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Chapter Eight 

They received another parachutage during the October moon period, and this time Michel and his men were on hand to help. At César’s request, as well as weapons and ammunition it included several pairs of boots, some warm clothing and two tarpaulin sheets. The maquisards would have some protection from the coming winter weather. 

With Bob in captivity, César was trying to keep the Acrobat circuit going as well as his own. It was a relief when, on one of her visits to Gabriel, Steve learned that there had been a message from London telling them to expect a new leader to take over the circuit. It would mean that César had less responsibility and less travelling to do. 

Early in November Steve headed for Lons with a report from César for Gabriel to transmit. César had moved Gabriel again, to an abandoned farm in a nearby village, and arranged for a young girl who lived there to go in and cook for him. Steve took a bus from the station to the village and set out to walk to the farm. She passed the house where the girl, Claudette, lived with her grandfather and younger brother, but she had gone only a hundred yards farther when she heard a bicycle behind her and Paul, the brother, skidded to a stop at her side. 

‘Madame, you must come back to the house. My sister needs to speak to you. It is urgent.’ 

Steve felt a shiver of anxiety. ‘What is it, Paul? Has something happened?’ 

The boy shook his head mutely and turned his bike towards the house. Steve followed him. Claudette met them at the door, her thin face pale and taut. She beckoned Steve inside and closed the door behind her. 

‘What’s happened, Claudette?’ Steve asked. 

‘M. Gabriel has gone, and Mlle Paulette with him. The Boches came and took them away.’ 

‘When?’ The word came out of Steve’s mouth in a gasp, as if someone had hit her in the stomach. 

‘Two nights ago. M. Gabriel was expecting a friend, he told me. He asked me to make a meal for Mlle Paulette and himself and the visitor. I was in the kitchen when the friend arrived and I heard them talking. He had brought a letter for M. Gabriel from his wife. They sounded happy – like good friends. I was just going to serve the meal when the new man said he must leave to see to some business in Lons, but he promised to return shortly. So I served the meal to M. Gabriel and Mlle Paulette and cleared away and then they told me I could go home. It was almost time for the curfew and Mlle Paulette said she would stay the night. I had just got home when two cars passed me – the big black tractions avant the Boches like. They went up to the farm, so I crept back and watched from behind the hedge. There were four men in each car and one of them was the man who was there earlier – the man who called himself a friend. They banged on the door and went in and in a minute I saw them come out again with 

M. Gabriel and Mlle Paulette. They were in handcuffs and the Boches pushed them into the two cars and drove away.’ The girl’s eyes were full of tears. ‘I wanted to help, madame, but I didn’t know what to do. I have been watching for you, to stop you going to the farm in case they are waiting for you.’ 

Steve put her arm around the bony shoulders. ‘Thank you, Claudette. That was the only thing you could do. I’m very grateful.’ She felt as if she was going to be sick, or perhaps burst into tears herself, but she forced herself to breathe deeply and stay calm. There would be time for shock and grief later but now she must be practical. ‘Did any of them see you?’ 

‘No, madame. I stayed in the kitchen while the man was there.’ 

‘Does anyone in the village know that you have been working at the farm?’ 

‘Yes, but they will not say anything to the Boches.’ 

‘And the Boches have not been here or asked you any questions?’ 

‘No, madame.’ 

‘Good. I don’t think they will bother you now. But if anyone should ask you, tell them that all you know is that M. Gabriel was an artist. He was very poor and lived alone and he asked you to cook for him. That is all you need say. Do you understand?’ 

‘Yes, madame.’ 

Steve looked at her watch. She just had time to catch the next bus back into Lons. 

It was vital to contact César at the earliest possible moment. ‘I have to go now. You won’t hear from us again. Here . . .’ she scrabbled in her handbag and took out all the spare cash she was carrying. ‘You must be owed some wages. Take this. It’s all I have on me.’ The girl looked at the money and Steve saw her eyes widen. It was more than she would normally earn in a month. But she shook her head. 

‘No, madame, thank you. I did not do it for the money. I did it for La France.’ 

‘And La France is grateful,’ Steve told her. ‘Take this as a sign of her gratitude.’ 

Claudette hesitated a moment longer, then reached out and took the money. Steve said goodbye and walked back to the bus stop in the centre of the village. At every corner she expected to see one of the black cars waiting for her or a man in the long raincoat and slouch hat that the Gestapo affected hanging about, trying to look inconspicuous. But she reached the village square without incident, just in time to catch the bus. 

On the way back into Lons, Steve struggled to come to terms with what had happened and its possible consequences. Gabriel had been in Gestapo hands for forty-eight hours. That was the limit of the time that agents were asked to hold out, to give their colleagues a chance to get away. Perhaps he would manage to hold out longer. Perhaps he would never speak, no matter what they did to him, but she remembered the words of the instructor at Beaulieu. ‘Everyone speaks, sooner or later.’ So what were the greatest dangers? He had known her only as Suzette, so with any luck her identity papers as Marguerite Duclos were still safe. But people had seen her going to the farm and, whatever Claudette might believe, there were always one or two who could be suborned by threats or promises into giving information. Her description might already be on file with the Gestapo. 

César was in greater danger. Steve knew that he had been in regular contact with Gabriel, since Bob’s arrest. Her first priority must be to warn him. 

She passed the train journey in a state of nervous tension so great that it was almost impossible to stay in her seat. At every station she expected to see the sinister figure of a Gestapo agent boarding the train, or hear the tramp of boots as soldiers of the Feldgendarmerie invaded the carriages, demanding to see documents. But the journey passed without incident and as soon as she reached Arbois she made her way straight to Dr Lefort’s surgery. It was mid-afternoon and she found the doctor in his study enjoying a post-prandial snooze. His look of surprise as the housekeeper showed her in turned to one of concern as he saw her expression. 

‘Something is wrong. Is it Madame la Comtesse?’ 

‘That’s what I told your housekeeper but it’s not true. I must contact M. César urgently – today. It is a matter of life and death.’ 

This time there was no hesitation. ‘Very well. I shall call on the old lady. Shall I tell him to come to the chateau?’ 

‘Yes. No – tell him to meet me at the hostellerie. I’ll be there until just before the curfew.’ 

‘Very good. Now, sit down and let me pour you a little restorative. You look exhausted.’ 

Steve shook her head. ‘Thank you, but I must go. And please, go at once to find César!’ 

The doctor put down the bottle he had taken up and ushered her to the door. ‘I shall go immediately. Don’t worry.’ 

She found Pierre and Yvonne Bardet in the kitchen, eating their own lunch after having served their guests. She told them about Gabriel’s arrest, adding, ‘You two have no connection with Gabriel except through César, so as long as he is free you have nothing to worry about.’ 

They pressed her to eat lunch but she had no appetite. Pierre gave her a glass of marc and some ersatz coffee and then there was nothing to do but wait. She kept telling herself that César was probably out and would not get the doctor’s message until he returned. By then it might be dark. 

She began to regret the stress she had put on the urgency of a meeting. The last thing she had intended was for him to risk breaking the curfew. She wished that she could go and find him, but he had always been careful to keep his address a secret. She knew that it was good security, but in the circumstances it meant she could do nothing more to warn him of the danger. 

Just as the light was beginning to fail at the end of the short November day there was a knock on the back door of the hostellerie and Steve jumped up hopefully. A young boy, whom she recognised as Laurent, the doctor’s son, stood outside panting and bright eyed with excitement at being entrusted with an important mission. 

‘Madame, my father asks you to come at once to the surgery. It is very important’ 

With her nerves stretched almost to breaking point, it took every ounce of self-discipline Steve possessed to follow the boy up the street without betraying the rising panic that threatened to overwhelm her. He led her in by the back door to the doctor’s study, where she was greeted by a sight that made her cry out in dismay. César was sitting in a chair by the doctor’s desk. His right eye was blackened and his lip cut and swollen, his right arm was in a sling and his shirt-front stained with blood. 

Steve ran across the room and dropped to her knees beside him, catching hold of his free hand. ‘Mon Dieu! What has happened to you?’ 

He squeezed her hand and attempted a grin that ended in a grimace of pain. ‘Don’t worry, it looks worse than it is. But my cover’s blown. In fact the whole circuit may be completely brûlé. I’ve got to make a run for it.’ 

‘What happened?’ Steve asked again. 

‘I went to call on one of our men – Jean, he’s a teacher in Salins. When I knocked on the door it was opened by an SS officer with a pistol. It turned out Jean had been arrested and they’d left this man behind, as they do, to see who turned up. I managed to convince him that I’d just called to borrow a book but he said I’d have to wait with him until his relief arrived and then go with him to Gestapo HQ while they checked out my story. I knew if I ever got that far I’d never get out again, so I persuaded him that we might as well have a drink while we were waiting. He sat down at the table and I fetched a bottle of wine and when I passed behind him I hit him over the head with it. Stupid fool that I am! I didn’t hit him anything like hard enough. He swung round and fired at me. Funnily enough, I didn’t feel anything at the time. I thought he was firing blanks until I saw the blood on my shirt. I managed to knock the gun out of his hand and then we started the most ridiculous sort of wrestling match. He nearly throttled me but I managed to break free and winded him and then I ran for it. But he’s got my identity card, so by dawn tomorrow every patrol in the area will be on the lookout for me.’ 

‘This man, Jean – how much does he know?’ Steve asked. 

‘Only the identity of the people in his immediate cell. And me, of course.’ 

‘Did he know Gabriel?’ 

‘My God, yes! He’s taken messages to Gabriel for me. We must warn him!’ 

‘Too late,’ Steve said. I think it must have been Gabriel who put them on to Jean.’ She told him what she had learned that morning. ‘But I can’t make out who the stranger was who led the Gestapo to him,’ she added. ‘If he brought a letter from Gabriel’s wife he must surely be the new man London promised to send out.’ 

‘Well, either that man is a double agent, or the real one was captured and the Gestapo got someone to impersonate him. The letter would have been enough to convince Gabriel he was genuine.’ César’s head drooped. ‘Either way, the whole circuit’s gone.’ 

‘No,’ Steve said. ‘You kept us all separate. The people in this area aren’t implicated. If you can get away there’s no reason why we shouldn’t carry on. Pedro can take charge. What are your plans?’ 

‘The good doctor here is going to drive me to Montbéliard. I have friends there who can smuggle me over the border into Switzerland.’ 

‘Suppose you are stopped on the way?’ Steve asked, looking up at the doctor. ‘It’s asking for trouble to be on the roads after curfew.’ 

‘Not for a doctor,’ he pointed out. ‘I have a special pass. I shall bandage our friend’s face so that he cannot be recognised and if I am stopped I shall say that he has been in a serious accident and I am taking him to the hospital in Montbéliard. His injuries will be enough to convince a routine patrol.’ 

‘That’s brilliant!’ Steve said. 

César gripped her hand. ‘Come with me. The doctor can say you are a nurse. You are in danger, too. Come to Switzerland with me.’ 

For a moment Steve almost yielded to the temptation, but then she shook her head. ‘Someone has to warn Pedro. And if he is going to take over the circuit he will need help. I’ll go underground for a while. No one in the circuit knows my cover name except you. Once you are out of reach of the Gestapo I’ll be safe enough.’ 

The doctor moved forward, a roll of bandage in his hand. ‘Come, it is time we were on our way. Let me bandage your face.’ 

In a moment César’s head was swathed in bandages, leaving only one eye exposed. Steve put her arm around him and kissed the only part of his cheek that was visible. ‘Good luck, mon cher. I shall miss you.’ 

‘And I shall miss you,’ he answered. ‘Shall we meet again, do you think?’ 

‘One day, back in England.’ 

‘I shan’t know how to find you.’ 

‘Ask Maurice Buckmaster, or Vera Atkins. They’ll be able to tell you.’ 

‘Come,’ the doctor repeated, taking César by the arm. 

As they were about to leave César stopped. ‘How are you going to get home now? The curfew has started.’ 

‘Wait!’ Dr Lefort commanded. He disappeared for a minute into his surgery and returned carrying a small bottle. ‘If anyone stops you, tell them that Madame la Comtesse is suffering from her arthritis and sent you to fetch some medicine to ease the pain.’ 

He opened the door and scanned the street briefly, then helped César into his car. Steve shook his hand, full of admiration for his calm efficiency. She had had doubts when they first met but now she saw that, once having committed himself, Lefort was a man who would rise to any emergency. 

‘Thank you, Doctor,’ she said, then stooped to take a last look into the car. ‘Merde alors, César.’ 

‘Look after yourself,’ he answered. Then the doctor started the engine and the car pulled away. 

Steve collected her bicycle and rode slowly back to the chateau. Sylvie met her in the entrance hall and immediately took her by the arm. 

‘Something is wrong. Come and sit down and tell me.’ 

She led her into her private sitting room and poured her a glass of Macvin, the local aperitif. 

‘Now, tell me what has happened.’ 

Steve struggled with the impulse to blurt out the whole story. She was certain that she could trust Sylvie implicitly but her training told her that the less her hostess knew the safer it would be for both of them. In the end, she said, ‘A friend of mine has been taken by the Gestapo and they almost got César too. He got away but they know his identity.’ 

‘Where is he now?’ 

‘Someone – a friend – is taking him to the Swiss border.’ 

‘And you?’ Sylvie looked into her face. ‘Are you in danger, too?’ 

‘I’m not sure. The Gestapo won’t have my name but I may have been seen. They may have a description.’ 

‘Then we must change the way you look.’ Sylvie stood up. ‘Come and have something to eat. After dinner we will see what can be done.’ 

Steve ate without tasting her food but afterwards she felt calmer. When the meal was over Sylvie led her up to her bedroom and produced a bottle of hair dye from the back of a drawer. 

‘I bought this when the first grey started to appear, but then the war came and it seemed stupid and frivolous to bother about such things. Perhaps le bon Dieu intended me to keep it for just this moment. But first I think we must cut your hair. Sit here, at the dressing table.’ 

She took up a pair of scissors and began to snip Steve’s hair. Half an hour later, when her hair had been dyed and towelled dry, Steve sat in front of the mirror again. Sylvie had wrought an amazing transformation. The conventional English rose with her dark chestnut hair neatly rolled back from her face had been replaced by an urchin with a tousled black mop combed into a fringe above her blue-green eyes. 

‘You look quite gamine, n’est-ce pas?’ Sylvie remarked approvingly. ‘I think you will not fit any description they have of you now.’ 

‘Thank you, Sylvie,’ Steve said. ‘You’ve done a wonderful job. But I can’t stay here, you know. Too many people have seen me and know what I used to look like. Tomorrow I must find somewhere else to live.’ 

‘But where will you go?’ 

‘I’m not sure yet. I have to get a message to someone. He may have ideas about that.’ 

There was nothing more to be done that night, but before she slept Steve packed a few things into her case and retrieved her gun and what remained of the money she had been given from where she had hidden it behind an old-fashioned wardrobe. Most of it was still intact, since Sylvie had asked nothing from her for her board and lodging. It seemed probable, however, that she might need it soon. She put the case by the bed, where she could grab it quickly, and peered out of the window. The room had a small balcony and the drop to the ground was not great. She reckoned that in an emergency her parachute training would enable her to jump down without injury. Her last waking thoughts were of César. She knew that there was a good chance that she would never see him again, and for the first time she realised how deeply she had come to care for him. 

After a broken night, during which she had imagined or dreamed five or six different scenarios for César’s capture, Steve woke to find everything normal, except for the image that greeted her in the mirror. The sun had just risen from behind a bank of cloud. It was going to be a beautiful day, and she thought wistfully that on any previous morning she would have gone straight down to the stable to saddle Mephisto for her morning ride. Now she would never ride him again. 

At breakfast she said to Sylvie, ‘As I told you last night, there is someone I must contact but I don’t know how to do it.’ 

‘Do you have an address for him?’ 

‘No, but we have two places where we leave messages. I know he will check them every morning. But I am afraid to go to leave the message in case I am being watched.’ 

‘Then write your message and I will send Georges’s grandson with it. You can tell him where the hiding place is. He can be trusted. Tell your friend to come here.’ 

‘I don’t like to involve you,’ Steve murmured. 

‘Listen, you say the Gestapo do not have a name or an address for you. It will take time for them to trace you from a description. Your friend can come here quite safely, I think.’ 

‘What will you say, if they eventually come looking for me?’ 

‘That you left without explanation yesterday. I took you in, out of pity because you were a refugee, and I am shocked to discover that you abused my hospitality.’ Sylvie smiled. ‘I can be quite convincing when I want to be.’ 

Steve wrote a note to Pedro, saying that Suzette needed to see him urgently at the Château de Montmain. Sylvie sent for the boy and talked to him gravely about the privilege of being allowed to serve his country and swore him to secrecy. Steve instructed him carefully about where to leave the message and half an hour later he returned, grinning happily, to announce that the letter had been duly concealed. 

Pedro arrived at midday, driving a gazogène similar to César’s but bearing the name of a local vigneron. He stared at Steve for a moment as if he failed to recognise her and then she saw his face darken as he guessed the implication of her disguise. She gave him a succinct outline of the events of the previous day and for a moment or two he paced the room in silence, pinching the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb. Then he turned and faced her. 

‘I have heard nothing to suggest César has been arrested, but we must assume that he has and act accordingly. You must leave here at once. You have done a good job of changing your appearance but are your documents still valid?’ 

‘No one knows my cover name except César but the photograph is wrong now, of course.’ 

‘Of course. Well, there is a man in Besançon who can put that right for you but until then you must stay out of sight. I know a place. There is a little bistro in Besançon called the Brasserie Vauban, quite close to the railway station. The owner is a Louis Choquin. He and his wife are supporters and I have often used their place as a rendezvous. I will take you there and I know they will look after you.’ 

‘What then?’ Steve asked. ‘What about the work?’ 

‘That must go on, of course. I shall take over the réseau and once we can get you new papers you can start working as my courier again. The worst thing is, we shall have no radio contact with London. Without that we cannot organise parachutages. I will send someone west, to the Yonne area. I know there is a réseau operating there which has a radio operator. I will ask them to contact London to let them know what has happened and put in an urgent request for a new operator for this circuit. That is all we can do for now. Come, the sooner we leave here the better.’ 

Sylvie was waiting for them in the hall. Steve went to her and took her hands. 

‘Goodbye, Sylvie. I can never thank you enough for everything you have done.’ 

‘I have done nothing,’ the older woman replied. ‘It has given me great pleasure to have you here and I shall miss you very much.’ Her grip tightened. ‘Before you go, tell me one thing. Have you had any word of my son, Michel?’ 

Steve squeezed her fingers. ‘Yes. I have seen him. I can’t tell you where he is or what he is doing, but he is well and among friends.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Sylvie’s eyes filled with tears. She put her arms around Steve and hugged her tightly for a moment. ‘Take care, my dear. And promise that you will come back and see us when all this is over.’ 

‘If I possibly can, I will,’ Steve promised. 

She went out to where Pedro was waiting by the van. ‘What if we get stopped?’ 

‘I’ll show you,’ he said, and opened the rear doors. The van was full of wooden crates containing wine bottles, but at the far end, nearest to the driver’s cabin, there was a space just big enough for someone to sit, out of sight. Steve climbed in and coiled herself into it. It would not pass a thorough search but to a casual glance the van’s cargo would appear to be exactly what the name on the side suggested. Pedro slammed the doors shut and in a moment the engine started and Steve felt herself being carried away 

– away from the chateau, which had begun to feel almost like home, and once again into an unknowable future. 

The Brasserie Vauban was a less sophisticated establishment than its name suggested and not as cosy as the hostellerie in Arbois. There was a long bar and a dozen small tables with stained check tablecloths. The clientele, as far as Steve could judge when she passed through on her arrival, were mainly workers from the railway marshalling yard across the road. Louis and Jacqueline Choquin were in the back kitchen. He was a squat man with a thick neck and very large hands and she was small and neat with dark hair coiled on top of her head and a face that had once been pretty but now had the faded look of a flower that was past its best. Pedro explained rapidly what had happened and Jacqueline clucked sympathetically while Louis greeted the news with a phlegmatic shrug. Neither of them had ever had any contact with César, since he had left the organisation of the Besançon cell to Pedro. They were sorry to hear about his arrest but not personally concerned. Steve could not help contrasting Louis’ dour manner with Pierre’s sly humour but it was clear that were staunch supporters of the Resistance and agreed without hesitation to take Steve in. 

‘There is a spare room at the top of the house,’ Louis said, ‘and she can help out in the kitchen or waiting at tables for her keep.’ 

As they were talking a girl arrived with a basket of goods from the market. 

‘This is our daughter, Juliette,’ Mme Choquin announced. 

Juliette was in her late teens, as far as Steve could judge, and had all the attractiveness that her mother must once have possessed. Her large dark eyes sparkled with vitality and her slightly upturned nose and curving mouth gave her face an expression of mischievous enjoyment. 

Her mother explained briefly the reasons for Steve’s sudden arrival and Juliette impulsively took her hand. 

‘Don’t worry. You will be safe here. You can trust us.’ 

Steve smiled at her, cheered by her open warmth. ‘I’m sure I can.’ 

Jacqueline looked critically at Steve. ‘Those are country clothes, not right for the town. Juliette is about the same size as you. She can lend you something for the time being.’ 

Steve was wearing the trousers and sweater that had been provided for her in England. While she was at the chateau Sylvie had lent her clothes – jodhpurs for riding, and summer skirts and blouses for the warm weather – but she had left them behind, and the dark grey suit no longer seemed to fit her character. Juliette took her up to her room and laughingly laid out the contents of her small wardrobe. 

‘You have to look like a waitress now, not a young lady. See, try these on.’ 

‘These’ were a black skirt and a dark red blouse. Steve was slightly taller than Juliette and fuller in the bust, so the skirt was short and the blouse clung tightly over her breasts. 

Juliette clapped her hands. ‘Ooh-la-la! C’est magnifique! You will have all the men after you!’ 

Looking at herself in the mirror Steve saw a complete stranger. The original Marguerite Duclos had been not unlike Diana Escott Stevens, but now the well-brought-up young lady had vanished and been replaced by a coquette with spiky dark hair and a provocative figure. She found the prospect oddly liberating. The instructions she had been given by the expert from Max Factor came back to her. It was not enough to disguise yourself physically. You must learn to live the part. So be it. This would be her new character. Marguerite Duclos had fallen on hard times but had recreated herself as a waitress with a sexy smile. 





Chapter Eleven 

As the days lengthened further towards midsummer Steve found it increasingly difficult to restrain the impatience of the men and women in the different resistance cells. The constant demand was, ‘When are the Allies coming? Why don’t they invade?’ Every evening she and Juliette tuned in to the BBC, hoping to hear the message that would tell them the invasion was imminent. All over France, she knew, small groups were doing the same thing, in spite of the draconian penalties imposed by the Germans for anyone found listening to the broadcasts from London. In one of the villages Steve visited, a whole family had been arrested, only weeks earlier, for exactly that crime. At last, on 1 June, they heard the words they were waiting for. The coded message informed them that the invasion would take place within days and they should be ready to act. On 5 June the second message came. The Allied troops were on the move and every resistance group was required to do everything in its power to impede the German efforts to repel them. 

When Steve explained the meaning of the coded messages to her, Juliette grasped her hand, her eyes shining. ‘It’s happening! At last they are coming. Soon we shall be free.’ 

Steve squeezed her hand in return but her mood was sober. ‘It’s good news, but don’t get your hopes up too high. The Germans are not going to surrender easily and you have to remember that we shall probably be among the last people to be liberated. It’s a long way to this area from the Channel coast.’ 

‘But at least it’s started!’ Juliette’s excitement was undiminished. ‘What do we do now?’ 

‘We sit tight and do nothing,’ Steve replied, and saw the other girl’s face fall. ‘Every group has its orders and they will all have been listening for the message. They have the arms and they know how to use them. There’s nothing to be gained from us running around the countryside, drawing attention to ourselves.’ 

She spoke with confidence but inwardly she, too, longed to be out there, checking that the targets she had assigned each group were being attacked as planned. She need not have worried. By dawn crucial rail junctions and signal boxes all round the area had been disabled and vital bridges blown up. It would be days, perhaps weeks, before the Germans could move reinforcements through the valley from the border at Mulhouse. 

After the first flurry of activity there was a hiatus, which left Steve, and she guessed many others, with a sense of anti-climax. Instead of the unstoppable sweep of the victorious armies that they had all expected, the Allied troops remained bottled up in their Normandy bridgehead, and it was obvious that the Germans were going to fight for every kilometre of French soil. Undeterred, the various cells Steve had set up kept up their campaign against German communications, and as fast as the enemy repaired bridges and tracks they were destroyed again. 

Before long it became necessary to redistribute some of the equipment. The more active units were running out of explosives, while others had a surplus. One day Steve was stopped by a sentry guarding one of the bridges across the Doubs. Most of the regular garrison were used to seeing her pass, as she combed the countryside ostensibly in search of supplies for the restaurant, but this was a newcomer, a young man obviously keen to impress his superiors with his efficiency. 

‘Your papers, please,’ he demanded. Unlike most of his compatriots he seemed to speak reasonable French. 

Steve got off her bicycle and handed them over. 

‘What have you got in there?’ He indicated the basket on her handlebars. 

Steve lifted the cloth covering the basket. ‘Eggs. I work as a cook at the Brasserie Vauban and I’ve just bought these from a farmer in Boussière.’ 

‘This restaurant – it is in Besançon?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘So why are you going this way? Besançon is behind you.’ 

Steve sighed wearily. ‘I know. But now I have to go to Damperre. I’ve heard that there is a farmer there who has mushrooms to sell. If I can get some I can make mushroom omelettes.’ She smiled at him. ‘I make a very good omelette. You should come and try one.’ 

This slightly flirtatious approach usually worked well but not this time. The young soldier glared at her. 

‘Don’t try that line on me. Let’s see what else you’ve got in that basket.’ 

‘It’s just eggs.’ 

‘I’d like to be sure of that. Take them out.’ 

Steve looked at the basket. The eggs nestled on a bed of straw and under the straw was a slab of plastic explosive wrapped in sacking. 

‘How can I?’ she asked. ‘I’ve got nothing to put them in. If I try to take them all out I’m bound to drop some and break them.’ 

‘I’ll break the lot of them if you don’t do as I tell you!’ he retorted. ‘Get on with it.’ 

At that moment a car drew up beside them and a voice called, ‘It’s Mademoiselle Duclos, isn’t it? Good afternoon.’ 

Steve turned and saw the colonel waving to her out of the rear window. She went over to him. 

‘Is there a problem?’ he asked. 

Steve allowed a slight tremor to come into her voice. ‘This man wants me to take all these eggs out of my basket. I’ve cycled such a long way to get them and I’m bound to break some if I do.’ 

He smiled at her. ‘Don’t distress yourself, mademoiselle. Your eggs are quite safe.’ He beckoned to the young sentry, who came forward a pace or two and snapped to quivering attention. ‘You must learn that there is a difference between being efficient and being officious. This young lady is well known to all of us. She is not a threat to security. She cooks at a local restaurant, where I often eat myself. In fact, I shall not thank you if the eggs are broken and she is unable to make my favourite crêpes Suzette. Let her pass.’ 

The sentry saluted and stepped back but Steve caught the glint of fury in his eyes. She had made him look a fool in front of a superior officer and she knew he would not forgive that. The colonel wound up his window and the car drove on. 

Steve mounted her bike and pedalled away as steadily as her shaking legs permitted. She understood a good deal more German than she ever let on, and as she went she heard the corporal in charge say, ‘Now you’ve done it! Why did you have to go and stop the colonel’s bint, of all people?’ 

Her first reaction was annoyance. She was not ‘the colonel’s bint’! Then she smiled inwardly. It could do no harm for the soldiers to think that – in fact it might come in useful. 

Two days later an orderly arrived at the brasserie with a message. The colonel would be delighted if Mlle Duclos would dine with him in his apartments in the citadel. An escort would be sent to conduct her through the barriers at seven the following evening. For a moment Steve was terrified. Could this all be part of an elaborate plot to entice her into the citadel, where she might be imprisoned and tortured for information? Then common sense reasserted itself. If the colonel suspected her of involvement with the Resistance he could have had her arrested without resort to subterfuge. There remained the possibility that he intended to seduce her, but it seemed out of character. And anyway, there was little choice in the matter. To refuse would be to court suspicion. 

At seven the next evening she was ready, dressed in the navy-and-white dress she had been given in England, the last vestige of the well-to-do Marguerite who had been reduced to waiting in a back-street restaurant. A smart corporal presented himself at the door in a staff car and drove her up the steeply winding approach to the main gate. The citadel of Besançon occupied a superb strategic position on a plateau a hundred metres above the River Doubs, which curled around it in an almost complete circle. The car was halted at the entrance to an arched gateway in the perimeter walls while a sentry inspected her pass and then they drove on, across a moat and through another gateway into a central courtyard. Here the car stopped and the corporal handed her out. Steve looked around her and felt a shiver of horror. To one side stood three stout stakes, almost the height of a man. The Germans had made no secret of the fate that had befallen the conspirators who had been arrested in February. They had been shot, and Steve knew that she was looking at the place where they had met their end. 

The corporal led her up a winding staircase to the door of the colonel’s apartment. He was waiting to greet her, with the same formal courtesy, she sensed, that he would have shown had she been a titled lady rather than a waitress. The room was spacious and elegantly furnished, with windows giving a wonderful view over the town to the river and the wooded hills beyond. 

Seeing her gaze, he said, ‘It is beautiful, isn’t it? Such a superb position. And it is, of course, the chef d’oeuvre of the architect Vauban, after whom your restaurant is named.’ 

‘It is beautiful, yes,’ she agreed. ‘But such ugly things happen here. I saw those stakes in the courtyard. Is that where you shoot your prisoners?’ 

He looked as if he had received a physical wound. ‘That was not my doing. You have to understand that prisoners in Gestapo custody do not come under my jurisdiction. The Gestapo are a law unto themselves and anyone who crosses them may find himself having to reckon with Herr Himmler. Not a pleasant prospect, whatever your rank. I’m too old to survive a posting to the Russian front.’ 

Steve sensed that he was as horrified by the executions as she was and regretted her brusqueness. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t understand how the chain of command works in your army.’ 

He gestured to a chair. ‘Please, sit down, and let us try to forget the war for a minute. Can I offer you a glass of champagne?’ 

He was a good host and Steve found herself thinking that if they were not at war he would have fitted in perfectly at one of her parents’ dinner parties. It was difficult to think of him as ‘the enemy’. Over dinner he asked her about herself and she told him Marguerite’s story, which she had almost come to think of as her own. In return, he spoke nostalgically about his home in Bavaria and the estate that had been in his family for generations. She was surprised by how much they seemed to have in common. Like her, he loved the countryside and he spoke lyrically of the area around his home, and she had to make a conscious effort to refrain from a similar description of the Chiltern hills where she had grown up. Like her, too, he was a keen horseman, and at one point she found herself giving him an enthusiastic account of the thrill of the hunt, with hounds in full cry and a big fence ahead. 

He laughed. ‘You sound like one of those English fanatics!’ 

For a moment cold fear gripped Steve’s stomach but she forced a laugh in response. ‘We hunt in France, too, you know – but we have the sense to hunt something you can eat, like deer. Only the English are mad enough to go chasing after foxes.’ 

‘I have ridden with an English hunt, the Beaufort,’ he amazed her by saying. ‘Oh, there’s no need to look so surprised. Before the war I had many friends in England.’ 

Later in the conversation he remarked that he was surprised that she was not married, or at least engaged. 

‘I was engaged,’ she replied. She opened her bag and took out a photograph, but as she looked at it she experienced a sudden sense of dislocation. This was not the face she had in her imagination – the face of a young man in RAF uniform. It was a stranger, in the uniform of the French army. The sensation passed in a second and she pulled herself together, but a lingering ache remained. She handed the photograph to her companion. ‘His name is Claude Montauban. He was killed in the first months of the war.’ 

He looked at it and handed it back. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and she had the impression that it was not just an expression of sympathy but an apology on behalf of his nation. 

Over coffee he reached across the table and touched her hand lightly. ‘I want you to understand one thing. I have not asked you here in order to seduce you. That thought must have crossed your mind.’ Steve opened her mouth to deny it but he went on, ‘I have a wife and a daughter almost your age











































































Chapter Eighteen 

Maria’s wedding was everything Frankie had once imagined hers would be. The church was packed with family and friends and the bride floated down the aisle on her father’s arm in a cloud of white silk. It was the first time she had seen her sister’s fiancé, and she was pleased to see that he was a nice-looking lad with dark hair and a complexion burnished to a healthy tan by his years at sea. He seemed improbably young, to her eyes, but then so did Maria. Watching them as they took their vows, there was no doubt in Frankie’s mind that they were deeply in love. 

The reception was held in a room above a pub, within walking distance of the church. Frankie looked at the food spread out on the buffet table and exclaimed to her mother, ‘How on earth have you managed all this on the ration?’ 

‘Oh, folk are very good,’ Mrs Franconi replied. ‘As soon as the invitations went out people started popping round with a tin of ham or peaches or a packet of biscuits, giving up their ration points to help out. That’s what happens when you get married in the place where you grew up.’ 

It was her only reference to Frankie’s decision to marry someone from outside the tight-knit community around Scotland Road. In the bustle of getting ready for the wedding there had been no chance to ask what her parents’ decision had been, and Frankie had been wondering all day about how to introduce Nick to the other guests. He had insisted that he could make his own way to the church and on from there to the reception, so that she could attend to her duties as a bridesmaid, which meant that no one had seen them together so far. During the ceremony Frankie had worn gloves, as uniform regulations required, and she had not removed the one on her left hand as she stood beside the bride and groom in the receiving line. Her father resolved the problem for her when Nick appeared, leaning on his crutches with another guest helpfully carrying his wheelchair. 

‘Everyone, meet my other prospective son-in-law. This is Gina’s fiancé, Major Nick Harper.’ 

Frankie had just come off morning parade on her first day back at Grendon when she was told that Captain Henderson wanted to see her. The coincidence was convenient, since she had been just about to ask for an appointment. 

Henderson greeted her with a smile. ‘Come in, Frankie. Sit down. How was the wedding?’ 

‘It all went very well, thank you, ma’am.’ 

‘Good. Was this a younger sister, or an older?’ 

‘Younger, ma’am. She’s only seventeen.’ 

‘Goodness, that is young!’ Henderson’s smile became mischievous. ‘You’ll have to look to your laurels, won’t you?’ 

Frankie drew breath and was about to launch into the speech she had prepared when the CO went on, ‘Now, to business. You’ll be aware that we are coming to the end of our work here. Signals traffic has reduced to a trickle and the unit is going to be wound up very shortly. Most of the girls will be offered immediate demobilisation and that would, of course, include you. However, a job has come up that I think you might want to consider. Baker Street are looking for one or two bright, reliable girls to help with some of the essential work involved in winding up the organisation. How would you feel about a transfer to London?’ 

Frankie blinked. Her mind had been focused on her forthcoming wedding and the change of direction was destabilising. ‘What would I be doing, ma’am?’ 

‘I think the main emphasis is on tracing the whereabouts of agents who haven’t made it back to this country. I remember you were concerned about a friend of yours so I thought you might like to take it on.’ 

Frankie could not think how to reply. Demob would mean she could get married and begin her life with Nick within weeks. But on the other hand, she was being offered the chance to find out what had happened to Steve, and she knew that if she turned it down the question would haunt her for the rest of her life. 

‘I’d like to do it, ma’am,’ she said finally. ‘There’s just one problem.’ 

‘Which is?’ 

‘You were saying just now about my looking to my laurels. The fact is, I am engaged. I was coming to see you today to ask for leave to get married.’ 

Henderson sat back in her chair and surveyed her with a twinkle. ‘Married, eh? Now let me see if I can guess the identity of the lucky man. It wouldn’t be a certain Major Nick Harper, would it?’ 

Frankie gulped. ‘How . . . ?’ 

Henderson laughed. ‘Oh, I’ve heard the whispers on the grapevine. Grendon isn’t completely cut off from the outside world, you know. Congratulations, my dear. From what I hear you deserve each other . . . and I mean that in the nicest possible way. Now, about this transfer to Baker Street. You’re sure you want to do it?’ 

‘Yes, ma’am, I’m sure.’ 

‘When do you want to get married?’ 

‘We were hoping for some time next month.’ 

‘Well, suppose I let them know you’ll be starting next week but that you’ve requested leave for your honeymoon. I’m sure they’ll be agreeable to giving you some time off.’ 

Summoned by the Haupsturmführer’s bell, Steve went to the dining room to collect the dinner plates. As usual, the Schnabels were sitting in silence. Steve had never heard him address a single word to his wife, and she seemed almost unaware of his presence. The Haupsturmführer’s plate was empty, even the chicken bones picked clean, but Steve was glad to see that Frau Schnabel had left quite a bit on hers. Steve had noticed during the weeks she had worked in the house that the German woman seemed to eat less and less, without any apparent loss of weight, but the mystery had been explained when she had discovered a tin of chocolate biscuits under her bed. Over the weeks Steve had found that she was expected to take on more and more work around the house, cleaning and polishing, and Frau Schnabel had spent more and more of her time either in bed or sitting gazing blankly out of the window. How she had obtained such a luxury as chocolate biscuits Steve could not imagine, but it explained the other woman’s loss of appetite. It was a state of affairs that suited her very well. 

As usual, Frau Schnabel ignored her but, as she took his plate, the Haupsturmführer looked up from his paper and for a moment their eyes met. Steve experienced a sense of shock that surprised her, until she realised that for the first time he had looked at her as if she were a human being rather than an inanimate object – more alarming than that, he had looked at her as if she were a woman. 

‘Good!’ he said. ‘That was good.’ 

Steve lowered her eyes hastily. ‘I’ll tell Corporal Gunther.’ 

Gunther, the sandy-haired cook, was lounging with his feet up on the kitchen table, reading the newspaper. It had taken Steve less than a week to convince him that she was a better cook than he was and he could safely leave all the work to her. It was an arrangement that suited them both. He brought in the food and unlocked the cupboards and left her to get on with what he clearly regarded as a woman’s job. Nevertheless, she had to be careful. He was suspicious and she often caught him watching her as she moved round the kitchen. Also, she knew that the orderly regularly checked the contents of the cupboards and would have noticed at once if she had started to help herself. The best she could manage was the occasional pinch of sugar, a sip of the Haupsturmführer’s coffee before she took it in to him, a mouthful of milk. Whatever conditions might be like in the rest of the country, the officers of the SS wanted for nothing, but under the orderly’s eagle eye any deficiency would be easily spotted. It was the leftovers which were the real bonus. 

That day Gunther had arrived with a scrawny chicken. Left to himself he would have roasted it until it was the texture of leather, but Steve had discovered that the Haupsturmführer kept a good store of wine, so she had casseroled the bird in that, flavoured with rosemary from a bush she had found in the garden. 

She said, ‘The Haupsturmführer enjoyed his meal. I told him I would pass on his compliments.’ 

Gunther got to his feet and yawned. ‘You’d better make sure it stays that way. I wouldn’t want to lose this cushy little number. Right, I’m off. Make sure you get the washing up done before they take you back.’ 

As soon as he had gone she collected all the scraps together. She had removed the wing tips and the parson’s nose before she served the chicken and she added what was left on Frau Schnabel’s plate to them, keeping back one half-chewed chicken leg for herself. It took every scrap of will-power she possessed not to eat the whole lot, but she restrained herself. How Elsa would enjoy those wing tips! Steve was able to take back little enough to the hut for her, but it had made a difference. She had milk now, and the baby did not cry quite so much. And it was not only Elsa who benefited. Steve distributed what she could spare to the weakest of the other women in her hut. She knew that some of them resented her good luck and there had been dark murmurings about ‘collaboration’ and suggestions that she was Schnabel’s mistress as well as his servant, and once or twice she had felt that she was in real danger of being roughed up. But the other women, led by Elsa, had stood by her, pointing out that she could very easily have eaten all the food herself and given them nothing. Steve recognised, with a sense of guilt, that her generosity was not motivated solely by compassion. It was a necessary part of her own strategy for survival. 

She boiled the potato peelings and added them to the mix. Today there was an extra luxury. Together with the chicken Gunther had brought a bunch of carrots and, wonder of wonders, an onion. Steve had been forced to put most of them into the stew, because he was watching her, but she had managed to pop a few pieces of carrot into her mouth when his back was turned and had been unable to resist a slice of the raw onion. She could taste it now on the back of her tongue every time she breathed out. She would have to be careful the guards did not smell it on her breath when they came to collect her. 

When the washing up was finished she parcelled up the scraps, using sheets from the newspaper that Gunther had left behind. There was still some gravy left in the casserole and she remembered there was a crust of bread remaining from the Schnabels’ breakfast and used that to soak up as much of it as possible. It made a soggy package but she tucked it into her waistband and hoped it would hold out until she got back to the hut. Even then, there was still some liquid left so she picked up the dish and tipped it into her mouth, almost swooning at its savoury richness. 

She was just filling the dish with water at the sink when she heard the door behind her open and close. She froze. It was not the guards. They always arrived with a loud tramp of boots along the wooden boards of the hallway. That sneaky orderly was on the prowl again, hoping to catch her out. 

‘Still at work?’ 

It was not the orderly’s voice. Steve spun round to find the Haupsturmführer standing behind her. 

She caught her breath. ‘Forgive me, Herr Haupsturmführer. I didn’t hear you come in.’ 

He looked at her in silence for a few seconds. Then he said, ‘You have gravy round your mouth.’ 

Instinctively Steve put up her hand to wipe her face and he caught hold of her wrist. 

‘You have been stealing food. I thought you had put on weight since you came to work here. Now I know why. You are a thief.’ 

‘It was only scraps,’ Steve gasped. ‘The bits left on the plates. It would only have gone into the pig swill.’ 

His little eyes glinted in the broad, beefy face. ‘But the pig swill feeds the pigs and the pigs are needed by the German people for food. So by stealing from the pig swill you are stealing from the people of the Fatherland. And for that you must be punished. Unless you can make amends in some other way.’ 

‘How?’ He was standing very close to her and she found it difficult to get her breath. 

‘I will show you.’ 

He shifted his grip, grabbing her by the back of the neck and pressing his other hand into the small of her back, pushing his body against hers so that she could feel his erection. His mouth sought hers and she twisted her head in an effort to avoid it. Suddenly he gave an exclamation of disgust and pulled away. 

‘Your breath is foul! Filthy bitch! What have you eaten?’ 

Steve staggered back, feeling the edge of the sink pressing into her back. ‘It’s not having enough to eat that makes your breath smell.’ 

At that moment she became aware of a moist warmth against her stomach and a trickle of liquid ran down her thigh. Involuntarily she glanced down and saw to her dismay that a brown stain was spreading across the front of the striped prison jacket. The package of food she had hidden had burst under the pressure of his body. His eyes followed hers. 

‘What is this?’ He grasped the front of the jacket and ripped it open, leaving her exposed from the waist up, the food in its soggy newspaper sticking out from the waistband of her trousers. ‘Hah!’ He pulled it out and threw it on the floor. ‘Thieving bitch! Eating the scraps not enough for you, eh? Smuggling food back to your hut as well. Now you will have to pay.’ 

‘Please,’ Steve begged, ‘it’s for a young girl with a baby. She can’t feed it. She has to have more to eat. The poor child is innocent. Why should it suffer?’ 

She saw a change come over the Haupsturmführer’s expression. It was not compassion, however, but a sly, sadistic glee. 

‘You want to help this girl? You want me to let you take food to her? Very well, but there is a price.’ He reached out and grasped her breast, pinching the nipple hard between his calloused fingers. ‘You will pay for it. You understand me?’ 

Steve stared into his eyes. There was no choice. If she refused he could still force her, or send her to the firing squad. If she acquiesced there was still a chance of survival, for her and for Elsa. She lifted her chin. ‘Very well. Do what you want.’ 

He gave a low, guttural laugh. ‘I don’t want your foul breath or your stinking body.’ He was still gripping her by the back of the neck and his other hand was fumbling with the buttons of his flies. ‘You can put your filthy mouth to a better use.’ 
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