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Chapter 1

Through Thunder and Steel

8 November 1943

High above the war-torn coast of Catania, inside a screeching C-53D Skytrooper, Andrea Lewis was fearing for her life but trying hard not to show it. She sat still like a mouse, nails digging into the armrest, face pale, nose to the window. Under the wings of the plane, the blue of the Adriatic contrasted sharply with the green of the rolling hills. If only she wasn’t so nervous, Andrea would have appreciated the stunning scenery that looked like it belonged on canvas. She would have taken it all in, committed every detail to memory. After all, it had been her childhood dream to visit Italy one day, to see in all its glory the birthplace of da Vinci and Raphael. But, as the plane shook and groaned, she didn’t pay any attention to what lay below. She could barely breathe from fear.

The aircraft started to gain altitude and she could no longer see the blue and the green of the Italian coast. ‘Look how high we are,’ she said to her twin sister Nicole. ‘Above the clouds.’

Nicole nodded, her eyes gleaming with excitement. ‘Isn’t it fantastic? It’s like we’re moving through cotton wool.’

‘They say plane engines are prone to overheating at high altitudes. Which can lead to mechanical failure. Which can in turn lead to—’

Nicole didn’t let her finish. ‘That’s why we have two engines, silly. Both of them can’t fail at the same time. It’s impossible. Don’t be afraid.’

But Andrea knew anything was possible.

There were thirty of them on this flight, thirteen female nurses, thirteen male medics and a four-man flight crew. Their job was to transport the wounded from hospitals near the frontlines to better-equipped medical facilities elsewhere. Andrea looked at the faces around her, wondering if the others were as scared as she was. Renee was reading a book. Ronnie was knitting. Carrie and Tory were playing cards. Frankie was snoring. No one else seemed worried. In two hours, they would be in Bari, where the wounded and the sick would require all their attention. Andrea knew she wouldn’t get a moment of peace once they landed. She should be trying to get some last-minute rest, just like the others were doing. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and tried to imagine calm waves touching her bare feet. But then the aircraft hit a sudden pocket of turbulence and she jolted upwards, her eyes wide open.

On Andrea’s left was her sister, twirling her blonde hair excitedly, turning this way and that, trying to get the best view. It was their first time on the plane and it showed, albeit in different ways. Although Andrea and Nicole were mirror images of each other on the outside, on the inside they were nothing alike. Where Andrea was timid, Nicole was brave. Where Andrea was shy, Nicole was outspoken and argumentative. Nicole was afraid of nothing, not even moving through the air at neck-breaking speed onboard a troop carrier.

On Andrea’s right was her husband Brian, who was reading through some notes seemingly without a care in the world. It helped that it was his third evacuation flight. He was practically a veteran. He had been away in Texas for a few months, training as a flight surgeon at the School of Aviation Medicine at Randolph Field and Andrea had missed him terribly. She watched his face for a minute, his eyes moving as he scanned the paper. She reached out and took his hand, squeezing his fingers. He looked up and smiled at her, reassuringly, she thought, even though his attention was clearly on his work. And then he moved his hand away and turned the page of his notebook. She waited for him to take her hand again but he never did.

Brian was the most senior medical officer on board the plane. It was his responsibility to screen the patients before each flight and make sure it was medically safe for them to travel. Somewhere out there, under the wings of their plane, were hundreds of people who would rely on him to save their lives. He didn’t have time to hold her hand because she was afraid of flying.

The plane shook violently and Andrea gripped her seat tighter, the blood rushing away from her face.

‘Deep breaths,’ said Nicole. ‘Remember, this is normal. They told us this would happen before we boarded, remember?’

Andrea tried to take a deep breath but couldn’t. Her heart was beating fast.

Nicole added, ‘Close your eyes and imagine we are on a rollercoaster, like that day in Detroit a couple of years ago. Remember us holding on for dear life and screaming with joy?’

‘I wasn’t screaming with joy. I was screaming with terror.’

‘Little Leon loved it so much,’ whispered Nicole, her eyes dimming with sadness.

Andrea smiled, momentarily forgetting all about the turbulence at the thought of her nephew. ‘He kept asking to go on the rollercoaster one more time. And one more, and one more. I had to buy him the biggest candy floss in the world just to get his mind off it. I remember telling him he would never finish it. But he did. And then he asked me to take him on the rollercoaster again.’

‘It was one of the happiest days of my life,’ said Nicole. ‘Only I didn’t know it then.’

Coming to Europe to be a nurse had been an easy decision for Andrea. Thousands of wounded needed her. Her husband needed her. But she knew it was the hardest decision of Nicole’s life. There were nights when she heard her sister crying in her bunk before finally falling asleep. She never went anywhere without a photograph of Leon in her pocket. Andrea wondered if Nicole regretted volunteering for the front. Andrea regretted it sometimes and she didn’t have a small child waiting for her at home.

When she first arrived at the front, Andrea was stunned by the sheer volume of human suffering, by destruction, fear and death everywhere she turned. It was not what she had expected when she boarded the Santa Elena, a former Grace Line cruise ship, while a brass band belted out ‘Pistol Packin’ Mama’ and sailors welcomed the nurses with doughnuts and champagne. They played cards, they danced late into the night, they talked about their past and their hopes for the future. Andrea learnt how to play the guitar and dance a tango. The start of their journey had been one big celebration of life and purpose and doing something worthwhile, until one dark moment ten days into their crossing, when the Santa Elena was passing through the Strait of Gibraltar and enemy fighter planes suddenly appeared. Later that day, a torpedo fired by a submarine just missed the bow of the ship as it changed its course, hitting another vessel in their convoy. As sirens wailed and people screamed, Andrea realised she was not prepared for what lay ahead.

But every day she woke up feeling needed. The patients raised their pained eyes to her and asked for help. And when she helped them, they took her hands in theirs and thanked her, tears running down their cheeks. In the first week at the front, she experienced a feeling of satisfaction she had never known before. She also experienced profound helplessness.

She would have preferred to be on firm ground instead of working on evacuation flights but then she wouldn’t be with her husband. Her fear of flying was nothing compared to her fear of being apart from him. She closed her eyes and tried to envision herself many years from now, safe in her house in Detroit with Brian by her side, having grown old together. In her mind, she saw a fire blazing in the hearth, a roomful of visitors, smiles and laughter and the sound of champagne flutes touching. When she was old, would she think fondly of her time at the front? Would she long to relive this time, to be young again? Or would she shudder with horror every time she remembered it?

‘Thank God the rain has stopped,’ Andrea said to her sister. Storms had grounded the 807th Medical Air Evacuation Transport Squadron for the past few days. After the forced rest, the nurses were keen to get back to work. Andrea heard this was the biggest crew ever sent on one plane. Where they were going, she knew they would need all hands on deck. ‘It’s nice to see the blue skies again.’

But next time she glanced outside, all she saw was steel grey, the colour of wet pavement, miserable and gloomy. Somewhere in the distance, thunder roared. The plane trembled as it made its way through dark cloud that looked angry enough to swallow it whole.

‘Not long now,’ said Nicole. ‘The boys stationed in Bari promised us dinner when we arrive.’

‘Do you ever think about anything other than your stomach?’

‘I’m not thinking about food at all,’ Nicole said. ‘I’m thinking about the dancing. Some of the officers are terrific dancers.’ Her feet tapped on the spot, like she was practising her steps.

‘What would your husband say if he knew his wife was dancing with handsome officers while he is impatiently waiting for her to return?’

Nicole giggled. ‘It’s Anthony we are talking about. I bet he hasn’t even noticed I’m gone.’

Soon they were out of the cloud but the coast of Catania was no longer visible, concealed behind menacing fog. ‘This doesn’t look so good,’ Andrea whispered, wiping the invisible lint off her trousers, her nervous fingers fiddling with her blue uniform, her short Eisenhower jacket.

Tory and Carrie were no longer playing cards. Carrie, a stunning blonde from Wisconsin, was watching the clouds with a worried look on her face. Tory, an older woman from Texas with an inexplicable British accent, turned to the sisters. ‘Would you like me to read your fortune?’ Like many other flight nurses, Tory had been an airline stewardess before she joined the Nurses Corp. She wasn’t worried about a little turbulence. She had seen it all before.

Nicole chuckled and shook her head. ‘Not for me, thank you.’

‘Yes, please,’ said Andrea, fidgeting in her seat. Anything to take her mind off the flight.

‘How will you read her fortune? Coffee grinds? The palm of her hand?’ Nicole asked sceptically.

‘Why, with these cards,’ said Tory, the expression on her face seeming to say, What’s not to understand?

‘They’re not even Tarot cards. They are gaming cards. What are you going to do with them?’

‘The fortune teller never reveals her secrets.’

Nicole, who didn’t believe in fortune tellers, grumbled but didn’t turn away.

Tory shuffled the cards. ‘Ask a question and choose a card,’ she said to Andrea.

‘What kind of question?’

‘Something you want the universe to reveal to you. Something important.’

Carrie said, ‘Like will we survive the landing? Will we get to Bari in one piece?’ Her hands were trembling as the plane hit more turbulence.

Andrea glanced at her husband, who was still absorbed in his paperwork. She turned back to Tory and was about to speak when the older woman lifted her hand as if to stop her. ‘You don’t need to tell us your question. Keep it between you and the universe. Take a card.’

With a shaking hand, Andrea reached for a card when a burst of thunder made her jump. The plane jolted this way and that, like a caged bird desperate to escape. The cards went flying out of Tory’s hands all over the floor.

‘The universe just answered your question, whatever it was,’ Nicole said to Andrea, who remained frozen in her seat as if in shock, a queen of spades clutched to her chest.

One of the two pilots, First Lieutenant Charles Thrasher, appeared in the cabin. He was a member of the 61st Troop Carrier Squadron, tall and imposing, with a mop of dark hair that reminded Andrea of a porcupine, prickly and all over the place. He radiated confidence and every time she saw him, she felt reassured. She knew they were in good hands with Thrasher flying them. But this time, the grim expression on his face did nothing to take her fears away, even when he told them there was nothing to worry about. ‘Just routine turbulence, folks, nothing out of the ordinary. We have contacted the control tower in Bari to obtain an updated weather report.’

‘And what did they say? Is it beach weather down there? Should we bring our swimming trunks?’ shouted one of the medics, the ginger-haired lad from New York called Tim Shearman, who could make anybody laugh. His comical disposition was matched by his appearance. His socks were odd, his caps had holes in them and his beard was matted and long.

‘We are still waiting for them to clear the landing.’

‘And if they don’t?’

‘If they don’t, we will return to Catania. In the meantime, we will change course and try to fly around the weather system.’

Thrasher returned to the cockpit, leaving the nurses and the medics chatting in low, worried voices. Andrea stared at the card in her hand. The queen of spades glared back at her, like a premonition of bad things to come.

‘That’s what they always say before the crash, you know?’ said Carrie, poking the cards with her foot, trying to reach for them without undoing her seatbelt. ‘Nothing to worry about, everything is under control. Remember that movie? What was it called? Lost Horizon? Have you seen it? It has Ronald Colman in it. I like him because he looks like my husband.’

Andrea shook her head and glanced out of the window. The sky grew darker as they reached the heel of Italy. In an attempt to stay below the cloud ceiling, they were flying low, only four hundred feet above sea level. The murky waters were churning below them, like a witch’s cauldron filled with dark magic. Thick fog enveloped the aircraft, making it hard to see. The plane bounced in the wind, while thunder clapped overhead. ‘How will we land in such poor visibility?’ she whispered to her sister.

Nicole clasped the tennis racket charm she always wore on a chain around her neck. ‘The pilots have trained for this. We’ll be fine.’

Andrea tried not to listen to the panicked voices around her. Someone said they had lost all radio communication with the ground. Others were convinced their compass was damaged. She did her best to ignore the rumours, focusing instead on the way her sister’s fingers felt inside her hand.

Brian lifted his eyes off the documents. He took her other hand. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘The guys inside that cockpit know what they are doing. You heard Thrasher. It’s not the time to panic just yet.’

Andrea felt relief wash over her, like a wave. Brian had that effect on her. One word from him and she instantly felt better.

A moment later, he took his hand away. At the same time the plane wobbled and took a nose dive. ‘How about now?’ Andrea whispered. ‘Is it time to panic now?’ She didn’t think Brian had heard her. Her voice was lost in the multitude of other voices and in the sound of engines, whistling and whining as the plane made its way down.

Andrea squeezed her eyes shut, not to see the ground hurling towards them at a terrifying speed. Suddenly, the plane straightened out with a screech and climbed above the clouds to escape the storm. Andrea could breathe again. ‘Why is it so cold?’ she whispered, shivering in her jacket.

‘The plane is too high. The higher we go, the colder it becomes,’ said Brian.

‘Better cold than plunging to our deaths,’ said Nicole.

Outside was dark like night, almost black. Andrea could no longer see anything.

‘Don’t look out,’ said Nicole. ‘Close your eyes. Play me a melody. Something from Tchaikovsky, your favourite. Pretend my arm is a piano.’

Playing her music never failed to calm Andrea’s nerves and her sister knew that. She closed her eyes and pretended she was in her study, sitting in front of her grand piano, the present from her beloved grandfather. In her mind she could still see his face when he presented her with the instrument, telling her that music was a superpower, that it could transport her anywhere she wanted, that it could change her life. If there was a time she needed a little bit of magic, it was now. She ran her fingers over her sister’s arm, pretending to hit the notes. The sensation was so real, she could almost hear the music. In her mind she could see the Sugar Plum Fairy pirouetting on stage and the little swans holding each other tight as they performed their moves. Danse des petits cygnes had always been her favourite. When she was a child, she dreamt of being one of them, of moving gracefully through the air while the crowds applauded. It was not to be but as she thought about her childhood dream, she was no longer on the plane that was flying blindly through the storm. She was far away from the war-torn Italian coast, home with her family where she was safe.

A sudden descent took Andrea by surprise. She gulped for air, the visions of dancing swans vanishing. She could see water just below the wings, roiling like a deathly volcano ready to devour them. In the distance were rugged mountains partially concealed by fog. Brian squeezed her hand again. He was no longer looking at his papers but nor was he looking at her face. She attempted to smile but couldn’t. ‘It will be all right,’ he whispered but she didn’t believe him.

She watched the wingtips appear and disappear in the thick cloud. The pilot returned, telling them they were about to attempt a landing. Underneath was a tiny beach, barely a quarter of the length of the runway at their headquarters in Catania. She wondered if a plane this size could safely land on such a small stretch of land and what would happen to them if it couldn’t. As if reading her mind, Brian said, ‘Land there? It’s not enough space. You’re going to kill us all.’

Thrasher replied, ‘We are short of fuel. And the storm is only getting worse. We lost radio communication and are flying blind. This might be the only chance we have.’

‘What about parachuting out?’

‘We have thirty people on board and only twenty parachutes.’

‘Well, that’s just bad planning on your part,’ grumbled Brian.

Thrasher said, ‘There are twenty-eight Mae Wests. I suggest you put them on, in case we end up in the water.’

‘What about you?’ asked a nurse Andrea had never met before.

‘We had water-survival training back home. We’ll be fine.’

Andrea knew no training could prepare one for something like this. She watched the brave pilot, who was ready to risk his life for them, when someone shouted, ‘There’s an airfield below. Over there, behind that hill.’

The pilot returned to the cockpit. The crew chief moved to a seat by the passenger door to be in position to open it when they landed. The plane changed course. Everyone breathed a little easier. Landing on an airfield would be safer than attempting a water landing. Suddenly, their chances didn’t look so bad. Excited voices filled the cabin.

As the aircraft circled the runway, ready to come in for landing, Andrea looked out of the window at small buildings, like doll’s houses scattered around the airfield. Between the houses, she saw half a dozen German fighter planes.

‘Don’t worry. There are abandoned German fighters everywhere we go,’ said Brian. ‘The most important thing is getting out of the storm. I’ve never flown in this weather before. I’m sorry your first flight had to be like this.’

Andrea nodded. The German planes were the least of their worries. ‘It’s almost over. We are nearly there.’ She said it to reassure herself, to make herself feel better. It didn’t work.

The landing gear lowered and locked into position. They were fifty feet from the ground, ready to touch down. In her head, she counted to ten, once, twice, three times. When she was a child, her mother had taught her to do that whenever she needed to calm down. But this time it did nothing to slow her heartbeat. Her throat was dry. She needed a sip of water but couldn’t force herself to let go of her sister’s hand and reach for her flask. Any moment now, the wheels were going to hit the ground and they would be safe. And then the terrible nightmare would be over. They would wait out the storm here, wherever it was, and then be on their way. Hopefully she would never have to fly in a storm like this again.

When they neared the end of the runway, something hit the metallic body of the aircraft. At the same time, they heard a deafening roar. At first, Andrea thought it was thunder. But it was something more terrifying than that. With horror she recognised the screeching of anti-aircraft guns.

She heard shouts. ‘Someone is shooting at us!’

‘The fighters. They’re on the move.’

Andrea saw the enemy planes careening down the runway, ready to give chase. The troop carrier began to climb but then the engines coughed and the plane bucked and fell through the air. Andrea panicked. ‘What’s happening?’ she whispered.

‘The pilots switched the fuel tanks,’ said Brian. His face was impassive and only his fingers gripping her hand were trembling.

For a moment, all was peaceful again. She could no longer hear the enemy planes or the anti-aircraft guns. They had regained altitude and were above cloud cover, flying away from the airfield.

‘I was never supposed to be on this flight,’ said Tory. ‘I switched places with another nurse at the last minute. She was waiting for her fiancé to arrive and begged me to do it. I should have said no.’

‘Why didn’t you consult your cards first?’ asked Carrie.

Tory hid her face in her hands. ‘My husband was captured by the Japanese on Wake Island a couple of years ago,’ she said. ‘He’s in a prison camp in Shanghai. Every night I pray to God that he lives long enough to see me again. I never thought I might not live long enough to see him.’

Suddenly, as if out of nowhere, a mountainside appeared and for a moment it looked like they were going to slam into the rocks. Andrea’s mouth opened in a silent scream, when the plane turned steeply to the right, nearly scraping the rocks with its wing.

‘That was close,’ said Nicole.

All Andrea could see now were mountains, and all she could hear was the steady drawl of the twin engines, when suddenly another sound joined in. Another aircraft. A moment later, she spotted a Focke-Wulf Fw 190, the dreaded German Butcher Bird, flying straight at them.

Their trusty plane ducked and dived, desperately trying to outwit the German fighter. But no matter where they went, the Butcher Bird was there, waiting for them. It was faster, more manoeuvrable and better equipped than their C-53D Skytrooper, a variant of the rugged Douglas C-47 Skytrain, designed not to fight but to carry people. Their pilots were experienced but so was the enemy, and there was no escape.

‘Is it the same plane? Or is there more than one?’ Andrea asked, trembling.

‘Does it matter?’ asked Brian, looking resigned. ‘Either way, our fate is sealed.’

For once, Andrea wished he wasn’t so direct. She wanted him to lie to her, to tell her everything was going to be all right. She wondered if these were the last moments of her life. If she were to die right now, she would be surrounded by two people she loved the most, her sister and her husband, and it was a solace to her. It could have been worse, she supposed. She could have been alone. But soon, all thoughts were gone, replaced by blind panic as they weaved through the clouds.

During their six-week training course in air evacuation at Bowman Field Airbase, they learnt how to identify enemy planes and survive in the arctic, the jungle and the desert. They learnt what happened to the body without oxygen at ten thousand feet. They studied aeromedical physiology and chemical warfare. They learnt how to adjust dosages of certain drugs based on the effects of altitude, apply and readjust splints, give sedatives and stimulants, treat shock and administer oxygen. They navigated obstacle courses and crawled under barbed wire with live machine-gun fire in the background. They were pelted with flour bombs to teach them how to take cover. Those six weeks had been the hardest of Andrea’s life and yet, none of it had prepared her for this, death coming for them in the form of a German fighter plane.

She could no longer see the mountains. Instead, rolling green fields were all around them, the sight that never failed to take her breath away, only they no longer looked peaceful and calm because she could still hear the enemy plane that seemed to follow their every move. They were running but couldn’t get away. Another minute of the mad chase, and another. Breath held, hands in her lap, eyes to the window. Was it her imagination or did the enemy fighter retreat, finally leaving them alone? The buzzing of the engine was not as intense and soon it disappeared altogether. Below was a small lake, with a patch of grey mud between the water and the hills. It was 1.30 p.m. They had been in the air for five hours. Two of those hours they had been fearing for their lives.

Everything in front of her looked fuzzy, blurry around the edges. Wiping her eyes with the back of her hands, she watched the crew chief as he prepared for crash-landing, stashing away the de-icing boots and the ladder used to load passengers onboard. Andrea felt helpless and small, her fate in the hands of the pilots and the enemy aircraft. She moved closer to her sister. ‘Where do you think we are?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Thrasher and Baggs will know. They’re the pilots, they have maps.’

‘What’s going to happen to us? Once we land, what are we going to do?’

‘One step at a time,’ Nicole whispered. ‘Let’s not worry about it just yet.’

Andrea understood. There was no point worrying about what they were going to do next if their plane crashed or the enemy caught up with them. She bit her lips until they bled. Her nails dug into the skin of her hands, drawing blood, though it didn’t hurt enough to take her mind off the mad chase. The plane approached the lake, beginning its descent, and Andrea braced herself, holding her knees tight. The land was getting closer, dark slush rushing towards them at blinding speed. Finally, the wheels touched the ground and the aircraft careened to one side. The landing gear sank in the mud and medical bags flew through the cabin. For a few terrifying moments, the plane seemed to hover in the air before falling back to the ground. Shearman was thrown across the fuselage, hitting Carrie in the face mid-flight and finally landing on the floor, a heavy toolbox falling on his head. He lay still, without a sound, without movement, while everyone shouted.

‘Are you all right?’ Nicole asked Carrie.

‘Still in one piece,’ she replied, holding her cheek. Blood was trickling from her mouth.

Although the plane continued to slowly move through the mud, Andrea unclipped her seatbelt and was about to rush to Shearman’s side when Brian grabbed her hand so hard, she cried out. ‘Sit down right now. Stay in your seat until we know it’s safe.’

‘He needs our help,’ said Andrea, pointing at the medic. Three other nurses were kneeling next to him, checking his pulse.

The plane came to an abrupt stop. ‘Now you can go,’ Brian said, releasing her.

Shearman was well taken care of by the other nurses. Too stunned to move, Andrea rubbed her hand where Brian’s fingers had left angry red marks.

‘What a rough landing,’ whispered Nicole. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘I’m fine. Though no one warned us about this at nursing school.’ Andrea tried to smile. Her hands were trembling.

The sisters tended to Carrie, who had a cut under her eye and a loose tooth. Shearman groaned and came to. He didn’t seem to know where he was. As she bandaged Carrie’s eye, Andrea felt disoriented and confused, like it had been her flying through the cabin and hitting her head. Everything swayed in front of her, as if she was still on board the Santa Elena sailing towards her unknown future.

She heard the pilot’s voice. ‘We need to exit the plane as soon as possible. It’s not safe to stay here, in case of fire.’

One after another, the nurses and the medics picked up their musettes and medical bags and followed the flight personnel – the two pilots, the crew chief and the radio operator – off the plane. Two men carried Shearman, who was groaning in pain.

‘You heard the man,’ said Brian, moving towards the exit. He didn’t wait for Andrea and didn’t help her with her belongings but jumped off the plane into the mud.

Andrea reached for her bags. Nicole did the same. For a moment, the sisters stood close together as if unsure what to do. ‘He shouldn’t be talking to you with so much anger,’ Nicole whispered.

‘He’s not always like this.’ Andrea felt the need to defend her husband in front of her sister, even though she agreed with her. He shouldn’t be talking to her like that. ‘He was just trying to make sure I was safe.’

‘It upset you. I could tell. And I don’t like seeing you upset.’

‘He’s under a lot of stress. He’s been at the front longer than us. The things he’s seen.’ She shook her head, feeling sad. ‘It’s not easy for him.’

‘It’s not easy for any of us. He shouldn’t be taking it out on you.’ Nicole put the bags down and hugged Andrea. ‘I want you to know that you are not alone. I’m here for you. No matter what.’

‘I know. It’s not like him at all,’ she lied. ‘He can be caring and loving and kind. When we first met, I thought he was the kindest man I’ve ever known. I love him.’

‘I know that.’

‘And he loves me.’

‘I know that too. But does he respect you?’

They followed the others, jumping down into the mud, fighting their way to dry land, sinking with each step, while rain was lashing their faces. Behind them was their downed plane, its propellers bent, its sides smashed, its fuselage covered in bullet holes, like a bird with broken wings, defeated and sad. Ahead of them was the unknown land they had found themselves in, forested hills and rugged mountains as far as the eye could see. Andrea was shocked by the damage to the plane. It was a miracle they had survived. Perhaps God was watching over them after all. ‘Where are we?’ someone shouted, voicing the thought on everybody’s mind. All eyes turned to the pilots.

‘Deep in enemy territory somewhere,’ was the reply.

Eight Years Ago

The grounds of the University of Michigan were magical at all times of year. In winter, the snow sparkled like a bridal gown, fresh and untouched. In summer, the grass was green and cheerful and bathed in sunshine. In spring, the new leaves and flowers screamed of a fresh start. But Andrea’s favourite season was autumn, when everywhere she looked she saw all shades of yellow, red and orange, and it made her heart sing. In autumn, she didn’t want to study, didn’t want to sit in the gloomy theatre listening to lectures, even if it was her beloved professor talking about the latest clinical research. She wanted to feel the golden carpet of leaves under her feet, to breathe the still air, no longer hot but not yet cold either, to amble through the park while humming to herself. She wanted to write poetry under her favourite oak tree, on the bench where a silver inscription read in bold letters, ‘To Beryl, from her loving husband of fifty years, until we meet again.’ Sometimes, when she sat there, she pretended she could see Beryl and her husband, strolling through these alleyways, holding hands. To be loved like this for fifty years, wasn’t it wonderful? But then she imagined the husband walking alone, without his Beryl, his shoulders stooped in grief, and she felt like crying because she realised that even a happy ending meant heartbreak somewhere down the road. Everything was fleeting, nothing lasted forever, not even happily-ever-after.

She knew autumn meant the end of summer, the end of warmth and sunbathing and ice cream in the park. In a few short weeks, winter would be here and white slush would fall from the sky. But to her, it didn’t feel like the end. It felt like a glorious, breathtaking beginning.

That morning, she didn’t have time for daydreaming, even though the sun was shining and the leaves were calling for her in the breeze. She was late for her midterm. Because she hated chemistry, she had left preparing for the exam until the last moment. Only, the last moment had finally arrived and she had no clue what she was going to do. She would have to find a quiet spot and pray for a miracle, maybe go over her notes one more time. But first, a coffee.

The coffeehouse was bursting with activity, students and staff chirping like overexcited birds. She loved the campus atmosphere, loved the air of expectation and hope. In a few years, they would be doctors, teachers, engineers. They would have the lives they had always dreamt of. Someone once told her that her years at university, with their expectation of great things to come, would be the happiest of her life and she believed it.

She collected her coffee, black, no sugar, and spun around, looking for a place to sit. As she turned, she bumped into a man behind her, spilling dark hot liquid all over him, a brown blotch spreading rapidly across the light-blue fabric of his shirt.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she exclaimed, her hand flying to her mouth, her eyes travelling from the stain to the stranger’s face.

The man saw her dismay and smiled. She thought he had the nicest smile, kind and genuine. It reached his eyes and made her want to smile too. ‘Don’t be sorry,’ he said. ‘It was all my fault. I was in your way.’

‘Not at all. I should have looked where I was going. Now your shirt is ruined.’ She was flustered and nervous, talking fast, tripping over her words.

‘Once again, it was all my fault. To make it up to you, please allow me to buy you another coffee. It’s the least I can do.’

‘I couldn’t possibly …’ she stammered.

But he didn’t seem to be listening. With his back to her he ordered two coffees at the counter. He collected the drinks and guided her to an empty table. He was tall, broad-shouldered and wiry, like he played some kind of sport, perhaps squash. His stubble and hair and eyebrows were dark, making him look foreign, exotic. He introduced himself as Brian and offered his hand. She felt a warmth spread through her. ‘Andrea,’ she said. ‘I owe you a new shirt, Brian.’

‘This old thing? I was sick of it anyway. I was looking for an excuse to throw it in the trash.’

He asked her what she was studying and what her favourite subject was. She told him she was going to become a nurse. ‘I want to help people. My favourite subject? I couldn’t pick just one. I enjoy them all. Except for chemistry. I hate chemistry.’

‘You do, huh?’ He grinned.

‘If I never make it as a nurse, it will be because of the dreaded chemistry.’

After their coffees were finished, he suggested they go for a stroll through the grounds. ‘It will get cold soon. We must make the most of this weather.’

‘I wish I could. But I have an exam this morning. And I’m not ready.’

‘Let me guess. Chemistry?’

‘How did you know?’

‘By the panic on your face and also …’ He pointed at her bag that had come undone, revealing her chemistry textbook. ‘Perhaps I could help?’

‘Have you taken this subject before?’

‘A long time ago.’

She pulled out her notes, spreading them on the table, and they both leaned over them, their heads nearly touching. One glance at the questions and she felt overwhelmed, like she was on board a tiny ship that was caught in a storm. ‘I don’t know why I even need it. I’m going to work with people, not molecules.’

‘Understanding molecules is important too, especially for a nurse. One day you’ll be glad you learnt this.’

‘I doubt that very much.’

‘Our bodies are made up of molecules after all. So is the medicine you will administer. You can’t be a nurse without knowing how it all ties together.’

As he talked about electrons and protons, she watched him. He had the most remarkable face. It seemed to have an expression for everything. Right now it was one of amusement, as if he found her funny and endearing.

‘Why does it seem like you are a million miles away?’ he asked.

‘I’m right here. I’m listening. You were saying something about positive and negative electric charges. And it actually made sense. You should be a teacher. You are good at this.’

‘Perhaps I should.’ He smiled.

By the time they said goodbye, she was nearly late for her test. She ran through the park, past Beryl’s bench, over the fallen leaves, up the stairs and through the front door into the auditorium. Flustered and out of breath, she sank into a seat next to her sister. Nicole looked calm and collected. Nothing fazed her, not even chemistry. She glanced at her watch. ‘I thought you weren’t coming. The class is about to start.’

‘I met someone,’ Andrea said happily. ‘And I’m seeing him again later today.’

‘I thought you were going to the cinema with John tonight? Your first date, remember?’

‘John who?’ Andrea whispered.

As she watched her sister’s teasing face, she heard his voice. ‘Good morning, everyone. Professor Wyer is sick today, I’m afraid, and I will be taking the class. My name is Brian Lewis. I apologise for the stain on my shirt, I had a coffee incident this morning. All my fault, of course.’

When she lifted her head, feeling her cheeks burning, he was looking straight at her and his eyes were twinkling.

***

Andrea was the last to get off the plane. She hesitated for a moment before jumping into the unknown. Her feet hit the mud and she sank to her ankles, the galoshes she was wearing over her military shoes filling up with water. Her musette and medical bags were pulling her to the ground, making her shoulders sore. ‘Let me help you with those,’ said Brian, coming closer, reaching for the bags. ‘We’re safe now. You don’t have to worry anymore.’ He patted her hand.

Andrea smiled, grateful and relieved. ‘I’m not worried.’ She glanced at her sister, who was chatting to the other nurses. See, she wanted to say to her. I told you everything was fine. We are all feeling the strain of the nightmare flight, the chase, the terrifying landing. She had been so afraid. She was certain Brian was too. But it was all behind them now. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs with air. She could smell salt and distant fires.

For a few moments, the stranded Americans stood still, unsure what to do next, not talking much, not moving, looking at their downed plane, at the lake before them, at the dark forest and grey mountains behind them, their snow-capped hats barely visible in the fog. The mist made the mountains look like bearded ogres, unwelcoming and impregnable, demanding to know who the intruders were, screaming that they weren’t welcome in this strange land.

‘We might be here for a while,’ said the other pilot, Second Lieutenant James Baggs. With his mop of hair the colour of old straw, his solid build, the Thompson submachine gun in his hands, he looked like a fairy-tale giant who belonged in these mountains. Andrea liked Baggs. He had trained as a fighter pilot at Foster Field in Texas before being selected as a troop carrier pilot and had already flown one hundred missions. No matter what the war threw at them, with Baggs on their side they would stand a chance. ‘How many rations do we have left?’

‘Enough for a couple of days,’ said Renee, the head nurse, a tall brunette with the face of an angel and the heart of a Bull Terrier, ferocious and fearless. In the first few days in Catania, Andrea had got in constant trouble with Renee. After that, she tried her best to stay out of the woman’s way.

‘Better than nothing,’ said Baggs.

‘And when we run out?’ asked one of the medics.

‘We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. We need to work out where we are and how we can get back.’

‘Why can’t we radio for help?’

‘We lost all radio communication with the control tower a while ago.’

‘Does that mean no one is coming for us?’ Renee wanted to know.

Baggs didn’t reply. As she looked at the forlorn faces around her, Andrea felt a cold premonition, a fear of things to come. They were trapped in this unknown place, hunted by the Germans, with no means of supporting themselves. What were they going to do?

‘Look at the bright side,’ whispered Nicole. ‘At least we are still alive.’

‘Sure, we can be bright and positive for the next two days while we still have food. But then what?’ asked Andrea.

‘The food is the least of our worries,’ said Brian. ‘The Germans know about us. They know where we landed. It’s only a matter of time before they come looking for us.’

Andrea turned away from her husband. To take her mind off her dark thoughts, she went to check on Shearman. Placing her hand on his forehead, she asked if he could hear her. He didn’t reply, resting on a stretcher that the medics had constructed for him out of three airplane seats. His eyes were closed and his skin felt hot to the touch. There were blotches of blood on his dark green field jacket. His peaked hat with maroon piping that indicated he was part of the Medical Department had fallen in the mud. Andrea picked it up and replaced it on his head, covering him with a blanket from the plane’s survival kit. The nurses were worried he might have internal injuries but there was nothing they could do for him other than give him some morphine for the pain and hope for the best.

An eerie silence fell over the group. All Andrea could see was water, trees and snow-capped mountains. If it wasn’t for their downed plane, like a broken giant laid to rest, it would be peaceful and serene, a perfect scene to put on a postcard. Around her, her comrades were discussing what to do next. Someone suggested burning the aircraft so it didn’t fall into German hands. Someone else argued they had no time for that and should hide in the forest. Andrea thought hiding was a good idea. It would give them time to come up with a proper plan. Perhaps there was a village nearby where they could ask for food and shelter and some information as to their whereabouts. She closed her eyes for a moment, listening to their voices, feeling a little dizzy from hunger and lack of sleep.

Suddenly, they fell quiet. One moment, they were talking all at once and everyone had an opinion about the future. The next, as if a button had been hit, the voices faded to nothing. Andrea opened her eyes. Her comrades were staring at the forest. On every face she saw fear. She turned around.

As the wind howled and the rain came down hard, a group of rough-looking men appeared from behind the trees, dressed like peasants in coarse woollen shirts and drawstring pants. Their flat hats were adorned with red stars. Some of them wore jackets, while others had nothing on but threadbare shirts with holes at the elbows. Their thick woolly socks peeked through their sandals. Andrea would have laughed at their comical appearance if every single one of the men wasn’t holding a rifle in one hand and a dagger in another.

The Americans moved closer together, their backs to the lake, their faces to the strangers. Baggs stepped in front of them, lifting his machine gun, ready to protect them. A moment later, a dozen rifles were pointing at him. Baggs dropped his weapon and one of the newcomers picked it up. The medical personnel were defenceless in front of the ferocious-looking group, who stared at them with suspicion, not uttering a word. Andrea moved closer to Brian.

The oldest of the group, a man with a matted grey beard and an arrogant expression on his face, said something in a language Andrea didn’t understand. ‘What is he saying?’ she whispered to her husband.

‘I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like German.’

‘That’s a relief.’

Another man stepped forward. Although his beard covered half his face, Andrea could tell he was younger. For a moment, he observed the Americans, his eyes moving from face to face. Then he said in slow, accented English, ‘British?’

‘American.’

‘Follow us.’

Without further explanation, the man turned on his heels and started walking towards the forest. Faced with a dozen gruff strangers armed to the teeth, the astonished Americans had no choice but to do what the man said. No one dared ask any questions. They were unarmed and exposed, far from home, with no idea where they were or what they were up against and no means to defend themselves.

Under the cover of the trees, the strangers seemed to relax a little. They didn’t lower their weapons but exchanged short phrases, occasionally laughing.

Surrounded by the scary men with rifles who were watching her every move, Andrea felt her knees shaking a little as she walked. A few times she stumbled and nearly fell. Nicole didn’t seem to have that problem. She was strolling ahead like she was on a promenade in Lafayette Park. Andrea wondered where she got her bravery from. If only she were more like her sister, she could conquer the world.

‘If they kill us here in the forest, no one will ever know. Our families will never find out what happened to us,’ Andrea whispered to Nicole.

‘If they wanted to kill us, they would have done it where they found us,’ said Nicole. ‘They wouldn’t bother to take us away.’

‘Where do you think they are taking us?’

‘To their lair to eat us, perhaps? They seem the type. Look at their beards and their fierce eyes.’

It was Renee who shouted to the men, ‘Where are we going?’ Andrea expected the leader to get angry at the head nurse, to hit her with the butt of his rifle perhaps or at the very least to shout at her. To her surprise, he did none of those things. He slowed down, lowered his weapon and smiled. ‘Walk now. Questions later. No delays.’

Thrasher, who was walking in front of them, paused and said, ‘We have to get back to the plane.’

‘No delays,’ the stranger repeated. ‘Great danger.’

‘The IFF. We need to destroy it.’

The leader watched the pilot with incomprehension.

‘Equipment that sends the coded signals. We can’t leave
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