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Chapter One

Bruce, Stalag XVIIID, 15 February 1942

He was nursing a sledgehammer hangover. It took Bruce Murray several minutes to reorientate himself. The hut gradually came into focus—the rough timber of the walls, the muddy floorboards, the grimy window in the door.

It was Sunday. That was a good thing. That was a bloody good thing, considering the state he was in. He imagined what it would be like if the German guards came hammering at the door, as they did on most other days, ordering him to fall in for a compulsory work detail at some Slovene factory or, worse, at one of the railway sites near the Maribor POW camp.

He shuddered. Disconnected pieces of the previous evening came back to him. Shouts of laughter. The fug of smoke, of course. The eye-watering burn of the homebrewed hooch—some infernal potion the boys had concocted in secret from filched potatoes and hoarded sugar, or so he understood.

Lofty. That’s right. It was Lofty Collier’s twenty-first birthday, and this had seemed like enough of an occasion to break out the booze. Bruce had had hangovers before, more than he cared to remember, but this one was a real doozy. It felt as though a pneumatic drill was boring through his temple and there was a coating of cement on his tongue that fixed it to the roof of his mouth. Now his guts were churning.

He groaned.

The mood had swung wildly over the course of the evening. First there was hilarity—jokes and laughter and good fellowship. Then it had developed a hard edge, when the latest outrage committed by some guard or another riled the men. Inevitably, it had grown maudlin, as stories and reminiscences of home were shared. Towards midnight, they had rallied, and the singing had begun. Some time and several tin cups of grog later, the joy had leached from it all again as many hoarse throats joined a chorus of ‘Auld Lang Syne’— it sounded more like ‘Old Lands Shine’ in their rendition. There were tears. Bruce might have shed a few himself.

After that, he didn’t remember much.

The hut reeked. His shirt reeked. He reeked. He had to get out.

Bruce heaved himself into a sitting position and swung his legs over the edge of the bunk, his coarse grey blanket slithering to the floor. The hut spun, and Bruce belched ominously. Steeling himself, he lurched to his feet, averted his eyes from the hazy scrap of mirror, pulled on his boots, shrugged into his greatcoat and staggered to the door. A gust of freezing air greeted him as he opened it, and he screwed up his eyes against the glare from the snow. Perhaps, he thought, sitting out in the bitter wind would purify him, purge him of the toxic aftermath of the night before. He sat heavily on the upturned Red Cross crate where he sometimes sat in warmer weather, drew his coat about him and wondered whether a ciggy would make him feel better or worse.

That’s where Frank Butler found him.

‘Get up, ya ugly sod,’ Frank said.

‘Piss off, Frank,’ Bruce replied.

‘Come on, Brucie. Get off yer arse. Let’s take a turn, blow out the cobwebs.’

Frank grabbed Bruce’s arm and heaved him to his feet. It was their routine on Sundays to take a stroll around the perimeter of Stalag XVIIID: partly for the exercise, partly because it gave them another opportunity to taunt the goons with jibes as barbed as the wire surrounding them, mostly to relieve the unrelenting boredom.

‘Cor, you look a right bloody mess,’ Frank said, eyeing him sideways. Insults were the stock-in-trade of their conversation, but Frank meant it. By this hour of the morning, Bruce was usually freshly scrubbed, his hair combed and slicked down, and he would have done what he could with his clothes. Not today.

It was all Bruce could do to grunt in reply.

They walked in companionable silence, an inch of fresh snow squeaking beneath the soles of their boots. The gloom overhead thinned a little and the light brightened. It was agony on Bruce’s bleary eyes. He closed them tightly and gritted his teeth.

‘Hello,’ Frank breathed softly beside him. ‘What have we here?’

Bruce opened his eyes.

They were thirty yards from a point on the southern perimeter fence that was out of the direct eye-line of the guards in the watchtowers. There was a figure standing motionless on the other side of the wire—a brave or desperate thing to do since, needless to say, the guards didn’t exactly encourage interaction between the locals and the camp inmates. It was an old woman, to judge from her attire—she wore a shapeless woollen dress and a black-fringed knitted shawl.

Her presence there was something out of the ordinary, something that stood out from the monotony of camp life.

‘Come on,’ Bruce said. ‘Let’s see what she wants.’

Frank looked all around them carefully. There weren’t any guards in sight, but that meant little. A goon might appear at any moment.

‘Best not,’ he said. ‘They’ll shoot you if they see you.’

‘Nah,’ said Bruce. ‘She’ll be right.’

The hangover had relented a little. He had regained his will to live.

Frank stayed where he was. Bruce walked briskly to the wire. Unlike most prisoner-of-war camps, which had two wire perimeter fences, one inside the other with ten yards of dead ground between them, Stalag XVIIID had been a Slovene Army barracks and was surrounded by only a single high wire fence. Despite the dangers, the locals occasionally traded items—eggs, bread, woollen mittens—for rare luxuries such as the tinned meat or chocolate bars that came in Red Cross parcels.

The woman watched him approach. Bent and shapeless as she was, she reminded Bruce of old Sis Moore who used to terrorise the kids of his neighbourhood when he was growing up. It was rumoured she would beat—and even eat—kids who strayed onto her property.

‘Hello,’ he said, as he neared the wire, and smiled. She stepped forward, and held out her hand towards him. His smile faltered as he met her eyes—green and unmistakeably youthful beneath the fringe of the shawl.

‘Bitte,’ she said. ‘Bitte hilf mir.’

She said more—a few sentences in a low, urgent voice, the voice of a young woman—but Bruce didn’t speak German. He understood the appeal for help, but he didn’t understand the rest. He shook his head.

‘I’m sorry—’ he said, but stopped. Her gaze had shifted past his shoulder, and her eyes—beautiful eyes, he registered—widened slightly.

‘Bitte,’ she repeated, and thrust her hand at the wire again. Bruce reached out and felt her fingers press a scrap of paper into his. Then she was gone. Another observer might have imagined they were witnessing a miracle, as the old crone straightened, hitched up the skirts of her dress and set off like a gazelle down the gentle slope towards the trees a hundred yards away.

‘Halt!’

Bruce turned and saw one of the guards stalk past Frank, working the bolt of his rifle. The guard waved at Bruce to get out of the way, but he stood his ground. The guard stepped to his left to try to clear his line of fire. Bruce stepped to his right to block it.

‘Halt!’ the guard yelled again, his voice cracking with fury.

‘Run!’ yelled Bruce, still facing the guard. ‘Faster!’

The dogs began barking, a wild, savage sound. The guard made to step past Bruce, but Bruce lowered his shoulder and shoved him. Instead of firing at the fleeing girl, the guard rounded on Bruce. His face was white with rage, and he spluttered something in German. Bruce grinned at him. The guard levelled his rifle, but when Bruce didn’t flinch he lowered it, changed his grip and jabbed at him with the butt. Bruce twisted and took the blow in the small of the back.

‘Bastard!’ he said.

He was feeling fully alive now, his hangover quite gone. He and the guard faced each other, their breath steaming in the air between them. After a few moments, the guard swore, spat on the ground and marched off, hell-bent, Bruce had no doubt, on making trouble for him.

He rejoined Frank.

‘Did she make it?’ he asked.

‘Dunno. She was going like the clappers. She came a real cropper just before she got to the trees. Must have hurt herself. She crawled the rest of the way in. She’s a goner if they let those dogs go.’

The dogs were still barking. But as Frank and Bruce resumed their stroll in a show of nonchalance, the growling began to subside. Someone shouted at the animals in German. A minute or two later, the camp was quiet again.

‘Well, was it worth getting your arse kicked?’ Frank said. ‘What did she give you?’

Bruce surreptitiously opened his palm to show Frank the paper.

‘You was robbed,’ Frank said.

Bruce didn’t say so, but he was still thrilled with the encounter. If nothing else, it was something out of the ordinary. And his hangover was cured.
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Chapter Two

Josefine, Maribor, 12 to 15 February 1942

On the day that everything changed—12 February 1942— Josefine Lobnik was walking through the streets of the old part of Maribor towards Vetrinjska ulica, affecting innocence. She was dressed in typical Slovene fashion: a black high-waisted, ankle-length skirt, a white embroidered blouse and a red silk-lined jacket. A lace-trimmed head-scarf concealed the lovely fall of her jet-black hair, and concealed in the lining of her jacket was a package of documents she was carrying from one partisan group to another.

As she neared Glavni trg—like most Slovenes, she refused to call the town square Adolf-Hitler-Platz as the Nazi occupiers had decreed—there were suddenly German soldiers everywhere. Her breath caught in her throat. The documents she was carrying would not only sign her death warrant if they were found, but likely lead to the unmasking of dozens of other Slovene patriots besides.

The soldiers used their rifles to herd everyone into the central courtyard. At first Josefine thought she was about to be arrested and searched, but as soon as she entered the square she realised what was going on.

Twenty people were standing in a tight group at the far end of the plaza. The snow sifting from the eaves of the Rotovž, the graceful Renaissance-style town hall, settled on the shoulders of their jackets. Snow fell from the leaden skies and softened the outlines of the Ludwigshof house and the other steep-roofed buildings flanking the square; it ought to have been a beautiful scene. But German soldiers in their grey uniforms stood guard at every exit, and several more were cradling sub-machine guns a few paces away from the twenty captives.

A ripple of horror ran through the melee as, like Josefine, the people realised what they were about to witness. The soldiers were forcing the men and women into a rough line, and cries of anguish were rising from the crowd as the onlookers recognised faces. Josefine saw four she knew. Everyone knew the short, barrel-shaped Miljenko. No one knew his surname, but everyone knew his bloated, florid face with its bulbous, blue-veined nose. He was always somewhere around the centre of Maribor, either sleeping in a doorway or reeling along the streets, and invariably surrounded by the waft of cheap plonk.

Josefine also recognised Franc Gudek, a friend of her father. Franc was in his seventies, a book-keeper by trade but retired now, a slight, mild-mannered man with soulful, sagging eyes, narrow, drooping shoulders, a mirthless, thin-lipped smile and sparse, snow-white hair. He had a permanently quivering lip and an uncontrollable twitch in his left eye, the combined effect of which made him look perpetually on the brink of tears.

And, with a jolt, Josefine recognised two of the Milavec brothers: Albin and Marjan. Albin was eighteen, the same age as Josefine; Marjan a year younger. They were both tall but slightly built, Marjan with brown, brushed-back hair and Albin with bushy jet-black curls parted in the centre. Josefine had taken some of the same classes as Albin at school. She didn’t know him well but he was studious and always polite to her—certainly not the type who got into schoolyard fights. As far as Josefine was aware, he had harmed no one.

‘Albin,’ she gasped. ‘Why you?’

A man close by glanced at her. ‘No reason,’ he said. ‘It could have been anyone. It could have been you or me. It’s because of what happened up there.’

He jerked his thumb towards Pohorje, the mountains rising to the west of the town. Josefine knew better than most that, a few days before, the partisans had ambushed a Nazi patrol on the wooded slopes. The poorly equipped partisans should have been no match for this disciplined enemy and their modern weapons, but knowledge of the rugged terrain gave them a decisive advantage, particularly in winter when the deep, deceptive snowdrifts made the conditions even more difficult. In the ensuing short and sharp affray, four Germans had been killed. The partisan casualty count was two—both wounded, neither seriously—and they were quietly triumphant as they made their way into the mountain recesses and the security of their own well-hidden base. The mood of celebration in certain clandestine circles in Maribor had been tempered with a sense of foreboding, because all knew that the commander of the occupying forces had issued a directive that fifty Slovene lives should be taken for every German life. For expediency rather than mercy, it was a smaller assembly of twenty lined up in Glavni trg. The victims had been mostly chosen at random; they were merely the first twenty Slovenes the Nazi death squad had happened upon as they swept towards the square. The day had started out for them like any other—buying bread, tending to chores, walking dogs and, in Miljenko’s case, drinking wine—but now it was about to end in death. Half an hour earlier and Josefine may have been caught in the executioner’s net.

‘But they’re not even partisans,’ Josefine said, then she threw the man a frightened look, realising what might be read into what she had said.

He nodded. ‘That’s the point,’ he said grimly.

Four of the victims, including Franc and Albin, faced their executioners with nothing but contempt and defiance in their eyes. If anything, Franc’s features had firmed; Josefine couldn’t help thinking she had underestimated his courage. She could hardly bear to look at poor Albin.

A German officer was trying to speak, but his voice was drowned out by the wails from the crowd. He was growing frustrated. There was a gasp as two of the twenty collapsed, and those standing next to them hauled them to their feet again, keeping them upright with arms around their waists.

Someone called for a priest to be summoned to administer last rites, and the cry was taken up by the crowd. The appeals were ignored. Then, suddenly, one of the victims lifted his voice. It was full of fear, but also defiance.

‘Naš Oče, ki je v Nebesih … Our Father, who art in Heaven …’ The twenty reached for one another’s hands. The crowd stilled momentarily, then joined in as the victims recited the Lord’s Prayer. Even Miljenko, who was permanently drunk and reckoned to be a bit simple besides, seemed to know what was about to happen. He squared his shoulders and mumbled along.

Before the prayer ended, one of the women standing in the line collapsed, slumping to the ground in spite of the efforts of those alongside to hold her up. There was a sharp clatter of gunfire. Josefine never even heard the order to fire. A moan rose from the crowd. Hundreds of pigeons erupted from the nooks and crannies of the old stone buildings framing the square and took flight, like so many startled souls. A crimson stain crept through the slushy snow beneath the untidy pile of bodies.

With deliberate, unhurried movements, the Nazi commander unholstered his Walther P38 pistol and walked up to the woman who had fainted; she now lay whimpering on the ground. He aimed carefully and fired two shots into her head. The screams from the crowd were underpinned by a dark mutter. Perhaps, Josefine reflected grimly, Adolf-Hitler-Platz was the more appropriate name.

‘Mongrels,’ she whispered.

‘Yes,’ said the man standing next to her. ‘They think this will make us too afraid to support the partisans.’ He spat on the ground. ‘They’d better think again.’

Apart from a handful of people who tried to move towards the bodies—they were kept back at gunpoint—the crowd began to drift away. Josefine allowed herself to be carried along. Her initial numb shock had been replaced by wild, reckless rage. A frightened-looking German soldier stood at an exit from the square, and was being jostled by those shuffling by; Josefine spat on him as she passed.

‘I hope you burn in hell!’ she yelled, but the curse was lost among the louder curses being heaped upon him by others.

Any thought she had of completing her mission was gone. The documents were still safe in the secret pocket in her jacket, but while she had set out that afternoon feeling she was doing her bit to defy the occupation, it all now seemed far too little. She vowed that she would do everything in her power—sacrifice her life if necessary—to rid her country of the Nazi vermin.

As she walked across to bridge to her home in the small village of Limbuš, she felt a sudden, violent chill. It was hitting home; it was all hitting home for the first time. When her brother Polde had been arrested ten days before, she had felt certain that he was safe. In captivity, but safe. She had heard the rumours of summary executions—young men and women dragged off into the woods surrounding the town and shot—but she had either doubted them or, if she were honest with herself, refused to confront the truth. Like the other horrors of war, it felt too remote. Now, after what she had witnessed in Glavni trg, anything, even the worst, was suddenly and terribly possible.

As she neared her home, she began to run, slowly at first, then faster, as though the horror were at her heels. As she burst through the door of her house, she could no longer contain her sobs.

Her older sister, Anica, appeared in the kitchen doorway.

‘What is it, Pepi?’ she asked, referring to Josefine by her family nickname. ‘What’s happened?’

Josefine shook her head, unable to speak. Anica gathered her in her arms and stroked her hair.

‘What is it?’ she repeated after a minute or two, during which Josefine sobbed. Anica’s voice had the flat, expressionless tone that it had acquired since she had reappeared after her own unexplained absence a few weeks previously. It was the voice of someone who had been face to face with terror, and expected to meet it again.

‘Anica,’ Josefine whispered. ‘They killed Franc. Franc Gudek. They shot him, and the others. Albin, Marjan …’

She couldn’t go on.

‘Albin? The Milavec boy?’ Anica asked.

Josefine nodded. ‘And his brother Marjan.’

‘That’s tragic. They were so young. And Father will be devastated,’

Anica went on. ‘Franc was such a good friend. A good man. Tell me what happened.’

‘They shot twenty people in Glavni trg,’ Josefine gasped. ‘Twenty. They just … shot them.’

She shook her head to rid it of the after-image: the black mounds of the bodies with the seeping stain beneath them. The crack of the pistol: once, twice. The spasmodic movement of the woman’s leg. Josefine had seen dead bodies before—the custom among Catholic Slovenes was to mount a vigil over the dead in open coffins—but she had never seen anyone die, let alone such a violent death.

Anica was silent, her arms about Josefine, one hand mechanically stroking her hair.

‘Polde,’ Josefine managed to say. ‘What about our dear brother?’ ‘We must hope for the best.’ Anica was reciting the family mantra, but there was no comfort in her voice. She was silent for a moment. Then she said, almost as though to herself, ‘They’ll stop at nothing, these animals. They’d murder every last one of us without a second thought. To these pigs, a Slovene life is worthless.’

Josefine had heard others say the same thing, but for the first time she felt the truth of the words for herself.

_____

The morning after Glavni trg, Josefine crossed the bridge into Maribor again. This time, she made her rendezvous with her contact and handed over the documents. Then she started the search for her brother. Someone, she had decided during the long, sleepless night, must know something.

She talked to Polde’s old friends in case they had any information. She sought out people who frequented his regular haunts. She pestered her contacts within the partisan movement, and she even spoke to people who she knew had been arrested by the Nazis and released. Several people were aware that Polde had been captured—that kind of news spread fast—but no one knew much about the circumstances, and no one had the faintest idea what had happened to him. Josefine’s best friend, Jelena Kunstek—Jelka—worked as a night cleaner at the Kommandantur, the German administrative office, and often had access to information that she passed on to the resistance, but not even she could find anything that shed light on Polde’s fate.

Swallowing her disgust, Josefine even approached a pre-war acquaintance who she suspected was a collaborator, but the woman had heard nothing either.

The best anyone could offer was theories. Perhaps Polde had been sent north into Austria or east into Germany, where there were rumoured to be camps for ‘resettled’ dissidents? Perhaps he was languishing in one of the local prisons, such as the one beneath Maribor Castle? That would likely mean he was being tortured; Josefine couldn’t bear to believe this was true. None of those she spoke to voiced the other possibility that she dared not contemplate: that Polde’s body was lying in a shallow grave somewhere in the forest. But it hung there, unspoken, nonetheless.

The only glimmer of actual hope came from a man with partisan connections who had friends who were often called to do repairs at Stalag XVIIID, the prisoner-of-war camp on the outskirts of Maribor. Josefine knew Slovenes were being held in the Eastern compound and she asked whether it would be possible to make enquiries there, but the man shook his head.

‘My friends never go in there. And you couldn’t speak to the prisoners from outside, either. The Slavic compound is too heavily guarded. You’d never get close to it.’

Seeing Josefine’s face, he went on. ‘Your best chance of finding out if your brother is there would be to get someone to ask one of the English prisoners. They might be able to find out from the Slavs.’

‘How would I talk to the English?’ Josefine asked eagerly.

‘People occasionally go up there to trade,’ he replied. ‘There’s a place on the fence that the guards don’t patrol very often.’ He paused. ‘You said “I”. You’re not thinking of trying to do it yourself, are you? It’s far too dangerous.’

‘Of course not,’ Josefine lied. ‘It was a figure of speech.’

_____

Josefine had learned that the English prisoners, who were usually sent out on work details, were confined to the camp on Sundays. And, because it was a day of rest, it was regarded by those who dared take contraband to Stalag XVIIID as the safest day, since the guards themselves also seemed to be taking it easy.

So, on Sunday, Josefine stood shivering in the eaves of the pine forest at the bottom of the slope that led up to the wire fence surrounding the camp. She was dressed as an old woman—her habitual disguise when she was on errands for the resistance in Maribor—but her coarse woollen garments were no match for the thin breeze, which cut straight through them.

Her stomach was churning. She knew that the Germans shot on sight anyone acting suspiciously near the wire—or, almost as bad, they set the dogs on them. She had taken many risks on her missions in Maribor, but the danger had always seemed abstract. Now, with the memory of the day of terror in Glavni trg fresh in her mind and the occasional glimpse of guards with rifles on their shoulders patrolling the camp, it was all very real.

Twice she had just about plucked up the courage to break cover and set off for the wire when a guard had appeared and she’d been forced to duck back into the trees, heart thumping. It occurred to her that she should perhaps give up her quest, but the note in her pocket made her stay. Finally, after a guard had made his leisurely way along the fence and disappeared around the corner of a building, she took a deep breath and forced herself forward.

It was the longest hundred yards she had ever walked. When she reached the wire, there was no one there. It was as though the camp were asleep. She hadn’t bargained on this. She had assumed there would be someone she could pass the note to at once and then get away. Instead, she was forced to stand there, feeling as conspicuous as though she were naked.

Eventually two men came in sight, both in an unfamiliar uniform. She guessed they were English. One of them saw her and stopped. The other glanced up.

After a moment, the second man walked towards her.

‘Please,’ she said in German, holding out the note. ‘Please help me. The Nazis have taken my brother and we think he might be a prisoner here. He has been missing for two weeks.’

She looked directly into his face. He was unshaven and bleary-eyed, and there were dubious-looking stains on his shirt. She saw him react to the glimpse he got of her face: his hand went instinctively to his hair—a strange gesture, given how greasy and unkempt it was.

Men, she thought. The only thing they can think about is what impression they have on women.

‘Please help my family find out what has happened to him,’ she said.

The man began to speak in English, but a movement beyond him caught Josefine’s eye—a flash of grey. A German soldier.

She thrust the note through the wire, and the man took it. The soldier shouted, and she turned and ran, expecting a shot at any moment. Her breath came in short, panicky rasps that hurt her throat. The trees didn’t seem to be getting any closer.

There came another shout, and then another. Still there was no shot. She was twenty yards from the trees. The dogs were barking now, and she was seized with an ancient, primal fear. Just then, her foot caught on something—a stone, a tree root, a hole in the ground—and her lower leg twisted painfully. She screamed and pitched forward. Her knee was ablaze. She tried to clamber back to her feet but her knee wouldn’t bear her weight. She crawled frantically towards the trees.

Please, she was thinking. Please. Not the dogs.
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Chapter Three

Bruce, Stalag XVIIID, 15 February 1942

Back in their hut, Bruce and Frank studied the note, written in a cramped longhand that slanted to the left.

‘What language is that?’ Frank asked.

‘Kraut for sure,’ Bruce replied, peering at the note short-sightedly.

‘Ah. Taffy speaks Kraut. You could ask him.’

‘Why German?’ Bruce mused. ‘They speak Slovene here. Is it some sort of trap?’

They went and found Taffy, a genial Welshman who had been brought in a few months before.

‘It’s in Kraut,’ Bruce explained. ‘But I’m wondering why it’s not in Slovene.’

‘Not surprising,’ Taffy replied. ‘I was talking to one of them over yon,’ he waved in the direction of the segregated part of the camp in which the Slovene prisoners were kept, along with Russians, Poles and other non-British or Commonwealth nationalities. ‘Turns out this part of the world has been Austrian before. The Austrian border is only a few miles off. They all speak German, too. I suppose she thought you wouldn’t be able to make heads or tails of a note in Slovene.’

‘She was right there,’ Bruce said. ‘So what does it say?’

‘Please help me,’ Taffy read. ‘I’m looking for my brother Leopold Lobnik, also known as “Polde”, from Limbuš, who has been missing for two weeks. Can you please find out if he is a prisoner in the camp? I’ll come back to the fence at the same time next Sunday.’

‘That’s all?’

‘That’s all,’ said Taffy.

‘You was robbed,’ said Frank again.

_____

The Eastern compound was a dire place. Bruce pitied Polde if he were held there. The guards hated the Eastern European POWs and treated them with naked contempt. Their food—what little there was of it—wasn’t fit to be served to a pig, and their tattered clothes hung loosely off their emaciated frames like torn and grimy sheets flapping around on scarecrows. The English-speaking prisoners lived a life of luxury by comparison. Any attempt to fraternise or communicate with the Slavs was swiftly dealt with, usually with a rifle butt, a swat from a baton or a dangerously close warning shot. The punishment was even worse for the Slavs.

Nevertheless, when he was sure he was unobserved, Bruce walked up to the Eastern Compound wire, caught the eye of a gaunt prisoner on the other side, and delivered a carefully rehearsed phrase in Russian.

‘Ty govorish po-angliyski?’

It was the best anyone could do when he asked if anyone knew the Slovene phrase for ‘Do you speak English?’ The camp linguists assured him that the Slavic languages were all pretty closely related, and the Slovenes would get the drift of the Russian.

The first prisoner dropped his eyes and shuffled away from the wire, as did one or two others. No one seemed to want to meet his eye. He repeated the phrase, once, twice, three times. The most he got from the mob on the other side was a blank, bovine stare or two, and a single shake of the head.

He was about to give up when a skeletal figure pushed past the others. He had a ragged, badly stitched wound stretching from his forehead to his jaw on one side of his face, and an unnaturally twisted nose.

‘I spik Englis some,’ he said, approaching the wire.

Bruce opened his mouth to speak, but there was a shout from behind him. He wheeled, shoved his hands in his pockets and started to walk away from the wire, but a hand grabbed his shoulder and spun him half around. He was about to retaliate when a wooden object—a pick handle, Bruce thought—fetched him across the bridge of the nose. He fell to his knees, but scrambled up again as fast as he could, stumbling backward with his hands in front of his face to ward off any further blows. None came, but a torrent of angry German followed him as he hurried away. Other shouts came from the direction of the Eastern Compound. Bruce shuddered to think what might happen to the man he’d spoken to. He clamped his hands over his nose to try to staunch the blood and, for the thousandth time since he’d arrived in the camp, he cursed the Germans.

_____

Over the next two days, Bruce took any opportunity he could find to hover close to the wire of the Eastern Compound. On the third day, he saw the scarred man again. When each was sure that there were no guards about, they approached the wire.

‘Bruce,’ said Bruce, placing his palm against the wire.

‘Brush,’ the other repeated, placing his palm on the wire opposite Bruce’s. ‘Kristian,’ he said, pointing to his chest, although his voice was so low and his accent so thick that Bruce thought it might have been ‘Kristof ’.

‘Do you know if Leopold or Polde Lobnik is with you guys?’ he asked slowly.

‘What you want, Brush?’ the Slovene replied, plainly failing to understand the question.

‘Polde Lobnik,’ Bruce repeated, articulating his words carefully to ensure he pronounced them correctly.

‘Pula Lobec?’

‘No. Polde Lobnik,’ Bruce reiterated, emphasising the ‘d’ and the ‘n’.

‘Ah, Lobnik,’ the Slovene responded. ‘I look,’ he said, and was gone.

Three days later, on Saturday, the day before the girl had promised to return, Bruce saw the Slovene near the wire and sidled up. It was difficult to understand exactly what Kristian (or Kristof) was saying, but he gathered that a few of the Slovenes interned at the camp knew of Polde Lobnik. But no one knew where he was or what had happened to him.

‘Spasibo,’ he said. The Slovene nodded curtly, and he and Bruce melted back into their respective crowds.

_____

Sunday found Bruce pacing slowly along the perimeter fence, pretending to be deep in thought but actually scanning the field beyond the wire. He was clean-shaven, his hair was carefully combed and his frayed and well-worn dress uniform was as neat as he could make it. He was barely recognisable as the wretch he’d been when the Lobnik girl had last clapped eyes on him.

He’d arrived at the meeting place early, so as not to risk missing her. He’d resisted the urge to loiter, which might have attracted attention, and instead tried to keep as closely as possible to his Sunday-morning ritual without letting the spot on the fence and the field beyond it out of his sight. The promised hour came and went. Still Bruce paced, reluctant to give up hope. As luck would have it, when someone did emerge from the trees in the distance—a young woman, as timid as a deer—he was well away from the perimeter.

Bruce paused in his walk, lit a cigarette, then resumed walking in the other direction, towards the fence. The girl—she was too far off for him to decide whether it was the same girl or not—had taken a few hesitant steps out into the field. She stood there, as though undecided as to whether to approach. It was all Bruce could do to keep from waving at her or rushing to the wire. He concentrated on swinging each foot loosely forward, taking unhurried steps and appearing to look anywhere but at the girl.

Something spooked her. She turned and half walked, half ran into the trees. Just like that, she was gone.

From the corner of his eye, Bruce saw a guard mooching along in the yard. He didn’t appear to have seen the girl. But, even when the guard was out of sight and Bruce passed the meeting place again, the girl didn’t reappear.

Bruce was disappointed. It seemed too much of a coincidence for it to have been a different young woman approaching the wire at the appointed day and time. But some instinct told him it wasn’t her. This girl seemed to lack the courage that had brought Polde Lobnik’s sister right up to the wire. Perhaps she had sent someone else in her place?

Over the next couple of days, he wondered whether the young woman had seen him and known that he had tried to keep the rendezvous. He thought she probably couldn’t see him from where she had been standing. Even if it were the same girl, she wouldn’t have seen him clearly enough to be certain it was him—especially since he’d taken the trouble to scrub up. He wondered if she would dare try again. He resolved to wait and see if she reappeared at the same time the following Sunday.

In the meantime, mostly as a way to occupy the time that weighed so heavily on his hands, he thought about how it might be possible to get a message to her. He could bribe a guard; plenty of them would do anything for a bar of chocolate or a packet of fags. But he decided it was way too risky. If the communication were intercepted, or the guard decided to renege on the deal, Bruce imagined it would put not only him but also the girl and anyone with her surname in danger from the German authorities. And, even if a guard faithfully delivered the message to the Lobnik family’s home without reading it, the unexplained appearance of a German soldier at their door would bring them under suspicion from the locals. Bruce had heard rumours of the ferocity with which collaborators were treated by the local partisans.

Either way, he decided, he couldn’t ask a Kraut to carry the message.

The only real option left was one of the tradesmen who regularly visited the camp to perform maintenance. Electricians, builders, plumbers—even the dunny men who carted the shit out each night in the appropriately named ‘Smelly Nellie’—were all regulars at Stalag XVIIID. One of them might know the Lobniks. Or at least know how to get a message to them. But there was no real way of knowing where their loyalties lay. Bruce supposed they must all naturally resent the German occupation, but who knew for sure? They were plainly trusted by the prison administration, and might turn out to be Nazi sympathisers after all.

The next Sunday came and went, and Bruce scanned the field beyond the wire in vain. There was no sign of the girl. He began studying the tradesmen, and settled upon a plumber for no better reason than that he had a friendly face.

When he spied an opportunity to get close to the plumber, Bruce stood there, half turned away, and uttered his Russian phrase through the corner of his mouth.

‘Ty govorish po-angliyski?’

‘Ne govorim angleško.’ The man shrugged.

‘Deutsche?’ Bruce queried.

There was a pause.

‘Ja,’ came the guarded response.

Bruce made a ‘wait there’ motion with his hand and rushed off to find Taffy before the plumber finished what he was doing and left for the day.

Through Taffy, Bruce could communicate with the Slovene. Yes, he said, he did indeed know the Lobnik family from Limbuš. Why was Bruce interested?

Even across the language barrier, Bruce could sense the man’s wariness. The open, friendly expression that had drawn Bruce to him in the first place was gone, replaced by a mask of mistrust.

‘Tell him Polde Lobnik’s sister passed me a note asking me to find out if Polde was here. I have an answer for her. I’d like him to take a note to her.’

Taffy translated. The man paused in his work, and fixed Bruce with a suspicious stare. Bruce could almost see him calculating the odds that this prisoner might be a German stooge, trying to shake loose information that could be traded for valuable privileges from the camp authorities.

The plumber turned back to his work, and finally gave a slight nod. Bruce surreptitiously slipped the note he had written into the pocket of the plumber’s coat where it lay on the ground nearby. He and Taffy strolled away. Soon afterward, the man packed up his tools, wiped his hands and put on his coat. He left.

For the first couple of days, Bruce was half waiting for the sound of jackboots approaching his door as the goons came to drag him away to where some arch-goon would smile cruelly and wave the captured note at him. But the fear subsided and, as it did, his expectations mounted.

He was handy to the wire again on Sunday at nine thirty in the morning. For fully two hours, he paced to and fro, watching the forest carefully for any sign of movement. There was none. Even as he decided he’d waited long enough and started to walk away, he couldn’t prevent himself shooting glances over his shoulder. But there was no one there.

Face facts, he told himself. You won’t see her again.
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Chapter Four

Bruce & Josefine, Wellington and Maribor

Bruce Gordon Murray was born on 3 March 1916 and lived in Wellington, the capital city of New Zealand. In 1939, the year that war was declared, Bruce—‘Boy’ to his family—was twenty-three years old. He had four siblings: Alan, Betty, Jo and Norm. Five foot seven and a handsome devil (or so the girls told him), he was slightly built with a prominent nose, high forehead and a cheeky smile. He took great pride in his appearance. He wore his dark, wavy hair cut in short-back-and-sides with not a hair out of place, and he habitually sported trousers with knife-edge creases and shoes polished to a mirror shine.

Bruce’s parents weren’t wealthy—they might have been, had his father not gambled the family’s vast Northland farm in a card game and lost—but they were comfortably off. By the end of the 1930s, the hard years of the Depression were a fading memory, and New Zealand enjoyed one of the highest standards of living in the developed world. Bruce himself was on a good wicket. He held down a senior position as production manager at the famous Prestige Hosiery factory, makers of fine silk stockings, lingerie and nightwear. He could therefore afford to live as a Kiwi man-about-town. Saturday night was the big one. Bruce and his mates might go to a rugby game in the afternoon, and follow it up with a few jugs at the Midland Hotel. Then it might be a bring-a-flagon party in one of the suburbs, a dance at the town hall or a back-row seat at the De Luxe Theatre to watch the ‘talkies’—especially if a Mae West movie was showing. Bruce was secretly in love with Mae West, as was most of the male population of New Zealand. Movies with sound were still something of a novelty, after the silent cinema of a few years previously with a lone pianist providing the accompaniment.

Like most New Zealanders of his age, Bruce kept a weather eye on the political situation in Europe. New Zealand newspapers were dominated by foreign news, and the rise of Adolf Hitler—being of vital importance to British interests—was exhaustively reported in Great Britain’s far-flung dominion. Bruce had joined the crowds in joyously toasting the coronation of King George VI on 12 May 1937, but that event wasn’t the most significant of that year so far as Bruce was concerned. Nor, if he was being honest, was his marriage to Doreen. Everything paled into insignificance beside the All Blacks’ sole win over the touring Springboks at Wellington’s Athletic Park on 14 August. Bruce was on the Western Bank for the match: tickets were cheaper on the bank and there was always plenty of good-natured banter. A typical Wellington gale was blowing that day and Bruce’s fedora hat was a definite flight risk. Bruce and his best mates, ‘Blackie’ White and ‘Logie’ Logan, kept warm by taking turns swigging from Bruce’s hip flask of McCallum’s whisky, and cheered as the All Blacks went on to win 13–7. After the game, they headed straight to the Midland Hotel to celebrate the historic win, piling up the jugs to beat the six o’clock closing time and filling a few flagons for later.

At first glance, the three mates seemed an unlikely trio. Joe ‘Blackie’ White was everything Bruce wasn’t. He was six-foot-something tall, had a shock of unruly black hair—seldom combed—a misshapen nose from one too many bar brawls, and striking black-rimmed eyes. Blackie had a vulgar tongue, which was responsible for many of the contours of his nose, but despite appearances he was a gentle soul and surprisingly timid—until he was riled. He owned one pair of rugged twill trousers, frayed around the cuffs, for everyday wear and one pair of crumpled, beer-stained ‘good strides’ for special occasions. His shirt-tail was always hanging out from the back of his trousers. A hand-rolled cigarette was almost permanently glued to the corner of his mouth, so firmly fixed to his bottom lip that he could engage in animated debate without any danger of it falling out. Sometimes, but not always, he would remove the fag to eat.

If he wasn’t such a good friend, Bruce might have called him slovenly. But they were best mates and Bruce would never say anything to offend his close pal. Blackie had looked out for Bruce ever since they’d first met, and his imposing figure had intimidated many would-be bar-room assailants.

Cecil ‘Logie’ Logan, on the other hand, was slender, about half a head taller than Bruce, with square shoulders and a ramrod-straight back. He was a softly spoken chap with blond, curly hair, an aesthete’s full, pouting lips and rather extraordinarily large ears accentuated by his customary pudding-basin haircut. His oversized, perfectly round glasses made his hazel eyes seem larger than they were. Summer and winter, he wore the same permanently creased herringbone jacket with brown suede elbow patches and knotted leather buttons. He looked like a distracted professor.

By 1939, Bruce’s marriage was the sole blot on an otherwise pleasant landscape. His mates—especially Blackie and Logie, who knew him best—had advised against the match. They couldn’t see much to like in Doreen, whom they thought shallow and a bit of a shrew. He scoffed at their concerns, but only a few months into the marriage he admitted to himself (if not to them) that they had been right. Doreen had never liked Bruce’s two best friends; he supposed she was jealous of the strong bond they shared. Nevertheless, he resolutely focused on Doreen’s good points and hoped for the best on the others; he supposed he wasn’t the easiest person to live with, either. He was stuck with it, and determined to make it work.

Not even rumours of war troubled him unduly. The prospect was occasionally mentioned in the newspapers, but it seemed unlikely— particularly after the four-power Munich Agreement was announced by the pacifist British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain on 29 September 1938. ‘Peace in our time,’ Chamberlain proclaimed, and the newspapers took up the call.

Consequently, in 1939, it wasn’t war but the £500,000 Centennial Exhibition that preoccupied Wellingtonians. Bruce was one of the three million visitors who were amazed by the exhibits—futuristic buildings, wide boulevards, ornamental pools, fountains and a majestic equestrian statue with a naked female rider—and who rode the roller-coaster and marvelled at Mexican Rose, ‘The 54 Stone Fat Girl’. Sideshows and curiosities aside, the Exhibition offered a vision of a glittering future, a brave new world—a world and a future that would, as it turned out, have to wait.

_____

It was harder to ignore the shadow of war on the other side of the world, in the Maribor district of Slovenia where Josefine lived. Josefine Lobnik—‘Pepica’ or ‘Pepi’ to her family—was born on 15 or 16 June 1923 (no one knows for sure as she had two different birth certificates). She lived in the village of Limbuš, just across the River Drava from Maribor. She too had four siblings: Anica (sometimes known as Ani), Leopold (Polde for short), Roman and the much younger Mitzica. Josefine’s mother died when she was thirteen. Her father, Jožef Lobnik, provided for his family as best he could but there was hardly enough for food and essentials, let alone luxuries. Once, when Josefine was just a small child, Jožef had given her a one-dinar note to go towards the purchase of a doll that she had set her heart upon. It was all he could spare. The doll cost ten dinar, but Josefine was resourceful: she cut the note into ten pieces.

Slovenia was part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in the 1930s. At the 1936 Berlin Olympics, while Bruce had been toasting Reefton-born Jack Lovelock’s gold medal in the 1500 metres, Josefine was cheering the Slovene gymnast Leon Štukelj, who won a silver— Yugoslavia’s only medal. What made his victory even sweeter for Slovenes is that it was one in the eye for Adolf Hitler, who everyone knew was using the Games to showcase Germany’s glory. The threat from Germany was growing daily.

Times were hard in Slovenia, as they were in wider Yugoslavia: unemployment was rampant, the economy was failing and living standards were dropping. These were troubled times and, inevitably, there was civil unrest. Yugoslav society was a complicated morass of political and ethnic divisions. The clandestine Communist Party, outlawed since 1921, was attacking the royalists, the Catholic activists and its other adversaries; the anti-communist groups were, in turn, intent on destroying the communists; Slovene nationalists were opposed to the union with the Serbs and Croats; the leftist radicals were up against the rightist radicals. And, as the 1930s wore on, there were skirmishes between the pro-Nazis and the anti-Nazis. In June ’39, just before her sixteenth birthday, Josefine had witnessed for herself an attack on the house of Dr Karl Kieser, head of the Nazi movement in Maribor, who had openly incited violence and racial hatred. Meanwhile, the Yugoslav Army had begun mounting large-scale military exercises to prepare against the eventuality of a German invasion.

Despite the poverty, hardship and civil unrest, Josefine led a relatively carefree existence, and was as full of life as every teenager has the right to be. An accomplished skier, she headed to the slopes as often as she could in winter; in summer, it was swimming, walks in the countryside, Sunday picnics and—an unusual hobby—making elaborate costumes from chestnut leaves. Josefine loved to paint and might have been an artist of some note had Hitler not seized her paintbrush.

In 1939, on the eve of the war, Josefine was still at secondary school. She wanted to pass all her exams with merit. She wasn’t the best student in the class but she was well above average and she excelled in both Russian and German—little knowing how useful her talent for languages would soon become. She spent her evenings at home, cooking for her father, mending clothes and helping mind Roman and Mitzica. In the weekends, when her chores were finished, she liked nothing better than to socialise with her friends—usually in the local village, sometimes in Maribor itself. Once a month, they might take in a badly dubbed foreign film at the Kino Udarnik or share a strudel and kremna rezina, a custard cream cake, at the Kavarna Astoria. On the even rarer occasions when she could afford it, she might go to the Slovene National Theatre in Maribor to watch a play, ballet or opera.

Needless to say, wearing fancy clothes was out of the question. The best Josefine could do was rummage through Anica’s cast-offs to find something presentable when she took her trips across the bridge to town to meet her friends. Her best friend in the world— they called each other sisters—was Jelena Kunstek. Jelka was one of the very few people outside Josefine’s real family who called her by her pet name, Pepi. They even looked like sisters—at sixteen, both dark-haired and vivacious. They had lately discovered boys. Josefine wasn’t as successful in the romantic stakes as Jelka, but she had had a couple of boyfriends. Her family had encouraged her to cultivate Aljoša Kovačič, a nice young lad from the neighbouring village, but Josefine wasn’t interested. He was a pleasant enough boy, not overly bright, with a reasonable farm job but he was just not Josefine’s type. She had gone out for a while instead with Goran Krajnc, but her interest had fizzled out after a few dates. He was dirty, she told Jelka, and he smelled bad.
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Chapter Five

Bruce, Cairo, February 1940 to March 1941

‘Do your duty!’ the posters screamed. ‘Don’t Sit Doing Nothing!’ read an advertisement in Wellington’s Dominion newspaper. And it wasn’t just the recruitment ads: articles and editorials spoke loftily of the need to play one’s part, to pull one’s weight in the imperial war effort. ‘Enlist today,’ they enjoined, ‘and help your pals overcome the forces of evil. The Spirit of ANZAC calls you.’

It was a powerful plea to young men thirsty for adventure, whose imaginations had filled the void their fathers left when they answered with silence questions about what it had been like to fight in the Great War. For most, it was probably the lure of travel to faraway destinations. Blackie and Logie were no different. The pubs were full of young men just like them, egging one another on with fantasies of foreign fields and exotic women.

‘Right,’ said Blackie one evening, as their elbows stuck to the top of the leaner in the smoke-filled Midland. ‘Don’t know about you jokers, but I’m going down there first thing tomorrow to join up.’

‘If you’re in,’ said Logie slowly, ‘then I’m bloody in.’

Bruce finished his last half-glass.

‘I suppose I’d better come too, then,’ he said. ‘Can’t leave all those foreign sheilas to a pair of shifty sods like you.’

‘Hear that?’ Blackie yelled over the roar of the six-o’clock swill. ‘We’re off to fight for King and Country!’

There was a
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