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Chapter 1

Amsterdam, Holland
October 1944

Nancy glanced through the slash of rain to where Josef, tall and dark in a belted raincoat, was checking the others were in position. He stooped to tie a shoelace as he came out from the shelter of the weigh-house – one of the oldest buildings in Amsterdam, with its distinctive pointed towers. He looked up briefly and Nancy silently returned his gaze before checking her watch.

She was taut with nerves. 4.25 pm. Obermayer should appear at any moment.

As an agent Nancy often worked solo, but she’d agreed to this mission because she was the only one of her Resistance friends who knew what Obermayer looked like – a short, stout Nazi with an unmistakeable pouchy face. She’d recognise his calculated expression of mild surprise anywhere. It was designed to make you think him merely a bland civil servant, and not the most feared torturer in the Dutch SS.

Time to go. As she walked down the street, she glanced to the news stand to see another of their men reading the headlines on the front of the booth. She’d already seen Wim, sheltering by the tram stop, and Eva was waiting with the van, just around the corner.

Nancy strolled down the road towards the bank where Obermayer was due to meet one of what he called his V-men – informers who infiltrated the Dutch Resistance to sell their secrets to the Nazis. According to her intelligence, Obermayer met the same man every week at 4.30 outside the bank.

All she had to do now was to identify Obermayer by stopping as soon as she saw him, and opening up her handbag – and her comrades would do the rest and bundle him, and any accomplice, into the van. Once they had him, by God, they’d get the name of any traitor and give him what was coming to him. Hence this kidnap. A horrible job, but necessary. As she passed the bank doorway, she clocked a man waiting there.

A sharp intake of breath. Elmo. Oh no. Not one of their own?

A ripple of shock went down her back but she didn’t pause her step. Bastard. So he was a double agent, one of the snakes in their midst. And there he was, waiting for Obermayer, cool as you like, smoking and shuffling his feet.

 Her heels clacked on the pavement as she walked through the puddles, her head turned away from Elmo, as she hid under the brimmed hat that shaded her eyes. Still, the smell of his foul French tobacco drifted by her face.

No sign of Obermayer. He was late.

Josef and the rest would be tense; it was hard to look as if you were an innocent bystander when you were waiting to kidnap someone.

A heavy-set man walked around the corner and Nancy’s heart lurched. She gripped her bag, ready to open it.

Not Obermayer. Her hand relaxed.

She’d got to the end of the row of buildings. She sensed the men’s stares of impatience on her back. As if she’d forgotten something, she clapped a hand to her mouth and turned on her heel to return down the street. She walked more briskly now, swerving past other pedestrians, but the noise of footsteps slapping behind her made her stiffen.

A bulk of a man hurried by, beige overcoat flapping. He walked with a slight turnout of the feet, the neck thick as a tree trunk. It was Obermayer, she was certain, but he’d caught her by surprise and she couldn’t see his face. She had to be sure.

She speeded her step. He was ahead of her, striding towards Elmo at the bank. She passed a long queue of drab women queuing outside the grocer’s on the off-chance of a food delivery.

The man stopped at the bank, which had dripping Nazi flags and a colonnaded portico where Elmo was leaning against a pillar. Obermayer dropped a hand on his shoulder in a familiar way and said something she couldn’t hear. Elmo smiled, spat out his cigarette butt, and ground it in the wet with the toe of his shoe.

Seconds later, a young boy leapt out from the queue to snatch up the butt. It provided just the diversion that Nancy needed. She risked a glance up to look directly into the man’s face. Obermayer. No mistaking him.

Now! She fumbled with the clasp on her handbag and brought out a handkerchief to wipe her nose, leaving the bag gaping open.

The noise of the van starting up and then a door opening. Her Resistance friends had seen the signal.

Obermayer glanced up at the old gas-powered fish van parked a little further down the road. His lips tightened and his gaze snapped to meet hers. His eyes were grey and knowing.

‘Excuse me,’ he said swiftly to Elmo, and abruptly, he began to walk away, powering down the street.

He’d smelled a rat, and there was nothing she could do. Should she follow? Already, she was conscious of her men moving on the street, closing in. They had to catch him where they could get him to the van, which was kerb-crawling close behind him. Elmo, the double-crossing swine, had melted away into the bank.

A glimpse of her friend Josef. He had the chloroform bottle in his pocket. He swung out to follow his quarry who was heading briskly for the Apollolaan Hotel, a Nazi stronghold, close to where five canals meet.

But Obermayer didn’t get far before Josef leapt at him.

‘Gestapo!’ Obermayer shouted, trying to summon help as he swung his fists at the men wrestling to pin him down and disarm him. He was still trying to get to his gun, but Wim was trying to crush his hands together.

Josef brought out the bottle of chloroform and the rag and unstoppered it, just as her friend Wim swung his fist to hit the big man. Obermayer reeled, cannoned into Josef and the chloroform bottle shot out of Josef’s hand.

A sharp inhalation as the glass shattered. No. Don’t let him get away.

The pavement glinted with shards of glass and running liquid, as Obermayer lurched out of their grasp.

Nancy ran towards them, uncertain what they could do now, but knowing the plan had failed. Obermayer drew a pistol from his coat and aimed it at Wim.

But before he could fire, two cracks. Eva, who had been in the getaway van, had panicked, drawn out a revolver and fired two shots out of the window.

Obermayer hit the ground like a collapsed building, his head smacking on to the pavement. One bullet had gone through his head, the other his neck.

Shit. The sound of the revolver instantly brought the Greens running. Like lice, they emerged from the side streets and buildings, shouting ‘Stop! Stay where you are!’

The Greens were the Ordnungspolizei, the Order Police in green uniform who worked for Nazi Germany and were responsible for carrying out Nazi orders. They were tasked with the arrest, execution or deportation of what they called ‘Enemies of the Reich’.

Already Nancy’s friends were scattering, leaving Obermayer’s body as a heap on the pavement. Wim jumped into the van, as Josef set off running and Eva reversed as fast as she could, foot hard on the gas pedal. Nancy was already on the move as she saw Josef dodge between the military trucks that had appeared from nowhere, and hare off alongside the canal. A patrol, alerted by the disturbance, was ready for him and cut off the route. He was surrounded by Wehrmacht helmets within seconds.

In the distance she saw Koos, one of their lookouts, being led away to a truck. She must get out of there. But slow. Act calm. Nothing to do with me.

She increased her pace and stepped straight into the chest of one of the Greens.

‘Name?’

‘Hendrika van Hof.’ Her sixth false name.

‘Did you see what happened there?’

‘No,’ Nancy said. ‘I just saw trouble. I was going to work, and now I must go another way.’

The man, a grizzled-looking man in his forties, looked her up and down. ‘Where d’you work?’

Her cover story was solid now. ‘The Prinsengracht Hospital.’

‘But that’s the other side of the city. What are you doing here on Nieuwmarkt?’

‘I needed to buy some press-studs from the market,’ she said, smiling pleasantly though light-headed with fear.

‘Well, Nurse Van Hof, you want to have dinner with me?’

She blinked. With him? He was old. The thought was repulsive. The question had come out of the blue and she didn’t know how to answer.

‘I will have to take you in for questioning,’ he said. ‘Or, you could answer my questions over dinner.’

He had a self-satisfied smugness about him that made her want to punch him, but she knew she had no choice but to agree. All women had no choice but to agree with the police in this war. And besides, it would look more suspicious if she turned down a free dinner. Not now northern Holland was cut off from their food supply lines. ‘That would be very nice,’ she said.

‘Tomorrow night at seven o’clock. Hotel de Gerstekorrel, near Dam Square. Okay?’

‘Thank you.’

‘And I’ll need your papers.’

In case I run away. She’d understood. Damn. She’d have to hand them over. She opened her bag for the second time that day and took out the papers. They were forged of course. Would he notice? Sweat gathered under the neck of her coat.

He took them and glanced at them again. ‘Aah, Hendrika.’ He rolled her name round his tongue. ‘I will see you tomorrow.’

‘Call me Rika,’ she said.

The man puffed himself up, pleased. Ugh. Every power-crazed Dutch creep had allied himself with the Nazis. ‘And I am Dirk. Dirk van Meveren. If anyone asks, tell them I have your papers. They will be returned to you tomorrow. I look forward to our dinner.’

*

Nancy got off the streets as soon as she could. Breathless, she fled to Karel’s ironmongery shop, a safe house where their resistance cell usually met. Karel was an old hand; he’d been in the Resistance in Amsterdam since the very beginning, whereas she’d only been in Holland for just over a year. Good going – they expected wireless operators to last only a few months.

She burst into his back room without knocking. ‘We failed,’ she told him. ‘Obermayer is dead.’

‘Dead you say.’ Karel – old, moustachioed, ground down by years of war – paced up and down the counter, occasionally slapping a veined hand down on its surface. Of course now there was barely any stock, the Germans had taken it all to repurpose for weaponry or to prevent the Resistance from doing the same, so the place was hung only with brooms and scrubbing brushes behind its wooden shutters.

‘Eva and Wim made it, but they got Josef and Koos,’ Nancy said, now she had her breath back.

Karel’s sixty-year-old face was worn and lined, his cheeks sunken. He leant on the counter, shoulders slumped. ‘I can’t do this anymore. Though I don’t think they’ll talk, you can’t meet here. Not now.’

It was a blow. Karel’s shop had been closed for months and they’d used it as their de facto base.

‘Koos and Josef?’ He seemed to consider the names, weighing it all up.

She nodded. To lose any agent was a disaster. But worse was the knowledge that Josef had been taken. He was not only their most experienced member, but the bravest of the men, the most agile, the one who had all the ideas and who tied the Resistance efforts together. He was the firebrand of their little band of brothers, the leader, and his loss was like pulling out the heart from their resistance.

Nancy shook her head, her heart still pounding. ‘What a botch-up. Elmo was there, meeting that butcher, cosying up to the Nazis.’

Karel rested his head between his hands on the counter. She waited as he let out a ragged sigh. ‘I can’t believe it.’

‘I thought there was something about Elmo all along, too eager, too keen to be involved. It didn’t sit right.’

Karel looked up. ‘Doesn’t seem right he’s still out there, whereas Josef …’ Another sigh. ‘We’ll have to move on,’ he said. ‘And it’ll break my wife’s heart to leave this place. My father would turn in his grave. Been here a hundred and fifty years, this shop. Always thought it’d be here for the next generation. But Koos? He’s inexperienced. Not sure how long he’ll hold out. Could blab at any moment.’ He gestured angrily around the room, at the empty fireplace, the bare shelves, the sad-looking tins of metal polish, and the few remaining boxes of clothes pegs.

‘Where will you go?’

‘My sister in Brabant? I don’t know.’

Nancy shook her head. ‘I can’t leave. A Green took my papers.’

‘What?’

She explained. ‘If I don’t go to dinner with him, it will look suspicious.’

‘You can’t. Get out of Amsterdam. If they torture them and anyone talks—’

‘How, with no papers?’

‘We’ll think of something.’

‘The Green might look at my pass and ID, and see it’s a forgery. And if he does, I’ll be walking right into a trap. But equally, if I don’t go, he’ll have the Gestapo out looking for me straightaway, and he has my photo and my address.’

‘Then don’t go home.’

‘I’ve no choice. Besides, I need to clear Josef’s room of any evidence.’

‘You’ll miss him.’

She shrugged.

‘Oh, I know. You’ve got a reputation for keeping your distance.’

Had she? She considered a moment. He was right; she’d learnt not to trust anyone. Too many close shaves. And though she liked Josef, there was Tom, back home in England. She ran a hand along the counter. ‘Can you try to find out where they took them? D’you think it’s the Oranjehotel?’

Karel closed his eyes a moment as if summoning the last of his energy. ‘I’m leaving. My bag’s already packed upstairs. It’s always been ready in case of something like this, but I never thought I’d have the heart to use it. But I’ve had enough. The shootings, the reprisals. I’ve nothing left in me, Rika.’

His words peeled her to something raw. It was too close to how she felt. But for the first time, she saw him clearly. This old man, stripped bare of everything he loved, his clothes hanging on a too-thin frame, the dark circles speaking of too much worry and not enough food.

‘It’s all right, Karel.’ She went and rested a hand on his arm. ‘You go. It’s time to separate. It will be safer that way. We don’t know if we’ll see our friends again, and we can’t know what the Nazis will beat out of them. Better safe than sorry. But you can be proud. You’ve done so much here, keeping this safe house. Today we got rid of Obermayer, and so some of our resistance men will sleep more soundly in their beds.’

‘What about Elmo?’

‘We’ll leave him running for the moment. Now we know he works for the Gestapo, we can feed him the wrong information. Make sure it works to our advantage. Two can play his game.’

Karel pulled at a thread on his cuff. ‘It’s playing with fire, if you ask me. Elmo’ll sell us all down the river.’

‘You’ve done your bit, Karel.’ She patted his arm in reassurance. ‘Go get your bag.’

‘Take care, Rika. Get out of Amsterdam as soon as you can.’

*

Nancy let herself into her apartment and closed the door, leaning against it a moment before bounding up the stairs. A black day. Two more of her resistance cell in Nazi hands. Only now did she feel her legs start to tremble. But there was no time to lose, she must clear Josef’s room.

Whilst sharing this apartment, she and Josef had kept themselves to themselves, and his door had always been firmly shut to her. Of course he knew Rika was a code-name, and that she had ties back home in England. Meanwhile, she knew he wasn’t really called Josef and had lost his girlfriend to a German camp. They respected each other but their personal lives had always been strictly off limits. No complications; that was her rule.

She and Josef were two of the few active members of this cell that were left. So few of them now. The war was supposed to be over, but the Germans had clung on to this part of Holland like an angry toddler with a toy.

Quick. She must stop these senseless thoughts. Going in Josef’s room felt like a betrayal. Whatever happened next, he’d never be able to come back.

His plaid shirt and a grubby neckerchief dangled on the back of the chair, and a pair of shoes was half pushed under the bed, laces trailing. But she ignored these and went straight to the wardrobe – a big old wooden armoire, and hoisted a compact leather suitcase from the bottom drawer. It was a dead weight. The crystal radio, the way she contacted other networks, and Tom, once a month, with just a few words. No more. Too many was to risk being picked up by the detector vans. She placed it by the door, ready to go.

She ripped through the rest of the room like a burglar, yanking open drawers and cupboards, flinging back the bedcovers, searching out anything incriminating. She scooped up stuff from the bedside table – scribbled locations and places of meetings on scraps of paper. They couldn’t tell anyone much, Josef was so careful, but still, best to be thorough.

If the Moffen came here, there must be nothing – then if he held out, he could still claim innocence. Not that evidence ever held much sway with the Nazis, but every sliver of hope was worth hanging on to.

A box of matches lived on the shelf above the enamel stove in the kitchen. She struck one, shocked at the flare of sulphur and light in the dimness of the blacked-out room. Soon the papers were just charred flakes in the fireplace.

At the last moment she thought to search through his pockets.

In his jacket her hand touched something cold. A small Molina handgun. More rummaging and she found a cardboard box of bullets. She slid these into her raincoat pocket.

A dash across the corridor for a quick check around her own room. She knew exactly how it was laid out. It was part of the training she’d undertaken back in England with the Special Operations Executive. How far away it all seemed now, the achingly draughty rooms at Arisaig, and her terror of failing when they’d asked her to parachute out of a plane. And yet still, the life-saving instructions her trainers had given her had stuck in her mind. Thank God for them, or she wouldn’t be alive.

From them she’d learned she must place everything exactly, so she’d know if anyone else had been here. She surveyed her bedroom. Nightdress neatly folded on the pillow, book precisely angled on the dressing table next to an empty perfume bottle. Nothing had been touched. But now she must leave it all. Leave Rika behind, shedding her as a snake sheds its skin. She had done this so often.

Henrika van Hof would disappear into the Amsterdam fog.

She’d go to Anna, the only person who knew who she really was, and her only friend. Being an agent was a lonely business. She had never mentioned her to anyone, because to do so was a risk to them both. Though Anna was well over sixty-five now – she’d taken Nancy in when she was desperate after the Wehrmacht had shot her previous landlady Mrs Van Hegel. Anna wouldn’t ask questions. The only person who would be willing to house a British agent on the run, and her suitcase transmitter.

Nancy picked up the suitcase, feeling the weight of it drag on her arm. She would have to go now, this minute; for being out after dark was always more suspicious. If she were to be stopped by the Stapo it would be the end. But she had to have a means of communication, and she couldn’t stay.

Going out there was like being a rabbit surrounded by wolves.

She braced herself for the weight of the suitcase when she heard a noise below. Instantly alert, she raced to the window and looked out. Below, she saw the roof of a green Wehrmacht truck and armed men scrambling out on to the wet pavement.

Had someone blabbed already? Or was it Elmo who had set them on to her?

She couldn’t take the risk. Only one way out. The iron fire escape. She dropped the suitcase by the window and thrust up the sash. It was stiff and she had to heave it open. One leg over the window ledge and on to the iron stairs. Heart thudding, she calculated she had a few minutes grace before the men ran round to cut off the back of the houses.

She reached for the suitcase, but it got stuck as she climbed out.

Bloody awkward thing. She wrestled with it a few moments, twisting it this way and that, before letting it thud back to the ground. She’d never carry it down the slippery twisting stairway.

She grabbed the wet railings and half-leapt, half-skittered down the stairs, shoes ringing out as she went. Shouts from above as she jumped off the last tread.

A glance up, two helmeted men were leaning out of her window.

So it was me they were after.

A snatch of a look down the street. Which way?

She gambled and ran left, just as heavy footsteps ran around the right corner.

A few more seconds’ grace.

She shot along the road; feet pounding behind her. They must have orders not to shoot, to take her alive. Skidding around the corner she bumped head first into a civilian, coming the other way. He tried to take hold of her, but she twisted away. Thank goodness his presence in the middle of the pavement also slowed her pursuers.

Up a side alley towards the canal, where she knew a shortcut and a dry dike where she could hide. Her breath was ballooning in her lungs as she dived into the narrow culvert. There was a drainage tunnel here that was dry, and where they had once hid arms and ammunition. She elbowed her way in, and then crouched into the musty tunnel.

Above her head was a curve of red brick and behind her a pipe, now only damp and not flooded. Since the Germans had destroyed many of the lowland drainage systems, floodwater seeped up where it never used to, and dry pipes appeared that used to be channels for water.

From here she could watch feet walking by on the higher footpath, and she gripped tight to Josef’s gun in her pocket as she saw men’s boots tramp past.

‘Wo ist sie?’

‘Nichts.’

They were searching for her. She willed her breath to steady, taking sips of the damp peaty air. Two bicycles passed by, but she kept tight in a ball, hidden from view. She quietly loaded the gun.

After what seemed an eternity, the boots sloshed by through the puddles again. She waited until she thought her legs had gone completely numb before emerging slowly from her hiding place. She peered out first to check no-one was there, then crawled out.

The back of her raincoat was damp and full of mud, her knees and elbows too, and it was growing dark. She must get to Anna’s. She walked purposefully down the canal, every sense straining. If anyone asked to see her pass, it would be the end. She’d no papers, and they’d find her gun.

She walked briskly the thirty-five-minute walk away from the city centre. At one point, a German foot patrol was about to approach her, but fortunately a Wehrmacht truck stopped by them, and they went to its window to talk. Head down, heart hammering, Nancy just kept on walking, praying they would not follow her. She was in luck, but she didn’t dare look back. To look would have drawn their attention.

At Anna’s house she went around the back and gave a soft knock, the three light taps and a heavy one that spelt V for Victory in Morse. The code they all used as friends. Anna opened the door and pulled her inside.

‘What took you so long?’ she said.

Anna had already got a message from one of her contacts that Josef had been arrested.

‘The death of that butcher Obermayer won’t go without repercussions,’ Anna said, her voice firm despite her age. ‘They’ll want to make scapegoats of somebody. And that’s not good for our cause.’ Her lined face creased with worry. ‘Reprisals just make us more unpopular.’

Nancy sighed. ‘You can’t blame them. People can’t see what we do, only the times it goes wrong and someone innocent gets hurt. They don’t realise who Obermayer was. That he was the man responsible for dismembering almost every resistance cell in Amsterdam.’

‘They’ll come for you, as soon as someone gives your name. And because you ran.’

‘What else could I do?’

A flap of a hand. ‘I know all that. But it signals your guilt. You can’t stay in Amsterdam, and especially not here.’

‘There’s still work to do in Amsterdam.’

‘With whom? Your cell is finished. It can do nothing useful with its men locked up and its equipment confiscated. You need to join with someone else. We’ll have tea, and tomorrow I’ll take you to a friend. He’ll get you out of Amsterdam and to The Hague. There’s a group there that could do with a courier to take messages.’

 She sighed. ‘I had to leave my transmitter behind.’

A shrug. ‘Maybe they have contact with Radio Oranje and can get word back to England about where you are.’

Nancy bit back her disappointment. She’d hoped for more time with her, but she knew Anna was one of the most experienced operatives in Amsterdam, and her advice was golden.

That night she hardly slept. She stood by the window, peering through a crack in the curtain, restless in case anyone had followed her.

Don’t be silly, she reassured herself in English. You saw no-one.

She dropped the curtain and got into bed again, even the creak of springs making her startle. She was aware as always of how her very presence could bring death to those near her. She’d seen it enough over the years. This was her fourth mission to Holland, and she was only supposed to be a wireless operator, but as soon as she’d arrived in Amsterdam she’d become so much more than that. So few agents were left, so she’d taken on more responsibility. Collecting weapons, delivering messages, liaising with other cells. She’d done it all.

Was she jinxed? Josef was supposed to be organising this cell, and for three weeks all had gone to plan, they were about to knock out Obermayer, one of the biggest thorns in their side, but now this.

She’d hoped that with the latest big push from the Allies, the war would be over and within weeks she’d be back with Tom in London, but the Allied operation at Arnhem had failed. They’d been banking on it – the offensive that was whispered as Operation Market Garden.

When the news had come – that Hitler’s troops had held the line, that they’d retained control of the ports, she’d cried. She’d been focussed on getting home to Tom, and the relief that the war would soon be over. But things looked increasingly bleak, and there was no way now the British would try to get her out through Nazi lines. The disappointment was hard to bear.

Though the Allies had liberated Maastricht and in the south a sea of orange cloth – the colour of free Holland – was flying everywhere, here, north of the Maas River, they were completely cut off.

Nancy stared at the ceiling, wondering if Tom was thinking of her, and whether he realised she wouldn’t be coming home. Now the Amsterdam cell had folded, she’d become such a risk that even Anna was turning her away. She’d never worked in The Hague, but she supposed she’d have to see what she could do. She sighed. Starting again was always the hardest thing to do.

*

Anna’s great skill was, that being over sixty, she could mimic a frail old lady, and Nancy fell into her familiar role of pretending to be her granddaughter. They walked arm in arm, slowly, as Anna put on her limping gait and led her to a small house in a rundown suburb. In reality, Anna was as tough and upright as iron. On the way Anna told her they were going to a safe house she said belonged to someone called Gerard.

‘This is Edda,’ Anna said to the man who opened the door. Nancy was used to speaking Dutch now, but the sudden new name took her aback. 

Edda, thought Nancy. Another name for me to get used to. Just for once it would be nice to choose her own name.

The man who filled the doorway beckoned Nancy inside without preamble, and Anna shut the door behind them.

The tiny interior was stuffed with furniture. The conflicting ticks of two cuckoo clocks at odds with each other made Nancy wince. Gerard pointed them to a sofa and bade them sit. There was barely enough room because the sofa was overstuffed with cushions.

A huge giant of a man, he crammed his large frame into the remaining armchair. Nancy found him intimidating with his lowered brows and penetrating stare.

‘There’s talk of the assassination everywhere,’ he said. ‘But I heard this morning by radio that they’ve taken Josef to the Nazi interrogation centre at the Oranjehotel.’

Nancy inwardly shuddered. The ‘Orangehotel’ was what the Resistance nicknamed the fortress the Nazis used as a prison.

‘It’s not good news,’ Gerard went on. ‘It means a public trial and execution. They will be looking to make him an example.’

‘I burned his papers,’ Nancy said.

Anna smiled. ‘See? She’s well trained. Can you find a place for her?’

Gerard looked her up and down as if assessing livestock. ‘You’ll do anything?’

She hesitated. What sort of ‘anything’ did he mean?

‘We need a woman like you; someone pretty, someone not too thin, someone who can decorate a man’s arm.’

She was insulted, but had no idea how to respond.

‘We need someone to get to know the Nazi officers at the Oranjehotel. In particular the assistant to the SS Oberführer Schneider. Our man’s called Detlef Keller. He’s in charge of the records – logging information about Resistance prisoners, keeping a tally of who goes in and out, and where to. Our sources in The Hague have been watching him. They say he’s lonely and impressionable. That he hangs around the bars looking for a pretty girl. We need inside information from him – not only about what the Germans have gleaned about our networks, but about where they send the prisoners, so we can trace what happens to our operatives, and if possible, intercept the transports.’

‘You mean, we’re going to try to get our men out?’

‘We’re considering it.’

‘How will I make contact with this Keller?’

‘Infiltrate his circle as best you can. We will give you money, enough to furnish an apartment, and give you a decent wardrobe. He’s a drinker, and often socialises with others in the Wehrmacht Command.’

She was wary. ‘Has it been tried before?’

‘Once, but not with Keller. The last girl we had in mind didn’t even make it as far as signing the lease on the apartment. She got picked up because she got careless with her cover story. Then when they arrested her, she crumbled.’ His voice was full of disgust.

‘I’m not the crumbling type,’ she said, raising her chin.

He laughed then, a great belly laugh. Nancy was surprised how much it changed him.

‘She’ll do,’ he said to Anna. He turned to Nancy. ‘A rich widow, that’s what we have in mind. Someone looking for a good time and a replacement husband, one preferably high up in the Party.’

A woman that sounded despicable. ‘You’re really going to try to get them out?’

‘We’ll try. Josef at least. Without him, the Amsterdam cell will collapse. We need him and his prospects are bleak.’

She took it in, that Koos was considered less valuable than Josef. The thought hurt in a way she couldn’t dispel. But if they could save one … ‘I’d like to help. Josef’s a good friend, and he covered my back too many times to count.’

‘If you think you’re up to it. It will take a cool head and a quick mind.’

‘You think I don’t know that?’ she sparked back at him. ‘I’ve been in Holland on and off for more than a year. My life has been on the line often enough.’

‘Then you can try. You can stay with my brother whilst we construct a cover story and until you find an apartment.’




Chapter 2

Baker Street, London

Tom Lockwood put the newspaper down on his desk, took off his glasses to rub his eyes, then put his head in his hands. So the rumours were true. Operation Market Garden had failed. Monty’s tanks had got stuck in mud and instead of a liberated Holland, they were now faced with half a country cut off completely from foreign aid. What would Gerbrandy, the Dutch Prime Minister, do now?

Tom chewed his pencil. No-one could possibly understand just how desperately he’d been looking forward to Nancy coming home, and to the end of this whole damn war. A few weeks ago, he could almost touch it.

And what would liberating only half of Holland mean for his job here at Baker Street? Would N Section be training any more men? He enjoyed his work – there was something satisfying in bashing the mysteries of codes and ciphers into the brains of new agents.

Just then his telephone rang.

Neil’s familiar voice down the crackly line. ‘Have you heard anything?’ He meant about Nancy of course, though he couldn’t say it. Neil was Nancy’s brother and they were both supposed to think Nancy was working as a nurse with the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, or FANYs. They weren’t supposed to know she was an agent in occupied Holland.

‘No, nothing,’ Tom replied. ‘Just what I read in the paper.’

‘Lilli and I listened to Radio Oranje last night, like I always do. It’s horrendous. The port of Rotterdam is in ruins and the Germans are destroying anything the Dutch have built, out of sheer spite. Generations of trade reduced to rubble! Not just that, but can you believe they’re bombing and destroying pumping stations? At this rate coastal areas will soon be back under water. They’re evacuating the coastal towns but there’s no way people can get out of the occupied zone, they’ve just nowhere to go.’ His voice cracked. ‘Most of them are too scared to do anything but hide.’

Tom flipped the paper over, one ear glued to the phone. ‘I’ve got The Standard in front of me and it says here they’ve no electricity or fuel. No trams, no telephones. We have to do something. I can’t bear to think of how bad it must be.’

‘What? We can’t do anything.’

‘I don’t know.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Get Nancy out somehow.’

‘But how can we do that? I’m still here at the radio unit at Wavendon, and you can’t do anything with Beauclerk. You know how he has to okay every last little thing.’

Tom pictured his boss, worn ragged by the war. Beauclerk was a nervous wreck, but he’d some sympathy for the man. Though still heading the offices at Baker Street, he was obviously unwell, grey in the face and showing signs of Parkinson’s disease. ‘I don’t know. Can you and Lilli get up to London?’ Lilli was Neil’s wife.

‘Maybe, next weekend, if we can get a train.’

‘Come to my flat then, and in the meantime, I’ll see what I can find out.’

*

Tom loped up the long flight of stairs to the offices and knocked on Beauclerk’s door. A grunt of ‘Enter’ from his boss. Beauclerk was leaning on the desk, poring over the same latest edition of the Evening Standard, a cold cup of coffee at his elbow. The picture of the king on the wall behind him had been replaced with one of Churchill, complete with brooding, intent expression, and cigar in hand.

In contrast, the war hadn’t treated Beauclerk well, his face was drooping, worn and greyish, like old lined concrete.

A sigh. ‘What is it now?’ Beauclerk’s voice had a resigned tone. He clutched one arm to his waistcoat to stop it shaking. His Parkinson’s disease must be getting worse.

‘I saw the papers. What are “N” Section doing about the agents in the North?’ Tom asked. ‘Are they being evacuated?’

A sigh. ‘You know perfectly well I can’t tell you that.’

‘Which means they aren’t.’

‘Their intelligence is still useful. And the place will fall eventually. Has to.’

‘Eventually. When they’re all dead of starvation. You’ve read it?’ Tom pointed to The Standard.

‘Look, I can’t do anything. I know it’s bloody, but I can’t. I should throw you out of my office with a flea in your ear for even asking.’

‘You won’t though. Because you know I’m one of the few people you can trust. That you can tell the truth to. And that counts for a lot in this mad old game we’re in.’

Beauclerk made a face and stirred his cold coffee. Tom watched the milky skin congeal around the spoon.

‘It’s plain enough we can’t get troops over the Maas River,’ Beauclerk said. ‘The Germans have bedded in. The coastal ports are sealed. No-one can get in or out. We’ve stopped all agent drops. Anti-aircraft guns line the banks of every estuary and canal, so there’s no way we can fly anyone in or out.’

‘So our agents’ll just be left to rot with no supplies, no ammunition, and no possible way out.’

‘I’m sorry Tom, but I can’t do anything. And I suppose now’s as good a time as any to tell you – I’m retiring.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m an old horse and they’re putting me out to grass. Ill health.’

‘When?’ Tom reeled. Baker Street ‘N’ Section without Beauclerk was unthinkable.

‘End of next week. Last of the month. It’ll be Paterson’s problem then, not mine.’

‘Paterson? Rodney Paterson?’ Tom couldn’t believe it. ‘But he’s hopeless. He’s just a jumped-up yes man!’

‘Whatever you think of him, he’s my replacement. He’s tasked with winding down my section of the Political Warfare Executive. And you know him, he always likes to do things by the book.’

Tom groaned. ‘Everything he does is glacial. It’s a catastrophe over there! Someone will have to do something – not just for our agents, but the whole of Holland. What does Queen Wilhelmina think of the fact you’re backing off?’

‘Not much. But then you could hardly expect her to be dancing a jig. She’s urging England to act, but we can’t do anything without more military support. We’re petitioning the US, but so far, no luck.’

‘If Paterson starts negotiating, we’ll all be dead and gone by the time he’s got out his pen. Shit. What a mess.’

‘Wish I could do more to help, but my hands are tied—’

Tom was already interrupting. ‘No you don’t. I know you – you’ll be sat in the Gentleman’s Club in the Cavendish reading the paper with not a care in the world, whilst Nancy’s still stuck out there.’

‘Insults won’t help, Tom. And you’re not stupid, we can never let the personal drive our decisions, you know that.’

Beauclerk knew Nancy was in Holland, damn him. ‘You always bent the rules for me a bit before, and I’m asking you to bend them now.’

‘It’s too late, Tom. I’m leaving, and I can’t do anything, can’t sign anything anymore. Only the debriefing documents, that’s all. You’ll have to ask Paterson. Close the door on your way out.’

Tom took one last look at him, at the set of his face, and realised it was no use. Angry, he slammed his way out of the room.

He’d got halfway down the corridor when he turned back. He pushed open the door without knocking. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said. ‘We go back a long way, and you deserve your retirement. I wish you all the best.’ He held out his hand across the desk.

Surprised, Beauclerk lifted his shaky hand and Tom grabbed it to pump it up and down.

Beauclerk’s eyes were suddenly watery. ‘Bloody Lockwood,’ he said. ‘I sure as hell hope Paterson can cope with you, because I never could.’

*

‘Okay,’ Tom said to Neil. ‘I’ve got a plan.’

That weekend Neil and Tom were sitting on the floor amid piles of books because Tom’s bedsitting room was so cramped and sparsely furnished that there was no sofa. ‘Oh no,’ Neil said. ‘Not another of your plans. Remember the last one?’

‘Less of that!’ Tom said. ‘At least we warned Nancy, even if it didn’t exactly go the way we wanted. And my plan this time’s really simple. We just go to Holland, find a way to get her out.’

Lilli, pregnant and lolling on the only armchair, rolled her eyes.

Tom continued, ‘Wait while I explain. Look, the PWE is winding the Netherlands section down. They know there’s no point in sending more agents to Holland, not when half of it’s already under Allied control. And especially now they know the resistance lines in the North are compromised.’

Neil was about to interrupt but Tom held up his hand. ‘Bear with me. The Allies are bedded down in Holland, south of the Maas river. So we can get as far as there, no problem. But I’ve done a bit of digging – about what our agents are up to via a friend who works for Prince Bernhard – you know, the Government-in-exile – and it turns out there’s a resistance cell called Group Albrecht. They’re still in operation and based in Biesbosch. Hold on, whilst I get the map.’

Tom unfolded a map of Holland which was already marked with scrawled ink dots.

‘What are these?’ Neil asked, pointing.

‘The places where I found out Nancy was,’ Tom said sheepishly. ‘I think she’s here in Amsterdam right now.’

‘You big softie,’ Neil said. ‘Is that what all these are about?’ He pointed to the language books piled up on the floor.

‘My Dutch isn’t so bad now. And it brings me closer to her.’ Tom hunkered down to point at the map. ‘Anyway, here near Dordrecht – see this? This is marsh – mostly flooded now, but it’s a kind of watery labyrinth, one the Germans are reluctant to tackle. But this Group Albrecht apparently know the safe routes through the maze, and are making daily crossings, bringing people out. Folk who need medical attention – diabetics who need insulin, downed British airmen, people like that. But if they can get people out, they can get people in.’

A snort from Lilli. ‘You think Neil should join that?’ she asked. ‘Don’t forget he’s got a bad leg. He can’t do strenuous things. And besides, he’s still working for Delmer at the radio station.’ Lilli was forthright as usual.

‘But for how long? People from the radio station are looking for new jobs already,’ Neil said. ‘Max is going to the BBC in Shepherd’s Bush and Ron’s already gone to that new BBC service they’re setting up in Manchester.’

‘But you said you didn’t want to move from Milton Bryan with me expecting,’ Lilli said, patting her stomach. ‘And now you want to go flying off to Holland? Put yourself in a war zone?’ She shook her head. ‘You’ve lost your mind.’

Neil reached to put an arm around her shoulders. ‘No, I’m just out of my mind with worry about Nancy. Darling, don’t forget, I’ve got Dutch blood. One day it might come out to Mother that Nancy’s over there in Holland and not in Birmingham, and I’d never be forgiven if anything happened to her – not if Mother found out I knew and did nothing. God only knows what Nancy’s dealing with. We can’t just sit back while people die.’

‘It’s winter,’ Tom added. ‘They’re completely cut off, and they’re in an occupied country.’

Lilli looked stricken. ‘You’re not going. You’ve no idea, have you? Unless you’ve seen it, you don’t know what the Nazis are like. It’s like a crusade, a religious crusade, and just as bloody. They’ll be worse, crushed up there like cornered rats.’ She pushed Neil away. ‘What if you don’t come back?’

Tom was suddenly very aware of where Lilli had come from, that she too was a refugee, and would be alone here in England if Neil was to go with him.

Neil turned to Lilli. ‘It’s bad if the Germans have control of all the ports. The papers say the railway workers went on strike, to stop the Nazis transporting Jews, and since then the Germans are stopping all supplies getting in. So there’s no food, no fuel. The Germans are deliberately starving civilians as punishment.’

‘It’s not Germans,’ Lilli burst out. ‘How dare you! Of course we care if people starve. It’s Nazis. We’re not all the same.’

There was an awkward silence. Neil’s face had closed into a tight, worried expression. He reached out to Lilli’s hand again but she pulled it away and turned her face to look out of the window.

‘Look Tom,’ Neil said quietly, ‘I’m not sure I can leave Lilli right now. I know there’s Nancy … but we’ve got our baby’s future to think of. If anything happened to me—’

Neil looked torn, and Tom felt for him. ‘Okay, okay. I understand. It’s just you’re the only one I can trust.’

‘Look, the only thing I can think of is that I’ll see if I can get transferred to a station more directly in contact with the Dutch lines. I’ll write to the BBC, see if I can get in with Radio Oranje in London. After all, I can speak Dutch and German.’

Tom knew how hard that would be for Neil. He’d left the Baker Street office under a cloud, having got caught up in a British Fascist plot, and he’d been sent, as a sort of punishment, to a dull desk job with some tin-pot radio outfit in Milton Bryan in Bedfordshire.

‘London?’ Lilli spoke the word with venom. ‘We’re comfortable where we are, aren’t we? Why would we want to move to London with all that smoke and bomb damage and nowhere for children to play?’

‘We’ll talk about it later, darling.’ Neil said. ‘Tell Tom about that film we saw last week, Perfect Strangers.’

‘You tell him. I’m not. Besides, I don’t want that to happen to us,’ Lilli said.

‘What?’ Tom asked, aware that Neil’s attempt to change the conversation had somehow misfired, and that Lilli still seemed upset.

‘This married couple in the film, their marriage fell apart because of the war.’

*

When they’d gone, Tom stared down at the map, tracing the river frontier in his mind’s eye. He was disappointed but he could see that hoping Neil would join him was unrealistic. It was just daunting, the idea of jumping into it alone. And most of it was because he was just so desperate to see Nancy again; it had been more than nine months since she’d last been home, and after those few precious days he missed her like having a permanent hole in his chest.

He went over to the curling photograph of her propped up on his mantelpiece. It was a terrible shot, taken on a windy day on Primrose Hill, last time she’d been on leave. Her hair was blowing over her face and he’d somehow clicked too soon, so it was all blurry. But it was Nancy all right, her smile underneath it all, and it brought it back, the moment she had to go. How they’d both tried to be stupidly brave at the station, but he’d ended up running after the train like a kid, to catch the last possible glimpse of her.

He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Baker Street were doing nothing to get her out, just leaving her to rot. The thought that they’d just let her down, abandon her after all she’d done, well, it made him want to spit.

He slumped back into his chair and stared at the map again, at the winding coils of river and canals that criss-crossed the country, at all the places she’d been. The idea that you could actually get into Holland now through the Allied Lines wouldn’t let go. What was to stop him going there and getting her out? Since no more agents were being recruited, his previous vital work training them had dried up, and now it was just endless writing up records. Anything would be better than doing more of Beauclerk’s soul-destroying paperwork. Especially Paterson’s even duller paperwork.

Oh Nancy, I miss you so much. 

*

The next day Neil called him at his office. ‘Sorry, Tom, I just can’t come with you. We had another row about it last night. It’s too much to ask of Lilli. Partly it’s her, and partly it’s my mother. Mother’s not been the same since Father died and she really doesn’t need to be worrying herself sick over where I am on top of it all. She’s already almost frantic wondering why Nancy hardly ever writes.’

‘It’s all right, old chap,’ Tom said. ‘I know it wasn’t the brightest idea.’

‘I still want to do something,’ Neil said. ‘So I’ve been on the blower this morning trying to get a job with Radio Oranje. So far, they’re not biting. And Delmer’s not happy, he wants to keep the team at Milton Bryan together until the end, and he got really ratty, telling us we’re all jumping ship. It was bloody.’

‘Sorry. It’s my fault. You’d best just stay put.’

‘What about you?’ Neil asked. ‘Will you give notice, or what?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll need to talk to the new head of our section – Beauclerk’s retiring.’

‘Who is it?’

‘Rodney Paterson.’

A groan. ‘Oh God. Good luck with that,’ Neil said.




Chapter 3

The Hague
November 1944

Nancy headed down Marktstraat from the station, towards a block of apartments mostly inhabited, so Gerard had told her, by well-to-do Nazi sympathisers. He had told her to meet the manager and estate agent there, a Herr Brouwer, who would show her some apartments.

Apparently the whole top floor of the block was taken up by high-up SS officers of the Gestapo, and the rest by other officials of the Party, wealthy Nazi sympathisers, or the Sicherheitsdienst – the German security service. She glanced in an empty shop window, and didn’t recognise herself in the new black suit under a burgundy-coloured coat with a sleek fox-fur collar. Gerard had supplied her with a black felt hat with a brim. Fashionable widow clothes. She had styled her hair with rollers the night before, and Gerard had even handed her a lipstick.

‘The Nazi women are all painted,’ he’d said. ‘You need powder and a look of artificiality.’ Never mind the artificial look, she felt artificial on the inside. Even going into the lobby was going to take nerves of steel.

Her navy leather handbag had new identity papers, and she’d been given the name Danique Koopman. So now she was Danique. Well, perhaps it was classier than Rika. Her supposed husband, Anton, who’d died of heart trouble, had been an industrialist owner of a foundry in Nijmegen. American bombers had destroyed the town one afternoon in February – awful, they mistook it for German territory. Thousands dead, wounded or missing. Everyone in the Resistance had felt it as a body-blow, and for many Dutch, this was the worst day of the war. How could it happen? How could their beautiful medieval town be crushed to mere rubble by their own side?

As she approached the apartment block, she paused and inhaled sharply, her hand on her bag. Nearly there. She took a moment more to consider her new identity and remind herself of plausible answers to possible questions about why she was in The Hague.

The ID photograph of Danique Koopman had been rigged with her own photograph by a forger called Greta. Nancy had studied the dossier of information about Frau Koopman, but it didn’t ease her nerves. Danique’s husband had been a big supporter and donor to the Nazi party, and he’d left her comfortably off. Danique herself had disappeared in the slew of bombs over Nijmegen, and they assumed her to be dead. No record of her survival had ever been found. Even so, after years of doing such roles, this one felt particularly shaky. It was unlike any other role she’d attempted to take on in the whole time she’d been in Holland.

It also made her squeamishly uncomfortable because of Tom.

What would he think? His smiling face appeared in her thoughts, the way he always looked at her with a mixture of admiration and concern.

She continued towards the apartments. Now, not only was she aiming to get close to a Nazi administrator, but she was thinking about the Oranjehotel, a name that conjured evil shadows. It was notorious – a prison where agents were regularly tortured and executed.

As she swung in through the revolving doors of the apartment lobby, she pulled her shoulders back and put on an imperious smile.

‘Ah, Frau Koopman, very nice to meet you.’ This must be Brouwer, the manager, coming out from behind the reception desk. She guessed him to be in his early forties, thin hair already balding. Immaculate in a shiny suit and tie, a clipboard under his arm, he’d emerged from a small room off the lobby. He gave her a small formal bow. ‘We will use the elevator to reach the fourth floor.’ He held out an arm to gesture her ahead, and she made a barely perceptible nod of acknowledgement.

Inside the lift, she stood tall, but didn’t attempt small talk. She pressed her lips together feeling the unaccustomed slide of the lipstick. At the second floor the lift bell pinged and the door swung open. A tall man in Nazi uniform pulled open the metal cage and stepped in. She moved as far to the back of the lift as she could.

‘Good morning.’ His eyes met hers and he gave a brief apologetic smile.

‘Heil Hitler!’ shot back Brouwer.

The new arrival gave him a look of impatience. A quick assessment of the insignia on his uniform told Nancy he was a high-up officer of the Sicherheitsdienst (SD). It didn’t make her feel any better. She studied his back as the lift cranked up to the fourth floor. The high stand collar with his hair half-shaved above it. He carried his cap, slapping it mindlessly against his thigh. Being this close to him caused Nancy’s belly to tighten into a hard knot.

The lift clunked to a halt and the German pulled open the cage and opened the door for them both to get out. ‘After you,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ Nancy replied, stepping out.

The SD officer went ahead of the manager, and she watched him stroll down the corridor and unlock a door at the front of the building, before looking back to stare at her.

‘Apartment eighteen is at this end,’ Brouwer said. ‘This way.’

She was having second thoughts. Having a high-up Nazi as this close a neighbour was unsettling. Perhaps there was another floor she could choose. She’d look at the apartment, and then suggest it was too large.

The apartment was indeed vast. It looked out over Wagenstraat, a shopping area in the hub of the city. From the window she saw shops with lines of people standing or sitting on the pavement, as well as buildings that had been boarded up. Today a sea fret had drifted in from the coast and the city was shrouded in fog.

Her heels echoed on the parquet wood floor as she examined the living space which
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