets and left him in the cell to sleep. At six in the morning, he was making himself a cup of tea when he heard the prisoner call out.

‘What do you want?’ Hanratty said, leaning on the bars of the cell and sipping his tea.

‘Got a spare cup, mate. I feel fuckin’ terrible.’

‘It’s not a hotel,’ but because the man was in uniform he took pity on him and handed his mug through the bars. He snatched at it without a thank you and sat down, the old metal bed creaking underneath the mean mattress.

‘You on leave?’ Hanratty asked. The man nodded. ‘Landlord said you’d seen a lot of action.’

‘Been out in North Africa.’

‘Hot out there?’

The man nodded.

‘You from round here?’

‘No. London.’

‘Shawstoke’s a long way to come to get drunk.’

‘I’m looking for someone.’

‘Is that so?’

‘My wife.’

Hanratty left the taciturn bugger to drink his tea and as he stirred sugar into a fresh cuppa, he began to think. He checked the man’s arrest sheet: Pvt William Russell, 6 Vinegar Street, London E1. That name rang a bell.

He flicked through his notebook and there it was. Danny Russell, the boy who found the gun. It couldn’t be, could it?

He went back to the cell. The soldier was lying on the mattress again, his arm across his eyes.

‘This wife of yours,’ Hanratty said. ‘She got a kiddie with her by any chance?’

The man glared at him.

‘What’s it to you?’

‘I may be able to help.’

Slowly the soldier swung his legs round and sat up.

‘She’s got my son – Daniel.’

‘Goes by the name of Danny?’

Russell slunk over to the bars and hung on with his good hand, his weaselly eyes peering beadily at Hanratty.

‘I need to find her,’ he said, his voice low and threatening. ‘That fucking bitch ran off with my boy. The Jerries bombed our street. I comes home on leave and they’re nowhere. Gone. Lots of people saw them the night the street got bombed, all cosied up and safe in the shelter with our neighbours so I knows they’re alive. I go down to the rehousing centre and they tells me she was sent somewhere down here. I need to find your local WVS, find out where she’s billeted. She’s done a runner before. Couldn’t care less if she wants to bugger off but she ain’t taking my boy.’

Hanratty felt his face relax into a smile. This was just the type of man he needed to finish the job for him.

‘They were evacuated to a farm not six miles from here,’ he said and, even though they still had the nick to themselves, he leant near enough to Russell to smell the stale alcohol on his breath and continued, ‘Your wife’s hiding up there with a woman called Sanger. Quite a little nest of bitches, I can tell you. This Sanger woman’s a collaborator, a traitor to her own country. While men like you were risking your life fighting the Nazis, that woman up there was fucking one of them.’




Chapter Sixty Five

The early promise of the day gave way to a blustery afternoon of showers. By evening, a steady rain fell, darkening the countryside long before the sun set. Lukas sat on the edge of one of the beds, watching the water stream down the outside of the dormitory window.

They’d found him a Luftwaffe uniform and he wore it with the jacket undone as if he too had returned from interrogation but his mouth was dry, his palms wet. He was washed alternately with waves of anxiety and boredom, yawn after eye-watering yawn overwhelming him. He wished this interview would begin so that he could get back to his familiar routine.

He glanced up when Otto Hepner entered then looked back down at his hands. He would have preferred to cover his awkwardness by reading a book or a newspaper but prisoners were given nothing to read, nothing to entertain them. The listeners wanted them to talk.

The boy was barely twenty but he had the build of a man. He was solid, shorter than Lukas and his hair was sufficiently dark to produce a shadow along his top lip. His pale eyes looked out from underneath heavy brows but his face already bore lines around the mouth which would deepen as he aged.

A strange smell entered the room with him, perhaps it still clung to his clothes from the fumigation, but underneath the chemicals Lukas caught the tang of fear. This boy’s strutting was a sham.

The guards were still in the room, clattering away with the blackout shutters. Hepner paced around, picked up a water glass and studied the base, put it back. Once the guards left, Lukas became acutely aware that they were being monitored, imagined Joseph sitting in a room in the basement, headphones on, waiting. He found it impossible to ask a single question.

Once Hepner stopped pacing, peeled off his great coat, flung himself full length on his bunk and began to talk about nothing in particular, Lukas relaxed. The boy rattled out a list of complaints and grumbles, disgust at his treatment, fury at his capture.

‘How long have you been here?’ Hepner said.

‘They moved me round a lot.’

‘Did they take you to that place in London?’

‘Yes, I was there. A long time ago now. I’ve been up in the north since then.’

‘Where?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Were you with other prisoners?’

‘Yes.’

‘How come you were captured?’

‘I was shot down.’

‘In France?’

‘No. I was on the way back from a bombing raid on London end of last year’

Lukas knew he should be leading the conversation. He wished he had Joseph’s talent for acting. It was impossible to imagine what he’d talk about if he’d been fighting where this soldier had been.

‘Tell me about the war over there,’ Lukas said.

Hepner looked around the room, sat up and said, ‘Aren’t you worried they listen? We were told they listened.’

Lukas shrugged. ‘Just be careful you don’t say anything secret,’ he said. ‘We can talk about the war, surely? I’ve been out of the fighting for too long and the British, they want us to think the war in the east will finish the Führer.’

‘Finish him? Never. We’ve thundered across their country.’

‘Ha! That’s good to hear.’

‘We’re as strong as ever.’ Hepner drew his knees up, wrapping his arms around his legs and pulling them into his chest with a shiver of satisfaction. ‘I tell you, the feeling of being part of that power set loose on such a despicable enemy. It’s incredible.’

‘We’re hunters,’ Lukas said, feeling a creep of embarrassment that his crass interjections would expose him.

‘We’re like beasts of prey,’ Hepner said. ‘That’s what the Führer trained us to be.’

Hepner kept looking at the door, the window; even the light above their heads.

‘Do you think they’re listening?’ he asked again.

‘I’ve no idea,’ Lukas said.

Hepner began to ask about escape, he longed to be back at the front. He’d heard all about von Werra’s escape, his triumphant return to Germany and wanted to know if Lukas had met him.

After several hours, Lukas felt his concentration slipping. He found it more difficult to think of questions to ask Hepner. The boy tended to repeat himself and Lukas found his eyes getting heavy. He didn’t need to have an interest in anything this young man said but he did have to stay awake. Even the talkative Otto Hepner may not want to keep chatting if his audience was asleep.

Lukas got to his feet, walked around the room a bit. He wondered how long he was going to be left in here. Their dinner arrived – a mug of milk, soup and a hunk of bread. Hepner sniffed the soup, pulled a faintly approving face then gobbled it up, his mouth near the bowl. Clearly soldiers in the east were not eating well.

Lukas wondered if Hepner had said anything useful yet, if this ordeal of boredom was nearing an end but when the trays were collected, the guards told them they would be escorted to the washrooms individually before the lights went out.

Lukas’s heart fell. They were leaving him in the dormitory for the night. How he longed for an evening of interesting conversation with Joseph, a glass of whiskey maybe, and the solitary comfort of his tiny room up in the eaves.

Hepner returned, his face pink from washing, his hair combed damply back from his forehead, revealing a rash of acne. The guards indicated it was Lukas’s turn to follow them.

As he walked down the corridor behind the guards, Joseph Thalhaüser stepped out of a door.

‘In,’ he said in an angry whisper. When the door closed, he said, ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

‘Waiting for him to talk.’

‘He’s not going to talk unless he trusts you.’

‘Why wouldn’t he trust me?’

Joseph made a wide-eyed face of exasperation and said, ‘How the hell is he going to believe you’re the blackest Nazi in the prison if you spend all evening making small talk? You’ve got to give him something.’

‘What?’

‘For the love of God, Lukas, haven’t you heard enough soldiers bragging about the horrors of war to make something up?’

‘He’s already worked out I was shot down during Unternehmen Adlerangriff. I can’t pretend I’ve been bayonetting people in France for the past year.’

Joseph rolled his eyes before folding his arms and staring down at the ground, deep in thought. Then his eyes widened and he looked up. ‘Accuse him of being a stool pigeon.’

‘What?’

‘Get nasty and mock him; bait him. Turn the tables on him. You haven’t got to win his trust – he must win yours. Make him prove his loyalty to the Führer as if his life depends on it.’

‘How on earth do I do that?’

‘Remember Sturmbannführer Fleischmann?’

‘How do you know about him?’

‘For the love of God, Lukas. I have your file. I know everything about you. Become Sturmbannführer Fleischmann if you have to but scare the living daylights out of that boy.’




Chapter Sixty Six

The lights were extinguished. Hepner complained it was far too early, he’d never sleep. It was too dark with the blackout shutters in place.

‘Take them down then,’ Lukas said, hardening his tone.

There was a creak of springs as Hepner sat down on the bed opposite. An owl scree-iched out in the woods. Lukas spotted the glint of Hepner’s eyes as he stared into the darkness.

‘What’s stopping you?’ Lukas said, trying to sound irritated.

‘They’ll hear.’

‘You know that, do you?’

‘No.’

Lukas took off his jacket and climbed under the blankets in his clothes. He lay on his back, his hands folded behind his head.

He was at a loss to follow Thalhaüser’s orders. He tried thinking about Fleischmann, his arrogance and self-assurance; his air of suppressed violence. He could only ape that if he was given an opening but his change of manner towards Hepner had sunk the younger man into silence. As the hours passed, Lukas felt his eyes getting heavy, his thoughts fragmenting.

He woke abruptly to the sound of someone battling with the catches of the shutters. There was a crash as the shutter fell to floor and he leapt off the bed.

Hepner was silhouetted against the deep indigo sky. A sliver of moon had risen, thin as a nail paring, oozing a pale light in through the window. Lukas wondered if the listeners were still awake and a solution to his inertia sprang into his head.

He paced over to the door and pressed his ear to it, then he marched back towards Hepner.

‘Why do that now?’ he hissed.

‘I couldn’t sleep.’

Lukas took a step closer and said, ‘It’s almost as if you knew they were no longer listening.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You knew the guards wouldn’t come back to put them up again because you knew no one was listening.’

‘I didn’t. I just couldn’t sleep.’

Lukas shot out his hand, pushing Hepner by the throat, pinning him up against the window. Hepner snatched at Lukas’s wrist as he increased the pressure on his throat.

‘You’re a stool pigeon,’ Lukas hissed into his ear. ‘You’ve been put in here to make me talk. Questions, questions, questions – all the time. Where have I been? Where was I shot down? Do I know von Werra? How many prisoners have I been with?’

‘No,’ the boy rasped, twisting desperately to escape his grip. Lukas loosened his fingers ever so slightly and Hepner pulled free, darting backwards and protecting his throat with his hand.

‘You’re mad,’ he said.

‘You’re a traitor,’ Lukas spat back lunging at him again.

They scuffled. Hepner landed a couple of blows on Lukas’s side; Lukas cuffed him across the face. He wondered if the guards would come and break up the fight or if Thalhaüser would guess what he was doing. He wrestled Hepner to the ground, clamping one arm down with his leg and pinning the other to the floor, straight out, ready to snap.

Hepner tried to struggle, but the pressure on his arm was too much and he stopped.

‘Let me up,’ he whispered.

‘You haven’t even seen action,’ Lukas growled in his ear. ‘You fight like a girl.’

‘Let me up.’

Lukas flung him aside and pushed back, coming to rest against the bed. Hepner sat up too and massaged his shoulder, his head hanging. When he looked up, his eyes were the only shining things on a shape of matt black.

‘I was in Kiev,’ he said.

‘So you say.’

‘I was. I swear to you. It was a savage battle but we bombarded those stinking Russians.’

Lukas sighed heavily.

‘You’ll have to do better than that.’

‘All right. Listen. I’m telling you. The Bolsheviks planted bombs in all the main buildings and we had no idea. After their miserable defeat they waited for us to take charge of the city and then they detonated the bombs, flattened the buildings. They killed hundreds of German soldiers and officers. The city burned for days. We fought the fires. We were trying to save their city but other bombs went off, killing more Germans.’

Lukas leant forward to show the boy had got his attention.

‘Is that right? It’s a cowardly type of warfare.’

‘They’re all Bolsheviks. They don’t behave the same as us. But we made them suffer.’ Lukas saw the eyes flash around the room. He shuffled forward until he reached Lukas. ‘We killed every Jew in that fucking city.’

An electric shock went through Lukas. The boy was going to unburden; he was sure of it. There was an energy thrumming around the figure in the dark, a brutal excitement.

What time was it? He had no idea. He looked round. The moon was no longer visible through the window. Were they still listening? If he was going to be Hepner’s confessor, he didn’t want to be the only person to hear.

‘Jews?’ Lukas said, trying to sound eager and excited. ‘I thought you said the Russians bombed you.’

‘Who cares? When we were in Poland, for every shot fired, we shot a man – not a soldier, an ordinary villager. We rounded them up, kept them together. Hear a shot? Shoot one of them.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘It wasn’t enough, not in Kiev. It wouldn’t have stopped them. We caught Jews cutting the water hoses that we were using to fight the fires. It was the Jews behind the killings.’

‘The bastards,’ Lukas said.

‘We put notices up all over the city. On Monday every Jew was told to come to the cemetery at seven in the morning and bring warm clothes, papers, money, valuables. It was really clever, you see, because it was near the goods station and they thought we were relocating them.’ The boy moved closer. ‘Tens of thousands of them turned up. All the ones who hadn’t fled.’

‘What do you mean, the ones who hadn’t fled?’

‘Thousands of Jews left the city before we arrived. You know what they’re like. They scuttled off like vermin. Most of the ones left were too old or sick, apart from the women and children.’

‘And these were the saboteurs?’

‘No. You don’t understand. It was the city we were punishing. Kiev had to pay. But listen… you’re not listening.’

More to the point, Lukas thought, are you listening, Joseph?

‘It was an incredible operation and I was part of it,’ Hepner said. ‘It’s the thing we’re good at. “Put your suitcases there.” And they did. We moved them further on. “Take your coats off and leave them there.” And they did. “Put your valuables there.” And they did. They were just like animals, obedient, ignorant animals, heading to the abattoir but, of course, they didn’t know that then. It was such a huge crowd. They took off their shoes, they took off their clothes.’

‘They took off their clothes?’ Lukas repeated, unable to imagine the horror of walking to your death, peeled and raw. ‘Why did they do that?’

In the darkness he saw Hepner’s shoulder rise in a shrug.

‘Maybe they thought we’d fumigate them. I don’t know. I took off my clothes when I arrived in England,’ – Hepner started to laugh – ‘I expect you had to as well.’

What a joke!

‘Some of them heard the shooting but it was too late. Some tried to run. We smashed them with the butts of our guns. We herded them, d’you hear me? Herded them and they started baying and yelling but we kept them moving. There was a ravine ahead – I wasn’t down there. I heard about it. A dozen at a time, shot at the edge of the ravine so they’d fall in. Later they made them lie down on the corpses then they shot them. Layer upon layer. They shot people morning and night. Apparently they started putting them head to head, one bullet for two people. It was hard for the soldiers getting the work finished. The children were the worst.’

Was it time for Lukas to say something now, to remark on Hepner’s glimmer of humanity? He stayed stubbornly silent.

‘The children don’t do as they’re told, you see,’ Hepner said. ‘They won’t keep still.’




Chapter Sixty Seven

June and Danny had gone back to London months ago but still, when Millie was in the pantry, seeing what she could rustle up for supper, she caught herself thinking, what can I do for pudding? before remembering she didn’t have a little boy to please any more. She and Ruby rubbed along fine but she missed them. June had promised to write and let her know how they were getting on but she never did.

‘Eggs for supper again,’ she said to Gyp, picking up a basket and going out to the coops. Gyp trotted down to the entrance of the yard. Millie finished collecting the eggs and called him but he stayed where he was, staring up the track, his head tipped, listening.

Millie put her basket down on the ground and walked towards him. The sun had already dropped behind the plateau, sucking the colour back into the fields, turning the landscape into a tapestry of grey and black, the chalk track a cold white in front of her. Gyp gave a long, low growl and Millie peered into the gloom, expecting to see Ruby coming round the shoulder of the hill but there was no one. As she turned away, Gyp barked. She’d heard it too, the click of a stone turning underneath a foot.

‘Hello,’ she called. ‘Who’s there?’

Gyp whined, circled around her a few times and she felt a chill run through her.

‘Come on, old chap,’ she said, grasping him by the collar. ‘Ruby’ll be home soon.’ She’d almost reached the door when Gyp sashayed away from her and cantered back through the yard towards the silhouetted figure striding towards them.

‘Yoohoo!’ Ruby shouted, waving.

‘Ruby,’ Millie called back, ‘Am I glad to see you.’

Ruby reached her and peered into her face, screwing up her nose.

‘Blimey,’ she said. ‘Whatever’s the matter with you?’

‘It’s getting dark early now. I got a bit spooked, that’s all.’

Inside the kitchen, Ruby said, ‘Let’s get some light in here, then.’ She started clattering with the globe of the Tilly lamp. ‘Not like you to get all aeriated about the dark. That’s my job.’ The amber flame bloomed across the walls. Ruby pulled a crushed packet of cigarettes out from the pocket of her housecoat and lit up.

‘What’s for supper, then?’ she said, ‘I’m famished.’

‘Eggs.’ As she said it, she remembered she’d left the basket sitting in the yard. ‘Bloody hell,’ she said, ‘I’ve left the eggs outside.’ Gyp was restless, alert. He was making her jumpy. ‘Come with me, Ruby. We need to shut the hens away for the night.’

Ruby frowned and looked across at the window, black now that the lamp was lit.

‘I don’t like the dark. You know I don’t like the dark.’

‘Please,’ Millie said.

Ruby sighed dramatically, hauling herself to her feet, pinching the end out of her cigarette and blowing down the stub before balancing it on the edge of the table.

‘Come on then,’ she said. ‘Better get it over with.’

The moment Millie opened the door, Gyp was off across the yard. They could hear him barking, out in the dark.

‘Wish that ruddy animal of yours wouldn’t do that,’ Ruby said.

Millie hurried over towards the coop, Ruby trailing along behind. The chickens were squawking and flapping inside but when she peered in, she couldn’t see anything other than their pale shapes fluttering around the roosts.

‘Hush, girls,’ she said. She let herself out of the run, closing the gate behind her and picking up the basket. ‘Did you check their water this morning?’

‘I dunno,’ Ruby said.

A fox rasped out an alarm call from behind the paddock. Ruby shot a hand out and grabbed Millie by the wrist.

‘What the bloody hell was that?’

‘A fox,’ Millie said. ‘That’s probably why the hens are restless.’

For some reason, Ruby's escalating anxiety soothed her and she felt her courage returning. They made their way back across the yard, Millie calling for Gyp to come back in. She could see him, his light coat visible against the shadow of the wall as he flitted along the boundary before disappearing behind the stables.

‘Oh, leave him,’ Ruby said, ‘he’ll be in later.’

As they reached the kitchen door, another animal shrieked – much nearer this time – and Ruby sprang behind Millie, grasping her by the waist to put her between herself and the sound.

‘It’s a vixen scream,’ Millie said, prising Ruby's hands loose and pushing her aside to get to the door. Ruby slammed it shut behind them, leaning against it, laughing with relief.

‘Give me the Blitz any day. This country thing frightens the living daylights out of me.’

The smell of the kitchen was comforting – wood smoke, the apples drying in the pantry, the smell of Ruby’s discarded cigarette. Millie sat down to pull off her boots. ‘Draw the curtains,’ she said, ‘we’ll have the ARP up here otherwise and then we’ll really have something to be frightened about.’

Ruby retrieved her stub and lit it as she walked towards the window, turning to flick the match into the coal scuttle. In that split second Millie saw a movement out in the darkness beyond the windowpane. Ruby closed the curtains, turned round and was about to take a drag on her cigarette when she paused and said, ‘Crikey Mills – you seen a ghost?’

‘There’s something out there,’ she whispered.

Ruby ducked and slunk towards the table with her knees bent.

‘What?’ she said, her eyes huge.

‘I saw something out there, before you closed the curtains.’

Ruby looked over her shoulder and back to Millie.

‘What sort of something?’

‘I don’t know.’

Millie slowly pulled her boots back on, listening.

‘You don’t think that ruddy copper’s back, do you?’ she said.

It was Ruby's turn to be conciliatory.

‘We ain’t heard a peep out of him for months. It’ll be nothing,’ she said with scant conviction, ‘one of those bleedin’ animals is all. That dog of yours would be barking his head off if it was anything to worry about.’

She was right. Why wasn’t Gyp barking? Had she imagined the footstep on the track? Gyp had heard it – so why wasn’t he barking now? She stood up and made her way towards the kitchen door.

‘You’re not bleedin’ well going out to find him, are you?’ Ruby said.

‘’Course I am.’

Ruby snatched at Millie’s wrist, holding her so hard it hurt.

‘Don’t you dare. It’s a bleedin’ dog.’

Millie twisted her arm free and said, ‘All right. Go and bolt the other door, just in case.’

Ruby narrowed her eyes and stared at her, raised a warning finger as she backed away, down the corridor.

‘Don’t you dare,’ she said a moment before disappearing. Millie heard her struggling with the bolt in the distance and thought, I’ll call him. He’ll hear me and come.

She opened the door as quietly as possible, wincing as it grated a piece of stone across the clay tiles. She stepped out onto the threshold.

‘Gyp?’ she called.

She listened. She took another step forward.

‘Gyp?’

She heard heavy footsteps. She turned, thinking Ruby was pounding through the kitchen to tug her inside and slam the door. No, they were in front of her, out in the dark. She turned back, stared out. A great pillar broke from the blackness, travelling at tremendous speed. Before she had time to think, it hit her full in the body. The man’s momentum pushed her off balance and he was through the door and into the kitchen before she had time to block him. Her foot caught. Her body folded. Down she went and crack! Her head struck the tiles, snapping her jaw shut, her teeth cutting her tongue. Blood. She could taste blood.

Dazed and disorientated she rolled onto her side, pushed herself up. She held the back of her head, felt stickiness. Ruby screamed. She heard feet running away. The other door rattling. Ruby was leaving her. She tried to sit up. Her head swirled. Her stomach felt sick. A hand grabbed her roughly by her collar, lifted her, dragged her to a chair. She looked up into the face of a man she’d never seen before. He was drunk. She could smell alcohol on his breath. No chin. Just an Adam’s apple slipping under the skin as he swallowed. One hand wrapped in a filthy bandage. He breathed through his mouth, his lips open. His hair, darkened with oil, fell across his eyes which were filled with a terrible violence.

He planted a heavy fist on the table, leaning forward against it until his mouth was inches from her face. Taking a handful of her blouse he pulled her closer and said, ‘Where’s my wife?’




Chapter Sixty Eight

When the blow came it was more shocking than painful. He caught her hard against the side of her face with an open hand. God, what a clout. Her ear throbbed with blood, her cheek pricked and burned. She righted herself, stared straight back at him. He pulled her close to his horrible face.

‘I said, where’s my wife?’

‘I don’t know your wife.’

It hurt to speak. Her tongue was beginning to swell, to catch on her back teeth. She could taste the iron in her blood. She wanted to spit.

‘June Russell. You know June Russell.’

‘London. She’s in London.’

‘You’re lying.’

She braced herself for another blow. It glanced across the crown of her head, sending a single hairpin singing to the floor. He was too drunk to aim properly.

‘She upstairs?’

‘You’ve made a mistake.’

He glared down at her and to her horror began to unbuckle the belt of his trousers with the bandaged hand. He grunted with the effort, his breath coming in short gasps, his fingers clumsy and restricted – please dear God no, anything but this – but as the tongue flicked free of the eyelet, he began to pull the belt off his trousers, stopping every now and again to snarl at his bandaged hand.

She heard the buckle jangling as he worked it through the trouser loops, thought he might beat her with it, imagined the metal cutting into her skull. He shoved her into the back of the chair with a growl.

‘Stay put,’ he said, stumbling around behind her. Standing with his feet wide apart, he grasped her wrist, pulling it back, tying the belt tight before threading the leather through the bars at the back of the chair, securing her other hand.

He staggered back round her, his footsteps heavy. He looked up at the ceiling, narrowed his eyes as if he was listening, breathing heavily.

‘June!’ he yelled, spittle flying from his mouth, ‘Wait till I get my hands on you…’ He headed off through the sitting room, disappeared round the turn in the staircase. He was above her, crashing from room to room, banging doors open and scraping beds aside.

She struggled against her ties, tried to stand. No good. The chair dragged her back. She cursed Ruby; together they could have defended themselves. He was drunk, irrational. Ruby had abandoned her, run away, left her. Where was she now? Hiding in the sheds, lighting up a fag.

There was a pause in the noise from above. Millie strained her ears to listen but could hear nothing. Could he possibly have passed out on a bed? Or had he found something? She heard him descending, a clattering thrum as his heel slipped down several steps – and he flung a child’s shirt onto the kitchen table.

‘What d’you call this?’

‘They’ve gone.’

He snatched up the shirt, pulled at the inside of the collar, shoving a label into her face.

‘Why does it say “Daniel Russell” on it, eh?’

‘They were here. They’ve gone.’

‘Why should I believe you? You’re hiding her. You’ve been hiding Nazis. You’re a fucking collaborator.’

Millie saw him bunch his fist and turned her head. The blow caught her on her cheekbone, stunned her, made her gasp out a sob of fear and pain.

‘Traitor. Whore.’ He struck her again. The room rocked, there was a singing in her ears but as it weakened she heard something else. Barking. Gyp. He could hear her. He sounded so far away.

She dropped her head to her chest. Russell pulled her up by her hair. She let her eyelids flutter, let the muscles of her face go limp. He flung her head aside and she heard him pacing away from her. How could he know? How many others knew? Was this the end? If he didn’t kill her, would she be shaven and beaten and shamed?

With her head hanging, she opened her eyes. Blood, everywhere. It couldn’t all have come from her mouth. It was flowing, falling from her nose, she could hear it landing on her trousers – tap, tap, tap – so much blood, so bright, pouring out of her. She’d bleed to death, surely. She wanted to free her hands, stem the flow before it drained her completely.

She couldn’t see Russell but she could hear him. He was stumbling around, swearing, knocking things over. Something shattered on the floor of the laundry room, a chair tumbled in the sitting room. His brutality filled the house with a sickening energy.

There was a movement behind but she couldn’t work out what it was. Russell came back into the kitchen. The blackout curtain rattled back.

She lifted her head, saw him moving erratically from window to window. Then she heard the grumble of a tractor engine.

Oh, thank God, Hugh was here.

Russell grabbed a chair and braced it underneath the crossbar of the door. He headed back towards the table, started tugging at it, moving it closer to the door. She yelled out,

‘Hugh! Help me!’

Russell pounced at her, grabbed the back of her head and pressed the injured hand over her mouth. The bandage tasted of blood and smelled faintly of iodine. She could see the whites of his eyes as they darted around. Someone began hammering on the door.

‘Millie! Open up!’

Russell turned, his hand slipping further up Millie’s face, the soft crepe of the bandage blocking her nose as well as her mouth. She struggled with all her strength, screaming in her throat until she thought her chest would burst.

She struck out with her boots, her legs flailing in the panic of suffocation, and caught Russell a solid blow on his shin. He cursed. He let go. She didn’t care about the next two blows; she could breathe again and she was furious.

The hammering stopped. She heard a tinny rattling at the kitchen window. She strained her head around. There was a gap in the curtain.

In the tail of her eye she saw Hugh’s face at the window, pale and anguished. He began charging at the leading with his shoulder, pinging out diamonds of glass which fell and shattered on the stone flags inside.

Russell shot across the room and began battling to close the wooden shutters. They hadn’t been used for years. The hinges screamed. He unfolded one, rushed across, grabbed the other.

She jumped the chair round. Hugh had knocked free the middle sections of glass and was tearing at the buckled leading, cursing as the shards stuck into his hands. He wormed an arm through, grappling for the latch.

Russell had the other shutter free. He thumped it against Hugh’s arm, again and again. Pushed his whole body weight against it. Got it shut. Grappled with the locking bar.

Hugh’s shouts were muffled, the shutters jumping and jumping but Russell pressed against them, squeezed the metal bar into place. She couldn’t hear Hugh any more.

Then, Bang! The door into the outhouse jumped in its frame.

Russell rushed down the corridor. The feet of the blanket chest screeched across the floor, Russell panting and grunting with the effort of moving it.

She struggled against the belt, the leather cutting into her skin – she had to get free. No one could get into the house. All entrances were barred. It didn’t matter how many police or Home Guards turned up, no one could reach her. She was doomed.

Russell stopped moving but she couldn’t see why. Was he taking a breather, gathering his strength? In the silence of the kitchen, she heard other vehicles arriving, orders being shouted, feet running around the side of the house. There was Gyp, close now, barking with a ferocity she’d never heard before.

Russell was behind her. She heard a light scrape of metal. He’d picked up the knife Ruby had been using to pare the vegetables the night before. Why did that ruddy woman never put anything away? He stepped in front of her and she saw it in his hand, small and sharp.

There was a noise behind the door of the pantry, a glass jar smashing onto the tiles. Thank the Lord, she thought. There’s another way in. The perforated sheet of metal which kept the room cool but stopped the flies.

Russell started to drag the heavy pine table away from the kitchen door, round towards the pantry. He snarled and spluttered as he pulled. The bandage bloomed with fresh blood, leaving smears across the wood.

He got the table partially across the door when it began to jump on its legs. He rushed to the side and leaned against it. He jerked as another blow vibrated the door. Slowly, inexorably the table inched its way into the kitchen, angling as the door opened one inch, then another. A hand appeared, gripping the door, pushing.

Russell scrambled across the top of the table and stabbed at the fingers. They shot out of sight. A man yelled. Russell had made a mistake. His weight on the table was not as effective. The door gave a mighty jerk, throwing him onto the floor. The knife sprang from his hand, clattered onto the stone.

One man, two men pushed through the gap. Russell snatched the knife up. In a bound he was behind Millie, his bloodied hand gripping her hair, the knife at her throat. His face loomed over her.

The first officer froze, gesturing to his colleague to stay where he was. The door stood half open. Another policeman came into view.

Russell jerked Millie’s head further back and she felt the tip of the knife trembling under her jaw. She panted, small, shallow breaths, trying to keep completely still. Shadows skipped around at the edge of her vision. She could hear other men climbing into the pantry, whispering orders to one another.

She could smell Russell, alcohol and sweat, sharp, like foul wet straw. There was a tang of raw onion on the metal of the knife. Her mouth was filled with the taste of blood. Her skin jangled; her wrists burned; her face throbbed; the roots of her hair stung. Goose bumps and flushes ran along her back, sweat trickling between her breasts.

Sounds came to her in layers, the faint crunch of gravel.

Whispers. Hugh’s voice, quiet but in charge.

Someone pleading.

A strange stillness.

The pressure of the blade slackened. Was Russell listening? He lifted his head. If she strained her eyes, she could look down her nose, see the shape of the policeman nearest the pantry door. He flicked a sideways glance, stepped back.

A deafening cannonade thundered on the kitchen door, someone else was banging and shouting on the door to the outhouse, the shutters over the window juddered and jumped. Russell tensed, looked towards the exits.

She winced. The knife nicked her skin. She held her body higher. Russell flicked his head from left to right. A gobbet of sweat dropped from his hair onto her face.

Over the banging and thundering she heard the legs of the table skitter on the tiles. In the corner of her vision she saw Gyp, a blur of fur and fangs, leaping from the top of the table.

Russell roared. She thought the knife would plunge into her neck.

She braced herself, eyes tight shut. A great force hit her on her side. Her hair was free. A singing clatter as the knife hit the floor. A maelstrom of teeth and slavering snarls, a scream of terror, bodies and fists, right next to her.

The chair was toppling. She was going over. She braced herself, tucked her chin into her chest.

Her elbow struck first. A bruising jar. Impossible to stop. Her head. God, the noise in her skull. Ears buzzing. Louder, much louder. All black round the edge of her eyes, shapes fighting, pushing into the middle. Couldn’t hear anything now, just the buzzing, louder and louder.

She wondered if she was unconscious. She felt a hand stroke across her forehead, down her cheek, the skin of the palm rough.

‘Oh God, Millie, my darling, darling girl… what has he done to you?’




Chapter Sixty Nine

Millie lay on the sofa in the shadows of the sitting room. Someone had built up a pile of cushions to support her. She could hear voices, lots of them, murmuring. A murmur of starlings? No, that wasn’t right. It was a lower, bigger noise, like wind in high branches. Had they finally come to get her?

She opened her eyes. Who were all those people in the kitchen? She moved. Caught her breath. Gyp sat up and licked her hand. Everything ached, her shoulders, her arms, her back. She felt a draught of night air from an open door creeping around the floor of the house, cooling her legs. She leant forward to pull the chenille shawl over them.

Her head throbbed. She tried to swallow, her tongue stiff, too big for her mouth. She reached out, stroked the top of Gyp’s head, lifting one of his ears and rolling it between her finger and thumb. She sank back into the cushions. She felt oddly euphoric, warm, safe. She closed her eyes.

She was woken by the sound of kindling crackling in the grate. There was Hugh, his back to her, building a fire. Strange, a fire, and not yet winter. Comforting though. It gets chilly when the sun goes down. He was wearing that favourite shirt of his. His back looked broad as he bent forward.

He must have heard her stir. He came across and squatted on the floor beside her. The kindling flamed up, lighting the side of his face, a mask of concern.

‘Hello,’ he said. He moved the fringing of the shawl away from her mouth. His hand smelled of wood smoke. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Like I was run over by a tractor.’

He smiled, that great big smile, bunching up the corners of his eyes.

‘You poor little thing.’

She began to push herself higher, winced as she took the weight on her elbow.

‘Where is everyone?’

‘All gone – for the time being.’ He gently moved her legs to one side and sat down at the other end of the sofa. ‘They’ve arrested Russell. Someone put him up to it: that constable who was asking questions in the summer has been spreading lies and rumours. They think his head’s gone. Battle fatigue. He was injured at Dunkirk, never properly recovered. Had some hare-brained theory about collaboration. He was told to leave you alone months ago. He’s being sent to Birmingham for treatment.’

‘Poor man,’ she said – another wrong she could never set right.

Hugh gave her a look of deep affection and said, ‘You are an extraordinarily wonderful person, Mills. There aren’t many women who would say that about a man who’d caused so much trouble.’

There aren’t many women who carry the burdens of guilt that I do, she thought.

Hugh gave her hand a squeeze and continued, ‘Anyway, the police will need a statement from you but the sergeant said I can bring you down to Shawstoke any time this week, as soon as you’re feeling strong enough.’

‘Where’s Ruby?’

‘Over at Steadham. She raised the alarm.’

‘Did she?’

Millie felt another wave of remorse but this one was short-lived. Ruby had still abandoned her. Hugh gave her ankle a squeeze. He gazed at her. Were his eyes a bit moist? Then he sniffed, shook his head and said, ‘Ruby was in quite a state, wild-eyed, her clothing torn, her legs bleeding. All I could think was that some ruddy Jerry had escaped; there’s a camp the other side of Shawstoke, you know. Then I got here and…’ he gave a great sigh, shaking his head. ‘Ghastly.’

He leant forward, worried the dog’s head and continued. ‘God, Millie, I was beside myself. Nothing but a door between us but it could have been a continent. I could hear Gyp barking. He was trapped.’

‘Where?’

‘In that old stable. He had a great boot mark on his flank…’

‘What?’

She sat up too quickly and clutched her side.

‘There’s nothing to see,’ Hugh said, gently lowering her back by her shoulders. ‘It was mostly mud. I brushed it out.’

‘I heard him yelp. I thought it was a vixen. I always thought he could protect me.’

‘He did in the end.’

‘I thought you couldn’t get in.’

‘So did I. Then I remembered the pantry window. The police wouldn’t have thought of it. With the shutter down, there was no way of telling. It’s a bit of a mess in there I’m afraid but I’ll secure it tonight and refix the metal grille in the morning. Can’t do anything about the jars we broke climbing through though.’

‘Not the poteen?’

‘No – chutney, I think… or it could have been jam. It’s hard to tell.’

She laughed softly then clutched at her ribs.

‘Stop it,’ she said, ‘Ruby tries her best. She’s never made anything like that before.’

‘I hope she never does again.’

‘Stop it, Hugh. It hurts.’

They sat in companionable silence, watching the fire. A log shifted in the grate, sending up a glitter of tiny sparks. Then Hugh cooked omelettes filled with pieces of boiled potato, left over from the evening before. He brought them through on a tray and they ate them in front of the fire.

‘And now it’s time you went to bed,’ he said.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to stay until Ruby comes back in the morning.’

‘Let me sleep down here – beside the fire,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be alone tonight, even if I know you’re downstairs.’

‘All right, but you need some proper pillows.’ He went and fetched them, bringing an eiderdown as well.

‘What are you going to do?’ she said.

‘Sit with you – read a bit, maybe snooze.’

‘That would be nice.’

She woke only once in the night when the fire was low. Hugh was asleep in the armchair, the book he’d been reading lying open on his lap. She thought how dear his face had become to her and as her eyes fell heavy once more, she knew he would still be there when she woke in the morning.




Chapter Seventy

The first snows triggered powerful emotions in Millie. The pepper scent of frost in the air and the low angle of the sun transported her back to that bitter winter’s evening when she found Lukas.

How she wished she could remember his face but time had drawn him deeper into the mist, leaving her with nothing more than feelings, like the aura of a dream. At night when the house cooled and she listened to the ticking in the old beams, she remembered the passion they shared with a surging intensity, waking in the dark of the morning, bereft and lonely. Lately she found the memory increasingly painful and indulged herself less and less.

She’d become so used to feeling like this in the winter months, she no longer dreaded Christmas at the Adamson’s. Her hope that peace would come to Europe and that Lukas would somehow return was shattered when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbour. The whole world was at war now and she found she was depending more on Hugh, her loyal companion, her champion, her friend.

As she stood at the kitchen window, waiting for him to collect her, she was looking forward to seeing him. Ruby had left a few days ago to spend Christmas with Nip’s family and Millie had filled her long evenings working on Hugh’s present, a patchwork cushion made from silk ties that once belonged to his father.

And there he was, his leonine head instantly recognisable in the front of the car; he’d stopped combing his hair flat for special occasions, ever since she said it didn’t suit him. She watched him climb out, stretch a little taller and gaze around the yard with a smile on his face. She drew deeper into the kitchen with the guilt of the secret watcher.

‘A very merry Christmas to you,’ he said, coming in and kissing her on each cheek.

‘You’re in good spirits this year.’

‘Aren’t I always? Gyp!’ He dropped onto his hunkers and worried the dog’s ears. ‘Have we got some treats for you, old chap?’

‘Have you?’

‘Just some offal that’s gone over. He’ll love it.’

He stood up again and looked at her, his dark eyes warm, crinkling at the corners as he smiled. Yes, Millie thought, he’s very dear to me. She came forward and put her arms around him, resting her head against his shirt. He had a comforting, mealy smell about him, mixed with the perfume of frost. She felt him shift, unsure of what to do, then his hand pressed against her back and he rubbed it up and down, gave her a pat. She released him.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘What was that for?’ but he looked pleased and a little pink in the face.

‘Happy Christmas,’ she said.

‘Oh, right.’ He gave her an excited smile that had the charm of a child and looked over to the packages on the kitchen table. ‘Shall I take these?’ he said.

He stowed them in the back seat and tucked a car blanket over them before letting Gyp jump in, then he opened the door for Millie with a comical bow and off they set.

As the road began to climb out of the combe, Millie gazed through the car window at the great plains of snow. It wasn’t thick this year, she could still see the lines of earth along the ploughed ridges.

She wished she could feel a deeper connection with Hugh. It was pleasurable when they cuddled but something inside her still recoiled from the thought of intimacy; and yet she knew long-term happiness seldom sprang from early passion – she’d learned that with Jack. She’d tried to assuage her longing for Lukas by imagining their passion waning but it hadn’t worked. They’d fallen so swiftly into a kind of dizzying ease even before their bodies flowed into each other in a series of delicate, harmonious steps. It wasn’t passion that produced that ease: it was something far more profound. Perhaps she just had to accept she would never replicate it in her life and regard her friendship with Hugh as good enough.

The hallway of Steadham House smelt of mulled wine and Millie could hear cheerful chatter coming from the sitting room. Mrs Adamson popped her head out and gave a bark of pleasure, hurrying over and hugging Millie with unusual warmth, giving Hugh a broad wink which made him look away, smiling.

It was a wonderful meal. Spirits were high now that America was joining the war.

‘About ruddy time too,’ Dr Wilson said.

‘Gordie,’ his wife said. ‘Language.’

‘Did you all listen to the Prime Minister last night?’ Hugh’s mother said.

‘Even from Washington, that wonderful man had me in tears,’ Mrs Wilson said. ‘Especially when he said that despite war raging everywhere we can find a night of peace in each cottage home and every generous heart…’ she ended with a little squeak.

‘Very moving,’ Hugh agreed.

The pig had been slaughtered a week earlier and, as Mrs Adamson ran the pig club, she got the leg. Mrs Wilson brought along a jar of her potted pork as a starter.

‘Is that nutmeg I can taste?’ Mrs Farrow said.

‘I couldn’t possibly tell you,’ Mrs Wilson replied.

‘Only MI19 know what goes into Mrs Wilson’s potted pork,’ Hugh said.

The joint had been cooking slowly for hours and the crackling shattered like glass.

‘I know it’s not as festive as a turkey,’ Mrs Adamson said, passing along the plates.

‘It’s a lot prettier than your murkey,’ Hugh said.

There was a deal of handing around of vegetables, some talk of the progress of the war, predictions for the weather this winter before the table fell silent as the guests launched into their food. After the first few mouthfuls the conversation around the table picked up and Mrs Wilson, who had given Millie a couple of penetrating glances as she ate, laid her knife and fork down and said, ‘I’m very glad to see you looking so well, Millicent. It seems you’ve made a full recovery from that simply frightful business in the autumn.’

‘I have, thank you.’

‘They released him, you know.’

‘What?’ Hugh said.

‘That fellow, Russell,’ Mrs Wilson said, surveying the table to make sure she had everyone’s full attention. ‘Mrs Swithin at the Post Office keeps me right up to date, you know. He was handed over to his unit so they could deal with him but as it was a first offence, he was put on a charge and then released.’

‘First offence?’ Hugh said. ‘How can it be his first offence? He’d been knocking his wife around for years.’

‘Had he?’ Mrs Wilson said. ‘Well, she’s obviously never told anyone or he would have got a far stiffer sentence.’

‘I can’t understand why women stay with men like that,’ Mrs Adamson said.

‘It’s beyond me,’ Mrs Wilson said. ‘I had a cleaner once. What was her name, Gordie?’ Dr Wilson looked up from his plate and shrugged. ‘Mrs Fisher, that was it. Her husband beat her like a gong. She said if you’ve never been beaten, you’ve never been loved.’ Mr Farrow gave a bellow of laughter and his wife told him to shush. ‘But you mustn’t worry, Millicent,’ Mrs Wilson said, ‘He won’t be coming back here. He’s out in North Africa again apparently, fighting for his country.’

‘Best place for him,’ Hugh muttered. ‘I hope those Jerries give him a taste of his own medicine.’

‘I do miss that little boy, Danny,’ Mrs Adamson said. ‘Christmas isn’t quite the same without children.’

When the meal finished, Millie got to her feet to help Mrs Adamson with the plates but she said, ‘No, dear. There are plenty of hands to help me.’ Millie was sure she saw the three women exchange glances of conspiratorial glee. ‘Go on through and join the others in the drawing room.’

Millie opened the door. The only person in there was Hugh, standing by the Christmas tree, fiddling with one of the baubles. The blackout curtains were already drawn against the early dusk and the room looked merry, the picture frames decked with greenery, the bulbs winking on the tree. He beckoned her over with a nervous energy.

‘Shut the door,’ he said. ‘I wanted to give you my present first, just the two of us.’

‘I’ll fetch mine,’ she said, turning back towards the door.

‘No, don’t. I’ll open it later. Come over here.’ He knelt down on the floor and patted the carpet next to him. ‘Come on. Sit down.’ He seemed unusually excited, his eyes glowing in the firelight.

She knelt down beside him, a flicker of worry puckering her brow despite her smile. He leant forward and drew something out from among the other presents, cupping it in his hand.

‘Happy Christmas, darling,’ he said, handing her a tiny package.

In an instant Millie knew what it was. She tried to give him a look of expectant joy. She peeled back the paper. He had his hands pressed against his knees and his shoulders were braced as if he were hardly breathing. She unwrapped the paper and there was an old jewellery box. It could be a brooch, she thought, a pair of ear studs. The top sprang open. She looked down on a ring, a rose made of tiny diamonds, marcasite leaves twining along the band. It was a pretty thing.

‘It belonged to my grandmother,’ Hugh said, a little crack in his voice.

‘Oh, Hugh. It’s beautiful.’ She smiled at him and noticed that the light was shimmering along his lower eyelids.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘What do you think?’

‘I think you are the dearest, sweetest man,’ she said as she leant forward and kissed him. Clumsily he brought his hand up behind her head and she felt the smallest ripple in her abdomen, not of passion, but of retreat. He broke away from her and said, ‘But what do you think?’

‘It’s absolutely lovely.’

A frown passed across his forehead, his smile became a little more fixed and he said, ‘But you will marry me, won’t you?’

She could hear whispers in the corridor outside the room. Blast, she thought, everyone’s flipping well in on it. They’re all waiting to hear my answer. She was trapped, unable to negotiate around this moment without causing him the most terrible pain and embarrassment.

‘You know I will,’ she said, hoping that her answer would mask her lack of conviction. It did. He flung his arms around her shoulders and crushed her against him.

‘See if it fits… no, not that finger. Here, let me do it.’ He took the delicate thing off her with his workman’s hands and pressed it over her knuckle, working the skin of her finger through as if he were flaying a rabbit. It glinted delicately in the firelight, incongruous on a hand that had only worn a plain band, mocking her ragged nails and grimy cuticles. ‘There,’ he said, ‘at last, you’re well and truly mine.’

He was on his feet before she had time to recover. He flung the door open and she heard him say, ‘It’s a yes.’ A chorus of ‘hurrah’ and ‘how marvellous’ before people poured into the room, helped her to her feet, passed her hand around so that the ring could be admired. Mrs Adamson hugged her; even Mrs Wilson swooped down and planted a kiss on her cheek.

‘What wonderful news in the middle of this ghastly war,’ she said. ‘We must all start saving our coupons, right now. You can’t possibly have one of those tiny little cakes with a cardboard cover. A spring wedding. It must be a spring wedding. And who knows? Perhaps the war will be over and we can ring the church bells again.’




1942




Chapter Seventy One

The increasing numbers of German prisoners coming into the listening house, eager to share their stories with one another, spared Lukas the unpleasantness of working as a stool pigeon again but, as he continued to transcribe their conversations, he gave up all hope that the horrors he listened to reflected the soldiers’ genuine belief that their acts of inhumanity were directed solely against Partisans.

‘We must all find some sort of justification for our actions,’ Joseph said during one of their after-dinner chats. ‘We have too many accounts from these execution tourists, for that is what many of them have become, to ignore the truth that the Führer’s intention is to rid Europe of every single Jew.’

‘I cannot believe that,’ Lukas said.

‘Even now? After everything you’ve heard?’

Lukas shook his head. Could not believe it or would not believe it?

‘Where were you in November 1938?’ Joseph said.

‘I was on leave in Heidelberg during Kristallnacht.’

‘Crystal night. Such a pretty word for such ugliness. Pogromnacht is a better word, for that’s what it was. You must have seen Jews dragged from their houses, homes and businesses plundered, synagogues burned to the ground.’

‘It was terrible,’ Lukas said, ‘and I felt deeply sorry for the misfortune of the people involved, but I never associated myself with that sort of state-sanctioned violence. That was down to Nazi Party officials and the Sturmabteilungen.’

‘If you witnessed first hand that frenzy of hatred and excitement, how can you continue to maintain that you didn’t know what was in store for the Jews? Even when you hear these men talking, bragging, laughing about their crimes, you won’t accept that all of Germany knew what was coming.’

On a few occasions Lukas heard a prisoner admit to being sickened by what he’d seen but more often than not the soldiers’ criticism concentrated on the way the executions were carried out. As fresh prisoners arrived with more recent accounts, it became clear to Lukas that the process was becoming more streamlined and the soldiers more tolerant of what they saw. One lad boasted of sleeping with a beautiful Jewess.

‘She hardly looked Jewish at all,’ he said. ‘She knew she was going to be shot.’

‘When you slept with her?’ his dormitory companion said.

‘No. Not then. But later.’

‘Did she think you’d save her?’

‘I don’t expect so. She was in a crowd on the road and she saw me and called out. So we stopped. She said she was going to be shot. She knew how they were going to do it, with the pits and everything. Line them up, a spray to the left and a spray to the right and into the pit they’d fall.’

‘How did she know?’

‘I don’t know. She’d been working at our barracks for a time, forced labour. That sort of thing.’

‘What did you do?’

‘We went down there to see. She was right. When one row went down, the next group would chuck in chloride of lime and ashes on top of them. God, the screaming. It was terrible. They weren’t all dead, you see.’

‘Did you see her being shot?’

‘No. One of them remembered her. She was wearing this chemise, gas blue. When they took their clothes off he saw it. It was a shame. She was really pretty. But you had to be careful. There was all hell to pay for sleeping with Jews.’

‘If they were shot, they couldn’t tell.’

‘Exactly. Nearly eight thousand were shot there.’

It was almost as if the soldiers saw the murders as a natural destiny for these people and why should the death of one pretty girl matter once it had been diluted by ten of thousands?

The soldiers spoke of the burden of the work, the physical and emotional strain that killing this number of people put on the men who had to do it. They were witnesses, never perpetrators, and they had more sympathy for the physical and emotional exhaustion experienced by the men with the guns than for the Jews shivering on the edges of the pits.

When Lukas lay in bed at night, unable to rid his mind of the horrors he’d heard, he resolved to beg Joseph to let him move on now and work on the land; if he was forced to stare any longer into the dark heart of the Wehrmacht soldier, he would surely go mad but he didn’t ask. He knew that if he turned away for his own sanity, he was no better than the soldiers who complained of the burden of their work. But still he clutched onto the hope that the accounts were exaggerated and embellished.

‘How much of this do you think is rumour?’ he asked Joseph.

‘It’s not our job to work that out. We are here only to listen and translate.’

‘Have you read my translation of the conversation about the train?’ Joseph nodded. ‘Can that really be true? That hundreds of men, women and children climbed onto a train, imagining they were being transported east, and gas was piped into the carriages?’

‘We cannot tell. But we have similar accounts from prisoners who witnessed the same thing happening in Riga with trucks.’

‘It’s unthinkable. The boys I heard discussing it didn’t believe it themselves.’

‘That doesn’t mean it isn’t true. You forget, my dear Lukas, that we Germans are an efficient race.’




Chapter Seventy Two

Mrs Adamson turned the wireless off. ‘It’s too depressing,’ she said. ‘Whatever’s the matter with the human race? We’ve been fighting this war for years and just when it looked like we had Germany on the run, Japan decides to have a go.’

‘Look on the bright side, Ma,’ Hugh said. ‘If it wasn’t for the Japs, the Americans would never have joined. We’ve got a chance now.’

‘That’s what we said last Christmas.’

They were in the sitting room, having a nightcap. The room was unlit and they had the French windows open, the scents of summer wafting in from the garden. Mrs Adamson nursed her glass of sloe gin on her lap and looked out at the darkening sky.

‘You’re never going to marry that girl at this rate,’ she said.

‘I’m happy to wait.’

He wasn’t. He was fed up with waiting. Bill Russell’s attack had been dreadful in so many ways but it had advanced his relationship with Millie more successfully than years of careful wooing. He’d gone to bed that Christmas night the happiest man in the world. For six whole months afterwards, he ignored the faint bat-squeak of hesitation in Millie until he could stand it no longer and pushed her to set a date and she said she wanted to wait.

Hugh nearly bellowed, ‘Wait? I’ve been waiting for years’ but he didn’t, he tried to look understanding when all he wanted to do was get her upstairs and take her there and then.

‘If she won’t marry you until the war’s over, it’s going to be one hell of a long wait,’ his mother said, ‘especially if little countries like Japan keep pitching in. Who’s going to have a go next? Switzerland? Portugal? Perhaps the Vatican. I mean, everyone’s at it.’

‘Now you’re just being silly.’

She gave him a wink and took a sip of her drink. ‘Perhaps you’re like rabbits, you and Millie.’

I wish we bloody well were, thought Hugh.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘There was an article in The Journal the other week, about breeding rabbits. Apparently they did an experiment to find out why they don’t breed with their brothers and sisters. They think it’s all to do with recognising their smell. If they separated a litter at birth and put them back together as adults, they started rogering each other like mad…’

‘Mother.’

‘Well, they did. But if they grew up together, they didn’t. It stands to reason it’s going to be the same for us humans – if you’ve spent lots of time with a girl, known her all your life, you’ll never be able to see her as a mate because deep down, at a subconscious level, you think she’s your sister.’

‘I don’t think of Millie as a sister.’

Quite the opposite, Hugh thought.

‘Perhaps she thinks of you as a brother. Ever thought of that?’

‘Of course she doesn’t. It’s the war. It’s hard to make plans when we don’t know what’s round the corner and besides, she’s very proud of the way she’s turned Enington Farm round. She says she doesn’t want to be Mrs Hugh just yet because everyone will forget how well she’s done since Jack died. They’ll say it’s all down to me.’

‘A lot of it is.’

‘A lot of it isn’t. Anyway,’ he said hurriedly to stop his mother rattling on about Millie, ‘I bumped into Morney the other day and he was singing the praises of the Germans.’

‘What? Morney Beswick? Never.’

‘He was, really. He’s got a few working on his farm. He says they’re a hundred times better than the Italians. They keep themselves to themselves, they do exactly what he asks them to do and they’re polite and hardworking.’

‘Well, we’re not having any of them here.’

‘These are ordinary German boys, Mum. They’re not Nazis.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because they’re vetted. Morney knows all about it. They haven’t got any Nazis in the camp at Shawstoke. Those are all sent up north or shipped out to Canada. These are boys who’ve fought just like our chaps and simply hate what Hitler’s doing to their country. We really ought to think carefully about it. Morney says even his Land Girls prefer working alongside the German prisoners.’

‘They prefer them to the Italians?’

‘Absolutely. They don’t whistle at them and try to grab them.’

‘I thought the girls loved that sort of thing.’

Hugh shook his head and smiled. His Mum was in one of her kittenish moods. ‘We’re going to need all the help we can get; if it’s not the War Ag on my back, it’s the ruddy food ministry. Anyway, I’ve decided. I’m going to look into it.’




Chapter Seventy Three

Thalhaüser eventually released Lukas from his duties at the listening house. It had taken him longer to pull strings than he’d hoped but finally Lukas was to be moved to Camp 693 on the borders of Berkshire.

‘What’s the name of her farm?’ Lukas said.

‘I can’t tell you that,’ Joseph said. ‘This arrangement is… unusual to say the least. There can be nothing that alerts my superiors to this manipulation of the system. Nothing.’

‘What harm could there be if I know the name?’ Lukas said.

‘You would escape.’

‘I would not.’

‘I don’t believe you.’ Lukas laughed, despite himself. ‘I made it clear, my dear Lukas, that I can try to get you interned in the right part of the country and I have,’ Joseph said. ‘Volunteer to work and with your mechanical experience, you’re bound to be picked as foreman of a team. It’s a good arrangement. The tide of the war has turned. You can wait out the rest of it in comparative comfort. I wish I could do more for you but I can’t.’



Life was better in Camp 693. He was living, eating and working with a gang of lively Germans. Each day they left the camp to work on farms in the area with all manner of specialised machinery.

At first, his heart was full of hope. He was out on the land, working in the open air. He felt freer than he had since the outbreak of the war but as autumn chilled, he began to feel more and more despondent. Joseph Thalhaüser wouldn’t have tricked him, of that Lukas was certain. He must be near the place, but they covered a twenty-mile radius from the camp and it dawned on him that, as Millie’s farm was a dairy, she may never need the services of any of his team’s machinery.

He reassured himself that he would surely recognise landmarks if he worked on an adjacent farm but so far, he’d harvested the flat fields of the plains and run the threshers in barns in the valley. He scanned the horizon as he worked, trying to recognise the gentle rise of hills leading up to the Downs but that first year, as winter closed in, he began to doubt he was any closer to his goal.

He flirted with the idea of escape but what would that achieve with so little information? Most likely capture and transportation to Canada.

He was still haunted by the stories from his time at the listening house. His fellow prisoners no longer had sympathy for the Nazi regime and yet they had little idea of how corrupt and inhuman it had become. His knowledge of the brutalities, the mass murders, the horror of German atrocities in the East, polluted him. He felt cursed by it.

Three years ago he was proud to fight for his country, convinced that Germany’s struggle was an honourable one. Now, when he sat down to supper in the mess and listened to the men’s naive chatter, he knew they would all be damned when the world discovered the truth.

Then Erich Zoller arrived with that fresh scar across the bridge of his nose, slicing down into his cheek. When you looked into his eyes, an old man stared back.

Lukas first noticed him when he was driving a spinner along the tops of the ridges in a huge field, pushing clay and potatoes out of the ground. Zoller was one of the pickers following the tractor with a bucket. Lukas could see he was strong but he worked with a soulless determination. Hour after hour he followed the spinner, never stopping, never straightening up, never stretching.

In the camp he only ever answered with a single word. The others quickly gave up on him, left him alone to sit on his bunk and stare at nothing at all. They thought him aloof. Lukas understood; the man was broken.

‘Do you know anything about that chap, Zoller?’ Lukas asked his friend Willi Meurer.

‘Odd fish. A communist they say, arrested by the Gestapo before the war. He was released from a concentration camp to fight but was captured and sent here.’

‘How do you know all this? The man never speaks.’

Willi leant nearer and said, ‘Poor old Gerhard over there…’ – he indicated a prisoner with large, translucent ears playing cards near the stove – ‘was held in the London Cage with him. They put them in a cell together. Zoller’s a madman.’

‘Why was he sent here?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps they thought the country air would do him good.’

When they were decorating the dining hall for Christmas Eve, Lukas found himself with Gerhard, sticking paper scraps together to make streamers.

‘The man’s gone in the head,’ Gerhard said as he worked. ‘He told me the SS are killing millions.’

‘Millions?’

Gerhard shrugged. ‘I told you, the man’s loopy. It’s fiction. His stories are crazy.’

Christmas Eve dawned cold and bright with a thin covering of snow across the camp.

‘Snow is wonderful stuff,’ Willi said. ‘It makes even the ugliest camp look beautiful. Is that why Christ was born at Christmas, do you think? Because everything ugly is covered with snow?’

‘I don’t think it snows in the Holy Land,’ Lukas said.

The German cooks had been saving food for weeks and the British authorities had been persuaded to let them buy a few turkeys as extra rations. There was even an issue of red wine. When the meal finished, a group of prisoners crowded around the piano and sang songs from home. The voices were so powerful, the songs so familiar that Lukas felt a pressure rising in his chest, a combination of nostalgia and longing.

He saw Zoller sitting alone in the shadows at the back of the mess, his hands clasped on his lap, the bony fingers weaving around one another in a constant, repetitive movement. He looked cowed, like an animal that had been whipped, a great sense of depression surrounding him. Lukas felt such pity, not so much for the terrible things he must have seen but for the insult of being branded a fantasist, a madman. He went over to him, sat on the bench beside him.

‘Erich,’ he said.

Zoller turned towards him. Tears glistened on the ragged edges of his scars. Lukas reached out, placed his hand on those writhing fingers to still them and said, ‘I believe you.’
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Chapter Seventy Four

As the nights shortened and the farm work increased, Lukas made sure that Zoller was in his team whenever he went out. Like winning the trust of a dog, he kept him close and treated him well, sharing his rations with him, sitting beside him in silent companionship when the team stopped for lunch. At first Zoller turned away, but slowly, as the days warmed, he began to talk.

‘I was no communist,’ he said. ‘Before the war, I was a medical student. My sponsor worked at the General Foundation for Welfare and Institutional Care in Berlin. Part of his work was deciding who should be sterilised.’

Lukas knew something of this; he had heard it discussed among his aunt’s friends but it made him feel uncomfortable. He hoped his silence would discourage Zoller. It didn’t.

‘Do you think it’s right,’ Zoller said, ‘for the physically or mentally unfit not to breed?’

Lukas shook his head.

‘You must have known,’ Zoller went on, ‘that Hitler believed in the theories of Darwin – the survival of the fittest. The Genetic Health Court was active for six years before the war and it had little to do with sterilisation. They escalated it. Called them “mercy killings”. It was the beginning. People needed to know. I was arrested.’

When Lukas was at the listening house, he could insulate himself from the horror by imagining that the speakers exaggerated or embellished; sitting beside Zoller at the back of a barn or in the gloom of the bunkhouse, the very rawness of the man brought the truth crashing down on him.

One evening, when the rest of the prisoners were reading newspapers and playing cards, he sat with Zoller in companionable silence on a bench by the pot-bellied stove. The wind whispered around the edge of the loose casement windows, rolling pieces of dust across the floorboards. A sudden gust slammed dully on the side of the hut, forcing smoke down the chimney, filling the room with the scent of wood smoke.

Lukas was transported back to the sitting room at Enington Farm. He remembered how the wind pushed bulges of smoke into the throat of the chimney, leaning the occasional plume into the room before the fire inhaled and drew it back.

He shivered. The small stove was inadequate for heating the Nissen hut. He looked across at Zoller who was staring at the dull glow coming from it. The wind and the scent of fire must have triggered a different thought in him because he said, ‘We are lucky to be here, you and me.’

‘I don’t feel lucky. I’m cold and I’m bored and I’m perpetually hungry. We never seem to get enough to eat, not for the amount of manual labour we have to do each day.’

Zoller made a dismissive grunt at the back of his throat and said, ‘You have no idea how lucky we are to be here. Every day, I’m glad I was captured and sent to England. At Buchenwald, they break your spirit and then your body. You think we don’t have enough to eat? Ha! In Buchenwald, those that did not die from exhaustion or disease within the first few months were taken by starvation. If you fell, you were beaten. If you were too exhausted to work you were killed.’

‘I prefer to work than hang around the camp all day.’

‘What we do isn’t work. In Germany the work was heavy – road building, moving rocks, dragging equipment. Summer and winter, we wore the thinnest clothes. The clogs we were forced to wear made walking difficult, cut our feet to pieces. Do you think we were allowed to sit around a stove in the evenings and play cards? No. All day and long into the night, they whipped us to make us work, beat us when we paused. You may think there is no better way to kill a man than through work, but you’d be wrong. They created so many ways to kill us.’

‘Hey!’ Willi Mueller called out from his bunk. ‘Can’t you two chat about something more cheerful?’

Zoller hung his head and mumbled, ‘Tomorrow. What is it that we do tomorrow?’

‘Tomorrow we’re back topping sugar beet,’ Lukas said.

‘You won’t feel so lucky then,’ Willi said. ‘Come on, Lukas. Come over here. Let me beat you at chess again.’

As he laid the pieces on the board Willi glanced across at Zoller and said, ‘He’ll never forget all that stuff if he keeps wallowing in it. We’ve all seen some pretty awful things. Christ, I saw friends burn to death in their tanks in Egypt and bodies that had lain in the sun for days. When those images hit me, I think about something else.’

‘It’s not the same,’ said a voice, low and cracked with emotion.

‘Christ, Zoller. I didn’t think you were listening.’

He’d stolen across the room and now stood over them, his fingers weaving around one another.

‘Every day the corpse carts were full. Emaciated people squatted in the dirt, lay on the ground exhausted, struggled to their feet to save themselves from a beating. I look at them and I don’t know how they can be alive and I look at my own body and I ask the same question.’

‘It’s a war,’ Willi said. ‘People die.’

Zoller raised a warning finger and said, ‘But here’s the thing: you have to ask what happens to someone’s humanity when the person in front of them no longer looks human. I know what happens. You lose it and then it’s easy to use prisoners for experiments, to infect them with typhus and watch them die. You find out so much. Try a vaccine and see if it kills them. Inject the disease into them and see if the vaccine works. Give them a drug until they die, and then you will know how much is a fatal dose. They injected people with all types of things, even petrol, just to see what happened.’

Willi sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest.

‘When you’ve quite finished,’ he said, ‘Lukas and I would like to get on with our game of chess.’

Zoller melted back into the shadows, climbed into his bunk and pulled the blanket across his shoulders.

‘Why do you listen to the man?’ Willi said, setting out the pieces again. ‘These are stories. Ravings of a madman.’

‘I don’t think they are, Willi,’ Lukas said.

‘Then he should keep them to himself. How does he think it makes the rest of us feel, hearing stuff like this?’

‘I don’t listen for myself. I listen for him.’

‘Then you’re a better man than me, Lukas.’




Chapter Seventy Five

There were days when Lukas felt particularly lucky, especially when his team were out scavenging for scrap metal. Security at Camp 693 was relaxed and Lukas knew their Home Guards well: Sergeant Copeland, a stout, plain man who’d seen action in the first war, and Corporal Swift, a retired chemist. Neither enjoyed excessive exercise and were content to wait by the truck while the prisoners hunted along the lanes, peering into the thick vegetation on the verges for abandoned farm machinery to reforge and adapt. This temporary freedom reminded Lukas of the power of hope.

Today the team were doubly lucky. Willi spotted the metal rim of a wheel in a thicket of brambles. After half an hour of hacking and swearing, they pulled out an old chaff cutter with a wrought iron axel.

‘The local blacksmith can make a subsoiler out of that,’ Willi said. ‘Save us digging drainage channels by hand.’

Zoller and Becker, the young man with the large, translucent ears, hiked it onto their shoulders and carried it back to the truck. They arrived at the local blacksmith’s and Sergeant Copeland and Private Swift settled down in the spring sunshine. They were content to leave the blacksmith in charge.

When the smithy whipped the axel out of the furnace and held the bucking metal fast with huge, blackened tongs, the prisoners took turns hammering the metal into shape with sledges. They sang Westerwaldlied in time with the hammering. Prisoners weren’t allowed to sing when they marched through the town but here no one seemed to mind. Even the smithy bobbed his head in time to the song. Lukas felt a rise in camaraderie overwhelm him in the hot shed as the sparks flew from the metal.

Then Zoller’s hammer slipped and he caught the inside of his forearm on the white-hot mole. Lukas grabbed him by the hand and plunged the arm into the quenching trough. Zoller stared down into the water, hissing through his teeth with the pain. After a couple of minutes his breathing calmed and he said, ‘In Buchenwald they wanted to find out the best treatment for incendiary bomb burns.’

‘The camp doctor’s going to have decide how to treat this one,’ Lukas said.

‘They put white phosphorous on prisoners’ skin.’

‘For the love of God, Zoller,’ Willi begged, ‘Keep it to yourself.’

‘It burned them so badly. You could hear them screaming from inside the huts. The wounds were dreadful. They rubbed things into them to see what happened. Then they shot them.’

Sergeant Copeland came in to see what the commotion was about. He peered into the water and screwed up his face. ‘That looks nasty,’ he said. Then he turned to Lukas. ‘I’ll take him back to camp. You three stay and finish here and come back with Corporal Swift.’

The blacksmith stood by the bed of coals, slowly rotating the iron in the embers as he waited. When they got back to work the atmosphere had changed. The smithy worked silently, clearly longing for them to leave.



Within a month the team were moved on to forestry. They worked on heavily wooded slopes above a large river, helping the lumberjills to load the cut and cleaned trees and take them down to the sawmill in the nearby town. Fraternisation was strictly forbidden but, depending on which Home Guards they had with them, Lukas turned a blind eye if one of his team took the end of a cross-cut saw to give a girl a hand. Mueller knew a smattering of English, Zoller none at all and Becker was far to shy to even make eye contact. It was hardly fraternization and besides, Lukas felt hypocritical disciplining them.

The team had arrived back from the sawmill before sufficient logs had been skidded through the forest for loading. The afternoon was late and hot, the slopes where the prisoners waited with the trailer, cleared of trees. The skin on the back of Lukas’s neck pricked where the sun had burned it and taking his flask, he climbed up the slope to find some shade.

Zoller was sitting at the foot of a pine tree, looking out over the tops of the trees. Lukas offered him the flask and sat down on a patch of rough grass a few yards away.

Above the sound of axes, chopping in the distance he heard the distant drone of engines. Three Spitfires, flying in formation high above them, crossed the blue sky. As they neared, he could pick out the different notes of each plane, their perfect pitch.

He longed to fly again, to ease the throttle until his ear caught the purest of purrs that told him she was beautifully trimmed. When he heard that note, he became the machine, shedding his earthly shackles and soaring, every movement subconscious, natural. The power of the engine lifted him, buoyed him higher and higher.

That’s what he’d felt when making love to Millie, the vibration of that perfect note that let them plunge and soar as one entity; powerful, delicate, overwhelming. It was if he had dropped a seed and found himself in a meadow of flowers.

As the planes faded to a distant murmur he was aware of the sound of birds layering through the air; the coo of pigeons nearby, a wren clicking a warning from the brambles, the flap of clumsy rooks in the canopy above. Further away he caught the echo of a woodpecker drumming a tree and the clear song of a blackbird, a melody so sweet it made him want to weep.

On and on, over towards the shimmering horizon, he could hear singing in every hedge, on every branch, calling across the countryside, bidding farewell to the weakening light of the descending sun.

‘We are in a singing forest,’ he called over to Zoller. When he didn’t reply, he moved his gaze from the beauty of the landscape and looked across. Zoller stared back, his nostrils flared, his fingers back to their perpetual motion.

‘There was a Singing Forest at Buchenwald,’ he said and Lukas’s heart fell. With a sigh, he got to his feet and braced himself for what was to come.

‘It used to be a forest,’ Zoller said, ‘just like this one, but now it is tree trunks, bare of branches. They take the prisoners out and tie their wrists together behind their backs and they hang them by their arms from the trunks. It pulls the shoulders from the sockets. Their pain cannot be described.’

Zoller didn’t need to describe it to Lukas; this was one torture he could imagine all too vividly.

‘In the camp we hear the prisoners scream where they hang, day and night. That’s why they call it the Singing Forest.’

Lukas trudged back to the trailer and waited with a heavy heart. He had such compassion and sympathy for Zoller and yet he resented this steady drip of poisonous revelations. He wished that he could dismiss them as the ravings of a madman, like Willi did, but he had come to believe that his countrymen had abandoned their humanity and become murderers.

It was becoming harder to hold on to hope in the face of such barbarity. He had lost faith in everything Germany meant to him and was filled with a profound and bitter despair.




Chapter Seventy Six

‘Gentlemen,’ Lagerführer Böhm said. ‘May I present to you the Allen scythe, courtesy of the British Ministry of Agriculture?’

Lukas’s team gathered round the machine, peering at the wide blades, fiddling with the petrol lines.

‘The Home Guard are taking you over to a village called Merewick. There’s a large area of uncut grass in the churchyard over there. They need every bit of hay they can get their hands on and it’s your job to get it cut.’

As they bounced along in the back of the truck, Corporal Swift shouted over his shoulder from the front, ‘There should be some fun and games today. That brute’s lethal. If you can get it started it’s got a mind of its own.’

The corporal was right. It eventually rattled into action, gouting clouds of fumes and exhaust. Willi released the clutch. It raced away, Willi pulling back on the handles for all he was worth, cursing it at the top of his voice as he desperately tried to control it. Loose stones flung up by the blades pinged like bullets against the gravestones. Willi disappeared into a pall of smoke, leaving Lukas and Becker weak with laughter.

Becker dug his elbow into Lukas’s ribs and pointed. Zoller was smiling.

They took it in turns to manhandle the machine, the odds of injury increasing when a group of children from harvest camp turned up to help rake the hay. When it was time to take a break, the children ran in and out of the prisoners and Zoller twisted bunches of long grass into rough Kornmütter. He laid them on the ground for the children to collect and went back to work.

When the clock in the church tower showed four, a group of women arrived with food for the children. A woman in her forties with a weather-beaten face brought sandwiches across to the prisoners, doorsteps of bread coated with tinned salmon.

‘You do not have to feed us,’ Lukas said.

‘We have sons out there fighting. You remind us of them.’

A younger woman came over with a jug of homemade ginger beer, lukewarm and peppery on the tongue. She was slim, like Millie, but not nearly as attractive. Lukas smiled to himself when he saw Willi wink at her, recognised the coy look she gave him in return.

At the end of the day they loaded up the Allen scythe and climbed into the truck beside it. Lukas was washed by a profound physical exhaustion and the pleasurable prospect of a deep and well-deserved sleep. The smell of the bruised grass still clung to the blades of the machine and mixed with the scent of petrol. Pieces of grass stuck to his clothes and prickled his skin.

Willi and Becker sat opposite, their noses red and freckled from the sun. Becker closed his eyes and rested his head against the canvas; Willi had a slight smile on his face.

‘That was a great day,’ he said.

‘Even you enjoyed it, Zoller,’ Becker said, leaning across and giving him a jocular push on the knee.

‘I can’t believe how kind these people are to us,’ Willi said. ‘Sometimes I honestly think that when the war ends, I wouldn’t mind settling here.’

‘In England?’

‘I’ve got no one to go home to.’

Zoller’s expression had darkened. He leant forward on the edge of the metal seat and pulled at Willi’s sleeve.

‘We can never stay here,’ he said. ‘Don’t you understand what’s happened over there.’

‘Don’t, Zoller. Please. It’s been a wonderful day. I don’t want to hear your terrible stories.’

‘You must not think about staying here. Ever. The world will never forgive us.’

‘What are you saying?’ Becker said. ‘That we started this war?’

‘That’s not what I mean. It doesn’t matter who started it. What matters is that we’re German, and Germans are efficient. In Poland we needed better ways to kill people, lots of people. And we found it. The truth can’t be hidden forever.’

‘The truth about what?’

‘A Pole came to the camp. He’d seen work going on in a place called Auschwitz. They’d built concrete enclosures around the basement windows of one of the blocks to let light in from above but stop the prisoners seeing out. They packed one of these concrete bunkers with earth to seal the window and they herded hundreds of prisoners into the room. Then they threw in handfuls of crystals, slammed the door shut and sealed it. It was the pesticide used to kill the lice in the camp. It becomes a gas but they were not good at using it then and some of the prisoners took days to die.’

They rumbled on through the lanes, the green countryside streaming away behind but none of the prisoners looked out of the back of the truck. They all stared at Zoller.

‘The work detail moved to a new camp and they worked on another building. They bricked up the windows and took out the inside walls so that it was one huge room and there they began gassing them on an industrial scale.’

Zoller clutched at Willi’s jacket and pulled him closer.

‘Hitler was right about the Thousand-Year Reich. It’ll take a thousand years before the world forgets what we have done.’
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Chapter Seventy Seven

All morning the team had been toiling along the country lanes, manoeuvring the harvester underneath low-hanging trees and through narrow railway bridges. Lukas kept a lookout from the top platform, calling down to Becker whenever he saw a place at the side of the road to pull in and let the line of traffic, building up behind them, pass.

He was continually surprised by their courtesy. Clearly he and his men were prisoners, the circles on their clothes were unmistakeable, but cyclists and drivers alike raised a hand or a hat as they passed. Even the army vehicles tooted their horns, the soldiers bellowing a thank you. Only the American troops jeered at them.

The Home Guard truck turned off the main road. The harvester lumbered round, Lukas ducking low as they passed under the branches of a large beech tree overhanging the road. After a few minutes they broke out into sunshine and the road began to climb. They were moving up a steep hill.

His heart gave a thud of sick excitement. He could see the hedges ahead snaking up the side of the track. He looked down on the tractor pulling the harvester and saw Gerhard Becker push into a lower gear as the incline increased. Could this be it? The hills leading up to those fertile Downs, high above the valley, the one place on earth he longed to find?

The journey seemed interminable. The track narrowed then widened, they had to navigate deep potholes in the chalk. He wanted to leap down from his perch, run ahead to the top of the hill and hunt around. Surely he would recognise something? He longed to see a pasture filled with cows, black and white Friesians, whisking their tails, lying down and chewing their cud but there was nothing but fields on either side, swaying with crops, corn on one side of the road, acres of flax, as blue as an ocean, on the other.

Up they climbed, the smell of the exhaust pouring from the tractor pipe, filling the air. Finally they reached the summit and he looked from left to right, behind and ahead – but no. There was nothing familiar here. Or was it all familiar? Did his eye recreate his paradise from every acre of English countryside? Was that why he felt something magical stirring in him, a feeling he couldn’t quite grasp?

He saw the roofs of a large farm ahead, knew it couldn’t possibly be hers and a great rush of disappointment invaded him. He almost heard his bones tightening, squeezing his heart in his chest. He watched the Home Guard truck turn into the yard, saw a group of men waiting. The tractor came to a halt.

Sergeant Copeland climbed out, his Home Guard uniform tight across his portly stomach. The farmer strolled over and greeted him. The sergeant beckoned to Lukas. As he approached, the farmer gave him a broad smile. Most of the landowners Lukas worked for were too old to fight but this pleasant looking man was young, probably still in his twenties.

‘This is Schiller,’ the sergeant said. ‘He’s in charge of his men. We’ll be back this evening to take them down to the camp when you’re done.’

‘I was expecting you earlier,’ the farmer said. ‘We won’t be finished today.’

‘You have the harvester for as long as you need it,’ the sergeant said, ‘but we still have to take the prisoners back this evening.’

‘I understand. Start earlier tomorrow? Yes?’ the farmer said to Lukas.

‘Yes, sir. The equipment will stay up here tonight.’

‘And I’ll make sure they’re back here bright and early tomorrow. Now,’ the sergeant said, turning to Lukas, ‘I’ll leave you with Mr Adamson,’ and Sergeant Copeland went to organise the unloading of the truck before leaving.

‘Well,’ Adamson said, looking up at the harvester, ‘this is some contraption.’ He walked around the edge of the machine, Lukas following. ‘I imagine it takes some looking after.’

‘It does, sir.’

‘I’m excited about today. I’ve waited long enough. That neighbour of mine, Mr Beswick, has hogged you for weeks. I was worried I wouldn’t get you before the weather changed.’

‘It looks set fine at the moment, sir.’

‘It does.’

The farmer, Adamson, turned and put his hands on his hips, surveying Lukas with a smile on his face. There was something disarmingly cheerful about him, his skin bronzed from working outdoors, his eyes lively and engaging. This English farmer was such a contrast to the sallow faces of Lukas’s fellow prisoners. Here was a man who, in spite of this war, seemed genuinely happy and Lukas hadn’t met anyone like that for years.

‘Your English is good,’ Adamson said.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Have you been here for long?’

‘Shot down at the start of the war, sir.’

‘Ah, a pilot, were you?’ Adamson looked at the ground and shifted a stone with his foot. ‘I may as well come clean: this is the first time I’ve had you fellows working up here. The Italians have been lending a hand for some time now. Just not…’

Say it, Lukas thought, say Germans.

‘So this is a bit of an experiment,’ Adamson said, ‘but Mr Beswick spoke very highly of you chaps from the camp. How does this all work then?’

‘The harvester?’

‘Yes, that, but no. I meant, who’s in charge?’

‘You, sir. You tell me what you need us to do and I make sure my men work their hardest to achieve it.’

‘Excellent. Let’s get to it. We’re harvesting Heaven’s Hill today, up that track.’ He indicated a wide five-bar gate on the other side of the yard. ‘I’m a bit worried this brute isn’t going to get through.’

Lukas walked over to the gate with him and paced it out.

‘It’s going to be tight,’ Lukas said.

‘Shall we give it a go?’ There it was again, that boyish excitement. He slapped Lukas on the shoulder, uncoupled the gate and swung it open. Lukas whistled to Gerhard on the tractor and the giant machine crawled across the yard towards the gate, Lukas walking backward in front of it, guiding Gerhard with hand signals.

As it neared the gate, Adamson skipped through the closing gap and joined Lukas, beckoning, peering and pushing the tyres as the combiner manoeuvred inch by inch through the gateway.

‘Give us a hand,’ Adamson called out to Lukas who rushed across in front of the tractor to lean all his weight against the open gate.

‘Slow!’ Lukas shouted up to Gerhard.

‘Come on,’ Adamson called out, ‘you’re almost through.’ As the front wheels of the combiner broke free of the posts, Lukas and Adamson cheered.

‘Look at that,’ Adamson said.

‘It is only about half an inch there,’ Lukas said, indicating the gap with his fingertips, ‘but we are through, sir.’ Adamson patted him on his shoulder, both of them laughing with satisfaction.

‘Well done,’ Adamson said as Lukas climbed up onto the back of the machine. ‘My trailer’s parked up ahead,’ he shouted up over the noise of the engines, ‘I’ll show you the way to the field.’

They made reasonable progress throughout the morning, despite having to stop several times to untangle the drum. The filled sacks of wheat were building up all over the field and Adamson was having trouble transporting them away quickly enough with a single tractor and trailer.

When the team stopped for lunch, Lukas wandered a few yards away from the others and settled down with his back against a tree at the edge of the copse, his head resting on the bark. Thalhaüser had let him keep the Luftwaffe wool cap and he pulled the peak low over his nose. He wanted to savour this sense that was thrumming in the air around him. Was it the angle of the light? The height of the plateau? Whatever it was, he could still feel a gentle push of excitement, like the swell of a wave far out in the ocean.

From beneath the shadow of his cap, he saw Adamson ambling up the hill towards him.

‘We’re not going to be finished today, are we?’ he said, sitting down beside Lukas and unpacking his sandwiches.

‘I think it unlikely, sir.’

‘She’s a temperamental old girl, your harvester.’

Lukas sat forward and pushed his cap back on his head.

‘This was pasture last year I expect, sir.’

‘It was. Beautiful pasture. It took my father years to perfect it for grazing. Broke my heart to have to plough it up and put a crop in but needs must and all that.’ Adamson looked across at him and gave him a huge smile. ‘If you chaps would stop sinking our supply ships, I wouldn’t have to.’

Lukas returned the smile. ‘There is much grass under the crop. That is why the harvester stops.’

‘I see. Good thing in a way. I can’t keep up with you but this afternoon will be better. My fiancée is coming over with another tractor and trailer. We should get the grain cleared quicker then.’

Adamson continued chewing on his sandwich, looking out across the field and Lukas wondered if he could risk a question. This farmer seemed a pleasant enough man. Where was the harm in it?

‘Grazing?’ Lukas said. ‘Is there much livestock here before the war?’

‘Sheep. We had many more sheep. We keep a small flock now. The pigs had to go sadly. The powers that be decided it made no sense to keep animals that ate the same as people. Shame really. I rather liked the pigs. We’re only allowed to keep one now, for the Pig Club.’

‘You don’t have any cows?’ Lukas said.

‘Cows? No, we’ve never had cows at Steadham.’

Lukas felt his heart beginning to bump. He knew his breathing was quickening, knew he should say no more but had to know.

‘Are there no dairy herds round here?’

‘Yes,’ Adamson said. ‘There’s the Sanger herd at Enington Farm on the other side of the combe.’

A shock crackled through him. His body went rigid. The reality of it hit him with the violence of a door banged open by a wind rushing through a house.

He was here. He’d found it, found her.

Mr Adamson was still speaking, ‘My fiancée runs the dairy over there…’

…and the wind rushed out of him again, the suction so powerful, he nearly gasped.

Fiancée. No other word could sear him more powerfully, wound him more deeply.

‘Why do you ask?’ Adamson said, his voice tinny and unreal, the words fighting through the storm in Lukas’s head. ‘Are you a countryman?’

Lukas swallowed, cleared his throat.

‘We look after cows in France. The farmers, they leave their herds when we come and we take care of them.’

‘Did you?’

Lukas nodded, remembering another time, another conversation.

In that moment he knew he’d been dreaming life, not living it at all. Already he could feel the bruise blooming where the blow had fallen.

Dear God, he thought, what will sustain me now?

A crumpling sound made him turn. Adamson was screwing up the greaseproof paper on his lap and getting to his feet.

‘Have your men had enough of a break?’ he said.

Lukas felt numb with aftershock. An odd lethargy crept through his limbs and he realised it was his panic subsiding. Already his mind was processing the crisis, even as his nerves screamed and twitched. He rose to his feet, he straightened his back and lifted his chin.

‘They have, sir.’

‘Then let’s crack on.’




Chapter Seventy Eight

As she approached Heaven’s Hill with her tractor and trailer, Millie could see the all-crop harvester in the distance, the great wheel turning like the paddles of a river steamer as it ploughed its way through the sea of corn. The tractor pulling it was almost hidden in the crop and behind it lay a swathe of stubble and grass.

She could just see the silhouette of a man perched up on the platform where the grain poured out. He filled one sack after another, kicking them onto the ground, ready for the prisoners on the ground to sling them up onto the trailer. Straw gouted out from the other side, thickening the air with dust and chaff.

Hugh, who was on his way down the hill with a trailer full of sacks, stopped when he came level with her. Gyp ran up and down inside her trailer trying to reach him.

‘Good afternoon, my darling,’ Hugh sang out over the noise of the tractors. ‘What do you think of that mighty machine?’

‘Big brute, isn’t it?’

‘Certainly is. I thought we were going to have to pull out one of the gateposts to get it into the field. Keep an eye on Gyp though,’ he said, ‘those knives are lethal.’

‘All right – we’ll stay well clear of it. Where do you want me to start?’

‘Carry on where I left off,’ he said, rising up in his seat to point up the hill. ‘By the time your trailer’s full, I’ll be back.’

‘How’s it going?’

‘When it’s working, it’s incredible. It’s munching its way through but they have to keep stopping to clear it. They’re a great bunch of fellows. Foreman’s a lovely chap. He seems to know what he’s doing.’

Millie looked up the hill at a group of prisoners standing by the sacks.

‘I’d better get going,’ she called. ‘They’re waiting for me.’

The afternoon wore on, Millie and Hugh making alternate trips down to the farm to unload the grain. Moving along the top, the harvester chewed its way round the vast field, the square of wheat gradually becoming smaller as acre after acre of stalks fell under the knives.

Several times, Millie heard the thundering engines stop in the distance, saw the silhouette of the driver climb down to fix it, then the tall chimney coughed out a cloud of black smoke and the huge paddles began to turn again.

By late afternoon she arrived back from dumping her load to see Hugh’s trailer only half-filled. She drove across the field and drew up alongside him. He was sitting forward, his arms folded, resting on the steering wheel, watching the harvester. He turned to her with a warm smile then raised his eyes heavenward.

‘You may as well go home,’ he called across. ‘We’re going to be here all night at this rate.’

‘The Home Guard are down in the yard to take the team back.’

‘I don’t want to let them go yet. There’s rain on the way.’ He said pointing to the clouds gathering on the horizon, already touched with pink from the dropping sun.

Just then, the noise of the harvester changed pitch and Hugh stood up in his seat and shouted,

‘Something’s burning,’ but no one seemed able to hear him over the noise. He jumped down and ran up the hill towards the harvester. ‘That belt’s burning,’ he shouted but the driver, hunched down and invisible in the dust and soot, had already noticed and was shutting down the engine. He dropped into the white cloud of smoke which was billowing up from the side.

Millie turned the Fordson off and climbed down. Gyp, who was tethered to the inside of the trailer to stop him chasing the harvester, strained on his leash, barking his head off.

‘Shush!’ she said to him. She walked across the stubble towards the combine harvester.

The prisoner on the platform looked down on her from above. He had a huge scar over the bridge of his nose and into his cheek. He shrugged his shoulders and rested a hand on a half-filled sack of wheat at his feet.

She followed Hugh round to the front of the huge machine, interested to see how it worked. There was a great row of knives the width of a five-bar gate and behind them a broad canvas sheet thick with cut stems.

She walked on round the side, looking up at the drum-housing rising above her head. A hatch at the back had been propped up. The driver had his head right inside, chucking out handfuls of weeds.

Goodness, Millie thought, I wouldn’t want to put my hand inside there.

The driver emerged from inside the drum.

Hugh turned to her.

‘Darling,’ he said.

Her blood left her body. Her chest seized.

Standing behind Hugh, clutching a tangle of weeds, was Lukas Schiller.




Chapter Seventy Nine

Hugh got the shock of his life. He didn’t know Millie had followed him up to the harvester until he turned round, just in time to see her blanch and stagger as if she was about to hit the deck. He was so astonished, it took him a couple of seconds to react.

Before he knew what was happening, that man, Schiller, had rushed past him, caught her and gently lowered her to the ground. She hadn’t gone full length; her legs had buckled and Schiller knelt down beside her, supporting her. As Hugh came forward, he heard him say, ‘Millie.’

Hugh took over. He may have been a bit abrupt. He felt annoyed. He told Schiller to get back to work then he lifted her up in his arms to carry her away from the combiner but she went rigid and started struggling to get down. They tangled together in a rather undignified way until he was forced to set her feet back on the ground but he refused to let go of her. He kept his arm around her waist, his other hand clutching her elbow as he guided her across to the trailer. She let him, but with studied care, as if she could go again at any minute.

He sat her down on the tailgate, heard the combine start up, and lifted her chin to look into her face. She stared past him, her eyes following the harvester.

‘My darling girl,’ he said. ‘You’re white as a sheet.’ Gyp was pulling on the leash, trying to reach her. ‘You’ve been overdoing things. I shouldn’t have kept you out all day in this heat. What a fool I’ve been.’

He heard the harvester moving away into the distance and finally Millie looked at him, a touch of colour coming back to her cheeks.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice weak.

‘No, nothing to be sorry about,’ he said as he reached up to stroke the hair away from her face. ‘Stay here,’ he said, and he went over to his tractor to fetch his thermos. The tea would probably be cold but the sugar would revive her.

‘Here. Drink this.’ He held the tin cup to her lips but when she took a sip, she recoiled and swallowed, the back of her hand pressed to her mouth.

‘No good?’ he said, flinging the tea into the grass. ‘I’ll take you down in the trailer and Mum can look after you until I’ve finished here. Stop the night, for goodness sake.’

‘I can’t. The dairy…’

He stared around, his hands on his hips, not sure what to do. He didn’t want to stop harvesting. A light breeze had sprung up from the southwest, bringing with it a few scudding clouds. The stubble was speckled with autumn leaves up near the copse and the trees were already bending and creaking in the wind. A cold front was coming in. That meant rain.

‘Well, I must say, you’re looking a bit better. Blimey, Mills, you didn’t half give me a fright.’

‘I’m feeling all right now, I promise. Just a bit embarrassed. I hate causing a fuss,’ but she still looked sort of dreamy, distracted. Hugh pressed his lips together and sighed.

‘At least let me take you down in the trailer and you can have a cup of tea with Mum. I’ll run you back when I’m done here.’

‘All right,’ she said as she turned round on the tailgate and moved to the back of the trailer next to Gyp.

Driving down to the farm, he had time to think. Did that German say her name? Hugh remembered talking about Millie during their break but would he have referred to her so familiarly to a stranger? He may have called her Mrs Sanger but never Millie.

Hang on a minute – Schiller had asked about the dairy. That bothered him. He turned round and looked behind. Millie was sitting with her arms around Gyp’s neck, still with that wistful expression on her face. He felt an odd disconnection from her, something stronger than knowing he’d annoyed her.



Lukas watched as she was borne away, knowing the damage was already done. All through the afternoon, he’d been determined she shouldn’t see him. Clearly she’d moved on with her life and as he worked, lost in the rhythmic throb of the combiner, he berated himself for coming back.

What sort of love was that? It was a greedy, selfish love, alien to the feelings he’d carried with him all these years. Herr Adamson was a good man, a kind man, an Englishman, but then he thought of him making love to her and felt such a pain in his chest, he wondered if it would cave in altogether and kill him.

He’d spotted Gyp, scrabbling around in the back of a trailer on the other side of the field. He pulled his cap lower over his eyes, stole a glance from beneath it. There she was, perched up on the tractor seat, her hair piled on her head, tied with a bright red scarf, and every feeling, every memory of her, flooded his senses.

She was there, a short sprint away and yet he must not make that run to her. The pain he felt was his punishment for imagining she would welcome his return.

On he worked, hidden away in the dust and chaff. When he saw her trailer leave with a load of sacks, he relaxed a little, knew he could push his cap back, rise in his seat, shout down to Willi or Gerhard, but when he saw the trailer coming back, he shrank away, a nameless face, working in a field of prisoners, each one of them carrying a terrible stain of national shame that only he and poor old Zoller truly understood.

As the afternoon wore on, he was assaulted by waves of guilt. How would she feel when she discovered the truth about his people? He had no doubt the world would reel back in horror and ask: How could so proud a nation lose their humanity to such a devastating extent?

She would have a more terrible question to answer: How could I have loved a man such as this?

He wanted to beg her forgiveness, prepare her for the horrors that were coming but he couldn’t. He was destined to slink away into the darkness, feign sickness until work on Herr Adamson’s farm was finished and accept that the pain of loss was all that he could have of her.

The harvester jammed again. He climbed down. A quick glance through the smoke to check she wasn’t near. No, he could see her sitting on her tractor, watching Herr Adamson running up the slope towards him. He moved behind the protection of the machine, worked his way along and opened the back. He pulled out the clumps of grass, cleared the mechanism and turned.

She was there. Real. Astonished. White. Falling.

And before he had time to think, he sprang across the space between them and caught her in his arms and she crumpled against him, flesh and blood, warmth and scent, and he moaned her name, so quietly.

‘Millie.’

Too late now. She’d been borne away. No time to exonerate himself. The sun was falling out of the sky, the wind rising. He heard Willi behind him say, ‘Lukas. Hey, Lukas!’

And he turned, galvanised into action, ran to his friend and grasped hold of his arm.

‘Cover for me,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘I’m going.’

‘Where?’

Lukas shook his head, urgently, desperately.

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ Willi hissed. ‘You’ll never get away. You’ll be captured, deported. We’ve got our freedom here. Lukas! Listen to me,’ but he was already moving away, masked from the others by the huge machine.

He dropped down into the crop and pushed his way towards the copse at the edge of the field, heard Gerhard join Willi’s frantic rasping entreaties. He rose to his feet, sprinted for the trees and vaulted the wire, crashing down onto the mossy floor and sprinting for the shadows.




Chapter Eighty

The landscape turned on an axis as Hugh swung the trailer round to head for Steadham Farm. Millie put her arms around Gyp’s neck, pulled him close, something to hang on to. The sun was low in the sky, lighting up the trees in the hedgerows along the edge of the field, turning them an acid green, startling against the indigo blue of the approaching storm.

How had it come to this?

When they arrived down in the yard, Hugh helped her from the trailer. Poor, dear Hugh, his face crumpled with confused anxiety. None of this was his fault. She put her arms round him, gave him a great big squeeze. He took her by the elbows, moved her further away and ran his eyes over her face.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ he said.

‘I’m feeling much better.’

‘Have a cup of tea with Mum. Promise?’

‘Of course.’

The door into the house stood open and she hovered in the doorway, raising a hand to Hugh as he drove out of the yard. She watched until he was out of sight before she let her body slump. She pressed her hand onto her cheek and watched an eddy of leaves spin around on the porch tiles.

She could hear voices in the kitchen, Mrs Adamson chatting, the clink of crockery. She’d probably made tea for the Home Guard while they waited and Millie thought, I can’t keep my promise. I can’t wait here until the team return. I can’t hold it together if I see him again. She took a deep breath and headed towards the kitchen. The stout sergeant and an elderly corporal leapt to their feet as she walked in.

‘Millie,’ Mrs Adamson. ‘What perfect timing. I’ve just made a fresh pot.’

‘Oh, no, I’m sorry. I can’t stay. I just popped in to ask you to tell Hugh that I’m going back. I’ll see him tomorrow when he comes to collect the churns.’

‘All right, dear.’

‘Will they be much longer, miss, do you think?’ the sergeant said. ‘They’ll think we’ve lost the lot of them if we don’t get them back to the camp before dark.’

‘I’ve no idea,’ she said. ‘I told Mr Adamson you were waiting.’

She wished them good evening, called Gyp and set off along the track towards Enington.

She’d been walking for a few minutes when she heard the sound of engines in the distance and turning, saw the convoy of vehicles returning from Heaven’s Hill. Hugh must have called it a day after all, knowing they couldn’t finish the field that evening. She hurried on – she needed the open countryside and the freshening wind to stop her mind from spinning.

When she reached the top of Wigstan Combe she stopped. Gyp bounded back towards her and circled round. She didn’t know what to do, didn’t know how to handle the turmoil inside.

She left the main path and scrambled a little way down the hill along the narrow chalk track that the sheep had worn down. She made her way over to a large slab that stuck out over the combe and sank down, her back against the bank, staring up at the sky.

How could he be so real, this man who’d filled her head for years? His face was in front of her even now as she stared out across the landscape; his hair longer than when she last saw him, his face perhaps a little thinner, his lips… as she remembered.

How had she absorbed so much in that flash of recognition…? The despair and longing in his eyes, the pain in his voice, his breath booming in her ear. Even now she could feel the power in the arms that caught her, the tremble of emotion as he supported her.

He’d been stored in her for so many years. She wasn’t prepared for the shock of reality.

And what now? She could hardly stand the thought of his proximity, the magnetic pull that could, at any minute, drag her towards recklessness.

She thought of Hugh, poor, dear Hugh, tugging off his muddy boots, washing the dirt of the day from his hands, asking his mother if Millie was all right after her cup of tea. What of their easy companionship? What of their plans? She felt her body couldn’t survive any more guilt if she withdrew from her promise. Why did life have to pitch her into a vortex just when she was on the verge of peace and acceptance?

She felt the first sharp drop of rain on the back of her hand and turning, saw the base of the clouds over the valley blurring with distant rain, dropping from the sky in sheets of torn silk. Puddles on the track below glittered like mirrors. Gyp was questing around in the fading light. He stopped. He tensed. He bounded up the slope, back towards the path.

Someone was coming. She struggled to her feet. Hugh mustn’t catch her like this.

She scrambled back up the slope but before she reached the path she looked up. There, silhouetted against the western sky, stood a man. Not Hugh. Lukas.

A jolt rocked her. He was coming down towards her, stones rattling past on the steep incline. He reached her. They crashed together. They clung to each other. She felt a sob shudder up through her body. He bent his head, pushing into her neck as if he would climb inside her, pull her around him like a second skin. The land spun dizzily around them as they fought to keep their balance, struggling to breathe.

He broke away. A frantic glance up to the path, a cloud of vapour rising from his lips and he turned his eyes on her, hunted, desperate. She was paralysed, a rabbit at the feet of its prey, suspended between madness and death. All sound seemed lost; the hush of their breathing, the wind rising in the trees, the patter of the rain; but somewhere far away she thought she heard the gush of her heart.

‘What am I to do?’ she said.

‘Forgive me.’




Chapter Eighty One

The rain drummed on the roof of the car. Hugh drove the Austin across the top of the Downs in a foment of panic, his foot pressed to the floor, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. Schiller had gone. When he got back to the field after dropping Millie off, he could see the harvester working along the top beside the copse but he could also see the rain clouds coming across the valley. He bellowed at the prisoners to stack and cover the uncollected sacks but they stared at him, unable to understand his English. He needed Schiller. He took the tractor up to the harvester, waved at the driver to stop, walked around the machine, peering up. The foreman wasn’t there.

‘Schiller?’ he said. The other prisoners shrugged, shook their heads but there was something shifty in their glances that alarmed him. ‘Back,’ he shouted. ‘Back to the farm, otherwise…’ He mimed holding a gun, firing. They understood that all right.

He went ahead in the tractor and, as he bounced over the ruts, his mind jerked around like the steering wheel in his hands. Schiller had said her damned name – he heard it clear as day – and Schiller was a pilot who’d crashed at the beginning of the war.

Maybe he was putting two and two together to make five but there were too many coincidences. Millie, fragile but recovering that Christmas when the blizzards came, suddenly distant, distracted, unhappy. A parachute buried at the top of the farm. If Schiller was the pilot, the whole thing made sense. He’d been here before. He knew her. Bloody ruddy hell. No wonder he escaped. He was going to her.

He turned the tractor into the yard, spitting grit as the tyres juddered to a halt. He couldn’t see the blasted Home Guards. Then he spotted them through the window, sipping tea in his mother’s kitchen. For the love of God! They were meant to be guarding the ruddy prisoners. He thundered into the house.

‘That bloody foreman of yours has escaped,’ he yelled.

They were on their feet, clattering their rifles up as they ran out into the drive, rushing around like headless chickens. Hopeless. Schiller was long gone. And he knew where but he couldn’t say, not without damaging Millie.

God, what a mess. He told the sergeant to start looking up by the copse. The prisoners milled around in the drive, their faces lively with the excitement. The sergeant herded them into one of the sheds and shut them in before piling into the truck and driving off towards Heaven’s Hill.

The moment they were gone, Hugh jumped into the Austin and sped off. He didn’t give his poor old mum a second’s thought until he was halfway across the Downs. Oh, never mind, he thought, she can more than look after herself. He swung into Enington’s yard. Through the teeming rain he saw a glow in an upstairs window. He felt his panic subside a little. Perhaps he was being foolish, looking for connections that didn’t exist. This man Schiller may just have taken the opportunity to escape.

He pulled his collar up and dashed through the rain towards the farmhouse, shaking the drops off his clothes as he walked down the corridor to the kitchen.

‘Millie!’ he called. There was no reply.

Then he heard the water rushing in the pipes, the clatter of the old heating cistern and he sank onto one of the chairs in the kitchen, relief washing over him. She was back, running herself a bath. She wouldn’t be doing that if she had a German here.

He slowly pulled his hat off his head, shook it free of water and rubbed his hair, felt a little foolish but relieved. So relieved.

As he sat there, feeling the queasy chill of receding tension, he vaguely wondered where Gyp was. He got to his feet, wandered into the sitting room then down the corridor towards the office, peering into the empty rooms.

The rain rattled on the windows.

He went back to the foot of the stairs, stared up towards the landing. He thought he smelt cigarette smoke and was about to call up when he heard a door open above. He climbed several steps.

A gust of steam rolled across the upstairs landing. Through it he saw the flutter of a cotton housecoat, wide open; a triangle of dark hair between the thighs, the deep curve of heavy breasts, nipples dark as chocolate drops.

‘Christ!’ he said.

‘Bleedin’ hell,’ Ruby shrieked, appearing out of the steam like some fertility phantom but instead of pulling her housecoat around her, she stared aggressively down on him, hands on her hips, full frontal and said, ‘Go on then. Get a bloody eyeful, why don’t you?’

Hugh clattered backwards down the stairs, grasping the ball on the bottom of the bannister to stop himself from tumbling over. He fled through the kitchen, snatched up his hat and ran out into the yard. The rain had thrown up a fine mist from the sodden ground, blurring the buildings around the yard. He shielded his eyes with a hand, peering into the gloom.

A figure was walking towards him. It was Millie, Gyp pacing wearily at her side, his head drooping under the force of the rain.

She walked straight past him. There was just enough light to see she was soaked to the skin, her shirt clinging to her arms. She had untied her headscarf. It lay damp and limp across her shoulders and her hair was loose, like a mad woman.

She walked down to the gate in the meadow as if she were in a dream. The cows were crowded together, milling around in the dark and as she swung the gate open, they lumbered forward, heading towards the milking sheds, their pale udders distended, swinging heavily.

Good God, Hugh thought, she hasn’t milked the cows yet. He watched the procession weave past, Millie walking behind and when she reached him he said, ‘What on earth are you doing?’

‘Milking the cows,’ she said. No explanation. No excuses.

He followed her into the sheds. The rain hammered on the corrugated-iron roof.

He expected her to stop, turn, speak but she moved as if he wasn’t there at all, filling the byres, standing aside as each animal moved into position. There was something unearthly about her and he wasn’t sure whether it was anger he felt or trepidation. When she went into the parlour to wash her hands, he almost turned and left but he didn’t, he went after her. She didn’t look up.

‘Where have you been?’ he said.

She leant her hands on the edge of the sink, her head sank between her shoulders and stared at the water running from the tap.

‘You know that man Schiller, don’t you?’ he said.

The rain grew louder. Gyp barked and he heard a distant rubble of thunder. A cow in the shed gave an impatient um-er, another stamped the concrete with a hoof. Slowly, painfully, she reached out a hand, turned the tap off and looked up.

‘Yes.’

Hugh reeled back as if he’d been shot, putting his hand out and grabbing the doorframe to steady himself. He saw a look of irritation flash across her face and felt a smart of shame for not controlling himself but he felt sick, really sick.

‘Where is he?’

‘I don’t know, Hugh,’ she said with dismissive weariness. ‘Out there somewhere. They’ll catch him soon enough.’

The wave of nausea was beginning to roll away, leaving him weak and rather angry.

‘Are you going to tell me what the bloody hell’s been going on?’

She took a deep breath and let it out with a shuddering sigh.

‘I helped him when he crashed.’

‘You did what?’

She didn’t answer.

‘You helped a ruddy Nazi? That’s collaboration, treason.’

She nodded mutely.

‘Millie, this is absolutely ghastly. You’ve got to tell me more. I’m going crazy here. Why did he come back?’

‘To ask my forgiveness.’

‘For what?’

‘For everything Germany’s done in this terrible war.’

‘For the love of God, Millie. Have you gone completely out of your mind?’

‘Yes, Hugh,’ she said with aggressive animation. ‘Do you know what? I think I have. I helped an injured man – I didn’t care if he was a Nazi or a German or a… I don’t know what. I didn’t care who he was. I helped him and that, apparently, is a mortal sin. A hanging offence. You’d probably agree.’

‘Of course I wouldn’t.’

‘Really? A filthy collaborator like me? Perhaps you think humiliation would be a better punishment? Hounded out of the community, beaten, my head shaved? I’m sure the village worthies would love to see that.’

‘Stop it, Millie. That’s a horrid accusation.’ He felt genuinely shocked. ‘I’d never turn on you like that.’

‘You’d be on your own then. Schiller believed it and to protect me, he agreed to help the British, and in the course of helping the British, he discovered that Germany has been killing millions of people.’

‘Don’t exaggerate. It’s a war, Millie. We know they’ve been killing people.’

‘No, we don’t, apparently. We have no idea. The Germans are a terrible, despicable race of people, utterly inhuman. They’re killing on an unimaginable scale; Jews mostly, but millions of Russians too, the mentally sick, Romanies. Anyone that doesn’t fit Hitler’s image of the perfect German. He’ll probably start killing everyone with cancer soon. He’s building a master race. Imagine that? He tells them to kill women and children, the old, the sick. And the very worst part of the whole nightmare is that they do it. People like Schiller pick children up by the hair and shoot them in the back of the head…’

‘Stop it, Millie.’

‘You haven’t heard the worst of it yet. They’ve started gassing them. It’s a more efficient way of killing every Jew in Europe. They’re burning them, experimenting on them…’ Her eyes raked the shed. She was shuddering, gritting her teeth together to stop them from chattering. She snarled as if in terrible pain, took a quivering breath to find her voice and said, ‘… and I helped one of them and I’ll carry the guilt of that, branded on me, for the rest of my life. Make of that what you will.’

He honestly didn’t know if she was furious with him or just with the world in general.

She gave another ragged sigh, picked up a bucket and stool and pushed past him. She thumped the stool onto the concrete, rested her head against the flank of the cow, closed her eyes and started to milk.

Hugh stared down at her. Part of him wanted to knock the bucket over, kick away the stool – anything to get her to snap out of it and talk to him properly – but another part of him wanted to put his arms around her and comfort her.

‘Instead of just standing there,’ she said without opening her eyes, ‘why don’t you get a bucket and ruddy well help.’
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Chapter Eighty Two

The war was over. Millie was true to her word. They were to marry before Christmas. Hugh never questioned her again about the German. He had a half-formed idea that he was saving her from embarrassment; had he been more honest, he would have recognised he was saving himself from hearing something he couldn’t bear.

He assumed she’d heard the Dimbleby report from Belsen and imagined the disgust she must have felt, listening to the harrowing account. In his bewilderment, he found himself wondering if the pleasant fellow he’d eaten lunch with, leaning against a tree on Heaven’s Hill, could ever have become so ruthless. He was surprised to find that part of him was thankful Schiller’s war ended as early as it did.

It was a blowy evening in late October. As Hugh walked across the yard, a particularly strong gust rushed along behind him, shaking and rattling his oilskin. He was glad he’d moved the stooked straw in the top field; it would be scattered to the four corners of the county by the morning.

He was approaching the house when he heard the crunch of gravel behind him and, turning, saw the doctor’s Bentley sweeping into the drive. He frowned, wondering what brought Dr Wilson up here so late in the day but it was his wife who stepped from the car, holding her hat on with one hand, the other pulling her coat closed against the gale.

‘Good evening, Mrs Wilson,’ he said.

‘Good evening. Rough old night, isn’t it?’ she replied, giving him an arch look that he didn’t much like.

‘Nothing wrong, I hope,’ he said.

She came across to him and leaned in.

‘Let’s pop inside,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I’ve come with some rather bad news.’

‘Bad news?’ he said. ‘What about?’

‘Best go inside,’ she said.

He ushered her into the house and called his mother who fluttered out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her housecoat.

‘Goodness,’ she said, ‘I wasn’t expecting anyone. Look at the state of me.’ She untied her housecoat and dropped it onto the hall chair, quickly checking her hair in the mirror by the door. ‘Come on in, Mrs Wilson. I’ll make some tea.’

‘It’s well past teatime,’ Mrs Wilson said merrily. ‘Surely the sun’s over the yardarm, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Of course. Come on through to the drawing room. Hugh, darling, would you do the honours?’

Hugh sighed and turned to follow the women. The smell of stew was wafting into the hall from the kitchen and he was hungry as hell.

As he fixed the drinks over by the sideboard, Mrs Wilson chattered on about the weather and the latest polio epidemic, pulling her gloves off and laying them carefully on the coffee table before settling back on the sofa, hugging her handbag against her as if she’d stowed the crown jewels in it.

‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ he said. His mother gave him a sharp and desperate look but Mrs Wilson said, ‘Oh, no, dear. I think you should stay.’ Something in her voice made him pour himself a measure of whiskey rather larger than usual before taking up a position beside his mother, who was hovering at the fender with a look of confused anxiety. He forced himself to rest his elbow on the chimney piece, affecting concentrated interest.

Mrs Wilson surveyed the two of them and, clearly satisfied that she had their attention, she said, ‘I’ve been contacted by the Ministry of Health. They had some rather bad news, I’m afraid.’ She paused to take a sip of her sherry, leaving a scarlet crescent of lipstick on the rim. ‘Do you remember that young mother and boy who were evacuated to Millicent’s farm at the beginning of the war?’

‘Of course,’ his mother said. ‘The Russells – June and Danny.’

‘That’s right,’ Mrs Wilson said, leaning forward to put her sherry glass on the table before drawing a letter from her handbag. She studied the address for a moment and said, ‘I suppose they wrote to me because I organised the billets for the evacuees and they had to start somewhere.’ She gave a brittle laugh before clearing her throat and letting her face slip into an expression of deep seriousness. ‘I’m afraid something absolutely dreadful has happened. Poor Mrs Russell is dead.’

‘June? Dead?’ his mother said, leaving the fireplace and lowering herself into a chair. ‘How ghastly. Whatever happened? Was it one of those dreadful V2 rockets?’

‘No,’ Mrs Wilson said, raising a pencilled eyebrow. ‘Not a bomb at all. Apparently,’ – here she paused, straightened her back and leaned forward – ‘it was her husband.’

‘Oh, good God,’ Hugh said. He took a swig of whiskey and paced over to the French windows, staring out at the unkempt garden. The cherry trees jerked in the wind, scattering leaves across the lumpy lawn. He had the clearest image of June under the harsh lights of the kitchen, staring up at him with cowed eyes. Mrs Wilson continued behind him, ‘Evidently, the very first thing he did when he was demobbed was hunt her down. You would’ve thought he’d seen enough of that sort of thing when he was fighting.’

Hugh spun round and stared at the back of the woman’s head, at her silly hat, with its preposterous feathers sticking out of it like some Red Indian squaw.

‘I knew it,’ he said. ‘We all knew it. We knew he was a violent man and we never did a thing to stop her going back. Christ almighty, we never did a thing, even after he attacked Millie.’

‘Wouldn’t have done any good,’ Mrs Wilson said, straining to turn her head to look at him. ‘That sort of woman always goes back. I had a cleaner once…’

‘Yes, yes,’ Hugh said impatiently, pacing back round and standing in front of her. ‘We all remember you once had a cleaner.’

‘The problem is,’ Mrs Wilson said, flashing an affronted look and fiddling with the brooch at her throat, ‘there’s the child.’

‘Goodness gracious,’ his mother said. ‘Of course, how ghastly. I suppose her husband will hang?’

‘I’m sure of it.’

‘And that poor little boy will be left without a soul in the world.’

Mrs Wilson frowned. ‘No. Not at all. That’s what I’ve come to tell you. I was absolutely flabbergasted, as you can imagine, when I read the letter. The child is to be brought here.’

‘Here?’ his mother said. ‘But there must be family in London, surely? June lived at Enington Farm for less than a year, didn’t she?’

‘I suppose Danny grew rather fond of the place,’ Hugh said. ‘All the same, it does seem a bit odd, asking us to take him. How old will he be now? Eleven, I suppose. Twelve, maybe?’

‘Oh, no,’ Mrs Wilson said with a studied slowness, drawing the letter out of the envelope. ‘They haven’t written to me about the twelve-year old. I think he’s been placed in the foster care system. No, I’m talking about the toddler.’

It was Hugh’s turn to sink down onto a chair.

‘She had another baby?’ he said.

‘Yes, dear. And, according to this…’ Mrs Wilson said pushing a piece of paper across the coffee table towards him, an unpleasant smile playing on her lips, ‘you’re the father.’




Chapter Eighty Three

Hugh shoved the uneaten plate of stew aside and stared at the knots in the kitchen table. ‘Just a bit of fun,’ that’s what they’d said. The night of the dance his blood had been up, but not for June. ‘Look at me,’ June kept saying, her chapped lips pressed to his mouth as he struggled with camis and suspenders on the rag-rug in front of the fire.

He knew his mother was watching him. She’d even lit a cigarette, something he hadn’t seen her do since his father died. That blasted birth certificate lay on the table between them along with the letter that Mrs Wilson had, so bloody kindly, left with them so that they ‘could make their own arrangements’.

‘It’s a lie,’ he said. ‘It’s a bloody lie. Why would June do that? Christ almighty, we were kind enough to her, weren’t we?’

‘Were you?’ his mother said.

He shoved his chair back, making the legs screech on the tiles, and pushed his hands through his hair, gripping the roots, screwing up his face. He felt such a rage building inside him. He heard the crackle of tobacco as his mother drew on the cigarette, the rattle of the saucer as she knocked the ash off on the edge.

‘What’s to stop her naming any man she wants?’ he said.

His mother crammed the cigarette into the saucer and brushed the ash from her front before looking up and fixing Hugh with the most penetrating stare. He didn’t like it. He looked away and started picking at the hard skin on the palm of his hand.

‘I think it’s time you stopped fooling yourself, Hugh. You forget I knew that girl too, and I know she wouldn’t have made up a story like that if it wasn’t true. And I’ve a pretty good idea I know exactly when it happened. You were tight as a tick when you came back from that dance.’

‘When?’

‘Oh, come on, Hugh. You know perfectly well what I’m talking about. Do you think I didn’t hear you, ricocheting up the stairs in the small hours of the morning? I thought you’d been making whoopee with Millie. No such luck. Did you know you’d got her pregnant?’

‘No. Of course I didn’t know…’ His voice trailed off and he remembered how desperately she clung to him the night Danny broke his arm. What had she said? ‘You’ll take care of us, won’t you, Mr Adamson?’

Is that what she meant? Bloody hell, that was what she meant.

‘Well, it should have crossed your mind,’ his mother was saying. ‘That poor girl changed after that night. She was listless, always crying off work. I thought something must have happened between you. If someone had told me she was chucking up, I’d probably have guessed but I thought she was simply pining for you.’

‘You never said a word,’ he muttered.

‘I’m ashamed to say I was hoping it wasn’t true but it was pretty clear she was potty about you. The night poor little Danny bust his arm, her eyes never left your face. I was relieved when she went back to London; I wanted the whole thing nipped in the bud. It never crossed my mind that she was pregnant.’

Christ, he thought, if he’d realised at the time, he could have sorted something out. Christaff was still around – he could have organised something, surely? Got rid of it.

His heart gave a couple of suffocating beats.

In his mind’s eye he saw Danny, that thin little boy running through the fields, whacking the heads off the nettles, riding the tractor, clinging to Hugh’s shoulder, his head swathed in scarves because he didn’t like the noise. And he thought of all those children, lined up and shot, herded and gassed – got rid of.

He wanted to disappear and come back in another form so that he didn’t have to face the world, face Millie, face his mother. He looked up and absorbed his mother’s steady gaze. It filled him with fear and self-loathing, as if his body was packed with sweat and he knew there was only one salve.

‘You think we should take them both, don’t you?’ he said.

Mrs Adamson nodded. ‘I think we should.’

‘What am I going to tell Millie?’

‘You must tell her the truth.’



Millie headed back across her yard. The autumn gales had blown themselves out over the last few days and the evening was still and fine. A low mist lay over the grass in the orchard and she could smell apples on the air. It’ll be Christmas before we know it, she thought and a strange tension stiffened her back. She needed to speak to Hugh. Her circumstances had changed. Finally the requisition order had been lifted and Enington Farm was hers.

It shouldn’t make a lot of difference to Hugh but it made a vast difference to her. When she was widowed, the farm was in so much trouble that Jack’s final gift to her meant nothing. Now, as she let herself into the farmhouse, she was stepping into her own fiefdom, her sanctuary of warmth and comfort. She knew she couldn’t stay here once she became Mrs Hugh, but she could tenant it out and have an independent income, a bit of running away money, as Mrs Adamson liked to call it. Millie was never sure why her future mother-in-law imagined she would want to run away.

She finished her supper and sat in the kitchen, reading a paper, every now and again looking out of the uncurtained window at the moon slowly rising above the Downs, the lights of Shawstoke winking in the distance.

She often thought of Lukas, particularly as there were so many German prisoners in Britain now. She’d long since stopped hoping to see him in the crowd but occasionally she recognised a trait in the way a prisoner held himself, the shape of the back of a head or the line of a mouth that reminded her that once he’d been real.

Gyp, who’d been sleeping in front of the range, raised his head, his tail slapping on the floor. Millie listened – yes, there was a car coming. She folded her newspaper and went to the door and there was Hugh, walking slowly across the yard, his head bent. When he stepped into the pool of light spilling from the doorway, he looked pale.

‘Hello,’ she said, offering her cheek up for a kiss, ‘I haven’t seen you for days.’

‘No. Well… I’ve been rather busy, what with this and that. I was wondering, could I come in for a minute?’ Millie stepped aside, a frown on her face.

‘Of course,’ she said, following him down to the kitchen. ‘Can I get you anything?’

‘No. Yes, perhaps. Have you got a glass of cider?’

‘I have.’ She went through to the pantry and fetched a couple of bottles from last year’s pressing. Back in the kitchen she found Hugh pacing up and down, squeezing his cap between his hands. He said nothing as she collected a couple of glasses, poured them and handed one to him. He gulped most of it down it down and dashed his hand across his mouth, his eyes moving restlessly around the room. She stood, her own glass poised, waiting for him to speak. Eventually she said, ‘I have some news.’

He swung round and stared at her, his eyes blazing. ‘You do?’

‘I heard from the War Ag a couple of days ago.’

‘Oh, yes. Yes, I know. They’ve been in touch with me too. I should have come over. Thoroughly deserved. You’ve turned this dairy round,’ he said raising his glass to her. She noticed that his hand was trembling. ‘Mistress of Enington Farm,’ he said, then laughed nervously.

‘You don’t mind?’

‘Mind? Christ, of course I don’t mind,’ he said with such vehemence she stepped towards him and placed a hand on his arm.

‘Are you sure? You seem very agitated about something.’

He pulled away from her and snatched at a chair, sitting down heavily, a few drops of cider leaping out of the glass as he banged it onto the table.

‘Hugh. Whatever’s the matter?’ She drew up a chair and took his hand. He turned to her, an awful expression on his face.

‘I have news too. Terrible news.’ God, she thought, his mother’s dying. ‘June’s dead.’ For a moment she couldn’t think who he was talking about. ‘June Russell,’ he said, his tone angry as if she was purposely misunderstanding him.

‘Oh, my God,’ she said, releasing his arm and sitting back in her chair. ‘How? When?’

‘A few months ago. Silly cow.’

‘Hugh!’

‘Well, she is. If she’d gone to the police every single time he beat her up…’ he said thumping the table with his fist to emphasise each word, ‘he’d never have come here, never have attacked you, never have hunted her down and…’

‘Killed her? Her husband killed her?’

Hugh nodded mutely.

‘What about Danny?’ she said.

‘He’s fine,’ he said and flung himself back in his chair. ‘He’s absolutely fine.’

‘He can’t be,’ she said, struggling to understand his attitude. ‘How can that poor little boy be fine?’

Hugh leapt to his feet and started pacing up and down. He came to a halt facing the range and grasped hold of the railing along the front, dropping his head to his chest, his shoulders heaving. The energy of his distress filled the room and Millie went over to him, laid her hand on his back.

At her touch he turned, clasped her to him. A single, shuddering sob broke into her hair. Gently she pressed him away and looked into his face. He was red now, his eyes swimming and she was gripped by the same alarm she felt when Jack dropped into his pit of despair.

‘Darling,’ she said gently, ‘come and sit down.’ She took his hand and led him back to the table. ‘This is dreadful news but this… this reaction. It’s not like you.’

‘You don’t know me,’ he said.

‘Of course I know you.’

He started to shake his head, slowly at first, still looking at her but then more violently as if he was trying to tear his eyes away. Eventually he drew himself up, a hard look came into his eyes and he said, ‘I have a son.’

Millie frowned.

‘You have a…?’

‘A son.’ His shoulders relaxed now he’d made the first admission. ‘I slept with June on the night of the dance.’

She didn’t take her hand away. He did. She stayed quite still, looking at him.

She hoped he imagined she was battling with abrupt and brutal feelings of jealousy but she wasn’t. She felt nothing except an overwhelming relief. Even as it washed through her, like a warming gulp of poteen, she knew it was the wrong emotion. Her affection for him hadn’t changed but he was no longer on a higher moral plane, and her anxiety was all for his suffering.

‘My God,’ she said. ‘Had you said Ruby, well…’

‘I know. God, Millie, I know. I am so, so sorry. I was drunk, terribly drunk and it was a moment of madness. She meant nothing to…’

She raised a hand to stop him. She would let him imagine her distress but she wouldn’t let him lie.

‘It means something now,’ she said.

He looked as shocked as if she’d struck him.

‘You mean you and me, don’t you?’

‘No. I mean Danny and… Does your son have a name?’

‘God, Millie. You’re being so good about this.’ He snatched up his glass, took another swig and said with a hollow laugh, ‘She called him Hugh.’

‘When did all this come out?’

‘A few days ago.’ He was talking now, as easily as if they were discussing which crop to plant in Topfield. He was ranting about Mrs Wilson, explaining his plans for Danny as well as his little brother, his determination that, having made such a monumental blunder, he intended to fulfil his obligations, stand by his responsibilities – everything she would have expected from Hugh.

She poured more cider and listened to his confession, as unmoved as a parish priest. She wondered briefly if her detachment was the numbness of grief for a loss of trust between them but deep down she knew it wasn’t. His transgression released her from the guilt of knowing she’d never been in love with him, and as she listened to his recriminations she wondered if, after everything that had happened, it really mattered. Her affection for Hugh ran deep. Perhaps that was enough.

‘You’re a saint, Millie. Do you know that? Where do you find your compassion?’ He was massaging her hand in his.

‘You’ve found compassion – for Danny.’

‘Perhaps compassion isn’t the right word.’ She could see him struggling, weighing up what he was about to say. ‘I think I mean forgiveness. You do forgive me, don’t you?’ Before she could reply he hurried on, ‘That’s why you’re a saint, a goddess.’

‘I’m not.’

‘You are. You absolutely are because I know…’ he paused looking past her, frowning angrily, imagining something before looking back at her and saying, ‘Yes, I’m quite sure I couldn’t find it in my heart to forgive something like that, not if the tables were turned.’

Poor old Hugh, she couldn’t let him blunder on.

‘But don’t you see? That’s exactly why I forgive you.’

At first, his expression didn’t change but then his mouth stretched into a ludicrous smile that didn’t reach his eyes and he shook his head, as if he was trying to get water out of his ears.

‘Whatever can you mean?’ he said, gently laying her hand down. ‘Don’t mock me, Millie. I’ve bared my soul to you tonight. I’ve not held back a single thing.’

‘I know and it makes you the better person, because I can’t claim the same for myself.’

A wily look came into his eye. He wagged a finger at her and said, ‘You see, you’ve completely lost me now. You’re playing one of those awful riddle games that girls play and us chaps, we’re not very good at them.’

‘I’m not playing games, Hugh. It’s my turn to confess. It’s a secret I’ve kept for years.’ She shrugged, a thought flitting past, ‘Now I come to think of it, you kept your secret for years. If June hadn’t conceived, would you have told me?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘Perhaps not but I feel I must tell you. Lukas Schiller and I were lovers.’

‘Who?’

‘The German pilot.’

‘You and he were what?’

She knew from his tone she didn’t need to repeat herself.

‘A German?’ he said, his chin pushing forward, his lip lifting at one side. She nodded. ‘A bloody German? Christ almighty, Millie. Have you lost your mind?’

‘No more than you – a coupe de foudre. Isn’t that what happened to both of us? A bolt of lightning.’ As she said it, she thought, how apt. He fell from the sky and I was struck. He stunned me, filled me with a mad energy. ‘Isn’t that what happened to you? A moment’s insanity?’

‘No.’

‘You planned it?’

‘No. You’re doing it again. You’re playing silly, stupid games.’

He was on his feet, breathing heavily. He walked off, down the corridor to the door before coming back, leaning on the table, his face close to hers.

‘It’s not the same,’ he said.

‘It’s exactly the same,’ but as the words left her lips she thought, no. It isn’t the same. The act, the betrayal – perhaps those are the same. But the love?
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Chapter Eighty Four

He pushed on through the panting countryside, his boots white from the chalk of the track. The air was hot and scented with the smell of hay, sweltering under a summer sun. He’d stripped off his jacket a mile back and carried it slung over his shoulder. As he reached the top of the Downs, he felt a light breeze flutter the cotton of his shirt. In the pocket he had her letter.


If the war has taught us anything, then surely it’s forgiveness.



If only he’d known, he wouldn’t have suffered such despair.


I never stopped loving you. I want to be with you.



He would have waited with a glad heart if only he’d known.

When he lifted the letter from the floor, he expected nothing. The envelope was ragged, filthy, covered in graffiti of different hands, different addresses, different postmarks.

That evening, like every other, he felt so weary, so low, he had little interest in where the letter came from. He carried it with him through to the tiny kitchen that looked out across the meadow and down to Dunmanus Bay. He poured himself a tumbler of whiskey and lit a cigarette, drawing the smoke deep into his lungs.

Then, picking up the bottle by the neck, he went outside, lowered himself into the battered cane chair and gazed at the blue mountains on the other side of the strip of water. He didn’t think about the letter until the sun sank behind Sheep’s Head and the cry of the gulls stilled for the evening.

When he went back inside, the kitchen was dark and he was unsteady on his feet but the letter glowed where it lay. He clamped his cigarette between his lips, narrowing his eyes against the smoke as it drifted past his face. He peeled the envelope open, tilted the page towards the dimming window and read the first line.


Dear Lukas, I hope this finds you.



The whiskey fumed in his head. He turned the sheet. He put a hand onto the edge of the sink to steady himself.


I’ve never stopped loving you.



He was confounded. He didn’t believe it.


I want to be with you.



He was instantly sober, as if a torrent of iced water had been poured over him. With a shaking hand he lit the Tilly lamp, carried it over to the armchair beside the empty grate and set it down on the table. The letter trembled in his hand as he read:


I’ve spent so many years feeling guilty: guilty that I couldn’t stop my husband from killing himself; guilty that I’d helped an enemy soldier; guilty that I couldn’t stop loving you. But guilt is a pointless emotion. It changes nothing, except the person who carries it. If I can set guilt aside, so can you. There was a war. Terrible things were done. You didn’t do them. Neither did I. We did a wonderful thing: we loved each other.



She’d searched for so long. No one would help her, an English woman looking for a German. She wrote to the British Legion and the Red Cross. She tried Relatives Associations in Canada, discovered he must have been sent back to England before repatriation but the trail went cold.

Then, quite by chance she came across an old friend in the Family Association, someone who’d worked as a Land Girl on her farm at the beginning of the war and this Brigsie Paterson had tracked down a voluntary body in West Germany. They told her Fräulein Marta Goersdorf of Heidelberg had died at the end of the war but they had an old contact address for her nephew. The letter was dated a year ago.

He didn’t write back. He just went. He found new reserves in himself, sobered up, cleaned up and went. He got off the train at Merewick on a hot afternoon in August. He could hear children’s laughter coming from the schoolyard across the road. He wanted to walk, wanted to cover the mile and a half up to Enington Farm so that he could calm himself, prepare himself.

He thought of the months that had passed since she’d written the letter and his senses reared back. Anything could have happened. The letter, burning against his skin in the pocket of his shirt, may have been her last attempt, her last hope. As the months passed, she may have given up, changed her mind.

Then he thought of all the years she’d searched for him and his senses relaxed.

As he walked, other thoughts rose up. She’d chosen Herr Adamson; he was so sure she’d married Herr Adamson. He’d spent so many years imagining them together, building a life, starting a family that he almost resented her calling him to her.

Too much blood under the bridge, she’d written.

He couldn’t sustain the grudge. He didn’t care anymore.

The landscape had changed. Fields he remembered filled with flax now waved with grasses and wild flowers. Trees he remembered were larger, hedges he remembered had gone. When he reached the top of Wigstan Combe, he couldn’t see the roof of the barn – that had gone too – but ahead he saw the clump of trees that rose around Enington Farm.

For years he’d imagined it abandoned, thought she’d be living over at Steadham with Herr Adamson but as he neared, he saw a herd of cows out in the pasture, flicking away the flies with their tails and knew they were hers.

He slowed his pace. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest, his mouth and throat dry. When he rounded the corner and stood at the entrance to the yard, he was struck by an emotion so strong, so strange, it felt as if he was in his Messerschmitt again, returning from a sortie, the clouds around him creating valleys and mountains to fly between.

Sometimes the cloudscape was so beautiful in the moonlight that he would look for a landing strip, high above the earth and pretend he was coming in to land. Just before his plane sank into the water vapour, he dreamed he could open the cockpit, climb down and walk amongst those mountains in the air, into a separate but parallel world. It was like stepping into the pages of a familiar and much-loved book and here it was again, that same feeling. He couldn’t imagine how the story ended. He was afraid to finish it, to sink down as he sank through the clouds, back into real life, real fear.

He nearly lost his nerve, nearly turned back.

The yard was empty, smaller than he remembered, everything more rounded, better ordered. The chickens were scratching in the dust, a couple of them lay in the sun with their wings spread across the warm earth, and when he walked by, they roused themselves with an irritated clucking and hurried away, shaking their feathers.

The door to the house stood open and as he moved into the cool shadow of the porch, he stopped.

He should have written; he should have let her know he was coming. He was stunned by his recklessness – but no, her words were here, next to his heart.


Terrible things were done. You didn’t do them. Neither did I. We did a wonderful thing: we loved each other.



He heard a noise from inside the house, a clicking across the stone flags. He held his breath and stared down the corridor, his eyes still dazzled by the harsh afternoon light.

Out of the shadows an old dog emerged, grey around his jowls, the lower lids of his eyes loose with age, his nose scarred from years of pushing through hedgerows and brambles. The dog paused, sniffed the air, his cloudy eyes gazing up at him and then, behind his sunken hips, his tail began to wag. He came forward as fast as his legs allowed. Lukas flung his jacket down, dropped onto his knees and took the dog’s head in his hands.

‘Gyp, my old friend,’ he said.

He buried his face in the fur, rocked by an overwhelming grief. He’d wasted so many years. He could never get them back. His eyes felt prickly and hot. He wanted to weep but was afraid that if he submitted to even a single tear, he might unravel completely. The dog gazed back at him with milky eyes, his tail beating a slow and soothing rhythm.

‘Where is she?’ Lukas said. ‘Show me where she is.’

Gyp sauntered out into the sunshine and disappeared around the side of the house, stopping by a gate in a picket fence, his tail wagging slowly from side to side. The garden on the other side was crowded with plants, wigwams of runner beans pushing up between the cabbages and lettuce. A trug lay on the path, filled with vegetables. He saw a flash of red between the towers of sweet peas, a paisley scarf covering the back of her neck, her shoulders brown from the sun.

She looked exactly the same age as when he’d last seen her, as if this world on top of the Downs had held its breath waiting for his return. He lifted the latch of the gate and she turned. The bunch of sweet peas in her hand fluttered to the ground like confetti.




Author’s Note

As an adolescent growing up in rural Herefordshire, I was fascinated by the story of a Luftwaffe pilot, Franz von Werra, the only German POW to escape from British captivity during the early stages of the war. He made several audacious but unsuccessful escapes in England and was on the run for almost a week in the remote countryside of the Lake District. I started to write a story about a young woman finding him in a barn on her farm and helping him but the seventies got in the way and I abandoned it.

The real von Werra was eventually recaptured and deported to Canada where he successfully escaped, making it to neutral America by walking across the ice of the St Lawrence River. By all accounts he was a highly intelligent, charismatic and charming young man, albeit somewhat conceited. He returned to active duty but crashed into the sea during a practice flight. His body was never discovered. He was twenty-seven years old.

I now live in a small Downland village in Oxfordshire. When a friend in the local history society told me that a German fast bomber, a Junker Ju 88, had crashed on the Berkshire Downs above the village in November 1940, that nascent story from my teenage years flooded my imagination again.

This Junker bomber had been sighted over Coventry and eventually shot down by Spitfires, crash-landing at Woodway Farm in what was then Berkshire. Morney Higgs, a local farmer, was spotted in his car driving past the village pub with a shotgun. When other drinkers hailed him and asked where he was going, he told them to hop in; he was off to arrest the crew of the German plane that had come down. The surviving crew of the four-man bomber were found still with the plane (one had died during the fighter attack).

Even today the countryside at the top of the Downs is like another world, remote and inaccessible. When bad weather closes in, the small number of houses up there are completely cut off.

There is no dairy farm up on the Downs above our village but I grew up on the opposite side of the River Wye from a dairy farm in Herefordshire. Early in the morning the cows ambled through the morning mist to the milking sheds. In the daytime they grazed among the buttercups and drank from the river before wandering back to the sheds for the afternoon milking. In high summer, the river levels dropped. Once a cow made it over to our bank and the herdsmen had a devil of a job getting her back home. Two Land Girls worked at Bartonsham Farm during the war, milking by hand and driving a horse and float around the town, making the deliveries.

Although I am fascinated by the past, I’m not a historian. I use research as a trigger for ideas and include a list of the books and people who were invaluable in making this story as plausible as possible. There may be inaccuracies but this is a work of fiction and it came from my imagination. However, some of the incidents and anecdotes in the book are real. My father was a keen amateur pilot as well as a surgeon. When he was ten years old, he adapted his bicycle so that he could steer it with a joystick. As a young man, he adored flying and Lukas’s experience of landing on an airstrip of cloud was my father’s.

Medicine runs in our family and my brother, also a surgeon, was working in casualty many years ago when he experienced a real-life version of Bill Russell’s imaginative approach to keeping the crowd at bay by squirting them with warm blood.

At the beginning of the war, unlimited funds were poured into establishing ‘listening houses’ to enable British Military Intelligence to eavesdrop on the conversations of captured enemy soldiers. Many of the listeners were German exiles, but co-operative prisoners were also used to act as stool pigeons, encouraging fellow prisoners to talk. The equipment used was state of the art; so sensitive that even whispered conversations could be recorded. MI19 planned to combine the information with signals intercepts and air reconnaissance photograph to build up an overall intelligence picture but as the war continued, appalling atrocities started to come to light. When the war ended, the British decided to keep the success of their eavesdropping methods secret in order to continue using them in the Cold War. Instead of presenting the evidence at the war trials, the transcripts remained secret until 1999 when they were finally declassified.

National Power are in the process of dismantling a large coal and gas-fired power station about five miles away from my village. It was built in the sixties but during the war, the site was occupied by Durnell’s Farm, a German working camp. Just like Lukas, the men interned there would have worked on farms around the area. In fact, by October 1946, a quarter of the workforce on the land were POWs. Over the next few years, the 400,000 POWs held in Britain were repatriated. Twenty-five thousand of them chose to stay. For many of these young Germans, their homes were now in the Russian sector; others had no homes or family to return to.

Karl Artur Schaefer, a driver and mechanic in the Panzer Division, married a local girl after the war and settled in our village. After D-Day, he’d managed to get a boat to Guernsey, still under German occupation, but when the war ended, he was captured. The Germans were made to stay on Guernsey to defuse the mines even though there was virtual starvation on the island. Finally he was brought to England as a POW to work on the farms. He wrote to his family in East Germany to tell them he was alive and well. His mother told him not to come back for the time being because life was pretty bleak under Soviet rule. When the fraternisation ban was lifted, Artur was in our local pub and met his future wife, Maureen who was in the Land Army. Sadly Artur died a few years ago but his wife still lives in the village.

There were many acts of kindness shown on both sides after the war ended: a German POW walking the streets of Uxbridge in 1945, leaving a hand-made toy on each doorstep and silently moving on; English families queueing outside the sentry gates of the camps in the winter of 1946, waiting to collect Germans to share their Christmas dinners with; Helmut Reinhardt mending clocks for the villagers of Atwood; civilians ignoring the fraternisation ban and giving prisoners sweets and cigarettes, as well as food that was still on ration.

No peace treaty was ever signed at the end of the Second World War but our two countries found it anyway. These kindnesses helped to change opinions on both sides, allowing a lasting peace to be forged after many years of darkness.
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