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Chapter One

Northern France, May 1915

He was surprised to see the notepaper quiver. He was even more surprised when he realized it was his hand that was trembling. Not much, just ever so slightly. But still, of all things, he hadn’t expected that.

He folded the unsolicited missive in half, trapping the accompanying photograph in its midst. He had only given the black-and-white image a fleeting glance. He thought that best. After all, it was only of passing interest.

As he picked up its matching mauve envelope, intent on replacing the letter and forgetting all about it, he felt the weight of a further enclosure. He had noticed the envelope’s surprising substance when retrieving it from the post, but he’d soon become so distracted by the contents of the letter itself that he’d failed to investigate. Now reminded of it, and despite everything, mildly curious, he upended the envelope into his cupped palm. A silver medallion landed on his puckered skin, a linked chain slithering in its wake.

He turned the disc over to discover its front was embossed with an image of St Christopher. He snorted, a wry smile tugging the edge of his mouth. But this moment of bitter amusement proved brief. With a resigned sigh, he returned the letter and the photograph to the envelope, dropping the medallion in after it.

Swinging his legs over the side of his army issue cot, he sat up. He stared at the envelope, unsure what to do with it. In the end, he slid it under the pillow his head had just vacated. But it was not a case of out of sight out of mind. The unwelcome thoughts and memories the letter had provoked continued to plague him, until his head thrummed with the unpleasantness of it all.

Forcing himself to rally, he pulled on his wool-lined boots and stood up, running his hands through his hair, hoping to instil some order on its unruly waves. He shrugged on his sheepskin flight jacket and draped a woollen scarf around his neck before gathering up his leather gauntlets. He made his way down the aisle between the cots lining both sides of the hut, but when he reached the door, he stopped. His fingers tightened on the door handle. He glanced back towards the pillow that still bore the faint indent of his head, then looked away, cursing softly before yanking open the door with an air of defiance.

The fresh dawn breeze brushed over him and yet he couldn’t bring himself to step into it. He hovered on the threshold, his mind racing as he gave the letter’s contents more thought than they surely deserved. More thought than was wise.

He cursed again. Spurred by something he couldn’t quite explain, he hastened back to his bed. Dropping his gauntlets, he retrieved the envelope, suddenly eager to claim the protection of the St Christopher. Its delicate fastening almost defeated him, but just as he was on the verge of abandoning the endeavour, it clicked shut, and the medallion fell against his chest. On a whim, he pressed the disc to his lips, then tucked it out of sight, beneath his flying jacket, jumper and shirt, beneath, even, his wool singlet, until it lay cool against his skin. Perhaps he had finally succumbed to the foolish superstitions he so abhorred in others, but there was no denying the peculiar sense of comfort the medallion’s presence provided. Stuffing the letter into the pocket of his flight jacket, he snatched up his gloves and hurried outside.

His hut was one of many hastily erected structures now populating the former beet field that had, in the early weeks of the war, been transformed into a makeshift aerodrome. A windsock billowed from a tall pole at the edge of the modest runway – an L-shape of cinder laid once the beets had been cleared. Though the ground had subsequently been rolled flat, it hardly provided for a smooth landing.

The aeroplanes, a collection of two-seater Royal Aircraft Factory B.E.2s, were lined up beyond the domed aircraft hangar, pegged to the ground to prevent them being flipped by the strong winds that gusted across the flat landscape. Henry stopped briefly at the mess tent to help himself to a mug of tea from the dixie and a bacon sandwich, then headed towards the open-fronted hangar, biting into his breakfast as he went.

His fellow flyers had already gathered. Mouth full, he raised his tea in greeting to Dobbs, who was lolling on a folding chair beside the worn-down settee someone had liberated from somewhere, and which was now acting as a bed for Gilbert Harvey, who was lying on his front, breathing heavily, dead to the world. His left hand rested on the floor, an empty whisky bottle just beyond its reach.

‘Harvey went on a bender again, did he?’ Henry asked, perching on the settee’s arm as he washed down the last of his sandwich with a slurp of lukewarm tea.

‘Started as soon as he landed yesterday evening and didn’t stop until he’d passed out,’ Dobbs said, glancing up from a newspaper whose headline revealed it to be several days old.

Someone had cranked up the gramophone. The 78 crackled before a romantic music hall number began to echo from the brass horn. Henry recognized the melody immediately. Images from the boathouse burned in his mind’s eye: dust motes glinting like fireflies; delicately embroidered white linen trimmed with lace; the glow of sun-warmed skin; the soft tumble of unpinned hair. He endured it for as long as he could before calling out, ‘Turn that bloody thing off, could you, Parker?’

‘Don’t you like this one, Farrier?’ The young pilot attending the contraption contrived a wounded expression. ‘It’s one of my favourites.’

‘Can’t bloody stand all that sentimental claptrap,’ Henry grumbled over the rim of his mug. ‘Any more of it and you’ll have me begging to be returned to the trenches.’

Dobbs laughed as he extracted a pipe from the pocket of his flight jacket. ‘Oh come, come, Henry. I’m sure you’ve no desire to be back wading through mud now you’ve become accustomed to the freedom of the air.’ He unrolled a pouch of tobacco. ‘I never could understand what a man like you was doing slumming it in the rank and file of the BEF anyway.’

‘I had my reasons.’

‘I dare say.’ Dobbs looked up from filling the bowl of his pipe. ‘But admit it, you’re rather glad you managed to convince those in charge you were officer material with an airman’s skill set. You’d still be languishing in muddy squalor if not.’

‘You’re right – thank God for all that OTC at school.’ Henry raised his mug in a droll toast.

‘And the horse riding, and sailing,’ Dobbs added, grinning now as he tamped his tobacco.

‘Horse riding, yes. I’m afraid I was forced to lie about the sailing bit.’

Dobbs let out a bark of laughter. ‘What a requirement! As if it helps anyway. Still, good job for you someone decided to pay attention to your file.’

Henry smirked and looked away. Joining up as a private in the army was an act of rebellion he had come to regret, though it had made him an enigma to the other enlisted men in his regiment. They were all curious as to why a man who bore the hallmarks of an officer had chosen to forgo the luxuries of rank, but their inquisitive questions stopped when it became clear he had no intention of answering them. Instead, they learnt to be satisfied with the fact he was willing to stand alongside them, fight for them, as if he were one of them – although he clearly wasn’t. In those bloody opening battles of the war, that steadfastness had been all that mattered.

But once hunkered down in the mud-filled trenches of Northern France, he had come to realize he had no desire to endure the privations imposed by life at the front. One day, while running a match flame along the seams of his uniform, popping the insidious lice that were making his life unbearable, he had glanced up at the heavier-than-air craft of the Royal Flying Corps droning above him, and found himself yearning to escape. Donning his jacket and still scratching at the feasting parasites that had evaded his cull, he had made his way to the CO’s dugout to plead his case for a transfer. Short of pilots, short of observers, short of the right sort, the RFC had taken him willingly. The mantle of privilege and class, so happily eschewed in a fit of pique at the outbreak of war, had returned comfortably to his shoulders, and every day now, as he flew free through the clouds, he looked down on the miserable mire below and offered thanks for its protection.

None of them bothered to stand when the squadron leader came in, though they gave him their full attention as he issued their orders for the day, while blatantly ignoring Harvey’s snoring. Nothing was said about the empty whisky bottle. The chaotic binges that followed the terror of the skies had become a given. All the brass turned a blind eye. Bravery took many forms. So did stupidity. It was generally accepted that anyone who took to the air in a flimsy flying contraption needed both.

With orders received, the men gathered up their leather flying helmets and goggles and strapped folded maps to their thighs. Dobbs was to pilot, with Henry as his observer. Their reconnaissance mission for the day was to photograph German lines, so that GHQ could build up a visual image of the enemy’s trenches, to see what damage – if any – recent artillery attacks had done, and whether any provisions were being made to fortify defences or extend the network. It was nigh on impossible to conceal freshly dug soil from the air, and Henry would use his box camera to catch any hint of it.

‘Ready?’ Dobbs asked, wrapping his neck with a silk scarf as Henry collected his camera and glass plates.

‘After you.’ He felt suddenly envious of Dobbs’ extravagance. The woollen scarf that his own limited funds afforded was practical certainly, but it was hardly swashbuckling and not for the first time, Henry felt like the poor relation, tagging along for the ride. He wished he could emulate the popular image of the airman the others cultivated with such ease, but without his father’s financial support it was proving impossible. Instead, he was forced to scrape by with the bare minimum. Still, his modest scarf was better than nothing. They had experienced blistering cold earlier in the year. There were times, when flying at five thousand feet over enemy territory, his fingers had become so numb he had dropped the precious photographic plates while attempting to slide them into the camera, and tears of pain had frozen on his cheeks. At least now, with the improving weather of late spring, the cold wash as the aircraft rose to its lofty heights was physically bearable.

The ground crew had their two-seater B.E.2c ready for them by the time they walked over to the line of aircraft. Dobbs grabbed the curved edge of the pilot’s rear cockpit and placed a foot on the wing, hauling himself up and in. Henry followed suit, sliding into the seat in front that looked out over the propellers. He carefully placed the camera down beside him, while the six plates he had brought along went into the canvas bags flanking his seat. He planted his boots either side of the hole punched into the aircraft floor, through which he would take his pictures.

A mechanic whipped the propeller round, and Dobbs fired up the ignition. The engine spluttered into life. As the propeller gained momentum, the chocks were pulled away, and two mechanics grabbed the back of the wings, helping Dobbs guide the plane towards the runway. Henry pulled on his leather flying helmet and lowered his goggles as the wind began to push against his face. The plane jounced over the uneven field until at last they were in position. He watched the ground blur beneath the hole between his feet as they began to race towards the end of the runway.

‘Here we go again!’ Dobbs shouted from behind him, and even now, after so many weeks of flight, Henry felt himself tense, his stomach dropping as the aircraft lurched into the air. He glanced over the side, watching the aerodrome recede beneath them as the plane continued to climb, the cool morning air becoming decidedly chilly as they soared upwards, piercing wafts of damp cloud, the engine droning, the struts vibrating.

As they emerged through the other side, Dobbs levelled off. Henry was glad of his woollen scarf then, the air biting into his exposed cheeks. He watched the ground pass beneath them, fields at first, but then tents and huts. He saw gun carriages moving along the ribbon of roads below, followed by lines of troops. They crossed vast tented camps with men milling by the guy ropes, and he could imagine them tilting up their faces, shielding their eyes with flattened hands to catch a glimpse of the aircraft flying above them. Not so long ago, he would have been among them. He sent up a grateful prayer that he wasn’t any longer.

 They flew on, the plane lifting and falling, buffeted by the wind. Henry kept a close eye on the landscape beneath, ­especially as the scar of the British front lines approached.

‘Coming up now,’ Dobbs hollered. Henry held up a gauntleted thumb to indicate he’d heard, before peering over the side at the ominous, pockmarked expanse of no-man’s land.

And then, their target.

Straining against his harness, Henry scanned to his left and right, surveying the full stretch of the German front line. Dobbs kept them high initially – too high for photographs, but high enough to keep them safe from enemy fire while they familiarized themselves with the trench layout and searched for a decent point to begin.

Henry grappled with the bulky camera that seemed too cumbersome and awkward for its delicate mission. One hand kept it secure on his thigh while he used his teeth to tug the glove from the other. The cold air stung his exposed fingers as he retrieved one of the fragile plates and slid it into place. He peered down through the hole in the floor, sizing up the image he hoped to capture, a particular stitch of trench. But then something caught his eye, and he gestured for Dobbs to loop back around so he could take another look, to ensure he hadn’t been mistaken. But no, as they passed over again, he saw the same thing, an adjustment to the pattern of the trench line, one that hadn’t been evident the last time they’d flown over just a matter of days before. It might be nothing, but he was also aware it could indicate a new machine-gun post.

‘Bring her back round again!’ he bellowed, gesturing in case Dobbs hadn’t caught his instruction, but he needn’t have worried. The words had barely left his mouth when the plane banked round, just as he had requested. His focus remained trained on the hole as they approached the spotted anomaly.

‘I’m going to take one!’ he shouted, letting Dobbs know he needed to keep the plane level and steady as he moved the camera between his knees, obliterating his view. Praying he was on target he pressed the trigger, then stowed the used plate in the canvas bag beside him. The minute they landed the plates would be whisked away for development before being sent to GHQ for examination.

He slid in a second plate and pulled the trigger again as Dobbs maintained a steady line. He was just reaching for a third when something stung his finger before pinging off the side of the aircraft. He was stunned to see blood streaking his hand.

‘What the—’ He didn’t have time to finish. A soft thud told him they had been hit again.

Twisting in his seat, he raked the sky trying to stopper his rising alarm.

And then he saw it.

A German Fokker racing towards them.




Chapter Two

‘We’ve got company!’ Dobbs shouted, pitching the aircraft to the side, its engine screaming in protest. Henry jammed the camera down the side of his seat and reached for the sawn-off Lee-Enfield rifle lying on the floor by his feet, but before he could grab it he was forced back by Dobbs’ rapid ascent as he attempted to evade the Fokker now pursuing them like a furious wasp.

‘Get behind him!’ Henry shouted. With the rifle now firmly in his grasp he pulled back the bolt, chambering a round.

 From its banked climb, the plane suddenly went into a controlled turn and dive. Henry brought the rifle to his shoulder, his cold cheek pressed against the wooden stock as he squinted down the barrel. The Fokker bobbed into view. He lined up the enemy pilot in his crosshairs, acutely aware the German observer would be mirroring his action. Henry pulled the trigger.

The German pilot flinched. He rolled the plane to the side, just as his observer fired another shot from his handgun. The bullet seared through the B.E.2c’s flimsy fuselage.

‘Bit close for comfort!’ Dobbs yelled as he directed them in pursuit.

‘Give me another crack at him!’ Henry shouted back, squaring the pilot’s shoulders in his targets. He pulled the trigger and cursed. The distance between the two aircraft was too great, the shot wasted.

‘Patience, Henry,’ Dobbs chided, the plane surging forward, until its nose nudged alongside the tail of the Fokker.

‘Perfect,’ Henry murmured as he sighted his aim.

Before he could pull the trigger, a bullet whistled past him. The B.E.2c lurched, then rolled to the side. He almost lost hold of the rifle as he grabbed the lip of the cockpit to steady himself.

‘Dobbs!’ he yelled, but there was no answer. The plane tipped into a nosedive, the engine squealing. Wind rushed past his face as they plunged through cloud. They burst through the gauze to see the ground racing towards them, the patchwork of fields spinning in a bewildering blur as they began to spiral. ‘Dobbs!’ Henry cried again, dropping the rifle to the floor and twisting frantically in his seat to see behind him, his stomach churning with the dizzying descent. ‘Christ! Dobbs!’

Dobbs was hunched over his stick. The ivory silk scarf Henry had coveted earlier that morning was now scarlet.

‘Christ, Dobbs! Wake up!’ With no dual controls, Henry was at the pilot’s mercy and the plummeting plane risked becoming his coffin. His only chance was for Dobbs to regain consciousness. He fumbled with the buckle of his harness, thinking he would scramble back to try and rouse him, hopefully without falling to his death, but as death was the inevitable outcome presently facing him, it seemed a risk worth taking.

Dobbs came to just as Henry released his harness buckle. Henry almost wept with relief as the pilot’s head rose woozily. He yelled the man’s name again as he fastened himself back in.

‘All right, old chap.’ Dobbs shook his head but instantly cried out in pain. His slack fingers tightened on the control stick. ‘It’s all right,’ he said again, though his voice was fainter this time.

The engine cut out.

The silence was deafening. Wind rushed through the struts and pushed against the wings, the bullet-torn canvas snapping against the fuselage. Henry’s fear rose from his chest until his throat ached with it. He gripped the rim of the cockpit, his knuckles bleached.

‘Don’t worry,’ Dobbs said, his words slurred but audible now without the drone of the motor. ‘I’ll glide her in. There’s a good girl.’

As if responding to his praise, the aircraft’s nose lifted, and Henry was no longer facing the ground below. The horizontal plane was falling with ungainly grace, its struts creaking as the ground slid away beneath them.

‘Come on Dobbs,’ Henry shouted. ‘You can do it.’

‘I’ll do … my best …’

Henry swivelled round. Dobbs’ head nodded, his chin dropping low on his chest. His flight jacket was soaked with blood now. Henry shouted his name, and by some miracle, the pilot’s chin rose. His eyes fluttered open.

‘Easy …’

Henry turned back to face his fate. He braced himself as they skimmed the top of a wood, the leaf-laden canopy so close he could have brushed it with his hand. The plane dipped lower.

‘There!’ Beyond the wood lay a cultivated field, offering some hope of a safe landing. ‘You can do it, Dobbs! Set her down!’

But they were coming down too fast, he knew that. The ground loomed up to meet them. The undercarriage caught. The propeller sliced through the furrowed soil, churning the earth, flipping up the plane’s tail. Henry was catapulted forward.

The last thing he heard was the deafening crunch of wood.

He came to, dazed and bewildered, suspended from his seat straps. He wiped at the warm trickle on the side of his face, moaning at the pain that shot up his arm as he did so. His fingers slid against slickened skin. When he checked them, they were covered in blood.

‘Dobbs?’ His voice scraped his throat. Wincing, he struggled with his buckle until finally it clicked open. He fell the short distance from the upturned plane onto the patch of ground below, landing on his back, his legs still caught inside the passenger cockpit. Disorientated, it took him a moment to fathom his position within the wreckage, as he registered the broken-off propeller blades half-buried in the gouged earth before him. Twisting round, he saw Dobbs hanging from his own straps, his face masked by his flight goggles.

‘Dobbs? Are you all right?’

He felt a burst of panic at the lack of response. Gingerly, he tested his legs. Relief flooded through him when his muscles responded with surprisingly little pain. With a bit of wriggling, he managed to manoeuvre into a position where he could free himself completely, his booted feet thudding to the ground. He dragged himself clear of the wreckage, his whole body aching, battered from the impact. He wiped away the blood now stinging his eyes and scrambled up, crying out at the accompanying discomfort.

‘Dobbs?’

Collapsing to his knees, he shook the man’s shoulders. Failing to provoke a response, he caught hold of his pilot’s face, turning it gently towards him. He stripped off the goggles, carelessly discarding them as he peered anxiously at the unconscious man.

‘Dobbs?’

It was then he heard crackling. Heart hammering, he threw a look at the plane’s tail, pitched up in the air above him. Flames licked across the torn canvas, devouring the wooden frame beneath. He scanned down to where the plane’s petrol tank was just visible behind the aircraft’s shredded skin. Dark liquid flowed from a puncture in its side, pooling onto the ground below.

‘Dobbs!’ He fought to raise up the lifeless pilot so he could free him from his straps, but even as he struggled, the flames roared closer, the aircraft’s flimsy structure kindling to the fire’s ferocious hunger. In moments, heat scorched Henry’s skin. Cursing, he implored Dobbs to wake up, tears of frustration blurring his vision. He darted another look towards the building fire; flames flowed over the fuselage, just feet from the petrol tank now.

‘Damn it, Dobbs!’

A gust of wind fanned the flames over him. He cried out as the sleeve of his jacket caught alight. Stumbling back from the burning wreckage, he threw himself on the ground to stifle them. The petrol tank exploded just as he was scrambling back up, the blast blowing him off his feet. He landed heavily as an inferno erupted before him, engulfing what was left of the downed plane and Dobbs along with it.

Henry scrabbled backwards, stunned by the intense heat. The scorched air stole the breath from his lungs, but he was unable to avert his gaze from the roaring pyre. When he smelt burning flesh, he fell sideways and heaved.

Wiping his mouth with his bloodied hand, he came to his senses. Nothing more could be done for Dobbs. He was simply another tragic fatality of war, a statistic to be winced over. But Henry was, by some miracle, still alive. His fingers brushed the St Christopher, still cool against his skin.

He forced himself to his feet. They had come down behind German lines, he knew that much. It would not be long before the enemy arrived, keen to detain any survivors. He whirled round, searching the surrounding landscape, knowing full well he was running out of time to evade capture.

His frantic gaze settled on the wood at the edge of the field. It was his best hope, perhaps his only hope. Taking a ragged breath, he began to run.

 He plunged into the shaded undergrowth, scrabbling through briars and bracken, the crack and roar of the burning plane fading behind him until at last he had penetrated the wood so deeply all he could hear was incessant birdsong, and the wind soughing through the leafy boughs above him. He doubled over breathing hard, then dropped to a crouch, remembering the enemy could be anywhere. They might even be dug into these woods for all he knew, or at the very least, patrolling them.

Suddenly the enormity of his fate struck him, and he sank to his knees. No one knew where he was. He and Dobbs would both be presumed dead when they failed to return. He could imagine the scene well; he had partaken in it himself too many times in the past few months. The interminable wait, pacing the airfield, loitering in the hangar, periodically wandering out to stare at the sky, straining one’s eyes to the horizon in the vain hope of spotting a black dot against distant clouds. And when there was no welcome return, when the loss was accepted, how one wordlessly moved up the dinner table in the mess, taking the place of those who had failed to make it back, who would never again return to claim their seats. Every day they edged closer to the top table, towards the brass, silently filling dead men’s shoes, toasting lives lost before losing themselves in the bottom of a whisky bottle, obliterating the hurt and masking their fear rather than risk facing it sober.

You never thought it was going to be you. Until it was.

Henry wiped his hand over his face. The wound where the bullet had grazed him had dried up at least, the blood trail now crisp copper speckles. Tentatively, he explored the cut on his forehead. His fingers came away sticky, but the blood there appeared to be congealing too. It dawned on him he must look a fright.

He turned his attention to his current predicament, trying to formulate a plan. Escape and evasion had barely been touched on in training. He allowed himself a wry smile – life had taught him enough skills in that regards already and he had fared quite well up to now. But everyone’s luck ran out sometime.

He rose cautiously, peering through the undergrowth. Trees spread out around him. He could survive here, for a while at least. He would need to find water, of course. He had his penknife; there was sure to be some food to glean. And then, once he had managed to orientate himself, he could make his move. There was a chance he could make it to the Dutch border.

He had little choice but to try.




Chapter Three

Marie finished cranking the pump handle, the spurting water reducing to a lackadaisical trickle before dying into steady drips that stained the cobbles of the village square. Sweeping back a stray strand of hair, she tightly tucked the shawl wrapped across her body into the waistband of her skirt. The weight of the freshly filled buckets strained her muscles, but she was used to the labour and set off with confident strides.

She felt their stares as she passed by, the German soldiers sitting at tables outside the estaminets and cafés set around the square. Her skin prickled from their unwanted attention, but she refused to acknowledge a single lascivious glance. Even when one of them shifted his chair to better follow her progress, its metal feet grating against the paving stones, she kept her eyes fixed forward. When he called after her – words she didn’t understand but which elicited a raucous laugh from his lolling companions – she was careful not to react. She kept her pace steady. One foot in front of the other, unfaltering.

She caught sight of the baker’s wife, Madame Fournier, standing outside the shop, the bent figure of her sister Madame Pascale by her side, both watching her, heads together, their lips warped in a way that could only produce words of derision. Marie expected nothing less, but as with the soldiers, she refused to give the women the satisfaction of her attention. She had done nothing wrong. They could think what they liked of her, say what they liked – goodness knows life had taught her from an early age there was little she could do to prevent such things, however unjust. She remained satisfied with her own conduct. She had not let her eyes slide towards the soldiers in encouragement; she had not permitted her lips to curve or fluttered her lashes as some girls did. But even so, the expectation of debauchery was her burden to bear, despite having done nothing to deserve it. Except, of course, to have been born in its shadow.

She refused to foster the bitterness that fleetingly swelled within her. Instead, she gritted her teeth against the pain of the bucket handles cutting into her fingers as well as the pain of those other wounds which, though not physical, hurt just the same. There was a time when she thought things might improve, but the scowling faces of the two women suggested not. She wondered if she would ever be judged for who she was, rather than how she came into being.

‘Marie!’

The familiar voice elicited an immediate smile. She set down the buckets, rolling the ache from her shoulders.

‘What’s up with you?’ Rosine said, breathless from having run to catch her. ‘You look like you’re sucking lemons.’

‘Oh, it’s nothing, just Madame Fournier.’

‘That woman sours everyone’s mood.’ Rosine glanced at the buckets. ‘Did you read the latest poster on the mairie noticeboard while you were in the square?’

‘There are so many I lose track.’

‘They’ve started taxing dogs. You should think about Fitou. He’ll cost you a fortune now, you’ll see.’

‘Taxing dogs?’

‘And fining them for barking.’

Marie cursed under her breath. Their German occupiers were forever finding novel ways of draining the villagers’ meagre funds.

‘I thought you should know in case you hadn’t seen,’ Rosine said. She crossed her arms. ‘Have you heard anything lately?’

Marie felt the usual stab of guilt that, once again, it was Rosine who had raised the question, not her. ‘No. Have you?’

Rosine shook her head.

‘How is your mother?’ Marie asked, eager to change the subject.

Rosine shook her head again, averting her eyes, but not before Marie saw tears lapping their rims. ‘At least the weather is improving, and she can spend more time outside. The fresh air will do her good.’

Marie knew they both feared it was just a matter of time.

‘I’d better get on,’ Rosine said. ‘You’ll stop by soon? Maman would like that.’

‘Of course.’

She watched Rosine head across the square, then picked up her buckets and continued through the village, winding her way down the narrow side streets that finally gave way to the main road. She paused to allow an ambulance to rumble by, following its progress until it turned off. With the road clear, she crossed into the lane opposite, stumbling slightly under the weight of the water. Fields stretched either side of her. Setting down the buckets, she paused to rub at the white dents in her fingers before gripping the wooden handles once again, spurred on now by the fact her home was within sight.

Water sloshing, she at last reached the two-storey farmhouse with its sharply pitched roof. Chickens spilt into the lane from the dirt yard behind to peck at the verge. She shooed them out of her way as she walked up the side of the house, the modest barn and pigsty before her. The kitchen window at the rear of the house was open and wafts of warm onion-scented air greeted her. On reaching the back door, she set down her buckets and worked the latch.

The small kitchen was full of steam from the boiling pot on the stove, its chattering lid breaking the silence. Her grandmother stood at the table, chopping a turnip. The pile of assorted peelings beside her revealed it would be vegetable stew yet again. Marie’s stomach contracted at the thought.

‘All right?’ Claudette asked with a sideways glance her way.

‘Yes.’ Marie planted one of the buckets beside the sink.

Claudette deftly wielded the short paring knife, chopping the remaining turnip in her hand.

‘You see anyone?’

‘Only Madame Fournier and her sister. Not to speak to.’

Claudette snorted, then gathered up a fistful of turnip and carried it over to the stove. Using a cloth, she raised the lid and dropped the vegetable into the pot.

‘There are more notices on the mairie, apparently.’

Claudette rolled her eyes, dabbing the sweat on her forehead with the sleeve of her blouse. ‘What now?’

‘A new dog tax, according to Rosine.’

‘And how are we supposed to pay that when they have already stripped us of every sou we have?’ Claudette slammed the lid back down.

 Marie remained ambivalent to her grandmother’s temper. ‘I’m just saying, we will have to pay for Fitou.’ The scruffy white dog stretched out on its side beside the stove suddenly looked up, ears pricked. Marie crouched down to ruffle his fur. ‘You are going to impoverish us, my little friend. But Élodie would never part with you.’ She stood back up. ‘She’ll be back from school soon.’

‘Yes. And hungry no doubt,’ Claudette said, glancing at the heel of rye bread on the side. They had worked hard last August to bring in their modest harvest against the odds – smoke rising from the battlefields in the distance while cavalrymen cantered down the lane lances raised – only to have it requisitioned by the enemy weeks later when the invading force occupied the village. They later discovered it had been sent to Germany to feed the people there, while the French were compensated with rye flour. The black bricks of bread that resulted were barely edible. Marie had begun to dream of the soft white pain de campagne Claudette used to bake fresh each morning.

Leaving her grandmother, she crossed the kitchen and entered the dark hall beyond. She paused for a moment, intending to go upstairs, but instead she went into the parlour at the front of the house. It was a comfortable room, modestly furnished with a sofa, two wooden armchairs, and a couple of small side tables that had been made by her grandfather. But against the end wall stood her pride and joy – an upright piano, lovingly polished with beeswax until it gleamed in the afternoon sun.

She pulled out the velvet-covered stool and sat down, glancing towards the mantelpiece to check how much time she had. Even now, it surprised her to see the plain clock from the hall occupying the mantel, rather than the elegant walnut timepiece with its hand-painted face that had graced the parlour for as long as she could remember. That clock was now wrapped in a blanket and safely ensconced in an old tea chest, buried in the ground beneath the midden where the Germans were sure never to look, along with their few other precious pieces – silver candlesticks that had belonged to her great-grandmother, Claudette’s emerald engagement ring and the pearl necklace that her step-father had given her mother on the morning of their wedding, though Marie had not been present to see Véronique wear it. The necklace would be Élodie’s one day, one of the few things she had left of her parents. The piano was precious to Marie for the very same reason – once her mother’s, it was the only gift Véronique had ever given her.

She arranged her fingers over the keys. Closing her eyes, she exhaled, releasing the tension of the day. All thoughts of war and occupation and the disapproval of the baker’s wife began to dissipate upon the light notes emanating from the softly struck strings. As the mournful music sang around her, her fractured spirit started to heal, and a slight smile crept to her lips at last.

‘Play something happy!’

Her eyes flew open, her fingers faltering as she looked towards the doorway where her ten-year-old half-sister now hovered.

‘You always play such sad songs,’ Élodie chided, depositing her schoolbooks on a chair. ‘Play something happy for once, Marie.’

Marie laughed, rearranging her fingers on the keys to meet her sister’s demands. Élodie nudged alongside her on the piano stool.

‘How was school?’

Her sister pulled a face. ‘I don’t like lessons with Monsieur Lefebvre. He’s so dull and his house always smells of damp and bad breath.’

Marie snorted, her fingers dancing over the keys. The retired solicitor had volunteered to fill in after the unexpected departure of the school-mistress. Mademoiselle Briet’s brother had driven up from Paris at the end of August to collect her, battling against the wash of refugees flooding the roads to do so. Marie and Claudette had handed out bread and milk to the exhausted families pushing handcarts laden with what few possessions they had managed to pack, and elderly relatives too weak or infirm to walk, while the smaller children shared their prams with family treasures. How many times in those desperate and terrifying days had those fleeing the German advance implored them to leave while they still could? How many times had they looked to the horizon and seen grey pillars of smoke blot out the summer sun, signalling the torched villages the ruthless enemy had destroyed in their wake? Mademoiselle Briet had waved her farewells as her brother had tooted his car horn, forcing the crowds to part so they could motor through. Marie would never forget the apology in the teacher’s eyes. Or the fear.

She had tried to persuade Claudette that they should leave too, for Élodie’s sake if nothing else. But Claudette remembered the Prussian invasion of 1870 and had dismissed Marie’s fears with a careless shrug.

‘This is my home, why would I go? They were defeated once; they will be defeated again. No barbarian will drive me off my property.’

Even so, as more and more of their neighbours had joined the exodus, Marie had continued to beg for them to do the same, but her pleading had fallen on deaf ears.

‘If we leave this house, we will lose everything. We will come back to nothing,’ Claudette had warned her. ‘What will we live on then? They will strip this place of everything, they will take it all for themselves – and if the Germans don’t, our so-called neighbours will, in an instant. I will not lose all that my family has built over the generations. We will stay. All will be well, you will see.’

And so they had stayed. The flood of refugees had reduced to a steady stream, and then a concerning trickle, while the booming guns in the distance had moved ever closer. As a precaution, they had buried their treasures and hidden their excess bottles of wine. And then they had waited, until eventually, what they had feared came to pass.

The Germans had swarmed into the village on a mid-­September morning. Officers arriving in staff cars had invaded the mairie, while troops had bedded down in barns – including their own. Within days, posters had appeared listing new rules for them to abide by. Front doors now hosted a list of occupants; every farm animal – from cows to chickens – was inventoried, while horses were taken away for military use. Once the summer harvests had been commandeered, the requisitioning began in earnest – from ironwork to bedclothes, oil lamps to ink wells, cutlery to writing paper. Throughout the village, properties were stripped of their contents. Curfews were put in place and periodic head counts enforced. German time was imposed, pushing clocks forward by an hour, and orders were issued for all doors to remain unlocked, so that any German soldier could take cover in any house whenever the need might arise. Eggs were no longer to be eaten by the French – each one laid now became the property of the German army – and white flour was sent over the border and exchanged for rye. General food shortages had soon begun to bite. Waistbands were tightened to accommodate shrinking frames.

Élodie lay her head on Marie’s shoulder. ‘I wish lessons were still in the schoolhouse.’

The schoolhouse had been another casualty of the invasion. The Germans had commandeered it as a hospital; beds now replaced the desks that had once filled the hall.

‘You’re lucky to be having lessons at all,’ Marie said, bringing her piano playing to an end. ‘You should be grateful to Monsieur Lefebvre for what he is doing for you.’

‘I know.’ Élodie issued the elaborate sigh of the young. ‘I wish the war was over already.’

Marie pressed a kiss upon her head. ‘So do I, ma chérie. So do I.’




Chapter Four

Henry soon became disorientated. He brushed through waist-high bracken and clambered over arcing brambles until he managed to find a narrow pathway. Unable to see the sun through the dense canopy, he had no way of knowing which way was east and which was west. He stood stock still, glancing up and down the winding trail that snaked through the dense vegetation. All he could hear was trilling bird song, the skitter of a squirrel and the distant boom of artillery guns. In the end, he chose left and began to walk.

It wasn’t long before he was nursing an unbearable thirst, but there was no sign of any stream, and he was not yet desperate enough to scoop water from the brackish puddles pocking the path, though he feared it might soon come to that.

He walked on until a twig cracked or rustling stilled him. Heart thudding, he would drop down to a crouch, raking the woodland around him, searching for the telltale spike of a German helmet or the flash of a gun barrel. Only once satisfied he was alone would he gingerly rise and carry on.

As he mentally played through his limited options, he wondered whether it might not be best to give himself up. Rather than try and evade the enemy, he considered making it his mission to find them – to walk out with his hands up and a smile that said ‘it looks like my luck’s run out, chaps’. Could he really hope to survive out here without some form of aid? Could he really make it to the Dutch border without a map or a compass at the very least? Was a POW camp somewhere in Germany not preferable to starving in the French countryside, or worse, a bullet in the back from some overkeen Boche wanting to chalk up a kill?

As the day began to fade into evening, the gravity of his predicament came to bear, and his sense of desolation was so overwhelming uncharacteristic tears pricked his eyes. He wiped them away with anger. And shame.

He walked until the light was so low it became difficult to distinguish his surroundings. He needed to find somewhere to sleep for the night. When he saw a fallen beech tree, its base an earth-encrusted platter of roots towering into the air, leaving a hollow of earth below, he left the path and struck out towards it. The cavity left by the sheared roots was surprisingly deep, and he scrambled down into it, nestling himself amongst the shoots of sorrel, wild garlic and saxifrage. He was hidden from view and a little sheltered. He wriggled himself back against the earth, seeking its protection. His stomach rumbled. He tried to conjure saliva to alleviate his dry mouth, but none came. Tomorrow, he would have to find water.

If he survived the night.

He woke with a jerk, pressure on his chest and something wet nudging his cheek. He scrabbled against the wall of the crater, his senses flaring to consciousness with a throttled cry of alarm. And then he gasped with relief, almost managing a laugh as he pushed back the small scruffy dog attempting to lick his face, its eyes bright with excitement. He rubbed its wiry fur, cooing softly, his pulse easing, amused by the creature’s beating tail and wiggling body.

A voice, light and girlish, called out above the twittering birdsong and the buzz of a bluebottle that dropped towards him before careering away. The dog stiffened, its ears twitching. The girl’s singsong call came again. ‘Fitou.’ The dog darted off Henry, its claws scratching his skin in its haste to be gone. Soil tumbled down the side of the crater as it scampered out. Henry listened to its rustling retreat.

 Just minutes later, the dog was back, standing on the lip of the crater. It woofed at him, not a bark, just a greeting. Henry knelt up, foolishly pressing his finger to his lips, imploring the dog to be silent, but the dog, anticipating play, woofed again with mounting excitement. The girl’s voice came once more, close and castigating this time. Henry tried to shoo the dog away, but his actions merely excited the creature more.

‘Fitou!’

Henry froze as the little girl loomed above the crater. Her eyes widened in shock, her jaw dropping to release a gasp that vacillated between a breath and a scream.

‘Non! Non! Non!’ Henry desperately waved for her to be quiet, stumbling forward, his boots catching on the tangle of growth. ‘Je suis un ami! Ami de France. Je suis Anglais!’

She scooped up the dog and held it close to her chest, as if it were her shield.

‘Je suis un ami,’ Henry said again, slower this time, his voice reassuringly soft, but the little girl’s features remained frozen in terror. He took another step forward, and as he did so, she turned and ran. He listened to her crashing through the undergrowth, then suddenly all went quiet. He held his breath, listening, waiting. He would have to move now. To stay could prove perilous.

The crack of a breaking twig brought his head up. The girl reappeared at the edge of the crater, the little dog still clutched to her chest.

‘Avez-vous faim?’

‘Oui … et soif,’ Henry replied, clasping his throat.

Nodding, the little girl took a step back. ‘Attendez là,’ she whispered. Then she turned and ran.

Claudette mounted the stairs from the cellar into the kitchen, having been working at her loom for an hour. She paused in the doorway. Élodie stood with her back to her, slicing a large chunk off the black rye loaf, fresh that morning.

‘Are you hungry, Élodie?’

Too preoccupied to have noticed the giveaway creak of the door behind her, the little girl leapt out of her skin, dropping the knife in surprise. It bounced off the edge of the table and clattered onto the floor. She stooped to pick it up, a guilty flush on her cheeks.

‘I thought you hated that bread.’

‘I didn’t have enough breakfast.’ She failed to meet her grandmother’s eye.

Claudette shut the cellar door behind her and crossed the kitchen, noticing the stoneware bottle Élodie had seemingly filled with water, which now stood beside the hacked loaf on the table. To her surprise, she noticed her granddaughter had also retrieved the half-empty jar of pickled beetroot from the cupboard.

‘I didn’t think you liked beetroot?’

Élodie shrugged, her expression guarded. ‘It’s not so bad.’

‘Really? What a conversion.’ Claudette turned to face her younger grandchild. ‘Would you like to tell me what’s going on, Élodie?’

‘Nothing.’ The girl’s cheeks glowed pink.

Claudette fought a smile. ‘Oh child … you will have to do better than that.’

Fitou raced before them, leading them deeper into the woods, bounding over the tangled undergrowth that was impeding their progress now the path had been left behind. Élodie paused periodically to check Claudette was still following, as if fearful the ramble might prove too taxing for her grandmother. But it would take more than a forest of bracken and entwined brambles to defeat Claudette Vaux. She impatiently waved her granddaughter on.

The dog was the first to reveal the soldier’s position. It raced forward to the edge of the crater and began to bark furiously, its stubby tail wagging side to side. Élodie cast her grandmother a triumphant grin then ran forward to join it. Claudette paused to consider the wisdom of what they were doing. Muttering an oath, she ploughed on.

‘Bonjour!’

A man’s voice drifted up to greet Élodie before Claudette had drawn close enough to be seen. Élodie giggled as Fitou disappeared over the lip. Seeing her joyful innocence, Claudette experienced another stir of misgiving, but it was too late to retreat now. She drew alongside her granddaughter and peered into the hollow below.

The man’s face was such a picture on seeing her, she almost laughed. He had been too busy fussing over the dog to notice her arrival, but when he finally glanced up his smile morphed into a look of shock. She saw at once he was British. Élodie had been unsure of the uniform, just that the man had spoken good French with a reasonable accent. Claudette took him in, his dirty face covered in stubble, the collar of his uniform rusty with blood – presumably from the fierce gash above his eye. A quick scan around revealed no backpack, no rifle. Her heart hardened.

‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded, her voice that of a growling dog.

‘Je suis ami.’

 Claudette snorted, her mouth pursed. Élodie was right. His accent was good.

‘I can see you are British, but what are you doing here? Why are you not with your army? Are you a coward? Huh? A deserter?’

She spoke at her normal pace, but seeing his screwed concentration, she relented and repeated herself, more slowly this time.

‘I’m an observer … aeroplane …’ He mimed with his hand. ‘We came down …’ He glanced behind him, then frowned and turned back to her. His eyes darted to Élodie before returning to Claudette. He dropped his voice. ‘My pilot died. The plane … went on fire … I hid in the trees.’

Claudette saw the shadows in his eyes as he relived the moment. At the beginning of the war, she had often stopped to watch the aircraft flying overhead, just for the novelty of seeing them. But as the war progressed, all too often a single plane would be attacked by another and watching them loop and parry had become too much for her nerves. Only a month ago, she had seen a British plane burst into flames. She had watched in horror as a figure rose from the cockpit. Seconds later, that same figure had fallen, tumbling head over heels through the sky. She stopped looking at aeroplanes after that. She could easily imagine what the young man before her – little more than a boy she thought – had been through.

She cleared the unexpected emotion from her throat. ‘What are you intending to do now?’

‘I need to get back.’

‘And how do you propose to do that? There are Germans everywhere. Your lines are miles away.’

He rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand as he digested this information. Shifting his position, he peered through the wood.

‘You’ll be shot on sight,’ she warned, reading his mind.

‘I’ll find a way.’

Claudette summoned Fitou. The little dog wriggled free of the airman’s arms and clambered up the side of the crater, triggering an avalanche of soil. Claudette caught Élodie’s eye and issued a silent instruction with a brusque tip of her head. Shooting a concerned glance back at the airman, Élodie gathered up the dog. She hesitated, but wary of the warning in her grandmother’s dour expression, she began to pick her way back to the path.

‘Well then …’ Claudette watched the gentle breeze tease the leaves above them as she collected her thoughts. She sucked her teeth, then remembered her mother and grandmother doing the same as they got older, and she stopped immediately, disgusted with herself. Turning her back on the crater, she took a few steps then released an exasperated sigh. When she looked again, the airman hadn’t moved.

‘Come on then.’

Confusion washed over his features. ‘Where?’

She saw what a good-looking boy he would be once he was cleaned up and shaven, and for some reason this gave her more confidence in her decision.

‘Well unless you want to starve to death in this wood, I suggest you get out of that hollow and come home with me.’




Chapter Five

Henry followed them back to the path. Whilst the old woman and little girl seemed unfazed by the potential danger, he remained vigilant, scanning the trees and reacting to every crack and rustle, even starting at a croaking crow.

Detecting his skittishness, the woman glanced round, wry humour dancing in her eyes, but she said nothing and continued to follow the child skipping ahead of them as she chased after the little dog racing off in front.

The trees began to thin as they reached the wood’s edge, and instinctively Henry’s steps slowed. He could see they were approaching a field. Open ground. No cover.

‘That’s our land. Not as much as we once had, but it’s all we can manage these days.’ The woman nodded towards the cultivated soil hosting rows of stubby plants he was unable to identify. ‘Our house is the one you see there, by the barn.’

At the far side of the field there was a small, brick-built barn and across from it stood a modest house with a sharply pitched roof, typical of the area from what he had seen. Smoke laced skywards from the squat chimney.

‘We’ll go around the edge,’ she said, detecting his reticence, ‘close to the hedge. The Germans are all in the village over there, they don’t tend to use our lane much. Their front line is in that direction.’ She gestured vaguely beyond the front of the house. ‘There is very little chance of you being seen out here.’

The little girl had run on ahead and was already on the home stretch of hedgerow. Henry paused, considering the dangers of being caught in open territory.

‘It’ll be all right,’ the woman coaxed. ‘Come along.’

She moved out from the protection of the woods onto the field’s grassy margin. She looked back, beckoning him on. Henry took a deep breath. Throwing caution to the wind, he followed.

For an older woman she walked with surprising speed, which relieved him. He kept close to the thick hedge. Peering through the occasional gap, he could see the dirt lane on the other side. As they approached the house, the hedge line was broken by a potholed opening that led into the dirt yard. Chickens of various hues strutted freely, pecking at the ground. The barn door sagged open, and beside the barn stood a pigsty, though he saw no evidence of an occupant. On the other side of the yard, behind the house, was a modest vegetable garden showing neat rows of growth, at the top end of which was what looked to be a privy. The back door of the house was already open, the little girl waiting for them on its threshold. She disappeared inside as the woman led him from the field, urging him to hurry now.

She closed the door firmly behind him. He blinked to accustom himself to the low light that draped the rustic kitchen in shadows. A blackened stove stood tucked into the hollowed-out chimney breast; there was a sink under the small window, a plain dresser and a medium-sized pine table with six spindle-backed chairs set around it. A pair of wooden armchairs that looked handcrafted flanked the stove, and before him two doors were set at right angles to each other. The one to his side was closed, but the other was open and revealed a glimpse of a hallway beyond. Strings of onions and garlic bulbs and clumps of herbs hung from hooks in the beam that spanned the ceiling, adding a pungent aroma to the room.

He stepped aside as the woman came towards him to remove a large kettle from the stovetop.

‘What is your name?’ she asked, carrying it to the sink.

‘Henry Farrier, Lieutenant Henry Farrier, Royal Flying Corps.’

‘Claudette Vaux.’ She nodded towards the girl. ‘My granddaughter, Élodie.’

She used a ladle to transfer water from a bucket by the sink to the kettle. As she carried it back to the stove, she gestured towards the table.

‘We don’t charge for sitting, Henri Farrier. Sit! Sit!’

Élodie stifled a giggle. Henry threw her a sheepish grin as he pulled out a chair and did as he was bid. She retreated to her grandmother’s side, watching him intently.

‘When did your aircraft come down?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘You must be hungry, and thirsty.’ Claudette placed a glass of water on the table. He glugged it back eagerly. She instructed Élodie to refill it, but the little girl shook her head, her eyes filled with shy appeal. Claudette glared at her until she made a reluctant advance, snatching up the glass and darting away. She refilled it with water, then hesitated, but another stern look from her grandmother brought her back to the table. She set it down near the edge and retreated before Henry could thank her. He attempted to offer her a smile instead, but she buried herself in her grandmother’s skirts as the old woman sawed off a hunk of bread. Chuntering at the girl’s foolishness, Claudette busied herself around the kitchen, setting out plates and dishes of foodstuffs until Henry had the makings of a modest meal. She surveyed the collation with some satisfaction. When he failed to tuck in, she threw up her hands. ‘We don’t stand on ceremony. Eat!’

Now the prospect of food had become a reality, Henry attacked the offering with gusto, not caring at the dryness of the bread or that the apple was wrinkled with age. Claudette waited until the kettle was boiling, then poured the water into the coffee pot, filled with grinds from the coffee mill. She set a mug of the steaming liquid on the table beside him.

‘It’s not the real thing,’ she warned as he reached for it. ‘We haven’t seen proper coffee for months. It’s walnut leaves with a little liquorice, but it makes a palatable drink when you get over the surprise of it.’

Henry sipped at the bitter liquid, forcing a smile that seemed to satisfy her. As he continued to eat, his hunger gradually abating, he allowed his gaze to wander. A framed photograph of an old man with a drooping moustache, dressed in an ill-fitting suit, hung on the near wall. He caught Claudette’s eye.

‘Your husband?’

‘Yes, yes, that is my Marcel.’

‘Will he mind me being here?’

Her snort was accompanied by a hitch of her thick eyebrows. ‘I doubt it.’

‘I look forward to meeting him.’

The old lady roared with laughter. ‘You’ll be lucky.’

‘He won’t be joining us at some point?’

‘Not unless he’s Lazarus himself.’ She topped up his drink. ‘He’s dead,’ she announced without emotion. ‘I live here with my granddaughters, Élodie and her sister, Marie. And now, it seems, with you.’

He looked up sharply, his brows dipping, unsure he had interpreted her rapid patois correctly.

‘With me?’

‘You are somewhat stuck it seems to me.’

‘I have a plan. I need to get to the Dutch border.’

Air gusted through her teeth. ‘I told you, you’ll never make it.’

‘I have to try.’

‘There are others, you know, like you; men who got left behind in the retreat, trapped, stranded. Abandoned. A lot went into hiding, others made a run for it, but not with any success from what I hear. The Germans know, you see. They are paranoid about the enemy in their midst. They’ve found a fair few. But still, hiding is your best bet. You don’t have a chance of getting across any border. It would be madness to try.’

‘I must try.’

‘Must you?’

‘It is my duty to do so.’

Claudette studied him thoughtfully. ‘I think it is your duty to live to fight another day.’ She placed her hand on his. ‘At least think about it. We will shelter you. We will keep you safe.’

‘Why would you take the risk?’

The old woman smiled. ‘Because that is my duty: to resist, however and whenever I can. I find ways to stand my ground against those barbarians. This will be one of them. Come.’

She spoke in rapid patois to her granddaughter, too fast and unfamiliar for Henry to decipher, but the little girl’s face lit up at the words. On Claudette’s insistence, Élodie hurried across the kitchen to the open doorway, where she paused, biting her lip. She shyly gestured for Henry to follow. Curious now and keen to encourage the girl’s confidence, Henry pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. Claudette looked on, chuckling, murmuring further encouragement to her granddaughter, as she led Henry from the room.

He moved from the kitchen into the dimly lit hallway beyond. A rag rug lay over the bare floorboards, and a straight staircase rose against the far wall to the floor above, but the little girl
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