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For the Land Girls

who chose discomfort, and early mornings,

and cold winters, and hard work,

to keep the country fed in its darkest hour




This is not the end.

It is not even the beginning of the end.

But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.

Winston Churchill
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Prologue

It was dark, and cold. Or perhaps it wasn’t dark. Perhaps it was the blindfold, tied rather more tightly than necessary. The cold was a given, in November, the damp an expected part of the cold. Harsh echoes suggested a stone building, empty, unheated. Moaning wind through numerous chinks told the story of a building unloved, fallen into disrepair. Or else, not built for human habitation. None of the smells that would hint at animals though. Nor did it smell like Sussex. No smoke, no leaves, a faint hint of something he couldn’t place. A cold, damp, draughty place. The kind of place Cook had always known lay waiting for him, at the end of the line.

‘Tell me again,’ the voice said. ‘From the beginning.’

No attempt to disguise the voice. No junior man ­asking the questions. Just the two of them. Cook, and Bunny, the man who’d recruited him as the Germans swept across Europe. A man who knew what to do with an old soldier who’d left too much of his humanity in the mud of the Western Front to be anything more than a weapon.

‘Come on,’ Bunny said. ‘The sooner you start, the sooner we can wrap things up.’

Cook was in no hurry to wrap things up. Wrapping things up would involve a bullet in the head and a shallow grave. Neither of the two seemed worth hurrying towards.

‘When was the first time you saw them?’ Bunny asked.

‘You know that,’ Cook said. ‘You know all about that.’

‘Tell me anyway.’



‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ Cook asked, not expecting an answer. ‘You were pulling the strings. All of them.’

The moaning wind was all the answer Cook received. He waited. He had all the time in the world. Nothing to live for.

Five minutes passed. Cook counted them, second by se­cond. Easy to lose track, disorientation being a deliberate part of the interrogator’s toolkit.

Give it ten.

‘Mistakes were made,’ Bunny said. ‘By both of us.’

Cook reset his mental clock. Start again. Ten more ­minutes. See what he got.

But all he got was silence.

‘I was on the train,’ Cook said, eventually, ‘the first time I saw them.’ Perhaps saying it all out loud would help him make sense of it. Not like he was holding any of the cards. Not like talking, or not talking, was going to make a damn bit of difference to the end result.

Cook had no illusions. He would die here, when Bunny finished with him. He’d served his purpose, but he’d become a liability. Cook was a man who got the job done, but recently getting the job done had been putting him in the way. Asking the wrong kind of questions. Upsetting the wrong kind of person.

Killing the wrong kind of person.

‘If someone had told me I’d end up blindfolded in a ­shepherd’s croft singing for my supper,’ Cook said, ‘I’d have put money on it being you asking the questions. You, or Margaret.’

Bunny didn’t respond. Cook took it as a win, a confirmation that they were, indeed, in a shepherd’s croft. Which put them in Scotland. Which accounted for the godforsaken weather and the foreign smells on the air. A childish game, but one of the things he’d learnt over the years. Information being power, and all that.

Bunny breathed through his nose, loudly. Calm, measured. He’d be thinking. Planning. All the time in the world. Don’t engage with the prisoner. Another thing Cook had learnt. An interrogation proceeded on the terms of the interrogator, never vice versa. Never even let your man think he has control.

‘Speaking of Margaret,’ Cook said. ‘I assume you found her body?’
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Taking the train had been a mistake. Not that Cook had much of a choice. As a farmer, he received an extra petrol ­ration, the fuel dyed red to stop it being sold on. Meant to help him make deliveries, pick up supplies, keeping the ­country fed while Hitler’s U-boats preyed on Britain’s shipping.

Turned out thieves didn’t care if the petrol was red. They could filter it if they wanted to make the effort, or sell it as it was, black market customers willing to run the risk of being inspected. Which was how Cook had found his tank of farm fuel empty, the spigot smashed.

His fault, of course. Should have done a better job with a secondary perimeter. Heavier locks on heavier gates. All a bit much on a rural farm in Sussex. Not normally a hotbed of crime. But things were changing.

So the train had been the logical choice.

He’d been talked into getting a cow. A heifer, to be exact – a two-year-old strawberry roan named Millie. His evacuees, Elizabeth and Frankie, wanted fresh milk. Elizabeth wanted the routine. Wanted to learn to milk the cow, tend to her. The girl had come to Cook after he’d rescued her from something no girl should have to go through. Cook was encouraged by her interest in farming. Anything to bring her back from the darkness.

Millie, the heifer, was riding in the goods van, tied up, with a sack of feed. Not the first farm animal to be shuttled around the countryside along with the mail, the odd bicycle, and the rest of what passed for regional commerce.

The journey from Littlehampton to Uckfield should have been two hours, give or take. But right from the start there’d been delays. A long wait in port while they loaded the contents of a tramp steamer that looked like it had done well to complete its last cross-Channel trip. Cook had watched a mismatched huddle of passengers cross the gangplank from the boat to dry land, make their way to the siding where the train had been idling, shuffling through the narrow corridors, looking for spaces in the already crowded compartments.

Cook had a window seat, facing the direction of travel. His sometime farm-labourer, Eric, sat opposite. Eric was a good lad, raised his hand to do his bit the day war broke out, but rejected by the army because of his dicky back, so Cook had taken him under his wing. More ways to make yourself useful than square-bashing. Eric had joined Cook’s secret unit of men, and women, who knew the land, who knew how to handle themselves, and would make a nuisance of themselves once Hitler invaded.

One of Bunny’s better ideas.

Eric was, in truth, more of a fixer than a farmer. A fixer in that he could fix a situation for you, if that situation resembled a lack of something. Cook should really have enquired how much Eric knew about Cook’s lack of petrol, but better not to ask. Didn’t want to disturb the equilibrium. ‘Don’t ask questions unless you’re prepared to hear the answer,’ his old CO, Blakeney, had been fond of saying. Besides, Cook got more than he gave when it came to Eric and his ability to find things, Millie being a case in point. Not many cows on the open market, not since the government had taken over the food chain as a matter of national security. But Elizabeth had mentioned she’d like a cow, and Eric had shown up the next day with a scrap of paper – a price, a time, and a place.

The compartment was full, all eight seats taken. Two benches, four people facing the direction of travel, four sitting opposite. Luggage racks above the bench seats. The window on one side, to Cook’s right, no exterior door, and an interior wall on the other side of the compartment, a door opening into a narrow corridor that ran along the carriage. Exterior doors at either end of the carriage.

With every seat taken, they’d all had to squeeze in closer than they’d have liked. More bags by their feet. The ­Victorian rail system, the envy of the world, straining to cope with the demands of the war.

The train clanked as it slowed. They were in a cutting, steep scrubby slopes on both sides with a tunnel just ahead. Cook looked up, through the grimy window. Nearly there. His land to the north, Margaret’s to the south, the train cutting something of a no-man’s-land between their properties, between Uckfield and Isfield.

Cook’s farm hadn’t always stretched this far. When he’d been a boy, even though the farm had felt like the whole world, it was hemmed in by larger concerns – his father content to get by with no thought of expansion. But the Depression had changed all that – flooded the market with wheat from Canada and America, sold for less than it cost to grow. Then the fiasco with the gold standard. A lot of farmers went under. A lot of land left fallow. When Cook came back from the war, the Great War, needing a wheel to put his shoulder to, he’d taken up the challenge, built his farm back into a going concern with nothing more than the strength of his will. He’d prospered, and bought unused land surrounding his place, gaining scale and building something that promised to last. His father would never see what Cook had done with the place, he hadn’t come back, one of the millions of unknown dead, bodies mashed into the mud by years of fighting over a strip of land in ­Belgium with a name nobody in England could pronounce.

The train clanked again. Cook hoped Millie was lying down, curled up in her straw. Any one of these sudden stops and starts would topple an animal. He should send Eric back to the goods van, keep an eye on things. Good for the lad to have to care for an animal. Get him on the straight and narrow.

Cook saw a man at the top of the slope, looking down on the train. He had a walking stick over his shoulder. Something about him caught Cook’s eye.

Sudden darkness as the train entered the tunnel. Cook saw the man again in his mind’s eye. The stick hadn’t been a stick. It was a rifle. Not so unexpected in the countryside. Margaret’s gamekeeper, or a villager out to put a bit of meat in the pot, a few squirrels or even a rabbit if he got lucky.

Cook squinted as sunlight flooded back in, the short tunnel now behind them. Silly of him to be spooked by nothing. The war’s fault. You read enough headlines about parachutists, fifth column spies, and invasion forces, and you started seeing things.

The crack of the rifle shot surprised them all. Louder than it should have been. A poacher would fire away from the train, along the line of the hedgerow at the top of the embankment. From the sound of it, the gun was pointed towards the train.

The second shot confirmed it. A different firing position, further down the track, aimed at the train. Cook listened for the sound of impact. Should have come at the same time as the gunshot, this close.

‘Home Guard drill,’ Eric said. ‘They’ll be firing blanks. My cousin signed up. Said they had a big exercise last week – he got to play Jerry, caught the other side napping and invaded a pub.’



The next sound came straight out of Cook’s memories. Flanders. Passchendaele. Amiens. A heavy machine-gun. Vickers, most likely. Water-cooled. Five rounds per second.

Steel wheels screamed on steel track as the train slid to a stop. If this was a drill, nobody had told the driver. Probably already on the floor of his cab, taking shelter from the gunfire.

‘Blanks,’ Eric repeated, with a smile and nod to the rest of the compartment’s inhabitants. But something made Cook question that. Leaves blew past the window. Cook pictured the machine-gunner pointing his gun high, shooting through the trees.

Cook took stock, assessing the people around him. Smiles and grimaces – the obligatory reactions amongst a group of strangers when things went sideways. Eric sat opposite, by the window. Next to Eric, the remaining three seats were taken by a family. The father ten years older than Cook – about fifty – the stiff bearing of a military man. Moustache trimmed exactly. Probably still called himself Major. Pale skin – some kind of desk job. His daughter looked to be the same age as Elizabeth, about twelve, dressed in her ­Sunday best, clutching her mother’s hand, trying not to show any emotion. With a father like the major, she’d have been schooled in keeping her feelings to herself. Her mother, squeezed against the far wall, darting looks like a sparrow – not sure where the danger was going to come from but sure danger was imminent.

Cook wasn’t worried about the family. Genghis Khan and his tribesmen could have swept into the carriage and the family would have sat quietly, waiting for the marauders to pass on by. A way of life they’d practised as well as preached. Mind your own business. Stiff upper lip. Useful, in the circumstances.



The passengers next to Cook worried him more. He could feel the one next to him squirming in discomfort. He’d been doing so since he and his mate had embarked on the coast. They’d come from the steamer, scuffed case lifted gingerly onto the luggage rack, a second case at their feet, forcing Cook’s own feet to the side. Muttering in heavily accented English that fooled nobody. Two men, the one next to Cook about forty, the other younger, early twenties. Dishevelled tweed clothing, smelling faintly of fuel oil and the sea.

The last passenger, between the men from the boat, and the door, was out of Cook’s view. Cook had caught sight of a middle-aged man in a dark suit who’d hurried into the carriage as the train had left the port. A vicar, or a curate, or some kind of priest, Cook not being an expert on ecclesiastical hierarchy. The man wore a dog collar, which in Cook’s world made him a vicar.

The passenger next to Cook clutched a postcard in his hand. He kept looking at the picture on the front, an image every Sussex man knew – the Long Man of Wilmington, a tall outline of a man, carved in chalk, against the backdrop of the grassy slope of the South Downs. Neolithic, Cook had always assumed, although for all he knew it could have been a drunken prank from any time between then and now.

The man put the postcard in his inside pocket and stood up, pushing past Cook to get to the window.

‘Excuse me,’ he said to Cook, his English almost perfect.

He wrestled with the mechanism to lower the sliding pane, trying to bring it down so he could look out.

‘Don’t stick your head out,’ Cook said. ‘Good way of getting it shot off.’

The man stopped, didn’t want to look like he was following Cook’s advice, but also didn’t want to risk getting his head blown off. He leant forward slightly then brought his head back in.

Heavy, quick footsteps reverberated through the carriage. Everyone in the compartment looked to the door, but nobody passed by. Cook looked up. The sound was coming from the roof.

‘See anything?’ Cook asked. He could have looked himself, but he was curious about the man, fresh off a boat from Europe, accented English. If he’d appeared out of nowhere, Cook would have had him pegged as a spy, or a saboteur. One of those parachutists that had the country all aquiver. But Cook had watched him stroll off a boat in broad daylight, pass through customs, and get on the train. If he was a Nazi, he was a brazen one.

‘Just a drill, like your friend says,’ the man said. He reached up to the luggage rack and pulled down his case. Like something a travelling salesman would carry, or a vet. Large, rectangular, strong leather with reinforced metal corners. Heavy, from the way the man lowered it from the rack.

‘Are you an artist?’ Cook asked.

‘Me?’ The man seemed confused. Then he realised, Cook was looking at his hands, stained brown in places.

‘A chemist,’ he said, with a smile. ‘Not very good in the lab. More of a theory man.’

Shouts came through the open window. Sounded like they were coming from the back of the train. Then the crunch of boots on the stone ballast that made up the track bed.

‘Open it!’

‘It’s locked!’

‘Fuck’s sake. Out of the way.’

An explosion echoed along the cutting. Then a screech as the sliding door of the goods van was pulled open, along its track.



Eric caught Cook’s eye, as Cook knew he would.

Millie.

‘I’ll go,’ Eric said.

Cook nodded. Let the young man do his bit.

Eric hurried out, stepping over bags, and legs, almost tripping on the case brought down by the man from the boat. The vicar made a show of pulling in his legs, apologising needlessly as he did so.

Eric shut the door behind him and peered back into the carriage, gave Cook a wink.

‘Just a drill,’ the vicar said. It sounded like he was trying to reassure himself.

Cook debated following, but Eric would take it as a sign Cook didn’t trust him. So Cook stayed put.

Later on he’d realise, that was his first mistake.
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Lady Margaret debated standing her ground as the invader barrelled towards her, a determined set to his jaw and sweat dripping from his face, but in the end she took the path of least resistance. Timing it to the last second, she took a neat step back, into the open doorway of her as yet undisturbed study, and fought the urge to stick out her foot.

The house, her house, turned out to be hers no ­longer. Requisitioned, according to the scrap of paper they’d pinned to the ancient oak front door at some point in the night. A cowardly way of doing things, not even the decency to look her in the eye as they took what had been in her family for generations.

The invader, a bullish-looking man dressed in brown overalls, proceeded past her without even a glance, carrying a metal-framed tea-chest which, Margaret observed, he expertly guided into every door frame. How many more chips and dents could the old place stand, before it simply gave up and came down in a shower of stone and brick? The invader was no doubt doing his utmost to find out.

At the front of the house, the gravel turning circle was awash with delivery vans. Margaret lit a cigarette and watched a cyclist in the distance, emerging from the darkness under the arch of the gatehouse.

*



From the cyclist’s point of view, the house was like something out of an Agatha Christie novel, one of those where a motley collection of the idle rich gathered for a weekend in the country. Not quite a palace, and certainly a bit shabby around the edges, but it was her first real encounter with the part of England one normally only read about. As soon as she cleared the gatehouse, she pulled off the driveway, onto an expanse of cropped grass, littered with goose droppings. A car, stuck behind her for the last half mile, gunned its engine, more for the theatre than the practical effect, and shot past her in a cloud of exhaust. One of those open-top sporty numbers, a woman at the wheel. Maud let the car go, and stood, one foot on the ground, the other still on the pedal, looking at the house.

It had seemed like a grand idea, join up, do your bit, become a farmer. But what did she know about farming? She’d only been in the country a year. She’d got out of ­Sweden just in time. Too many smiling Nazis there now, sharing the coffee shops and streets of Gothenburg. ­Neutrality, they called it, but she knew what that meant. A coward’s way of rolling over.

She’d written to her nephew Ernst, as if she needed his permission. He’d gone quiet, moving around as far as she could tell. Likely he didn’t get her postcard, but the act of putting her thoughts into words had been useful. As always.

From the distance, Maud heard a train whistle. Far off, from beyond a patch of woodland. Longer than the usual toot, more a complaint than a communication.
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The first thing Cook noticed as he stepped into the goods van was the smell of cordite. They’d blown the lock to the door.

Eric stood by the heifer, his hands raised like he was in a Western flick. A young man in Home Guard uniform held a gun on him, and as Cook stepped in, he heard the gun being cocked. Its owner swung around in his direction. Cook didn’t recognise him, not one of the Uckfield lads who’d signed up. He was young, barely out of school by the look of him, and his face was sheened with sweat despite the cold.

‘No entry, I’m afraid,’ a voice said, from the shadows behind Cook. A commanding voice. Somebody used to dealing with situations like this. Which left Cook with a question – exactly what kind of situation was this?

First things first – retreat or assert dominance? Cook was reminded of a useful saying he’d learnt from his old CO, Blakeney – you win every fight you don’t have. The sort of thing that sounded nice, and was useful when some of your men were getting riled up in a pub. Hadn’t stopped Blakeney blowing his whistle and sending thousands of his men across no-man’s-land to almost certain death. Hadn’t stopped him sending Cook on one-man reconnaissance missions above the Khyber Pass, going up against tribesmen who decorated their huts with the scalps of Russian and English soldiers. So, a sentiment to be ignored as much as it was to be followed.



The lad in front of him, holding the gun, looked scared. An untrained and untested private, under pressure, with his finger on the trigger of a loaded gun.

Cook reached out, lightning quick, and grabbed the gun. Not the move the lad was expecting. Cook twisted the gun anti-clockwise, feeling generous. Only a drill, after all. The other direction would have snapped the lad’s finger as it got caught in the trigger guard. As it was, the gun slipped out of the lad’s hand easily enough and Cook took it. Cook didn’t like guns, but if one was introduced into a situation, better to be the one holding it.

‘They got me,’ Eric said. ‘Fair and square.’

Eric was a bright lad, but he still thought this was a Home Guard exercise. Cook wasn’t sure. Would the Home Guard have blown the lock? They’d have pretended. Tapped on the door three times or something similarly symbolic. There’d be rules of engagement telling combatants on both sides what to do when they were ‘dead’. Lie down on the ground versus retire to the clubhouse for a cup of tea. That kind of thing.

‘Turn around and leave,’ the commanding voice from the shadows said. ‘Take your man with you. No harm done.’

‘That’s my heifer,’ Cook said. ‘Whatever you’re doing, you hurt her and we’re going to have words.’

‘I’m not here for a cow,’ the man said. ‘But if you don’t turn around and make yourself scarce we’ll be having more than words.’

The lad, the one Cook had disarmed, was searching through a pile of mail sacks and wooden crates.

‘They’re not here,’ he said.

‘Of course they are,’ from the shadows.

‘There’s no cases.’

‘They’ll be leather. Metal corners. Heavy.’

‘I’m telling you, they’re not here.’



Footsteps echoed from above, causing a drizzle of dust.

‘Hurry it up,’ a voice from above.

Millie, the heifer, was trying to get to her feet, sliding in her own mess, mooing in complaint.

‘They must be in the carriage,’ the lad rifling through the mail sack shouted, hurling letters and parcels behind him.

‘It’s a capital offence,’ Cook said, ‘robbing the King’s mail.’ He didn’t know if it was true, but it sounded good enough.

Another man appeared at the sliding door, standing at ground level, his upper body silhouetted. Like the others, he was dressed in Home Guard uniform, but his was clearly under-sized. As if someone had tried to put a child’s suit of clothes on an ape.

‘Who are they?’ he asked.

‘Nobody we need to worry about,’ the voice in the shadows said, still calm. ‘Let’s just get what we came for then everyone can go home in one piece.’

‘Whatever’s going on, it’s over,’ Cook said. ‘You’re impersonating military officers. You’ll all hang.’

‘Impersonating?’ the ape in the doorway said. ‘You want to watch your mouth.’

From behind Cook, Millie let out a bellow of fear and kicked out. Her hooves clattered on the wooden floor of the van.

‘Last chance,’ Cook said. ‘Walk away now and we can all forget this happened.’

The ape raised his rifle to his shoulder, worked the bolt, no pause, no bluster.

‘Put the rifle down,’ Cook said, full command voice.

Mistake number two.

The rifle shot was deafening in the enclosed van.

Cook waited for the pain. There’d be a delay. He’d seen it enough, on the battlefield. Men cut down beside him ­suddenly mystified as to why they were lying in the mud, why they couldn’t pick themselves up. He put his hands on his chest, couldn’t feel any wounds.

A screech from the heifer clarified things. She stumbled and fell, her front legs already coated red with blood.

‘He’s shot Millie!’ Eric cried, as if appealing to a referee. Cook couldn’t blame the lad. He’d grown up in a world of rules, whether playing cricket or poaching, everything worked as it should. Bowler, batter, gamekeeper, poacher, all following written and unwritten codes decided over centuries. But Cook knew better. Cook knew that in a battle for survival, there were no rules, and the men who won were those who did whatever it took, while the men who were too busy thumbing through the rule book were left on the battlefield, or buried in unmarked graves.

‘That was a mistake,’ Cook said.

‘I don’t think so,’ the man with the rifle said, moving the barrel slightly to aim squarely at Cook.

‘Shooting a defenceless animal’s one thing. You got what it takes to kill a man?’

‘That’s enough,’ from the shadows.

‘Thought so,’ Cook said. Just to make sure, he strode towards the rifle before its owner had a chance to redraw the bolt, and kicked it with his steel-toe-capped boot, back into the man’s shoulder.

‘You owe me for the heifer,’ he said.

‘Who does this bloke think he is?’ the man with the rifle said, but nevertheless he backed away from Cook’s reach.

‘John Cook. Home Farm. Uckfield. Twenty quid, cash.’

‘Or what?’

‘Or I come and find you. Trust me, you don’t want that to happen.’



‘Hold on,’ from the shadows. The man who sounded like he was in charge. The man Cook had turned his back on.

Mistake number three.

The man stepped out of the darkness, his hand already swinging, his pistol glinting. The gun hit Cook’s temple.

Everything was dark. Cook felt the dusty wooden floor pressed to his face. Sounds of a scuffle, then shouting. Eric’s voice. He sounded angry. Good lad, give them what for.

Another gunshot, and then the darkness took him.
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Ernst jumped down from the train. A longer drop than he’d judged – he’d never been much good at sport, preferring the library or the lab – he landed heavily on the crushed stones that supported the track. His shoe tried to twist one way, but the momentum of his falling body carried his leg another way, and he felt something go in his ankle. The case landed awkwardly beside him and he winced. After surviving those days at sea, never knowing whether they’d be torpedoed, or shot out of the water by a Nazi S-boat, it would be bad luck if he broke the packages due to his lack of expertise jumping one metre down from a train.

Josef, his assistant, climbed down gingerly, learning from Ernst’s experience. Josef made Ernst look like an Olympian. The younger man was likely to trip himself up even when walking along a perfectly flat pavement, his head always bruised from bumping into things when he was reading rather than watching where he was going. Still, he was the best assistant Ernst had ever had, intuitively brilliant. Together they were a formidable team. Unless, it seemed, the team was tasked with jumping out of a train.

‘Wait!’ Ernst said, keeping his voice low. More thumping footsteps above them – a man on the roof running to the back of the train. Ernst heard shouting, even a cow bellowing, then a gunshot, and the noises stopped.



‘This way,’ Josef said, pulling Ernst up. ‘I can take the case.’

‘No,’ Ernst said, keeping a firm grip on the leather handle. ‘One each. That way, if we have to separate . . .’

The train had stopped in a cut where Victorian engineers had dug down into the land, providing the track a smooth gradient as it traversed the undulating fields. Only a short distance behind them they’d gone through a tunnel, not long before that they’d been up at ground level. The sides of the cut were overgrown with long grass, dying back in the late autumn, thick brambles, and low, coppiced trees – multiple thin shoots growing up from where a trunk had been cut just above the ground.

Josef led the way. There was some kind of path. Ernst found if he grabbed the thin trunks of the trees he could pull himself up the steep slope. The leaves were turning, in some cases had already fallen, but there were still enough on the trees to give them cover – if someone was sitting on the train watching the embankment, they might have seen a rustling of leaves, but hopefully not two men making their escape.

A third man jumped down from the train as the two scientists hurried up the bank. He let them get a head start, then followed, into the undergrowth, up the embankment.
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The train’s shriek broke Margaret’s reverie. She lit a cigarette and waited for her visitor to climb out of the sports car. An SS Jaguar 100, if Margaret’s memory served. She wasn’t much of a car fanatic, but Vita, her visitor, liked to talk about the bloody thing as if she’d given birth to it.

‘Darling,’ Vita said, kissing the air somewhere in the vicinity of Margaret, who returned the greeting.

Vita took the cigarette from Margaret’s hand, took one drag, then flicked it away, onto the gravel. Pure Vita, no sense of other people’s property, nor any shame at the waste, let alone there was a war on. Margaret had grown up on the lower fringes of the aristocracy. Vita inhabited the very highest branches.

‘What on earth are you wearing?’ Vita asked, taking a step back to critique Margaret’s ensemble.

‘Land army kit,’ Margaret said. ‘Thought I should show willing.’

‘Good God no,’ Vita said. ‘You’re a figurehead, not a ditch-digger.’

‘Nobody bats an eyelid when Churchill tours the East End in a siren suit,’ Margaret said.

Vita didn’t dignify this with a response. She pushed past Margaret, into the house.

‘Not too early for a drink?’ she asked, disappearing inside.

Margaret stood for another moment. The cyclist was free-wheeling down the drive. Every day a steady stream of volunteers. They were meant to apply by post, but nothing seemed to stop them showing up in person. ­Perhaps she could get an armed guard, one of those barriers with a counterweight, rolls of barbed wire around the estate.

Margaret turned back, into the house, like a schoolgirl dragged back to her books. Give her a mission that demanded a bit of action, and she was in her element. But this new job had her drowning in papers. The last thing she’d wanted when she’d let them twist her arm. A figurehead, they’d said. A role model – a member of the aristocracy willing to put on a pair of rubber boots and get them muddy. Someone young enough to actually make a show of pulling up a potato or hefting a bale of hay when required. Someone trustworthy.

Margaret had nothing against farming. Since she’d met Cook she’d become quite the adept. Had, indeed, shouldered her fair share of hay, and still had the fine scars on her arms to prove it. But trustworthy? Margaret supposed it was a matter of degrees. She’d certainly proved herself on more than one occasion, but there’d be a file somewhere, with rather a lot of papers stuffed inside, and on each paper, rather a lot of unresolved questions.

Vita was waiting for her in the library, now Margaret’s office. Any one of the rooms in the old pile she’d inherited would have done, but this room had called to her. About time it got some use. She’d dragged in an old table the approximate size of a netball court, found a serviceable chair in the kitchen, and let it be known to the men with the moving crates that this would be her sanctuary – papers only in here – everything else could go anywhere else. They’d already filled most of the house. Anything else, it turned out, included enough uniforms to clothe all of England’s young women with enough left over for arriving refugees from the continent, minus any kind of sensible footwear. The footwear was on its way across the Atlantic, subject to U-boat activity, the tides, and the fact that as non-essential goods, the several hundredweight of rubber boots and sturdy leather shoes would languish on the docks for weeks while other vital war materiel – guns and food, for instance – was given priority.

‘Drink?’ Vita asked. She’d already poured herself a generous measure of whisky.

‘Bit early for me,’ Margaret replied. Vita didn’t seem put out, and draped herself across a dusty chaise-longue. Margaret and Vita had been friends since finishing school, to the extent one really made friends in such a hothouse, where everyone was competing for everything – for attention, for the right man, for the right look, for the best review at her coming-out party.

‘Thought I could drag you out for lunch,’ Vita said.

*

‘First customers,’ a young woman said, poking her head around the library door. No doubt she’d been waiting for Margaret’s visitor to depart, at pains to get the niceties right in her new role.

Margaret had managed to pack Vita off after twenty minutes of chit-chat – the weather, the bombings, changes to the menu at The Savoy, Vita’s husband in line for a new role, all very hush-hush. Margaret had stood at her window and watched the red car disappear along the drive.

The young woman (Emily? Fanny? No doubt she’d ­introduced herself but Margaret hadn’t really been paying attention and now it felt too late to ask) had come as part of the whole package, along with the tea-chests and the paperwork. Permanently attached to a clipboard, she had a brusque but efficient manner. Head Girl at a lower-tier school, Margaret had her pegged as. She could always ask, to prove her theory, but where would be the fun in that?



‘Send them in,’ Margaret replied, giving the girl what she hoped came across as an encouraging smile. Let her know she was doing well.

Two women were ushered in post-haste, one young, one old. The young one seemed at home, confident even. The old woman seemed cowed by the grandeur of the surroundings, a supplicant. Knew her place.

‘What are you doing here?’ Margaret asked. The old woman took a step back, her worst fears confirmed. She’d broken one of the many unwritten rules about what she was allowed to do, and the places she was allowed to go.

‘Not you,’ Margaret snapped.

The younger woman flushed. Presumably not how she’d imagined this encounter.

‘Wanted to do my bit,’ she said. Margaret saw the battered suitcase, sighed, and gave the young woman a frank look that she hoped conveyed her disappointment. The girl’s name was Charlotte. Margaret had come across her in North London, only a few weeks earlier, during the Blitz, although it seemed like a lifetime ago. Charlotte, a ­Cambridge undergraduate home for the holidays, had been a naughty girl – got herself into a pickle writing letters about RAF manoeuvres that ended up finding their way to ­Berlin. Margaret had caught her red-handed, but instead of turning her in, tasked Charlotte with sending the letters to her, instead. It was a sideline Margaret was still setting up, ­collecting a set of double agents – people the ­Germans believed were on their side, but in truth working for ­Margaret, feeding false intelligence back to Hitler.

‘It can’t be end of term yet, can it?’ Margaret asked. She hadn’t gone to university herself, but most of her set had. Oxford, for the most part, even the girls. Margaret’s father had kept her out, said she’d learn a hundred times more in the real world than some stuffy old college where you had to sign yourself in by nightfall.

‘I wrote to the Mistress,’ Charlotte said. ‘Asked for a deferment. Told her I want to be a land girl for a bit. I think she assumes I’ll give it a week, find out how difficult it is, and be back at college with my tail between my legs.’

‘This isn’t what I had in mind,’ Margaret said.

‘I wanted to see you again. I thought we could be a good team.’

Christ. The girl was blushing. This sort of thing wouldn’t do at all.

‘You’ll have to make yourself useful here,’ Margaret said. ‘We’re stacking up paperwork faster than we can shift it. You’ve got no idea.’

‘I was hoping to get out in the fields,’ Charlotte said. ‘Like the posters at the railway station.’

‘It’s not all fluffy lambs and sunny skies,’ Margaret said, rather put out that the girl didn’t seem at all grateful for the chance to be a bit more secretarial. ‘Besides, you’d be wasted on a farm, clever girl like you.’

‘Would I stay here?’ Charlotte asked, looking around at the cavernous room.

‘We’ll see,’ Margaret said. Give her a week, load her up with the worst of the administrative work, break her spirit and send her packing back to Cambridge. Back to the Mistress who sounded like she knew a thing or two about young women.

‘What about you?’ Margaret asked, looking past Charlotte to the older woman who looked like she was trying to blend in with the peeling wallpaper.

‘The advertisement in The Lady said to inquire here.’

The woman had a definite accent. Austrian, Margaret guessed.



‘Wo kommen Sie her?’ Margaret ventured. Where are you from, in German, using the formal, as befitting a younger woman addressing an elder.

‘Vienna,’ the woman said. ‘I’m a refugee. Not one of them.’

‘You’re not meant to be here,’ Margaret replied. ‘What category did they give you?’

All foreigners had been given a classification. Some had been shipped out to an internment camp on the Isle of Man. A bad business, but prudent nonetheless. The rest had been allowed to go about their merry way, but none of them were allowed within twenty-five miles of the south coast. Margaret’s ancestral seat, Isfield Place, was barely more than ten miles from the sea.

‘I can show you my papers,’ the woman said, proffering them.

Margaret glanced at the paperwork, something from the Ministry.

‘I want to grow things,’ the woman said. Margaret looked at her, waiting for more, but apparently there was no more to be had.

‘Perhaps you want to sabotage the food chain,’ Margaret said.

‘We weren’t all out in the streets cheering when the Panzers rolled into Vienna,’ the woman said. ‘Some of us were at home, sewing yellow stars into our clothes, orders of our returning hero.’

Margaret stared at the old woman. The cowering mouse act hadn’t lasted long, but good for her.

‘I’ve got just the place for you,’ Margaret said. She’d send the woman to Cook. Let him keep an eye on her. And if she turned out to be trouble, it would serve Cook right for ignoring Margaret for the last couple of weeks.

A girl didn’t like to be ignored.







6

Josef stopped suddenly, Ernst bumping into him.

‘What is it?’ Ernst asked, but before the words were out he could see the reason. They’d come to the edge of a wood, open fields in front of them.

They’d been in the trees for five minutes that felt like an hour, wending their way through thick undergrowth. Tricky going – always some kind of thorn reaching out to grab hold of woollen clothing, and always holes or humps in the ground to trip tired feet, but it had felt safe. Nobody had seen them escape the train, and nobody was following them. Their only companions in the woods were what must have been hundreds, if not thousands, of pheasants, bred for shooting, Ernst surmised. Most shuffled out of the way as the men passed by. Every now and then, a bird would take off, flapping furiously to get its oversized body off the ground, fighting its way through the undergrowth with a loud squawk.

Ernst put down his case and stood at Josef’s side. They looked out across the field, freshly ploughed, lines of tilled soil stretching away almost to the horizon. A tractor rumbled somewhere in the distance. The horizon itself rose up, like a massive wave – not quite a mountain but an impressive grassy hill, stretching as far as Ernst could see from left to right.

He pulled the postcard from his inside pocket, no harm in making sure. He nodded, and passed the postcard to Josef. A bucolic scene – a picture of a field, exactly like the one in front, and the big hill behind it. But on the postcard, the hill had a chalk picture carved into it – an impossibly tall man, holding onto two walking sticks, one on each side. The message on the rear of the postcard explained – this was where the sender could be found. The picture was subtitled in neat, English script – The Long Man of Wilmington, Sussex. Below the man, hardly visible amongst the trees, a rooftop and a chimney.

Ernst rummaged again in his inside pocket and pulled out a motorist’s map. South-east England. All the major sights. With a practised manoeuvre he opened the map to the ­relevant page. Lewes, Uckfield, Ringmer. The South Downs marching their way across the county. The Long Man ­circled in red.

‘Not far,’ Ernst said. ‘The train took us north.’

‘I told you we should have disembarked at Lewes,’ his assistant argued. This was how they worked. To an outsider it would look like bickering. Perhaps it was.

‘Where are we now?’

‘Between—’ Ernst squinted at the map ‘—Isfield and Uckfield.’

‘How far?’

He measured with his thumb, transferring his measurement of one and a half thumb-widths to the scale at the bottom of the page.

‘Ten miles. Maybe less.’

‘You look lost!’ The voice came from behind them. Ernst spun around. A young woman, dressed in dull green trousers and a woollen pullover. ‘Where are you trying to get to?’
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