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About the Book

Brussels, 1915

It is a frosty April evening in occupied Belgium when a beautiful young woman finds herself on the run from the enemy. Also being pursued is Ned Scott, a British army major who has been badly injured. The pair find themselves at a hospital run by the famous Edith Cavell, who agrees to treat the major while offering them both refuge and a false identity – she names the young girl Anna.

However, it seems no one is safe, and as details of Anna's true identity emerge, the enemy’s net tightens. Meanwhile, the major is torn between his desire to stand by brave Edith and the knowledge that he must escape.

Closely watched wherever they go, is there anyone these three people can trust? And will love have the power to overcome the horrors of war?
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Chapter One

Belgium, 1915

THE GREATER PART of the country was under German occupation. Not an easy cross for the Belgians to bear, but they bore it.

In the light of a grey evening, a girl was running over farmland some twelve kilometres from Brussels. Panting, she climbed a gate, her skirt and petticoat flying as she leapt into a field lying fallow. She hared across it in the direction of huddled farm buildings. She had long since lost her hat, and her fair hair, loose and disordered, flew bright and wild about her head. Her black handbag swung from its long strap. The ground beneath her feet was still hard from winter. Rough and uneven, it made her flight hazardous. But supple with youth and driven by fear, she made light of it. There was a deep ditch on the far side of the field. She saw it, and she saw too the rutted causeway that led over it to the farmhouse and outbuildings. She checked her stride, hesitating. The Boche were not far behind her. They would search the farm buildings. She hurried up to the ditch to see what shelter it might provide. She caught her foot on a hump and stumbled. As she teetered on the edge, a figure rose up amid the leaves and debris, an arm reached and a hand pulled at her. She gasped and tumbled down on top of a man.

‘Join me, mam’selle, if trouble is on your heels.’

Startled and fearful, she saw an unshaven chin, a dirty face, a glimmer of bright teeth and blue eyes. The eyes were alert and encouraging. Around the mouth, however, were pinched lines of pain.

‘Oh, m’sieu—’

‘Mam’selle, be so kind as to lie beside me and not on top.’

She blushed as she scrambled about and squeezed herself deep into the ditch beside him. She saw then that he held his left arm stiffly across his chest. He turned on to his side, facing her. It was a confusing moment. She was fraught with desperation, and he, surely, was hardly in the ditch from choice. His eyes peered at her through clinging bits of disintegrated leaves. She felt apprehensive of the unknown quality he represented.

‘M’sieu—’

‘The Boche, I saw them in the distance,’ he said. ‘Are they after you?’

‘Yes,’ she gasped.

‘Ah.’ A little smile creased his pinched mouth. ‘Then we’re both in the same boat. Or the same ditch, shall we say?’ He spoke in a cautious but quite cheerful whisper. She wondered if the pursuing German soldiers had seen her climb the gate. She prayed not. But even if they had momentarily lost sight of her, they would be sure to spot the farm buildings and cross the field to investigate. ‘Mam’selle,’ whispered the encouraging voice, ‘we must dig ourselves deeper. The farm is no good. The family are afraid, and who can blame them?’

Belgians who assisted the enemies of the occupying power were liable to be shot. She knew that as well as this man obviously did.

‘Dig deeper, m’sieu?’ she whispered, very conscious of how close she was to him, and also that as they were as far down in the cold, hard ditch as any two people could get, they could not very well sink farther.

‘Yes. We’re very visible. Push your legs into the culvert.’

Their feet were at the entrance to the arched drain that ran under the earth causeway leading to the farmhouse. Although the ditch was fairly dry, the culvert was full of damp grass, leaves and mud. Sure that she could hear the Germans now, she pushed urgently with her feet, her body squirming. Beside her, the man thrust his legs in. She blushed again, for her skirt and petticoat refused to enter with her limbs. Her legs wriggled in deeply, up to her thighs. Her clothes stayed outside. She crimsoned.

‘Oh—’

‘Endure it, mam’selle. Have no fears in pursuit of victory.’ His whispering voice was almost tender in his understanding of her confusion.

‘Victory?’ she breathed, extreme embarrassment struggling with practical necessity.

‘We shall outdo them,’ he said. His sound arm moved. He put a finger to his lips, and clutched handfuls of ditch debris and scattered it over the visible parts of their bodies. Showers of twigs, crumbling leaves, bits of grass, clotted lumps of earth and dried mud showered down on them. Under their messy camouflage the grey light darkened, and they lay very still.

She heard the Germans. The trouble with the Germans was that they were resolute, thorough and very correct. When ordered to hunt down an offender, they conducted themselves tirelessly. They would call a halt at nightfall, the correct thing to do in most circumstances, but they would resume the chase at daybreak. That too was correct.

There were two of them. The sound of purposeful, booted feet came to her ears. Little thumping echoes disturbed the ground. The men were hurrying over the fallow field, making for the farm entrance. They would cross the ground above the culvert. If they stopped to look around, to glance along the ditch, or directly down into it—

They did stop. She held her breath, knowing they were above her. Beside her, the stranger lay as quiet and as still as a buried fox. She was sure heads were bent above them, eyes peering down at the heap of litter which covered them. The moment was so frightening that icy cold ran eerily down her back and shivers funnelled the length of her spine. Her heart pounded, her eyes stared into the other eyes beneath the ditch litter. Incredibly, they smiled for her in that cold, gloomy little cavern. She had never been so close to a man. She saw his mouth again, tight with pain, though the eyes were bright with encouragement. Amid her freezing fear was a sense of distress because she was helplessly squeezed against his injured arm.

The Germans were talking to each other. The sound of their voices was petrifyingly close. She waited for the harsh command to get up, or for the prod of a rifle barrel.

‘Komm,’ said one man sharply then, and she heard again the muffled little thumps of booted feet as the Germans strode over the causeway towards the farmhouse. In her concern for her companion, she moved as much as she could, squeezing herself back against the wall of the ditch to lessen the pressure on his arm. His smile was a flicker of appreciation. He said not a word; neither did she. The culvert felt messily and coldly damp, and she shuddered at the thought of frogs lurking there. Her legs felt naked; his felt warm. Her stockings were uncovered, and not only her stockings. Shy, confused blood flushed her again. From a distance came the sound of the Boche beating on the farmhouse door.

The man spoke then, in the most cautious of whispers. ‘We must wait, my child.’

‘Yes, m’sieu, I know,’ she breathed.

‘Brave girl.’

The evening was so cold. The ditch felt like frosty January, not April. But they gave each other some warmth, even though she transmitted hers in embarrassment. He, aware she was sensitive with innocence, carefully and gently brought her face into his shoulder. There she hid her blushes.

Voices reached them again. The Germans were talking to the farmer.

‘M’sieu—’

‘Don’t worry.’ Her companion’s murmur was reassuring. ‘Our situation is more desperate than improper. We lie together only as comrades, and if we lie quietly enough for long enough, we shall cheat the Kaiser’s bloodhounds.’

She felt a melting gratitude for his understanding and for the comfort of his presence. Was he a vagrant, or even a wandering thief? It did not matter. And no, he was not a vagrant, surely, for his French was very correct, without the Belgian brogue to it. If he was a Frenchman, that would explain why he did not want the Boche to catch him.

Her face was tucked in the hollow of her companion’s shoulder, her hair festooned with leaves and twigs, her ears strained for sounds. It was silent out there now. What was happening? Had the Germans gone into the farmhouse to search? It was impossible to tell. The silence was ominous, not comforting. Next to her the man swore softly. At least, she suspected it was swearing. Then he said muffledly, ‘Damn it.’

She stiffened. He had spoken in English.

She whispered in the same language, ‘M’sieu, you’re English?’

‘Yes. I’m damning my arm. It’s broken, I think.’

‘Oh, my grandmother is—’ She stilled her impulsive whisper and froze. The German voices could be heard again. She heard a Belgian voice too. The Germans seemed to be trying to find words in French, for the Belgian – presumably the farmer – obviously spoke no German. After a minute, silence fell abruptly again. She remembered the man had said the family at the farm were afraid to help. Had the farmer tried to tell the Germans he had had a suspicious caller?

A door banged open. The sound sent a quiver through her. She was sure the outbuildings were about to be searched. That meant they were sure she was somewhere around. She prayed. She lay very still, and so did her companion. Each communicated warmth and hope to the other, though the cold crept insidiously around her buried legs and she shivered.

‘Bear it a little longer.’ His whisper was warm too.

She was in fear only of the Boche now, not him. Theirs was the comradeship of the hunted. But the coldness of the clammy culvert brought cramp. Her legs strained and her toes curled in. Waiting became a pain that made her grit her teeth. But at last she heard the Germans again. They were retracing their footsteps, returning to the causeway. They tramped solidly over it, then to her horror turned and stopped beside the ditch. She stiffened from head to toe. The Englishman’s hand squeezed her shoulder. Courage, mam’selle, his touch said. But their covering was so meagre, merely a layer of nature’s wintry discards. Their salvation was dependent on lying in utter stillness. Her heart jumped as she heard the Germans move. They marched quickly along the edge of the ditch, making their way towards fields. It took them on a parallel course to the way they had come. And that might mean they felt they had missed her, that she had found a hiding place somewhere. She shivered again, in relief.

But her companion would not let her move yet. He suspected they were both in a life-or-death situation, and it plagued him that a girl so young should be in such straits. His hand stayed warningly on her shoulder. They heard the Germans shout. It was acknowledged by distant comrades. The Boche were thick on the ground today. For ten more minutes he kept her in the ditch with him, still and silent. Then he cautiously lifted his head. The debris fell aside and he raised himself higher to take a quick look. The fields were empty. He made a bolder survey, and gave a murmur of relief.

‘All clear, mam’selle,’ he said, bringing his feet clear of the culvert. Stiffly, she eased her limbs free. She took a hasty look at her stockings before covering her legs. She shuddered at their state. He was sitting on the edge of the ditch, and he reached with his right hand and helped her to her feet. They looked at each other. They were both indescribably dirty. Although, under the circumstances, that was hardly important, she wished she could have looked more presentable.

‘Oh, m’sieu,’ she said breathlessly, ‘my condition is deplorable, I know, but I am so grateful to you.’

‘Mam’selle, your company was a pleasure. Two together are always better at this sort of game than one. Sit a moment. They’ve gone, I think.’ He smiled out of his dirt and she sat beside him. She was in a dark grey costume and a light grey blouse. Her companion’s garments were altogether disreputable; his brown peaked cap was limp with age, his rusty-looking overcoat was ragged, and the cuffs of his trousers were muddy. With his right hand he folded back the skirt of his coat, fished into a trouser pocket and brought out a large handkerchief. He inspected it dubiously, for it was in sad need of laundering. ‘Forgive its condition, mam’selle,’ he said, ‘and permit me to be of service, for I can’t have it said that I make young ladies look grubby and then do nothing about it.’

He was so cheerful, despite his injured arm. Carefully he cleaned her face, and she emerged for him. Her features had the fine, soft clarity of unlined and unspoiled youth. Her skin was smooth and delicate, her mouth wide and pink, her oval contours promising to give her the beauty of a woman in years to come. Her hazel eyes were shy under his regard.

But with quite old-fashioned gravity she said, ‘Thank you, m’sieu.’

He smiled at her. They had a moment or two for dawdling. The fields were devoid of all movement, the farmhouse keeping its peace and the evening casting a welcome quiet.

‘A privilege, mam’selle,’ he said. They were conversing in English, which she spoke as naturally as she spoke French. ‘Before, you were a little – er – dirty. Now you’re pretty. I think the least I can do in return is to get cleaned up myself.’ He scrubbed his face, and his handkerchief grew soiled. As he came out from under his coating of mud and bits, she was curious to see what he looked like. His eyes and mouth impressed her, his eyes very blue and cheerful, his mouth firm and determined. The bridge of his nose was slightly dented, as if at some time it had suffered a break. He was, she thought, a very adult man, adult in a way that was as much to do with his attitude as his age, which she guessed was about thirty. He seemed a man capable of commanding others. Certainly, even though he was in need of a shave, he was not the worst person in the world to have shared a ditch with. Aware of her concentrated regard, he said lightly, ‘I still look a sight, mam’selle?’

‘M’sieu, even if you did I should not dream of saying so. To be quite truthful, you are much improved.’

He laughed. They shared a feeling that for the moment the Boche could be discounted, that a laugh or two would not bring them back. He stood up, winced a little and said, ‘Hell.’

‘M’sieu?’ she said, not in disapproval but concern.

‘Pardon my language,’ he said. ‘We must go in a moment. It’s quiet now, but the Boche have been all over the place today, and they might reappear while it’s still light. But, first, what is your name?’

She hesitated. She supposed it was right that they should introduce themselves. She must hope that her growing faith in him was not misplaced.

‘I am Louise Victoria Bouchet,’ she said.

‘That, mam’selle, if I may say so, is a delicious name. I’m Major Ned Scott of the Norfolk Regiment. British Army.’

A major? A commandant?

‘M’sieu?’ she said disbelievingly.

‘I agree,’ he said, ‘I’m not at my best. It’s a long story. And I suppose no one would think a British officer stupid enough to break his arm at a time most inconvenient for him. Now, how old are you?’

She might have said she was eighteen. She was only three months short of it. Not given to prevarication, however, she said, ‘Seventeen.’

His blue eyes regarded her almost affectionately.

‘Mam’selle, you’re a very brave seventeen. You must have your own story to tell. But not now. I hoped to reach Brussels this evening. The Boche, however, have been active around here for hours.’ He peered into the distance. There was no sign of the Germans. ‘This isn’t the first ditch I’ve been in. D’you see that wood?’ He pointed. She saw a wood lying a little distance beyond the gate she had climbed. ‘Well, in there is an old hut. I left it earlier today, but had to go to ground when I realized the area was swarming with Germans.’

‘They were looking for me, m’sieu,’ said Louise. ‘I’ve been running all ways all day.’

‘Tell me about it later,’ he said.

She rose to her feet and said, ‘M’sieu, your arm …?’

‘I’ll have to take it with me. Can’t leave it here, you know. I broke it a couple of hours ago when I jumped a wall and fell awkwardly. Come on, before the Boche decide to return.’

‘I am ready, m’sieu,’ she said. Whether what he had told her was true or not, whether he was a British officer or an impostor, she did not know, but she went unquestioningly with him, for in reaching out to Louise Victoria, seventeen and alone, he had turned a desperate girl into a trusting one.

Eight months ago, Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany had demanded unhindered passage for his troops through Belgium in order to attack France. King Albert of the Belgians went to Parliament House to address the crowded Chamber of Deputies. He made a speech of dignity and courage. He finished by declaring that a people who defended their freedom could never die. And so the Belgians defied Kaiser Wilhelm. Their small army stood at Liège, for days resisting the might of General von Kluck and the German 1st Army of over 300,000 men and denying them a rapid advance into France to capture the Channel ports. This delay cost the Germans dear, for it gave the French and British time to bring their armies into position and it saved the Channel ports. Belgium was inevitably overrun in the end, but its army escaped. Under the command of King Albert it engaged in a fighting retreat and successfully joined the French and British divisions. The Germans, subsequently defeated by the combined Allied forces at the Marne, never regained the initiative. Naturally, they blamed the Belgians and were still angry with them.

Occupied Belgium suffered an administration addicted to the stern doctrines of Prussianism – the keystone of German unity and German greatness. What it meant to the Belgians, besides loss of liberty, was restraint, and deprivation. They had to take care how they behaved, for failure to comply with any edict published by the Military Government risked the severest penalties. Food was scarce, unemployment rife, fuel hard to come by. Hope of an Allied victory was the flame that warmed the Belgian spirit, even if it could not ease hunger or stop the cold April wind from biting.

But neither Louise nor the major felt the cold too much as they began to move across the field. Their adrenalin was in full flow. A sense of vulnerability still lurked, and they ran. They climbed the gate, the major muttering under his breath because of his arm, and dashed towards the wood. They saw no one in the grey light of cheerless evening. The Germans were either widely scattered or on their way back to their command post. The wood loomed up. It was a deceptive-looking haven, they knew that. Woods were always a magnet to the hunted, but also the favourite beating places of the hunters. However, this wood was the only haven at the moment. They had to climb another gate, for it was part of an estate, and then made their final dash, Major Scott with his left arm held against his chest and Louise Victoria with her skirt hitched. They reached the trees undetected. They listened; there was only quietness. Stiff leaves scattered with brittle rustles beneath their feet as they entered the wood and evergreens enclosed them. She followed him as he went his known way, and saw the hut he had spoken of – an old timber building with a rickety slate roof. Breathless, she went into it with him.

‘M’sieu,’ she whispered, ‘do you think – that is, the Boche, won’t they search this wood, looking for such a hiding place as this?’

‘They were here earlier, mam’selle, and made a thorough search. Those I glimpsed in chase of you were additional hounds. Don’t worry, we should be safe here for a while, I think. And they’ll give up when it’s dark. What d’you say to a fire? It would keep us warm. That’s something, isn’t it?’

The idea of a small, crackling blaze was bliss to her. Although the hut was far cosier than the ditch, there were draughty gaps where boards were cracked or broken. The major, using his right foot, attacked a cracked one. It splintered under the blow of his boot. He bent and wrenched the pieces from their nailed moorings, using his right hand.

‘M’sieu,’ she said, ‘please let me help.’

‘All right, chicken,’ he said cheerfully, ‘I’ll boot the boards and you pull them clear.’

He kicked in several boards and stood back, watching her as she pulled the shattered wood free and built up a pile of it. Her bright hair flowed like a darkly golden river. Her expression was serious. She made a young and very sweet comrade.

‘There, m’sieu,’ she said, looking up from the pile.

‘Well done, Louise Victoria.’

‘Shall I get some twigs?’ she asked.

‘I shouldn’t. They’ll all be pretty damp and fill the place with smoke. But it was a good thought.’

She saw a small heap of ashes in the middle of the stone floor.

‘Your previous fire, m’sieu?’ she asked.

‘Quite so.’ He was still making light of things, though she was sure he must be in pain. She faced up to him.

‘Before we do anything else, m’sieu,’ she said, ‘your arm must be seen to.’

‘Yes, when we can find a doctor who’ll set it.’

‘I mean, we must do what we can now. If I can provide a bandage and sling, there’s wood we can use for splints, isn’t there?’

‘My dear child—’

‘Won’t splints and a sling help, m’sieu?’ She was earnestly insistent.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Then please turn your back,’ she said. He did so. Louise Victoria drew up her skirt and petticoat. Her slim legs were encased in grey silk stockings. She shuddered again at the dirt encrusting them and quickly brushed much of it off. She gathered her petticoat, made a tear in the hem with her teeth, and ripped off a wide circle of the soft white cotton.

‘What are you doing?’ The major asked the question from the door, where he stood listening. The wood was quiet, but two people on the run from the Germans could not take things for granted.

‘See, m’sieu?’ she said. He turned round. She had broken the circle of cotton and showed him the long length of the piece.

‘That’s torn it,’ he smiled.

‘M’sieu?’

‘Oh, just a saying. In your case it means a ruined petticoat. Thank you, young lady. D’you think you could now help me off with this old coat?’

She was as careful as she could be. The right sleeve was no problem. The left sleeve was another matter. She drew it downwards very slowly, but he still bit his teeth hard together. It made her clench her own teeth in tense sympathy. Gently, she persevered, and the coat came off. He wore an old blue woollen jersey underneath. Its left sleeve seemed very tight over his forearm, and she knew the injury was badly swollen.

‘Oh, m’sieu, it must be so painful,’ she said in distress.

He touched it gingerly, then said, ‘No splints at this stage, Louise Victoria. But a sling would be some help, tied around the wrist. Will you do it, comrade?’

The swelling was at its worst near the elbow. The wrist was only slightly puffy, and he was able to let her wind the improvised bandage around it. Again she took great care, then brought the two ends of the material up around his neck and tied them to make the sling. He let the arm rest. The sling reduced the tension and eased the painful ache.

‘Thank you, that’s very good,’ he said, and smiled at her.

‘Is it just a little better like that?’ She was still very concerned.

‘Much. Now, can you help me back into the coat? The patient, if possible, must be kept warm.’

‘M’sieu, I don’t know how you can stay so cheerful,’ she said.

‘Well, you’re as good a reason as any other I can think of,’ he said. He slipped his right arm into the overcoat. She drew the shabby garment over his shoulders and his injured arm. She carefully buttoned it up. The left sleeve hung loose. She tucked it into the pocket. ‘Thank you, my young mam’selle,’ he said, ‘that’s very comfortable. Now, the fire.’

‘It will be all right to light one? We shan’t be discovered?’

‘I hope not,’ he said, ‘we’ve some trout to cook. So let’s risk it.’

‘Trout?’ The thought of satisfying her hunger created a wetness in her mouth. ‘Trout?’

‘Caught yesterday, with the help of a boy. The sun came out; so did the trout in some Belgian landowner’s private stream. I ate two of them earlier. There are two left. Will you dine with me, Louise Victoria?’

‘M’sieu, you are being very good to me,’ she said.

‘My feeling is that we’re being good to each other. Are you hungry?’

‘Famished,’ said Louise frankly.

‘In that case,’ he said, ‘enter the left-hand pocket of my coat.’

She slipped a hand into the sagging old pocket and located a bulky parcel wrapped in newspapers – copies of La Libre Belgique, the underground newspaper which was published monthly in Brussels, despite persistent efforts by the Germans to suppress it. Mysteriously, it appeared every month on the table of General von Bissing, the Military Governor of occupied Belgium, much to his cold rage and much, of course, to the warm delight of the Belgians.

Louise unwound the papers and the glistening trout appeared. They were plump and weighty. Louise’s mouth watered again.

‘Oh, m’sieu, a feast,’ she said happily.

‘My friends call me Scottie. You can call me Uncle Scottie.’ He took the newspapers from her as she carefully placed the fish on a piece of board from the pile. ‘A pity to consign such valiant symbols of Belgian resistance to the flames, but we too are resistant, aren’t we, my child?’

‘I am, m’sieu, very much,’ she said.

He smiled, stooped, and placed the newspapers in a loosely crumpled ball on the ashes.

‘Mam’selle, some of the smaller chips of wood, if you please.’

She selected small bits and pieces, and built them up around the paper. Her every action had the quicksilver fluency of a girl whose natural physical grace went hand in hand with her vitality.

‘That is satisfactory?’ she said, looking up, and he saw her pleasure at being of help.

‘That’s excellent. Do you have a match?’

‘Oh, alas, m’sieu.’

He laughed. It was a warm chuckle. Her little expression of regret had been very Belgian, very continental.

‘Dig into my left pocket again,’ he said.

She did so and found a box of matches.

‘M’sieu, you have everything,’ she said with the admiration of the young for the experienced.

‘Not quite,’ he smiled. ‘Louise Victoria, light the fire. The honour is yours. All is quiet.’

She stooped and struck a match. She was very sweet, he thought, and very valiant. The paper flared. A portion of it was damp from contact with the fish, but most of it was dry. The flame was magical in its promise of warmth and cheer. The wooden chips began to burn. Her face took on a glow as she knelt to encourage the little blaze, her hazel eyes reflecting its light, and the light danced. He watched her with interest. She was a mere girl, but the Germans, conceding nothing in wartime to tender youth, had set her running for her very life.

‘Oh, how good,’ she said as La Libre Belgique provided the combustible foundation of fire and warmth. The chips, of dry seasoned boarding, flared.

‘Larger pieces now, mam’selle,’ he said, very willing to watch her feed the fire because she intrigued him so much.

His cheerful voice was a comfort to her, though she knew their situation was still desperate. She selected pieces from the pile of wood and built the fire up until it was crackling as merrily as summer crickets. It did not make a paradise of the bare hut, but it did create pleasure and a sense of warm comradeship.

‘How are we to cook the trout, m’sieu?’ she asked.

‘By roasting them. Now’s the time for wet twigs,’ He went out of the hut and scavenged around in the gloom of a fast-failing evening. He returned with some stout twigs. They sat on their haunches before the fire, each with a speared trout dangling from a twig, and over the flames they began to cook the fish. It was not precisely how the chef of a Brussels restaurant would have gone about it, said the major, but the redoubtable Scouts of Baden-Powell, given the same circumstances, could not have done better. Louise said she thought they were managing very well. She kept the fire fed with earnest conscientiousness.

‘Tell me,’ he said, ‘how is it you speak such good English?’

‘Because my mother used it so much. It was her own mother’s language.’ A little sadness showed. ‘I miss her dreadfully, m’sieu.’

‘Your mother is dead?’ he said gently.

‘My father too, m’sieu, whom I also loved. He was an officer in the Belgium army and was killed at Liège.’

Major Scott was silent for a moment. The steaming trout began to smoke. Through the little haze he saw loneliness in the girl’s eyes, and memories that brought a hint of tears.

‘My sweet young mam’selle, I’m sorry, I’m very sorry,’ he said, ‘but we’ll forget melancholy for a moment. You’re a brave daughter of Belgium, and of your parents, and you and I together have outdone the dreaded Boche. Now we have a fire and we’re roasting trout.’

‘Oh, mine is burning,’ she said, lifting her speared fish clear of the flames. Its tail was curling and crackling.

Toast it, Louise Victoria, don’t cremate it,’ he said, and smiled at her wrinkling nose. She carefully repositioned her trout. It was a matter requiring patience, toasting and roasting the fish over the fire, when she and he were both so hungry. But they persevered, and eventually he said, ‘Done, I think, comrade.’

‘Yes?’ she said.

‘We’ll see,’ he said. They placed the hot, smoking fish on a slat of wood. He took a penknife from his right pocket and handed it to her. She pulled out a blade, and as neatly as she could she slit the trout. She opened them up. Pinkly-white flesh steamed. ‘By the beard of old Job,’ said the major, ‘done to a turn, I’ll wager.’

She used the knife to lift the bones and they ate ravenously, dismembering the fish with knife and fingers.

‘Oh, m’sieu, it’s good, isn’t it?’ she said with relish, and he felt a pang because she was so young and alone.

‘Well, I think it’s very good, by Jove I do,’ he said. When they had finished he wiped his hand on his coat tail. To her he offered his grubby handkerchief. ‘It’s the best I’ve got at the moment.’

Louise used the handkerchief, wiping her sticky fingers with it.

‘It’s in dreadful need of a wash, m’sieu,’ she said.

‘I know, but things have been a bit tricky—’

‘Even under the most trying circumstances, m’sieu, a handkerchief should be washed. There is always water somewhere.’

‘Really?’ said the major.

Louise, a strict adherent of personal hygiene and immaculate handkerchiefs, suddenly realized she had let fastidiousness run away with her head. She blushed crimson.

‘Oh, m’sieu, I do beg your pardon, that was dreadful of me—’ She stopped as he rushed a finger to her lips. He was listening with ears straining, his eyes more alert than ever. She listened too, her heart beating fast. It came, a sound they both heard clearly. There was someone in the wood; feet were disturbing the leaves. They were up in a flash. She dived for her handbag, which carried all that was precious to a girl, though a man might have thrown more than half the contents away. He took her hand and they were out of the hut as quickly and as silently as they could manage. The darkness smacked into their faces. But he had been in this place before and knew something of its geography. He turned left, away from the approaching sound, and took her without hesitation around the hut to the rear. There he calmly sat down, pulling her to sit beside him. She wondered and worried for a second or two before realizing they were, of course, much quieter just sitting than creeping or scurrying about.

A man, a lamp swinging in his hand, approached the hut with a firm, authoritative tread. An angry voice shouted through the open door, ‘Come out of there! Do you hear me? Come out!’


Chapter Two

THE MAJOR PRESSED Louise’s face into his shoulder. It gave her a warm feeling of being shielded and protected, but her heartbeats still behaved erratically in her fear for both of them. The newcomer was not a German; his voice was unmistakably Belgian. But he sounded menacing. He was one of the estate gamekeepers, perhaps. It would not be wise, unless he discovered them, to ask him for help. He might give it. Many Belgians would, but it put such people at terrible risk. It was better, if possible, to know something of the character and sympathies of people before declaring oneself to be wanted by the Boche.

She heard the man enter the hut.

‘Where are you, eh? Come out. What, gone, have you? And left your fire? You scoundrels.’

The major, his right arm around Louise, kept her close to him. They sat within the deep bulky blackness cast by the hut. It minimized their visibility. Stillness and silence were again their enforced lot. Little wings of nervousness fluttered around her heart. The man had spotted the fire, no doubt, through the gaps in the boards.

‘Show yourself, whoever you are.’ The voice, raised, came from outside the hut again. ‘You’re up to no good, you miscreants. I’ll get the dogs on you, whether there’s one or a dozen of you. Coming here, breaking the place up, making fires, chopping up trees – you’ll bring your beds next. I’ll catch you, damned if I won’t.’

The man began to move on. Louise and the major listened to the slow, ponderous tramp of feet and the angry grumbling as the threats continued. They glimpsed the lamp, a moving light that grew smaller and fainter. It vanished among trees, but for a while they could still hear him. Then silence descended. Perhaps a man like that, a conscientious estate employee, kept a regular lookout for people who stole into the wood at night to cut down branches and chop them up for their fire grates. That was how it was now in Belgium; quite good and honest people were reduced to making desperate little sorties into wooded areas, using axes, saws and knives to win for themselves enough timber and kindling to keep a fire going for a day or two.

‘M’sieu?’ whispered Louise.

‘Well, we’ve lost our little fire, but that’s all,’ murmured the major.

‘No, it’s still alight,’ she said. She could see the glow through a crack in the rear boards.

‘I mean we can’t return to it,’ said the major in a cautious whisper. ‘He’s left it burning, d’you see? And wandered off. That, young lady, is a manoeuvre designed to draw us back to our fire, I’ll wager on it. Then he’ll come back too, growling for our blood. Otherwise he’d have stamped the fire put. You heard him growling? A bear of a man, Louise Victoria, and ready to eat us both. You first, as you’d be tenderer. But we’ll not fall into that trap, eh?’

‘No, m’sieu,’ said Louise, a smile in her voice. ‘We will go, yes?’

‘Much the best thing, I’d say, wouldn’t you?’ he said, and she thought how easy it was to like him.

‘M’sieu, you spoke of wishing to reach Brussels,’ she said, keeping her voice as low as his.

‘I’ve no idea how to get there in the dark,’ he said. He got to his feet. She rose with him, moving in her supple way.

‘In Brussels, you can find a doctor or a hospital,’ she said. ‘I know the way, even in the dark, and I should be very happy, m’sieu, to be your guide. You would not mind if I came with you?’

‘Mind? I’m not going to manage it without you.’

‘It’s twelve kilometres,’ said Louise, ‘and if we go the quietest ways we can get there by ten o’clock. And I’m sure we shall be able to find a kind, discreet and capable doctor, who will be able to set your arm himself, which would be better, yes? Better, I mean, because you’re a British officer.’

‘Young lady, you’re heaven-sent. But is Brussels your own destination?’

Louise’s destination had been anywhere that was safe. Brussels was now her preference, though she did not know how safe it would prove.

‘Yes, m’sieu, Brussels is where I wish to go.’

‘Twelve kilometres, you say?’

‘It may be a little more,’ she said, ‘but it is also quite likely to be a little less.’

The major smiled. ‘Lead on, then,’ he said, ‘and we’ll take it more or less as it comes.’

‘I must tell you, m’sieu,’ she said as they made cautious tracks away from the hut, ‘that you’ll find many German soldiers in Brussels.’

‘Well,’ he said, and Louise smiled. The English were always saying ‘well’ or ‘really’. ‘Well, let’s cheer ourselves up with the fact that to one German, two comrades are a crowd, and to a thousand Germans they’re insignificant.’

She smiled again. They left the wood, making their way with a quiet care that was now instinctive to them. The April evening had become black night, but they grew cats’ eyes and saw the gate they had to climb. They negotiated it silently, the major making a more awkward business of it than the quicksilvery girl. She turned, leading the way. He came up beside her, and they walked through the darkness, over fields until they reached a narrow road, where they turned east towards Brussels. Far to the south sounds like muted thunder rumbled. The guns of war were seldom quiet in Flanders, and when the wind was in the right direction they could be heard in Brussels itself.

They walked briskly, the major’s left arm resting in its sling beneath his overcoat. Belgium seemed locked in darkness and, the guns apart, in silence. But not all the units of the occupying power were stationed in Brussels, and the travellers knew it was possible to bump into the Boche in the quietest places, and by night as well as by day. The clouds had gone and the stars were out. The night, though, cold, promised to be fine.

‘Shall we talk, Louise Victoria?’ said the major. ‘I think we might, without waking up too many Germans, and if you’d care to tell me your story and why you’re running from the Kaiser’s bloodhounds, I’d like to hear it all. Are you out of school yet?’

‘Out of school? M’sieu, of course.’ Louise was a little indignant; although it had only been six months or so since she finished at a young ladies’ academy in Brussels.

‘Well, then, how did you come to end up in a ditch with me?’

* * *

Talking, with voices kept low, was going to make the journey more agreeable, and Louise found herself very willing to tell her story. She lived with her aunt, her father’s sister, just outside the ancient little town of Dendermonde in East Flanders. Her mother had died a year ago, and her father, a Belgian officer of the reserve, had been called up at the beginning of the war four months later. He was killed during the German attack on Liège.

As a young man, he had accepted an offer to study for two years in St Petersburg, where he met an entrancing young Russian lady whose mother was English and whose father was one of the Tsar’s ministers. This happened six months before his time in St Petersburg was up, but during those last months he fell incurably in love. The young lady was not merely entrancing, she was divinely lovely, deliciously witty and utterly adorable. Naturally, with such assets and such qualities as these, she was being courted with dramatic Russian ardour by some of the handsomest men in St Petersburg. Although he was by no means a retiring young man – in fact, he was commendably dashing – the dazzling splendour of the competition made him unusually diffident, and he advanced his cause with such a lack of self-confidence that he knew himself to be in constant retreat.

‘Are these your words, Louise Victoria?’ asked the amused major.

Louise assured him that almost every word originated from her father, who often told this story of his courtship. When he was at last due to return home to Brussels, he realized he had spent six months getting precisely nowhere. This, he confessed, was due to the sense of inferiority that ravishing beauty and Russian competition fostered in him. Therefore he was determined, before it was too late, to be entirely bold, and to advance either to ecstatic victory or honourable retreat. He composed himself for defeat, since he thought little of his chances.

On the night before he left St Petersburg, he called on his heart’s desire with the firm intention of proposing. Her parents’ house was full of people. Uniforms quite brilliant were everywhere, and great handsome Russian moustaches seemed an intimidating luxuriance, especially as he was clean-shaven himself. He went forward with his head high, however, to greet his lady fair, and was smitten by disaster. He tripped over the edge of the carpet and fell flat on his face. There was the most spellbinding roar of Russian silence—

‘A spellbinding roar of Russian silence?’ queried the fascinated major.

‘That is what my father called it,’ smiled Louise, swinging along by the side of her newly found comrade in the darkness. She went on to say that the silence was followed by an earsplitting gale of Russian laughter, and a score of hands pulled her father to his feet like a popping cork. And all in front of the eyes of the young lady of his heart. He gathered himself together as manfully as he could, bowed to her and, making the best of the farce, announced that if she would permit it, he would turn his arrival into immediate departure and go straightaway to the optician’s, for he had no doubt he was in serious need of spectacles. She laughed. She thought that splendidly delicious and loved him for it. But he thought she only laughed, as might any girl, at a clown. He accepted defeat. He did not mention he was departing for Brussels in the morning. He did find time to call on his way to the station, however, and to leave her a note. She was out and her mother took it. In it he declared himself devoted to her and wished her lifelong joy and happiness.

Much to his astonishment, when he reached his home in Brussels, a telegram from her was waiting for him. There were just six words.

IS THAT WHAT DEVOTION MEANS – GOODBYE?

He sent a telegram in immediate reply, proposing to her. Back came a second telegram from the lady of his heart.

‘M’sieu,’ said Louise, ‘do you know what was in it? Just one word: YES. But in English, Russian and French, and written fifty times. Mama often said that as Papa’s advances were always retreats, she was not going to be less than positive herself. So she said yes fifty times. In a telegram, and in English, Russian and French. Did you ever hear of anything more romantically extravagant? You see, she was as much in love with him as he was with her. Mama was nineteen then, Papa twenty-three, and they were married six months later, in St Petersburg.’

Louise was born the following year. She was also given the name Victoria, after her English grandmother. She was part-Russian, part-English and part-Belgian. Mostly she was Belgian, of which she was proud. She was the only child, but a very happy one. She found that Mama really was adorable
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