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Dedication

To all those who selflessly manned and supported the Shetland Bus, and the unknown masses who worked for freedom in the shadows of World War Two.
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Author’s note

Immediate thoughts of World War Two often go to the big theatres of conflict, those focused in Europe and the Pacific: the D-Day landings and the combat in South-East Asia. But the tentacles of this enormous battle stretched far and wide, all the way up to the Arctic Circle, where a more shadowy struggle was taking place. As a country swiftly overrun by the Nazi scourge, Norway saw little open fighting by comparison, and yet the suffering was felt acutely by its people. Their liberty was snatched away by an enemy that arrived in numbers; they endured the biggest German troop concentration of any occupied nation. It proved to be an enemy intent on controlling, but also on befriending. In his vision of a thousand-year Reich, Hitler had a plan in mind – a far-reaching strategy intent on a new master race of blond and blue-eyed citizens. And for that he needed the numbers. 

Long before the brilliant Margaret Atwood created her dystopian world of breeders in The Handmaid’s Tale, Hitler and his right-hand man, Himmler, were turning their vision into reality. The Lebensborn programme was conceived in Germany, with centres dotted across Europe; Norway had the largest number of maternity homes outside of Germany, and the difficulties of those children born to Norwegian mothers and German fathers is well documented. Lesser known are the chilling lengths the Nazis would go to – the pamphlets detailing Hitler’s perfect ‘kinder’ are, sadly, all too real, as are the cases of children snatched from their biological families and placed in German families, with long-standing repercussions into adulthood. 

In writing The Resistance Girl, I wanted to highlight yet again how the indiscriminate wave of war sweeps up individuals in its path, with widespread effects on families and their futures. The bravery, too, of ordinary individuals who stepped up in a time of need to help not only friends, but strangers in peril. The Shetland Bus – manned by British and Norwegian sailors – was one such example of out-and-out bravery in wartime, where men would venture into unforgiving waters, knowing all too well that they may not return. And yet they did it all the same. Their courage defies description. 

Rumi and her ‘crew’ are, I hope, a fictional representation of the bravery, the hurt and the humour that surrounded families in wartime, in the way they fought back against their occupiers. Many of the events detailed in the book are based on fact – the horrors of Televåg included – but we writers get to weave and embellish, and I have necessarily played with dates and events. Despite my best endeavours (and two cancelled trips), I did not manage to visit Bergen in the midst of lockdown, and so I hope that with my endless reading of first-hand accounts, plus staring at old maps, pictures and newsreels, I have represented Bergen as the bright, beautiful city it appears to be. My boundless thanks goes to the many Norwegians who gave time and answers to my pernickety questions about wool, food, fish and general life in wartime Bergen. Without their patience, Rumi and Jens would have had no stage on which to play, and I can only apologise if I have made any glaring errors. 

This book marks a return for me to the subject of birth; while I’m loath to be labelled as ‘that ex-midwife who writes’, I felt this was one story that warranted a good birth scene and I enjoyed myself immensely, delving into my memory of homebirths to open Rumi’s eyes to the wonder: without any spoilers, fiction and my experience as a midwife merge nicely here. 

I hope, too, that I’ve highlighted a little corner of this gargantuan conflict and brought it to life, to show that it really was a global battlefield, and that while everyone lost to some degree, there will always be positives to emerge from the sadness and chaos. 





PROLOGUE

The Kraken

Bergen, South-West Norway, 14th November 1941

Rumi

The horizon, normally so present and correct – her grounding in life – is absent. Its flat, reassuring focus has been scrubbed out by the sheer height of the boiling, furious waves, the sea fist-fighting itself in what little distance she can see into. There it meets a bruised, near navy sky of equal ferocity, like a brawl of sailors going at each other hammer and tongs after weeks ashore and far too much liquor. 

A sudden gust of gale punches at Rumi’s body as she stands on the limb of the jetty, the force bending her sideways at the waist. She almost topples, but rights herself in time. She, the sea and its associate winds have known each other her entire life, and they’ll need more ammunition than this to break her stance – or her vigil. The fierce squall changes tack and whips about her head, flipping her single, heavy plait of hair to and fro like an angry snake until she catches the end and pulls it down against her breast, for comfort. It’s what she used to do when she missed her mother. Now she misses someone else.

Magnus is out there, somewhere in this terrifying tempest, the worst they’ve seen for some time; even the weathered old men on the quay are saying it, shaking their heads with despair at the inevitable losses to come. She wonders what Magnus will have felt, on the exposed deck of that tiny trawler, facing up to towering waves that spill like landslides in seconds, the vessel lurching on the crest of a swell, a tiny speck in that vast, angry cauldron. In his last, dying moment, will he have been gripped by fear and dread, or a strange inner calm that the sea can be merciful; either spare him or else take him quickly?

Magnus often said he wasn’t afraid of the sea; that he felt sure it would take him one day, but not before he was an old seadog, and they’d had at least five children and he’d paid for his own vessel in full, nets and all. 

‘Then it can bury me in its depths,’ he’d joked often enough. ‘When I’m ready to go.’

‘You mean I’m going to have to put up with you in a grey, old beard, wearing a disgusting hat that reeks of brine but refuse to give up?’ Rumi teased him.

‘Yes, definitely. Does that mean you won’t marry me? Because I’ll shave off my beard, but I won’t lose the hat.’ 

‘You!’ She made to punch at his heft of torso, the muscles embedded since childhood summers on his grandfather’s boat, but smoothed her strong hand over it instead, lay her head in the thick wool of his sweater, pungent with the odour of work and salt sea. 

What had she to complain about then? Magnus was no film star but, equally, Rumi saw herself as no oil painting. And not exactly delicate either, with a strength equal to any hand on her father’s boats, hence her skin on his chest as rough, fingers coarse and her nails chipped by toil. Not a lady’s hand, for sure. Rumi is everything but a sweet, demure catch. But she is Magnus’s girl, and would-be wife. 

Or she was. Until the sea took him. Too soon.

Peering into the volatile chaos of the broil beyond the harbour, there is little doubt. This storm has been raging for four whole days; he is gone. Swallowed. The entire trawler and its crew disappeared under the black swirl. If she were a woman of the 1600s, centuries ago, Rumi would believe fixedly that it was the wrath of a dispossessed whale causing the sea’s rage, or that a monstrous, multi-limbed Kraken had risen and pulled all ships to its lair in the depths. Doubtless, such myths helped the lonely, widowed women couch their grief. But Rumi knows that a fisherman’s watery fate of today rests on nature, bad luck and the modern-day Kraken of Adolf Hitler.

Rumi will never lay the blame with her family’s lifeline, so it’s not due to the fury of the ocean. It’s the war – this bloody, suffocating insurgence into their lives as Norwegians. Without the war, without his need to help in the fight, Magnus would never have set foot on that trawler and selflessly sailed into the North Sea to save others. He’d be standing by her side at this very moment, marvelling at the ocean’s tantrum and thanking his luck he wasn’t out there in it.

So, he is a victim of the war, as are so many, killed by the marauding, parasitic Germans who simply marched in and took their city and their country away, as if they had the right. And if she hadn’t already hated them for such a theft, she does now, her swell of revulsion as high and mighty as the scaling waves out there. 

Rumi Orlstad is grieving and incensed. Livid.

‘They will pay!’ she howls into the twisting gusts. ‘BE SURE, MAGNUS – I WILL MAKE THEM PAY!’ Her words are swept up and pocketed in some secret cloud space, dragged into the funereal sky for safekeeping, where the Germans can’t prove her treason. 

And all Rumi can do is stand alone on the jetty and weep solidly, battered by the unending fury of a sea that she loves and hates in unison.




PART ONE
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A Frosty Welcome

Outskirts of Bergen, 2nd January 1942

Jens

It’s not the vista he’d imagined, though the unending blanket of white is perhaps what he expected this far north of the equator. The fir branches are reaching skywards, rather than sloping into the smooth white carpet, and for several minutes the view only aids his confusion, long after he’s recovered from the painful jolt of descent, his brain shaken like an underset jelly in the process. He must have been out cold for some time; the light is coming up and threatens to leave him more exposed, save for the clump of trees where he landed, if you can call it that. Baffled though he is, Jensen Parkes recognises he has technically yet to land on firm ground. Hanging unceremoniously from a Norwegian pine like a bauble on a Christmas tree does not count as being on terra firma. And upside down, too. None of this happened in training.

He tugs at the straps of his parachute, rammed in tight against his body by the weight of his hanging torso and heavy backpack. Under thick gloves, his already frozen fingers can barely push in under the straps, let alone feel enough to release the catch.

‘Shit!’ he berates himself, too late to stop his voice from echoing off the trees, though it falls dead on the soundproofing snow. He writhes furiously, a madman in a strait jacket, hoping to dislodge himself, bracing his body and head for the final thud more than six feet below. But the straps only pull tighter, the tree creaking its distaste and shedding a branch’s worth of snow on top of him. Ice cold. As if he wasn’t already freezing enough.

Realising his efforts are futile, Jens stops and listens. Thinks. It’s what they were taught: to work it through, systematically. His options are few, and not altogether welcoming. He could wait for death by exposure, or for discovery by a friendly search party, though that might take days. Alternatively, he could be found by a German patrol and face the inevitable punishment; here, there’s often no arrest, tribunal or imprisonment in the raw, frozen wastes, as per the Geneva Convention. Interrogation, judge and jury happens out on the snowy hills within minutes, German Lugers primed and ready for any stray dissidents and the blood staining easily swept over by a fresh blanket of snow. He’s painfully aware of the consequences of capture. And a shuddering, shivering tree is a giveaway for any passer-by, friend or foe.

Slowly, Jens begins to move every part of his body, first to push the near frozen blood around his limbs and regain some feeling, then to slowly wriggle from his tethers, like some oversized bug worming his way from a soft-spun cocoon. He has to stop himself from laughing out loud at the image he presents. 

Ten minutes of consistent movement only leaves him breathless and without much progress, causing his body to swing like a pendulum and giving rise to a growing nausea. Upturned as he is, excess blood is settling like sediment in his head, and his eyes see double. He shakes his head frantically to expel the feeling, struggling to remain conscious.

Don’t pass out again, I can’t pass out again. 

Despite his efforts, the white begins to blur and merge, the branches no longer distinguishable. There’s a rushing in his ears, a roaring wave that he knows is not real, but can’t push away. He can’t push anything away, physically or otherwise, not even the feeling of falli—

The crack of a branch leaps out of the muffled, white haze, whipping his lolling head to attention, eyes snapping open with alarm. His ears strain to hear above the inner turbulence for voices, the guttural edge of an accent, orders and the ‘yes, Sir’, ‘no, Sir’ of military speak. Only silence beats back at him – save for his own laboured breathing inside the confines of his parachute prison. 

There it is again, a definite crack, the shush of snow moving. Jens struggles violently to free himself, since there’s nothing to lose in making noise now. Where the hell is his gun? It’s buried deep in his jacket, cut off by a strangulating strap. Damn! This bloody parachute was supposed to save me from dying, not push me towards the end. Better that they had used the longer route of the trawler from Shetland, except for the losses suffered recently, too many vessels, sailors and agents succumbing to the weather rather than the Reich. 

The shush turns to a trudge, footsteps distinct now, two at the most. It’s no animal – a reindeer would be too skittish to approach an alien human smell. He has no option but to stiffen, hang stock still like some butchered carcass at a hunting lodge, and hope that the German patrols are blind, lazy or stupid. Or all three. 

Seems not. The click of a gun barrel echoes just beyond the clump of trees. Jens Parkes sucks in what little icy breath he has, and does the only thing he’s able to: wait for luck or fate, and pray they come combined.
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A Welcoming Party

Bergen, 2nd January 1942

Rumi

‘Rumi! Rumi! Where are you?’ 

‘I’m right here, Pappa. You don’t need to shout.’ 

‘What are you doing under the table, girl?’ Her father’s urgent tone mixes with surprise and irritation. 

‘Re-laying the mousetraps,’ Rumi huffs, her deep red crown of hair emerging from beneath the wide, wooden desk. ‘They’re hungry little buggers, and I won’t have any lunch left if I don’t do it.’

Peder Orlstad shrugs away the mice issue, as if his daughter’s working conditions in the cluttered boathouse are nothing, looks squarely at her and lowers his voice to a whisper. ‘You need to get up on the plateau, quickly. We’ve had word there was a drop last night and so far no sight or word – it’ll be getting dark early and anyone up there will freeze.’ 

‘Don’t they have maps and skis?’ Rumi’s irritation matches her father’s urgency. She’s just too busy right now to play nursemaid to ill-equipped resistance fighters, whoever they are, despite her previous commitment to the cause; there’s the accounts to finish, the oilskins to clean, stock to audit. And besides which, she doesn’t do that anymore. 

‘Isn’t Rubio able to go? He’s a competent skier,’ she bristles.

Rumi’s father looks at her, already contrite, no doubt knowing he shouldn’t ask it of his daughter, not after what she’s been through. ‘He’s had to go on another run – won’t be back until tomorrow at the earliest.’ 

Now Rumi is cross. ‘You didn’t tell me, Pappa! How am I supposed to keep this yard running, with all the coming and goings, if you don’t let me know when the boats go out?’ What she really means is: Why is Rubio out there risking a lengthy trip, when he promised he wouldn’t? 

But Pappa brushes it off in his customary phlegmatic way. ‘You know that when the herring runs, a fisherman has no choice but to give chase.’ He shrugs, though they both understand Rubio is hauling something far more incendiary than herring. ‘So, will you do it, Rumi? Please? Hilde’s packing up soup and food for you to take up there.’

She knows he wouldn’t ask unless it was life and death. But then, what else is there in this existence now? 

‘Just this once, all right? Maybe Hilde will make me some soup if I get stuck in the snow,’ she grumbles. ‘A dry sandwich is about all she usually manages for me.’ 

‘Come on.’ Peder herds her out of the boathouse, following in her wake. 

Despite her reluctance, she can’t deny a break from the day’s routine comes as a welcome relief, a chance to breathe, for a while at least. When she’s working alone in the boathouse, Rumi finds her mind can wander into places it daren’t go, but climbing into the frozen expanse clears the ugly clutter of her thoughts.

The lone journey up into the hills behind Bergen is steep and arduous, more so with a fresh flurry of light flakes, but each time she needs to catch her breath, she turns and looks back down at the beloved sight of the city – her city – and takes pleasure in its distinct U-shape couched in the nook of the land, jigsaw pieces of the hundreds of tiny islands butting up against the winding crags of the coastline. This high up, there’s only the faint parp-parp of returning boats making its way up into the silent snow lands. 

She’s already been going an hour and her pack is heavy, so too her skis and the spare pair she carries – her legs are beginning to ache and her lungs smart with the freezing air. Although she’s been making this journey since she was a girl and Norwegians, she likes to boast, are a hardy nation, the past two years – and the last month especially – have begun to sow doubts in Rumi’s mind. 

Pappa’s information has given her a rough area of around five kilometres to search, and once on the plateau, she attaches her skis and moves fast to skirt the area, stopping every few minutes to peer into the white expanse and scan meticulously. If her quarry is on the move, it will be hard to spot them in this snowy swathe, dressed as they will be in bleached windproof ski jackets, any baggage also camouflaged. Better for them, but harder for their hunters – or, in this case, saviours. 

Rumi blows into her thick woollen mittens to push some life into her fingers, turning in a slow, full circle. If the drop hasn’t made it down the mountain, either they’ve been caught by a German patrol or they’re still up here. There are no caves or rocks to hide within – she knows every inch of this terrain – but there are four or five large clumps of firs. They’d be unlucky to come down on one, but it’s not impossible they’ve used it as a refuge, to wait out the snowfall. She winds her circle inwards, searches the first cluster of thick stumps and foliage. It’s eerily silent, cut only by the shudder of the branches bending to the wind.

The second thicket is the same, but on approaching the third, Rumi senses something – a disturbance, perhaps, and a heaviness to the freezing air. She scouts for footprints, bound to be deep here and not easily covered over. Nothing the size of Nazi jackboots for sure. An animal in the midst? She reaches inside her pack for Peder’s hunting gun, holds it to her body one-handed and punts slowly forward with one ski pole. She loathes the idea of killing an innocent, but she will use a bullet for protection. Or survival, if it comes to it.

Rumi says nothing, breathing at a minimum as she moves with silent stealth under the canopy of trees. Here, there are fewer flakes falling, and she spots the lumpen cargo caught in the branches within seconds. Still, she doesn’t rush towards it, listens instead for any other movement: the tiny squeak of a coiled spring in a trap, or the heavy, combined breath of military stalkers in waiting. Only when she’s satisfied that they are alone does she approach the hanging man. His head is just above hers and she stretches up to see a face frosted with snow, lips blue, and eyelashes fringed with ice. He looks already dead. 

Rumi sighs. It is a sad waste of life and courage, but it’s not the first dead agent she’s seen and it doesn’t shock. What’s most concerning, she thinks fleetingly, is how much it doesn’t move her. She knows death intimately: in war, and before. In life and in love. She only wonders how to cut the body down and haul it far enough that some others from the town can access and bury him. She can’t leave him up here – her own humanity and the rules of the resistance tell her that. Pulling off her pack, she rummages inside for her knife, turns and makes to try and leap, to grab for a branch and pull it down. Instead, she staggers backwards from the shocking sight – two eyes snapping open in an instant, fronds of white spray falling.

‘Christ!’ She can’t stifle her cry. 

There’s a strangled noise coming from inside his throat, full words prevented by lips almost frozen together. He begins to squirm, causing more snow and ice to shower on top of them both.

‘Keep still!’ she orders sharply. ‘I’ll cut you down.’ 

This time his eyes widen, doubtless with alarm at the large gutting knife Rumi pulls from her pack, brandishing it near to his face as she jumps again for a branch to grasp. On the third attempt, she clutches at a sizeable bough and yanks it down.

‘Where?’ She gestures with the knife, and his solid digits just manage to point to the main parachute straps of constraint. Rumi edges the knife in underneath and slices. As one is severed, half his body judders and drops partway, and she sees him squeeze his eyes shut in preparation for an eventual thud on the snowy carpet. On the second, he drops like a stone, with a concerted groan from inside his many layers.

‘All right?’ she says, looming over his curled torso that’s landed in a heap. ‘Are you hurt?’ 

He’s silent, just looking at her, and she wonders if he understands much Norwegian at all. 

His lips prise apart. ‘I’m not sure,’ he says, in some odd dialect of her own language. ‘I’ll let you know once I can feel any part of my body again.’

She huffs. Oh Lord. A joker as well as an invalid. 

There’s nowhere else to shelter, so she pulls and he shunts himself to the base of the tree. Steam from her open flask billows into the air, and this man – who begins to look less like a cadaver with each passing minute – swallows the hot liquid with utter relief. 

‘I never thought soup would quite literally save my life,’ he breathes. 

‘You’re very welcome.’ She grunts, one ear on the expanse beyond the trees. ‘I could string you back up, if you want?’ 

‘Oh, no, I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful …’

‘Well, you did.’ She packs up her bag again, feeling cross with herself for snapping. He’s not the target for your anger, Rumi. Only the world and everything in it. 

‘What’s your name?’ he says after a heavy pause. 

‘Rumi. Yours?’ 

‘Better not say – security. And we’ll probably never see each other after today.’

Her resolve to be tolerant vanishes as quickly as it came; she can’t hide her irritation. Let’s hope so, she thinks. ‘Are you worried I’m not your contact? That I make a habit of roaming the plateau in my spare time, looking for waifs and strays with a flask of soup for all eventualities?’

‘No, but …’

‘Suit yourself,’ she says. ‘Listen, we should get going downhill. Can you feel your legs yet? Better still, your toes?’

‘I think so, at least some of them. But we can’t leave yet.’

‘Why not?’ Rumi’s patience is fast running out. She’s used to this cold, but to be out for too long risks danger. She’s tired, irritable, and wants to be on her own, war or no war.

‘We need to look for the other one,’ he says.

‘What other one?’ she snaps, wrong-footed by this response. Pappa either doesn’t know or didn’t impart the whole story. 

‘My partner. He was right behind me on the drop. He has all our vital equipment.’

‘Oh, wonderful.’ Her sarcasm is deliberately undisguised.

He seems to ignore it, gets up and shakes his body into being, strapping on the spare skis. To Rumi’s relief, it looks as if he knows one end from the other. 

He glides closer and holds out a frozen hand like an olive branch. ‘Jens. Thanks for rescuing me, Rumi.’

‘Hmm.’ She turns away. ‘Come on, we’ve got about an hour or so of light, if that.’
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Blinded 

Outskirts of Bergen, 2nd January 1942

Jens

She’s angry, he thinks, watching her work hard to punt through what has quickly become a blizzard. That dismissive tone, the clipped irritation of having to be around others when all you want is to curl up into a ball and turn the fury in on yourself. Oh yes, he recognises it all too well. 

Perhaps her anger is justified, Jens thinks, being forced to come out here in this weather, risking all to search for a stranger, who may or may not benefit the resistance in making life hell for the Nazis. He’ll damn well try his best though, and he wants to tell her that: why he’s doing it, and what for. Who it’s for. For one person, but also for an entire country that’s his, too. Partly, at least.

They find one half of the equipment cargo a few hundred metres away, fortunately intact in its white metal capsule, and almost completely coated in snow now that it’s falling fast.

‘This contains our food and maps, but not the hardware we need,’ he shouts over the wind, watches her nod with resignation that the search must go on. 

They push on for almost an hour, stopping every ten minutes or so to catch their breath, which near on freezes as it puffs from their lips. He notes that, miraculously, hers are still a ruby red in the midst of her heart-shaped face, hair fully tucked under her woollen cap, eyebrows a fiery red. They match her mood. 

By contrast, his entire face feels nothing other than a lifeless grey. The training up in Scotland had been freezing – meant to emulate the Norwegian and Swedish climates as near as possible – but this … He doesn’t remember ever being as cold as this, where even the glaze on his pupils feels as if it will crack on blinking, as though a sudden warmth wouldn’t slowly melt but instead splinter his entire body into shards. Only the thought of Karl, out here alone, makes him go on. 

She stops and turns quickly, her eyes sable pinpricks against the tableau of white. ‘It’s no good, the light is going rapidly. Has he food to keep him going for one night?’ 

Jens nods – the main bulk of their survival food is in the capsule, but each of their backpacks contains emergency rations. 

‘Then we’ll have to come back tomorrow. If we can’t find him, chances are the patrols won’t either. They generally don’t come up this far unless they’re on a specific search.’ 

Chances. That’s the reality now, he thinks. My life, Karl’s, and everyone around us, depends on luck, fate and probabilities. A deadly gamble. 

Get used to it, Jens Parkes. Again.

He nods in agreement and she turns to lead the way down off the plateau, moving with the grace of all those brought up in such harsh climates, as if skis are merely extensions of her feet. Even with the capsule tethered by a rope to her waist, she seems to slide effortlessly over her home terrain. His skiing isn’t bad, but practice has been patchy over the last few years. Now he’d better get a whole lot better to keep up with this Rumi woman and her countrymen. 

As they reach a halfway point of descent, the solid sight of Bergen’s sprawl comes into view through the white haze and the blizzard subsides to a few flakes. Instantly, he feels a pang of nostalgia and a sudden yearning to be down below, in the city centre – to glimpse the cathedral’s bronze-green tower again and smell the pungency of the fish market, like he did as a boy. In spite of what the day’s already brought, it grounds him properly and he feels at peace, even with the war raging around them, and the whine of Allied and German planes that chase each other’s tails across the Norwegian sky.

The snow is packed and crisp and they slide easily down at a pace. Suddenly, she swerves and comes to an abrupt halt, digs her pole into the snow and pushes up a hand to signal his stop, a finger to her mouth. She’s looking intently to her left, scanning like a predator. Except he knows she’s on the hunt for another predator. 

‘Over there. Movement,’ she says into his wool-covered ear.

He peers, but the beyond is just a bleached-out world. He follows her lead in doing nothing, statuesque. Her ski jacket is purposely dark, to appear like a local if she’s stopped, and not commando white like his. It does mean, though, she’s all the more visible to whatever’s out there. Close enough, any German will lock on to her for sure.

She unhooks the rope from her waist and lodges the capsule behind a tree stump, signalling for Jens to squat down alongside, then comes in close again. 

‘If I’m not back in ten minutes, carry on down,’ she says. ‘Have you a safe house to head to?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘If it’s a patrol, I’ll approach and distract them. Convince them I was out hunting.’

He nods and she moves off. Within seconds, her jacket merges to a blur and then it’s gone, as if she’s simply ghosted through a wall into nothingness. He sits on his haunches, ready to spring, but his thighs ache and, despite the training, he could fall asleep right then. He yearns for a cup of hot, sweet English tea, then laughs silently at his own weakness. Come on, Parkes! Rouse yourself. This harsh world is what you’ve trained for, and what you want. What you need. To make amends.

Every snap and crack amid the soundproofing snow prompts him to swing his gaze wildly into the white sheet of the world, ears straining for conversation, the approach of footsteps or skis, the cock of a pistol in his ear. But all around is an icy void, as if it’s behind his eyeballs, drifting across his vision. He’s virtually blind in this milky ocean. 

Then, out of the mist, a darkness looms. He blinks away the haze. It’s her jacket, moving at a pace towards him, one arm flailing in between punting with her pole. A warning, to turn tail and flee? 

Her voice makes it through the dense air, shouting: ‘Come! Come!’ She’s beckoning, urgently, for him to move towards her.

Or is it a trap? Despite their intelligence, she could well be a Quisling. They’ve been warned of Norwegian collaborators who scurry back to the Germans with information, leading to deadly betrayal. The home-grown resistance has been infiltrated by seemingly ‘genuine’ loyalists, with scores of Allied agents caught in the net and succumbing to the firing squad. Or worse – a lengthy torture and then death. 

Jens is forced into a split decision; it’s what he’s been trained for, to gamble swiftly, to know how to read those he can trust. But it’s not an exact science. He reasons her anger and irritation isn’t fake, that she would have been nicer if she was intent on reeling him in and delivering her quarry. If anything, Rumi’s irascible welcome makes her more real. 

He pushes up and moves towards her, comes close and sees her heart-shaped face is different, alight. 

‘I found him,’ she says eagerly. ‘I found your partner. Alive.’
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House and Home

Hop, 10 kilometres south of Bergen, 2nd January 1942

Her fingers feel dusty and cracked, and she surveys her once smooth skin as the last of the family’s best china is packed tightly into a tea chest. Soon, Gunnar will haul it up into the large attic space for safe keeping, where pawing hands can’t get at it, along with the family’s furniture and a stack of oil paintings that until recently adorned the sweeping stairway and the walls of the hall. Piles of photograph albums detailing the generations through winters and summers in and around Bergen will join them, too. It’s like stuffing people into storage, she thinks.

She sighs, a deep resonance that she identifies as the only consistent sound to emerge from her of late. It won’t be the same with the family gone; the Lauritzens have been in this grand old house for almost a century, and she for a good quarter of that. Whichever way you look at it, the family are being evicted, though they’ll be far from homeless – merely moving to their summer house up the coast, smaller but still twice the size of any house she ever lived in as a child. It’s a wrench, nonetheless, to think of squatters invading the family home. 

She, however, is staying. It’s been agreed. Whoever is taking over the place now has apparently insisted on the housekeeper staying put, for a ‘smooth transition’, they said. It was written in the instructions as a kind of compliment, a sweetener, but she knows there’s no real choice. It’s either stay and minister to whatever the Nazi occupiers want or be out of a job, and a home. What else would she do at her age? Fifty-six is no time to start over again. Yes, she might get a post in one of the hotels in Bergen, but most are already filled with Nazi officials and officers living the good life and, despite her years of experience, she could end up as a maid, being lorded over by some young girl way above her station. Better to stay put. After twenty-five years, she knows every inch of this beautiful house. Loves every brick. Without the family here, she needs to protect it from the marauding scourge, so it’s kept well for when the Lauritzens come back, for when Norway is returned. If it can ever be clawed back. 

In the meantime, she tells herself again to be patient in keeping her countenance, make sure to say the right thing to the right man in uniform, melting into the background when required. Isn’t that what she’s done for twenty-five years, expertly? A ghost in her own home. 

But as she wraps the last of the china in newspaper, and wipes away the dust set in the wrinkles around her eyes, she wonders what type of home it will become. And if, in time, it will seem like one at all.
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An Angel in Waiting

Bergen, 2nd January 1942

Rumi

She can see instantly the shoulder is dislocated, and his lower arm very probably broken. How this man, Karl, had made it halfway down the mountain alone is a testament to his strength, Rumi thinks with some sympathy. He can walk, at least, as skiing isn’t an option. 

Rumi stands back and watches as the first one, Jens, shoulders both pairs of skis and takes his partner with the other arm, while she adopts one of the heavy packs. They’re far enough down the mountain that she can pick her way along a familiar path, leading the way even as the light deserts them. They’d decided to dig in both the capsules and return tomorrow to collect them, leaving the rest up to nightfall and luck. 

The trio descend towards the town, stopping to rest as Rumi sees Karl wince in pain. Perhaps the fracture is worse than she’s estimated. If so, going straight to the safe house seems less of an option. He needs a doctor, she tells them, and both men need food and warmth, and even though any exposure is a clear risk, neither objects to her offer of help. 

‘Take off your anoraks,’ she says firmly, ‘and we’ll walk through town together. If we get stopped or questioned, let me do the talking. You’re my cousins from Oslo, come to work for my father, all right?’

Darkness is fast approaching even though it’s only mid-afternoon, but the dusk helps them to blend in. Rumi weaves her way through the murky narrow streets, avoiding the busy intersection of Torget and the passing trams that throw their carriage lights onto pedestrians. It’s where the grey-green of Nazi soldiers congregate, alongside the navy blue of colluding Norwegian police, the STAPO. As they walk, the three make a play of talking with animation like friends are apt to do, moving with relish towards a cosy fireplace, one body each side of Karl to prop up his faltering steps. 

Just outside the city centre and towards the wharf, the climb up the cobbled streets towards Strangebakken is near deserted, but still Rumi circles casually to check each end of the narrow lane before slowing in front of a blue-painted house. When it appears safe, they slip quietly into the alleyway alongside two wooden-clad cottages, which opens out into a neat but busy vegetable garden, the two houses having combined their land. One set of windows is in darkness but a tiny sliver of artificial glow shines from the back of the next-door house, and the sight ignites Rumi’s own embers deep inside: Marjit’s at home. They’ll be all right now. 

She leads the two men into the back kitchen-parlour of the unlit house and, instantly, the stiffened sinews of her body relax. Despite the gloom, the comfort of Rumi’s own home begins to melt the cold inside, the air thick with the smell of stew and the stove still warm. Hilde, their young, slightly wayward and often lazy help, will have gone for the day, but she leaves supper on the range each evening for Rumi and her father. Despite her indolence, Hilde is a dab hand at creating something edible out of the dwindling rationing all Norwegians now face.

‘Pappa? Pappa?’ Rumi calls, to no response. He’s likely still at the boatyard, or gone to play cards with others who work on the wharf. ‘Okay, in here.’ She ushers the two men into the cosy parlour, urges them to strip off their wet clothing and, like children too cold to even think, they obey. She gives each a blanket and hot bramble tea within minutes, stokes the fire and watches them begin to shiver back into their bodies, making contact with fingertips and toes again. 

‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ Rumi says, and then to a look of clear alarm from Jens: ‘I’m just going to get help, for his arm.’

He thinks it’s a trap, she realises. That’s what he’ll suspect always now, of everyone, until he gets home: betrayal. 

She’s surprised to find her previous ire has dissipated a little with the task at hand, reminding herself that she can’t be angry with these two, shuddering souls – not directly, anyway. They just happen to be in her line of fire as she targets her resentment towards the war and the Nazis, and if she’s entirely honest, at the resistance, which enticed her future husband to his death. Worse yet, her anger has extended in recent weeks to the entire world. But these men, huddling together and drawing every ounce of warmth from the fire, are in need right now, and the very sight outstrips her widespread fury. 

Is she mellowing, perhaps, just a little? No, no one can accuse Rumi Orlstad of being mellow. Not since Magnus.

Rumi steps outside and crosses the few yards to the next door, rapping on the wood in a practised rhythm. The curtain twitches in the glass pane, followed by the face of an angel in the door’s gap. The skin is far from cherubic, slightly plump and lined, topped with short, wayward hair that’s white-grey with age. But to Rumi, Marjit Sabo represents everything that has kept her whole as a person for more than a decade and, in the last two months, alive. She is an angel. 

‘Come in, come in,’ the older woman urges with a quizzical look. ‘It’s a bit of a mess in here – I thought you were coming a bit later?’

From anyone else, her tone might have seemed a little sharp, but Rumi knows Marjit and her demeanour inside out, like a daughter. It’s just her way. In the past, Marjit has both guided and chided Rumi – motherless since she was fifteen – and she has baulked and sulked in response. But they always, always forgive and forget and, despite an age difference of twenty-seven years, remain the best of friends.

‘Yes, we did arrange for eight o’clock,’ Rumi tells her, ‘but something’s come up. I need your help. Right now.’ 

With a scant run down of the task at hand, Marjit rifles in a wooden chest and pulls out a heavy cotton pouch, collecting the lengths of fabric off-cuts strewn around her parlour. ‘Come on, then,’ she says, her high cheeks flushed from the wood burning grate.

They step next door and into the hallway of Rumi’s childhood home, seeing Jens startle noticeably at Marjit’s entrance, his eyes white and wide like a surprised fox.

‘It’s all right,’ Rumi reassures him again. ‘She’s here to help. You can trust her.’ 

Karl has fallen into a doze, but wakes and groans as Marjit manipulates his right arm to assess the damage. She’s no doctor, but having spent three years of the Great War driving ambulances across the battlefields of France, Marjit knows her way around a damaged body. And somehow, she always has the supplies to deal with those that can’t access a doctor openly, usually Jewish families and agents on the run. 

‘The shoulder I can put back with some help,’ she says. ‘But there are two breaks that need to be set, and we won’t get him to Dr Torgersen until tomorrow. The best I can do is brace it and dose him up. Rumi, have you got any brandy or Aquavit?’

‘Maybe,’ she says, searching the small sideboard in one corner of the room. ‘Yes, here, but there’s only a little of each.’

‘Then we’ll have it all. I’m sure your father won’t mind,’ Marjit directs. 

Karl is conscious enough to understand his fate, and the pain he’s likely to feel before any relief; he drinks down the alcohol like a dutiful infant swallowing his medicine. Marjit lies him on the woven floor mat, directs Jens to hold his feet and Rumi to bracket Karl’s good shoulder with one hand and grip his fingers with the other for solace. 

He’s wide eyed, but fast sinking into another world as Marjit’s voice shushes him and counts under her breath in unison: ‘one, two, three!’ In one deft move, she cracks the shoulder down and back into its socket. They all hear the crunch, Karl bucks violently and Rumi’s palm flies to his mouth to muffle his cry of agony. In the next second he flops back into a faint, limp and silent.

‘Poor soul,’ Marjit sympathises, but Karl’s inertia makes it easier for her to position his arm and strap it close into his body with lengths of fabric. 

Jens pushes himself back on the sofa, and Rumi sees a glow from the fire highlighting the mask of white drawn across his face; hunger, nausea and exhaustion combined.

‘How far is your safe house?’ she asks him. It’s within their power and their ethos to help the resistance, but to be caught with not one but two in the house is tantamount to suicide, with Germans everywhere. 

‘Across town, beyond the harbour,’ he reveals. ‘It’s all right, I’ll get us there somehow.’

Marjit, though, is uncompromising about her patient. ‘He can’t be moved until the morning. Rumi, is the attic room free?’

‘Yes, but it’s freezing.’ She calculates swiftly. ‘Karl can have my room, and I’ll sleep down here tonight.’ 

‘Perfect,’ Marjit agrees. ‘This one’ – she gestures to Jens – ‘can go to my house and I’ll sleep down here with you, Rumi, in case Karl wakes. I take it you’ve got weapons?’ she asks Jens. He nods and pulls a pistol from his jacket.

‘You keep yours, and I’ll borrow his.’ She eyes her patient, sleeping like a baby on the floor. 

‘But …’ Jens goes to protest.

‘I didn’t get through one world war without firing a weapon,’ Marjit says defiantly. ‘And aiming at the right enemy too. You’ll get it back, I promise.’ 

Rumi’s pride rises above her own exhaustion at her friend’s unbridled fortitude; the courage harboured inside her small, squat torso. Who needs an army of thousands when you have the likes of Marjit Sabo as a brick barrier against Adolf Hitler?

Peder Orlstad comes through the door as Rumi is dishing out fish stew to Jens.

Typical for him, her father is unfazed. ‘You found them then?’

‘Yes, but no thanks to your directions – or your prowess for counting numbers, Pappa,’ Rumi swipes, though she fails to conjure any real irritation. The last eighteen months has taught them that intelligence is often like Chinese whispers, where one slip of the tongue could be deadly. 

Peder treats Jens like the long-lost cousin he’s pretending to be, and together they manoeuvre Karl up the narrow stairs to bed, then share the last dregs of brandy before Jens says goodnight and heads next door to Marjit’s. 

He falters, hand on the door knob. ‘Thank you, Rumi,’ he says quietly. ‘I am grateful for your help, truly. We both are.’ 

‘I do it for my country, for Norway,’ she replies, not intending for it to sound petulant, though when she hears herself speak, that’s exactly how it comes out. 

‘As do I,’ he says, and disappears through the door. 

She stands in front of the steaming kettle, musing over his departure. He’s blond and tall, well-built, with the palest blue eyes; certainly the look of a Norwegian. And yet he speaks their language oddly, as if his mouth is feeling its way around the sounds. The injured Karl is undoubtedly Norwegian-born, that’s obvious from his accent, but the Allies might have selected Jens solely for his Nordic looks, to blend in for this operation. Something about him bothers her, but she can’t decide what. In any case, it doesn’t matter; he’ll be gone in the morning, and although she might spot him in the town centre, or the fish market, it will be at a distance. And before long, he’s likely to be off on some mission up into the north where the resistance is most active. Let’s just get tonight over with, she tells herself, and not be caught harbouring enemy agents, hauled to German HQ and then the grim fate of Grini camp. One step at a time.
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Reunion

Bergen, 3rd January 1942

Jens

‘Ah, there you are.’ Jens is energised by more hours of uninterrupted sleep than he’s had in months, and is up early, breaking eggs into a pan in Marjit’s kitchen. He starts on hearing the click of the door latch, but breathes again at a familiar face coming through the door. ‘Coffee? You look like you could do with some of the real stuff.’

‘Glad you’re making yourself at home,’ Marjit quips and sidles up beside him, depositing fresh eggs from the chicken house outside. 

He turns and bends to envelop the small woman in his long arms, drawing her body in tight for a lengthy embrace and kissing her hair firmly. ‘Oh, it’s so good to see you, Aunt Marjit.’ He pulls away. ‘Though you did give me a bit of a fright when you walked in last night – I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon.’ 

‘You and me both. Something of a coincidence.’

‘I didn’t know whether to let on, or how safe it was,’ Jens goes on. ‘In the end, I thought it best to keep quiet until we talked alone.’ 

Marjit nods. ‘Ordinarily, it would be a good call, but I can vouch for Rumi and Peder – they’re solid, loyal resistance. Rubio, too. You won’t find better in Bergen. You can trust them.’ 

They eat as they talk, catching up with life, the war and the impact on their scattered family across Norway and back in England.

‘So, how is my sister? Enjoying the London life?’ Marjit asks between sips of the best coffee that she’s tasted in months, real grounds pulled from Jens’s knapsack. 

‘My mother is fine,’ Jens says, though his attempt at loyalty can’t hold up against his aunt’s knowing stare. He blows out his cheeks slowly. ‘Well, if you really want to know … she’s furious with me for volunteering, and thinks I’ve already “done my bit”. She can’t understand why anyone would want to place themselves in danger again.’

‘Does she know you’re SOE?’ 

‘What do you think?’ Jens barely dared to confess an intention to return to active service to his parents, let alone his being part of the Special Operations Executive, a specialist undercover group bent on creating mayhem for the Germans – one that involves explosives, armoury and a good deal of fallen agents. 

‘And your father?’ Marjit wipes up the yellowy yolk with a slice of potato flatbread and licks her fingers with relish.

‘Oh, you know him – more interested in his business and his newspaper, despite bombs falling all around them,’ Jens says with a disdain he can’t hide. ‘But then, he’s British. I don’t expect him to feel any allegiance to Norway. But my mother …’ 

‘Don’t be too hard on her, Jens.’ Marjit clears away the plates and reaches into the cold cupboard for the small block of cheese she’s been hoarding. ‘She left Norway a long time ago, and her trips back since have been like holidays. Unless you’re actually here, it’s hard for anyone to imagine what it’s like seeing those German bastards strutting around Bergen as if they own the place.’ 

‘But you went away, Marjit,’ Jens bemoans. ‘You came back here.’ 

‘I didn’t, however, marry and follow the man I loved to another country,’ she says pointedly. ‘Only up into the hills, in my case.’ He sees her pause, deep in thought, then watches her turquoise eyes – stunning against her pale pink complexion – begin to swim. Instantly, she caps it off with a sharp: ‘Besides which, Kirsten always hated the winters, from when we were girls, and I love them! So, it’s a good thing really.’ 

He feels her playful eyes turn serious, settling on his face, until he says: ‘What?’

‘How are you really, Jens? After Dunkirk?’ 

Jens puts a hand to his left thigh automatically and rubs the skin under his trousers. ‘It’s fine. The doctors say it’s mended well, just aches every so often.’ 

Marjit brings her bottom lip under her teeth, in the way that signals she’s not fooled. ‘That’s not what I meant and you know it.’

‘I’m getting there,’ he says, eyes focused on his empty cup. 

‘It’s going to take time.’

‘I killed someone, Marjit. A good person. Do you think there’s a real recovery for that? I’m not even sure I should.’ Before his aunt can offer any well-meant sympathy, Jens pulls himself up and scoops in a concerted breath. ‘Time is what we don’t have, not if the bloody Germans are to be stopped from annihilating Norway and the rest of Europe. I’m here, and I have a job to do. Everyone has to face up to hard truths – I’m no different. The best I can do is limit the damage from now on.’ 

It’s clear that neither of them is convinced by his bravado, knowing that there are more than bones still to be mended, but Marjit smiles weakly and ruffles his hair. For a second he feels eight years old again. And he doesn’t mind, because Jens has always adored Marjit; the memories of childhood summers spent with her on the farm just north of Bergen are among his most precious. Whenever he’s with her, he’s somehow convinced of being wholly Norwegian, and not the half-blood imposter he often feels – or is made to feel. His thoughts go immediately to the girl next door: courageous but cross.

Now he’s in Marjit’s house once again, and by some fluke she is neighbour to his first contact. Seeing his aunt scrounging in her kitchen for morsels of cheese, and her little moue of delight as she savours the rare taste of true coffee, makes him all the more intent on his true mission: to be an infuriating, irksome, prickly thorn in the side of their German foe. To weave lines of communication among the home-spun resistance, of course, but mainly to make bloody, ugly mischief and gouge large holes in the Reich’s infrastructure. To help steal back what’s already theirs, and make it impossible for Hitler to bleed Norway dry. That’s the plan, and now he just has to carry it out. 

Agreeing to ignore austerity for one morning, they indulge in a second pot of coffee while Jens is filled in on Bergen’s day-to-day life under German occupation. The wider picture he knows all too well, having been forced to watch from the sidelines while the country he’s always viewed as a second home was first invaded in early April 1940, alongside Denmark. From newspaper reports and gossip among the troops, Jens pieced together German movements as they orchestrated Operation Weserübung with pincer-like precision at various points along the coast. The Nazis concentrated first in the north, protecting heavy industry and the passage of precious iron ore from neighbouring Sweden, but the relief he felt from Marjit being out of harm’s way didn’t last; the Germans soon turned their sights south, assaulting the population, infesting towns and cities in varying shades of grey, green and black – Army, SS and Gestapo. The Norwegian military was unprepared, and the resistance barely formed, with little armour or hope of deflecting the might and will of the Reich. The Allies, too, were equally taken by surprise; British and French troops arrived in Norway four days after the invasion, and although they fought bitterly alongside Norwegian resistance, their numbers were needed to fight the rapid German advancement in Europe. Already in France, Jens would have happily swapped places to prevent the withdrawal of Allied troops at the end of April, to feel like he was at least doing something for Norway, and for Marjit, instead of being forced to imagine their isolation.

Little over a month later, King Haakon VII fled to London, compelled to set up his government in exile, almost 2,000 kilometres to the south. New rulers were foisted upon Norwegians then – the Reich-controlled Kommissariat, backed up by the Wehrmacht German Army, and Nasjonal Samling, the small Norwegian Nazi party led by Vidkun Quisling. 

Worse still was Hitler’s intent. Again, Jens had to glean the details from intelligence and his mother’s fears laid out in her letters, but it became clear that Hitler wanted Norway for a reason. Not to conquer or overrun. It was worse than that, and still is. Yes, Germany’s dictator is intent on usurping the country’s valuable natural sources, but what the Führer covets is more precious: he wants their blood. The rich, Nordic genes are seen by Hitler and the architect of his master race, Heinrich Himmler, as a bedrock of true Aryanism: blond and blue-eyed. And pure. 

So Hitler doesn’t want to alienate Norwegians. He wants to befriend them, colonise
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