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This book is respectfully dedicated to the late Harry Ree, the original César, and to the men and women of the Special Operations Executive who served with him in France during World War II.
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Historical Note 


Thee principal characters in this story are, of course, fictional, but the events described are based on extensive research and many of the peripheral characters really existed. Maurice Buckmaster was the head of F Section of the Special Operations Executive, dealing with agents sent to France, and many agents actually received their final briefing in his flat at Orchard Court, complete with black marble bathroom. Vera Atkins was F Section’s Intelligence Officer and after the war she spent many months trying to trace the fate of women agents who had disappeared. The training school at Garramor was under the command of Gavin Maxwell, who later wrote Ring of Bright Water. Leo Marks, SOE’s head of coding, was the son of the bookseller who became famous through Helene Hampf’s book 84, Charing Cross Road. After the war he went on to become a film producer. The Acrobat and Stockbroker circuits really existed. The agent code-named Bob was John Starr, who was arrested as described. César’s real name was Harry Ree, a Manchester-born teacher who began the war as a conscientious objector. His part in the sabotage of the Peugeot factory and his subsequent escape to Switzerland are historical fact. Pedro was Eric Cauchi, who was shot in a café brawl in February 1944, and Albert was the Comte de Brouville. 


I have invented words and actions for all these people, but I hope that none of this detracts in any way from the reality of their lives or contradicts historical fact. 


Anyone wishing to learn more about the extraordinary courage of SOE’s agents and their amazing stories might like to read the following: 


Women Who Lived for Danger, Marcus Binney, Hodder & Stoughton, 2002 


Secret War Heroes, Marcus Binney, Hodder & Stoughton, 2005 


A Quiet Courage, Liane Jones, Bantam, 1990 


Jacqueline, Pioneer Heroine of the Resistance, Stella King, Arms and Armour Press, 1989 


Maquis, George Millar, Heinemann,1945, 2nd edn Pan, 1956 










Chapter One 


The grass along the edge of the road was stiff with frost and long skeins of mist lay low over the airfield, but above them the sky was clear, diffused with light from an almost full moon. Steve showed her pass to the sentry at the gate and drove on to park near the hangar. On the tarmac near by the Whitley bomber’s engines were already ticking over, the propeller blades catching the moonlight as they turned. 


A door opened in the hangar, allowing a gleam of light to escape, against which a figure in uniform could be seen. Then the door closed again and the officer stepped forward into the moonlight. Steve jumped out of the car and went round to open the rear door, but her passengers were already climbing out. First came a thickset man in his mid-thirties, followed by his younger, slighter companion. Both men were in civilian dress, of a cut and fabric that were subtly different from English tailoring. 


Steve offered her hand to the older man. ‘Au revoir, Robert. Et bonne chance!’ 


He kissed her on the cheek and answered, ‘Merci, ma chère Steve. Et merci pour tous tes soins.’ 


‘De rien, mon ami,’ she replied, and turned to the younger man. He was lifting a brown leather suitcase out of the boot of the car – a suitcase that seemed, from the way he handled it, unusually heavy for its size. Steve had never seen one of these cases open but she knew quite well what was inside. It was a two-way radio set. She held out her hand. ‘Adieu, Lucien.’ 


He shook his head at her. ‘Au revoir, chérie. Ne dis jamais adieu! Never say goodbye, because who knows, we may meet again, like the song says, “one sunny day”.’ He took her hand and she could feel that his was shaking slightly, a delicate vibration like that of a sensitive piece of electrical machinery. 


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Au revoir, mon brave.’ 


He kept her hand in his. ‘You know what the French say – what we say – to wish someone luck?’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Yes, I know.’ ‘Say it, then.’ ‘Oh, all right, if I must. Merde, alors!’ ‘A toi aussi.’ He released her hand and turned to his companion. The two men moved away towards the officer who was waiting for them. Steve saw them shake hands and then they went into the hangar and the door closed behind them. She got back into the car but did not start the engine. Instead she tucked her hands into her armpits for warmth and settled down to wait. What happened inside the hangar was none of her business but she had to wait nonetheless, in case a sudden change in the weather or some other factor meant the mission had to be aborted. In that case, she had to be on hand to drive the two men back to the safe house where they had lived for the last few days. 


The minutes ticked past and then the door opened again and the three men crossed towards the plane. The two she had brought were now wearing overalls over their suits and their bulky parachutes bumped against the backs of their legs as they walked. They paused at the door of the aircraft and Steve saw that each of them was handed a small package before they exchanged final handshakes with their conducting officer. Then they climbed aboard, the door was closed, the engines revved up and the plane taxied out on to the runway. Minutes later it roared low over Steve’s head and turned to climb into the moonlight, heading south-west. 


She started the car and drove back towards what was, for the time being, home. She was shivering and her throat felt uncomfortably tight. She forced herself to breathe deeply. This was no time to start getting sentimental. She had done this job many times over the last nine months and she ought to be used to it by now. But familiarity could not alter the fact that she hated sending these men off on missions whose purpose she was not told and whose final outcome she would never learn. It was not as if she had known these two well. They had only been with her at Gaynes Hall for three days – not like Philippe . . . She reined in her thoughts sharply. Too much pain lay down that route. She told herself that she was probably overreacting because tonight was different. Tonight might be the last time. Or rather, if her plans worked out, the next time it might be her climbing into the plane. 


Gaynes House was a solid, rather grim-looking country house, its square outlines made bleaker by the leafless trees in the grounds. Steve parked the car and went up to her room. There was a flask of hot cocoa on the bedside table and a hot-water bottle in the bed. It was a service she had performed countless times for other girls returning from the same job, but tonight the kindness touched her deeply and her throat ached afresh. She thought of the two men she had just seen off and wondered who they really were. ‘Robert’ and ‘Lucien’ were only their operational names and she was fairly sure that neither of them was actually French. Their accents were perfect and their manners and behaviour impeccably Gallic, and during the few days they had spent at Gaynes Hall they had lived their cover stories almost without fault. But Robert had evinced a very un-French interest in cricket and on the last evening Lucien had spoken briefly of a wife and baby son who had gone to live with his mother in Devon to be away from the bombing. From the way he spoke she guessed that he did not expect to see them again. As she sipped the cocoa she sent up a prayer that someone, somewhere was preparing a hot drink and a warm bed for both men. 


In spite of the late night, Steve was up early the following morning. She packed an overnight bag and as she finished a hasty breakfast her friend Julia Bearing came into the room. 


‘You ready for off? Do give my love to your parents. I hope your mother is feeling better.’ 


Steve forced a smile. ‘Thanks. I’m sure it’s nothing serious. Just a touch of flu, probably.’ 


This time she took her own car, the neat little sports car her parents had given her for her eighteenth birthday. As she was about to start the engine one of the girls came running out of the house. 


‘Steve, letter for you! Post has just been sorted. You might as well take it with you.’ 


Steve thanked her and pocketed the letter. At the end of the drive she turned west, in the direction she would be expected to take if she were heading home to Princes Risborough. Already, she thought ironically, she was practising to deceive. She drove to Stevenage, left the car in the station car park and took the train to London. 


Settled in the compartment, she remembered the letter and took it out. A quick glance told her who it was from. ‘Frankie!’ Her lips formed the name and as she slit the envelope a sense of pleasurable anticipation temporarily replaced her nervousness. 


Dear Steve, 


Guess where I am! Well, of course, you can’t and I’m not allowed to tell you – but it’s lovely and warm and there is lots of sand. We’ve been here for three days and I can tell you we all reckon ourselves very lucky to have got this posting. Conditions are so much better than they were at Grendon. HQ have taken over a beach club and made it into the officers’ club and we’re allowed to use it. It’s terribly glamorous and exciting, with palm trees and tennis courts and a bar with chandeliers and mirrors on the walls. I can’t get over being an officer. Imagine, little Gina Franconi from Liverpool an ensign in the FANY! 


Steve smiled as she read. Dear Frankie! So clever and yet so impressionable and naive. But then, she was only eighteen. 


But I haven’t told you the best bit yet. Guess who I ran into on the very first evening? None other than the mythical Captain Nick Harper – except he isn’t a captain any more, he’s a major. So, you see, he does exist. 


Steve became aware that one or two of the other passengers had glanced at her and realised that she had chuckled aloud. Frankie had talked so much during their initial training about the mysterious captain, whom she had met in the middle of an air raid and who had recruited her into the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, that they had all teased her by pretending to believe that he was a figment of her imagination. Steve composed herself and read on. 


He’s exactly the way I remember him, except he had a beard that first evening but he’s shaved it off now. In fact, he’s even better looking than I thought. And the really incredible thing, Steve, is he seems to like me. He took me to a party that first evening and we danced together all night and since then we’ve spent all our off-duty time together, swimming and sunbathing and talking, talking, talking. We seem to have so much in common and he’s funny and kind and brave . . . well, you’ll have gathered by now that I’m head over heels in love. I think he feels the same way, but it seems too good to be true. He’s got to go away for a little while soon and maybe when he comes back things will be different, but I do hope not. 


I mustn’t go on wittering any longer. Midge and Dickie send their love. Oh, by the way, Midge and I are chums now, strange as that may seem. I won’t bore you with the reason – it’s a long story. She’s having a great time with a rather sweet pilot called Jumbo Lampeter but heaven knows how long that will last. Midge isn’t exactly famed for her constancy, is she? Dickie is OK but she’s not so keen on the social whirl as the rest of us. She’s not one for dancing and flirting – in fact I sometimes think she doesn’t really like men at all. Still, she seems quite happy. 


Please write as soon as you can and let me know what you have decided about that matter we discussed when I stayed with you at Christmas. Have you heard from Roddy? For heavens’ sake, don’t do anything you may regret for the rest of your life. 


Take care of yourself. Love, Frankie 


Steve folded the letter and sat gazing out of the window. Those last words had called her back to the present and to the difficult decisions facing her. She had told Frankie that she intended to break off her unofficial engagement to Roddy, whom she had loved for as long as she could remember. Roddy was a fighter pilot, currently stationed on Malta as part of the tiny squadron fighting to keep the island free of the Nazis. They had promised that whatever happened they would be faithful to each other – but then she had met Philippe. She had not been in love with him but she had taken pity on his loneliness and his fear. Now she was haunted by guilt. Frankie had tried to persuade her that if they both survived the war Roddy would forgive her for that one lapse but Steve felt that she was no longer worthy of him. Now she was about to embark on a course that would inevitably mean that she was unable to keep in touch with him. He would not understand why and she would not be able to explain. She knew she must write to him but could not make up her mind what to say. 


A few miles outside London the train came to a halt and rumours filtered through from compartment to compartment that there was an unexploded bomb near the line ahead of them. Steve looked anxiously at her watch. She had left herself plenty of time to get to her appointment but something like this could delay her for hours. To her relief, after a wait of twenty minutes, the train jolted into movement and they arrived in Marylebone Station only half an hour behind schedule. Steve hailed a taxi and told the driver to take her to the Northumberland Hotel. 


The Northumberland had been taken over by the War Ministry and on her arrival Steve was directed to a room on the first floor. She knocked and was told to enter. The room was empty of furniture except for a trestle table covered with an army blanket and two chairs. On one of them, beneath a naked light bulb, sat a man in civilian dress. His face was clean-shaven, expressionless, almost mask-like, and he made no attempt to rise. 


Instead, he nodded at the chair on the opposite side of the table. ‘Asseyez-vous, mademoiselle, s’il vous plaît.’ 


Steve sat. 


The man went on, ‘Votre nom?’ 


Steve cleared her throat. She had known that her fluency in French would be an important part of her qualification for the job but she had not expected the interview to be conducted entirely in that language. However, she had been speaking nothing else for most of the last nine months so she answered automatically, ‘Je m’appelle Diana Escott Stevens.’ 


‘Et quel age avez-vous?’ 


‘J’ai vingt-deux ans.’ 


The interview proceeded, still in French. 


‘Where do you live?’ 


‘My parents live at Hillfoot Farm in Princes Risborough. That’s in Buckinghamshire. I grew up there and that’s my home but at present I’m stationed at Gaynes Hall in Cambridgeshire.’ 


‘Where did you go to school?’ 


‘Heathfield House, outside Ascot.’ 


‘A prestigious girls’ school.’ The pale eyes of her interrogator were lowered for a moment to a manila file on the table. ‘I see from your record that you were Head Girl and also Captain of Hockey.’ 


‘Yes.’ 


‘You enjoy sport?’ 


‘Yes. I’ve always been quite athletic.’ 


Again he consulted the file. ‘No great academic achievements, however.’ He looked up and his gaze held hers. 


She answered without embarrassment. ‘No, I’ve never been particularly good at that side of things.’ 


‘Does that worry you?’ 


‘Not at all. I’ve always found that common sense is all you need in most situations.’ 


‘What did you do after school?’ 


‘I spent a year at a finishing school in Switzerland, near Vevey. Then I went to Paris for six months to do a cordon bleu cookery course.’ 


‘That accounts for your fluent French – also for your slight Swiss accent.’ He glanced down at the file. ‘And I see you were presented at court. Did you enjoy being a debutante?’ 


‘Not much. I soon got bored with all the balls and parties.’ 


For a moment he studied her in silence. Then he went on, ‘How were you recruited into the FANY?’ 


‘A friend of mine introduced me – Lady Helena Vane. I happened to tell her one day that I should like to make myself useful and she sent me to a vicarage in West London. It turned out to be the FANY recruiting centre.’ 


‘I see you did your initial training at Overthorpe. Your superiors there speak highly of you as a potential leader with the ability to get on with people from different backgrounds. What are you doing now?’ 


‘At the moment I’m . . .’ She stopped. This was a trap. She had signed the Official Secrets Act and was forbidden to speak about the work she was doing. This man might be working for the same organisation, but nobody had given her permission to discuss her job with him. ‘I’m just a sort of glorified housekeeper,’ she finished with a self-deprecating smile. Just for a second she thought she saw a flicker of expression on her interrogator’s face, but whether it was approval or amusement she could not tell. 


‘So your cookery skills have come in useful. For whom do you cook?’ 


‘For service personnel who are staying in the house.’ 


‘For what purpose?’ 


‘They are undertaking courses of various kinds. In Cambridge, usually.’ 


Again the faint glint of amusement. 


‘Do you have any hobbies?’ 


‘I don’t have much time for hobbies at the moment.’ 


‘But before you joined up?’ 


‘I’ve always been a keen horsewoman. I learned to ride very young and I have my own horse.’ 


‘Do you ride to hounds?’ 


‘I used to, before the war.’ 


‘A dangerous hobby.’ 


‘No, not really, as long as you keep your head and know your own limitations – and your horse’s.’ 


‘You talk about common sense, keeping your head . . . Would you say that that was an important part of the way you go about things?’ 


‘I suppose it is, yes. I don’t see any point in rushing into things blindfold, or taking unnecessary risks.’ 


‘Yet hunting does require a degree of physical courage. Aren’t you ever frightened?’ 


‘Oh yes, sometimes. When you see a difficult fence ahead of you, and perhaps someone else falls, it can be quite scary. But you just have to stay calm and look for the best way over.’ 


‘Do you have any other family, apart from your parents?’ 


‘No, I’m an only child.’ 


‘Are you engaged?’ 


‘No.’ Steve was not sure why she lied, but anyway it had never been official. 


‘You are not romantically involved with anyone?’ 


‘Not at present, no.’ 


‘Tell me, what is your attitude to the war?’ 


‘It’s a terrible thing, but it has to be fought. We can’t just sit back and let Hitler do as he pleases.’ 


‘How do you feel about the Germans in general?’ 


‘Several girls at my finishing school were German. I always got on very well with them. I think it’s the Nazis that are evil, not the German people as a whole.’ 


‘Tell me about Paris.’ 


For some time he questioned her about her memories of the city and her knowledge of its geography. Then he asked her whether she knew other parts of France and she described holidays in Brittany and Provence. Eventually her interrogator sat back and looked at her in silence for a moment. 


At length he said in English, ‘Thank you, Miss Escott Stevens. Your answers have been most satisfactory. Now, I don’t normally tell candidates at this stage what the job is that they are being interviewed for. That has to wait until MI5 has had a chance to check them out. However, you have already been cleared and have signed the Official Secrets Act. Besides which, it would be pointless for me to pretend that you don’t know what you are volunteering for. After all, you have been dispatching agents to do it for the last nine months and I don’t believe you haven’t guessed where they are going.’ 


Steve looked at him in silence. She was still not prepared to discuss what went on at Gaynes Hall. For the first time a brief but genuine smile crossed the interviewer’s face. 


‘Your discretion does you credit. Very well. I will tell you what they are going to do. The men and women you have dispatched will have been dropped by parachute into occupied France to work with the Resistance. You seem to me to be ideally suited for that task. It requires a cool head, a strong physique and the ability to pass as a local person without arousing suspicion. Is this something you feel you would be able to undertake?’ 


‘Yes.’ Steve’s answer came immediately and she spoke almost without considering the implications. 


‘Now, I must warn you of the dangers. Although you are a member of the British armed forces you would not have the protection of a uniform. You would be in civilian dress and living under an assumed identity and I have to tell you that the Nazi High Command has decreed that all such people, if caught, should be treated as spies. In those circumstances you could expect to be harshly interrogated, possibly even tortured, and then either imprisoned or shot. You probably have about a fifty-fifty chance of seeing your home again.’ 


He stopped and Steve sat in silence, stunned by this bald statement of fact. 


After a moment he went on, ‘I don’t want you to make a decision here and now. Go away and think about it. Today is Friday. Come back at ten o’clock on Monday morning and tell me what you have decided. There is just one thing I must impress on you. You may not discuss this with anyone. Not with your parents, or with friends or with your superior officers. If you were to do so, the consequences could be severe, both for you and for them.’ He rose to his feet. ‘You can go now. I can’t influence your decision. All I can say is that you would be doing an important job, one that few other people are qualified to do.’ 


Steve walked to the door in a daze. He shook her hand and let her out into the corridor. 


The mental numbness persisted all through her train journey back to Stevenage. It was not until she was sitting in her car in the car park that she seemed to recover the power of thought. The first thing that occurred to her was that she had the rest of the weekend free. She had told the others at Gaynes that she was going home to look after her sick mother, so there was no reason for her to return there. She might as well really go home. 


On the drive she tried to confront the decision that she had to make but every time she brought her thoughts round to it her brain seemed to shy away, like a horse refusing a difficult fence. She wondered what her parents would be told if she decided to go ahead and what her friends would make of her sudden disappearance and what cover story she would be given. But she could not force herself to face the one crucial question. 


Her mother was in the farmhouse kitchen, preparing a huge pan of stew for her husband and the Land Girls who had been sent to replace the men called up for the forces. She dropped the knife as Steve walked in and hastily wiped her hands on her apron. 


‘Diana, darling! What a lovely surprise! Why didn’t you let us know you were coming?’ 


Steve kissed her and managed to smile. ‘Sorry. It was a kind of last-minute thing. The opportunity came up and I had to grab it quickly.’ 


‘Well, it’s lovely to see you. How are you?’ Her mother held her by the shoulders and looked into her face. ‘You look a bit peaky to me.’ 


‘Oh, I’m fine. Just a bit tired, that’s all. How are you?’ 


‘Very well, thank you.’ 


‘And Daddy?’ 


‘He’s OK. Working too hard, of course, with the farm, and then doing his bit with the Observer Corps at night. But he’s strong. He’s coping.’ 


‘You’re both working too hard,’ Steve said. She remembered the days before the war when they had had a couple who lived in, the wife performing the duties of cook-housekeeper and the husband those of butler and general handyman. There had been plenty of men to work the farm, too, instead of two girls who had come down from London and had never seen a cow in their lives before. They had buckled down to the job, Steve had to give them that, and worked as hard as many men, but it still left her parents with too much to do. She knew that, as well as cooking for everyone, her mother helped out with the hens and the pigs, kept bees and still managed to find time to go down to the village and lend a hand with the work of the WRVS. 


‘Well, that’s wartime for you,’ her mother responded philosophically. ‘And really, you know, I don’t think I could ever go back to the lazy way I used to live. I’d hate to have nothing more important to do than organise sherry parties and village fêtes.’ 


Steve smiled. ‘You were never lazy, Mummy. You can’t kid me.’ 


Her mother gave her a keen glance. ‘If anyone’s overworking, it’s not me. You really do look tired. Why don’t you go and have a lie-down? Your room’s always ready for you, you know.’ 


Steve shook her head. The last thing she wanted was solitude, where she could not escape her thoughts. 


‘No, I’m fine, really. I’d much rather sit here and chat.’ 


‘In that case,’ her mother said, ‘I’ll put the kettle on. I’m sure you could do with a cup of tea. What have you been doing to get so tired? Oh, no, don’t remind me. You can’t talk about it. Really, this wartime security! It’s coming to something when a girl can’t talk to her own mother.’ 


‘Sorry, Mummy.’ Steve sat at the kitchen table and ran her hand over her face. If she had needed to be secretive before that was nothing to her present situation. To distract her mother she said, ‘Oh, I had a letter from Frankie this morning.’ 


‘Frankie?’ Her mother turned from filling the kettle. ‘How is she?’ 


‘She sounds fine.’ 


‘Wasn’t she waiting to go overseas? Where has she ended up?’ 


‘She can’t say, of course. The censor would just blank it out if she did. But she says there’s sun and lots of sand, so it must be North Africa somewhere.’ 


‘Oh well,’ her mother said, ‘I suppose that’s safe enough now Monty’s got the upper hand and the Germans are in retreat.’ 


‘Oh, Frankie’ll be all right,’ Steve agreed. ‘She sounds as if she’s having a whale of a time. Dances and parties and swimming – and she’s got a boyfriend.’ 


‘Good. I’m glad. She deserves a bit of fun.’ 


Steve cocked her head to one side. ‘You liked her, didn’t you?’ 


‘Yes, I did. She’s a sensible, bright girl and straightforward – no airs and graces.’ 


‘Oh, that’s Frankie all right,’ Steve said with a laugh. ‘What you see is what you get. But she’s not quite the sort of girl I used to bring home from school.’ 


‘You mean because she’s working-class and from the provinces. Well, is that important?’ 


‘Some people find it a bit of a problem.’ 


Her mother set teacups and a milk jug on the table. ‘I can imagine. What did the rest of your FANY friends make of her?’ Steve sighed. ‘I’m afraid they gave her a bit of a rough time to start with. Some of them just cold-shouldered her, but some of them teased the life out of her – her accent, her manners, the fact that her father owned a barber’s shop. But when they realised she could beat them all into a cocked hat intellectually most of them changed their tune. You know who was the worst? Midge Granville. She made poor Frankie’s life a misery.’ 


‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ Mrs Escott Stevens said tartly. ‘I’ve always felt that the Honourable Marjorie Granville was a bit too big for her boots. I know you and she were at school together and are bosom pals but I have to admit I’ve always had reservations about Midge.’ 


‘Well, I saw a new side to her when we were training,’ Steve agreed. ‘In fact, we fell out over Frankie. But you have to make allowances, you know. Midge hasn’t had much affection or kindness in her life, with that playboy father and that dreadful snob for a mother.’ 


‘Maybe not,’ her mother conceded, bringing the teapot to the table, ‘but it’s time she learned that she’s not the only pebble on the beach. Anyway, Frankie’s escaped her now.’ 


‘That’s the irony of it,’ Steve said, ‘she hasn’t. Wherever Frankie’s been posted Midge has gone too. You see, Midge may have her faults but she’s really very clever. There were three of them at Overthorpe when we were doing our basic training, Frankie and Midge and Dickie Nightingale, all absolutely brilliant. So they get posted to . . . well, to wherever clever girls are needed.’ 


‘Dickie?’ her mother queried. ‘What a name for a girl!’ 


‘It’s not her real name. Nightingale – bird – dickie bird. Get it?’ 


‘You girls and your nicknames!’ 


‘It’s a tradition of the service. First names are banned. I suppose they’re considered a bit too ... well, too girlie. That’s why everyone calls me Steve.’ 


Her mother looked at the clock. ‘Goodness, look at the time! I must get on or this stew won’t be ready in time for dinner. Why don’t you go and sit down and relax, darling?’ 


‘No, I’ll give you hand,’ Steve said quickly. ‘Do you want some potatoes peeled?’ 


The door banged open to admit her father, and in spite of the blast of cold air that came with him Steve had the impression that the room had grown suddenly warmer. He was a big man, blessed with apparently inexhaustible energy, and he greeted her with a shout of delight. 


‘Hey, here’s a sight for sore eyes! Welcome home, darling.’ 


He held out his arms and Steve felt herself enfolded in a bear hug, her nostrils full of the familiar smells of damp tweed and dog hair. It was the smell of safety. 


Later she helped with the evening milking and at dinner the conversation turned inevitably to the progress of the war. 


‘Thank God we seem to be making some headway, at last,’ her father said. ‘Now the Italians have surrendered in Tunisia Monty’s really got Rommel on the run.’ 


At nine o’clock everything stopped, as always, for the news, but that evening the main feature was not a battle or a raid but the report prepared by Lord Beveridge proposing a unified National Health Service. 


‘I can’t see it working, myself,’ Steve’s father said. ‘If people don’t have to pay to see a doctor they’ll be trotting along to the surgery every time they have a headache. It’ll be chaos.’ 


‘Never mind,’ her mother responded. ‘At least the government is thinking about what needs to be done after the war, and that’s got to be good news.’ 


The ensuing discussion was enough to keep Steve’s mind off the decision she had to make, but once she was alone in bed she forced herself to face up to the question of why she had volunteered. Was it simply because she was running away from a possible confrontation with Roddy? She had to admit to herself that that had played a part in her decision. But it was not the whole reason. Not even the main reason. There simply came a time when it was necessary to face up to the bullies and the evil men and there was no honour in expecting others to do it for you when you were quite capable of playing a part in it yourself. 


She slept very little that night and when she did drop off her dreams were full of horrors. She saw a plane crash into the field behind the farm and knew that it was Roddy’s, but when she ran to it the man who climbed out of the cockpit was Philippe, who suddenly revealed himself as a Gestapo officer and dragged her off to a gloomy prison that looked strangely like the Northumberland Hotel. When she finally woke from a last, deep slumber, however, she knew that her mind was made up. Whatever the dangers and risks ahead of her, there was no going back. 


At breakfast her father said teasingly, ‘Guess what I’ve got out in the barn.’ 


‘Some early calves?’ 


‘No. Try again.’ 


‘One of the cats has had kittens.’ 


‘Wrong again. Come and see.’ 


She followed him out and he flung open the barn door and stood back, proudly. 


‘A new tractor! Gosh, isn’t it smart! But what’s wrong with the old one?’ 


‘The government is so keen to get every farm producing as much food as possible that they are offering loans on very favourable terms to enable us to buy equipment like this. So I thought, why not? Two tractors means we can work twice as fast.’ 


‘Only if you’ve got two drivers.’ 


‘That’s not a problem. I’m going to teach the girls.’ 


Steve looked at him with a grin. ‘Will you teach me?’ 


‘What, today?’ 


‘Yes, why not? I’d love to try it.’ 


It was easier than she expected and she spent the next couple of hours trundling backwards and forwards hauling trailer-loads of mangel-wurzels back from the field to feed the cattle. Even on a short break like this one she liked to feel that she was making herself useful around the farm, and she knew that it pleased her father to see her tackling new skills and proving herself as able as any man. 


Eventually, she relinquished the tractor to one of the Land Girls and headed for the stable, where Scheherazade, her pretty little half-Arab mare with the pale chestnut coat and the cream mane and tail, greeted her with a snicker of recognition. Steve saddled up and rode out of the farm and up on to the ridge of the Chiltern hills. It was a still, cold morning, the bare twigs of the beech trees furred with frost and a milky haze over the sky, through which the sun could be glimpsed as a pale circle. The mare was frisky, spooking at shadows and tossing her head, and Steve had not ridden for weeks, but her muscles adapted themselves automatically to the horse’s movements. After a long trot up a steep incline the little horse settled down and Steve was able to relax and look around her. 


This was a landscape she had known all her life, in every season. She knew every path that wound along the hillside, where the grass had been worn away to expose the chalk and flints beneath, and she could recognise every landmark in the wide Oxford plain that stretched out below her. In the beech woods that clothed the lower slopes the leaves lay thick and crisp with frost and the trunks of the trees rose straight and bare, like silver columns. As she rode she gazed around her, trying to see it all as if for the first time, trying to impress it on her memory as if she would never see it again. 


Back at the stable, she unsaddled and then stood for a long time with her arm across Scheherazade’s withers and her face pressed against the silky neck, blending her dark auburn hair with the chestnut and cream of the horse. The mare nudged her with her velvety nose, demanding a titbit, and Steve fed her a carrot she had taken from the store in the barn. 


Back in the house she said to her mother, ‘You might as well turn Sherry out to grass, you know. I hardly ever have time to ride her these days.’ 


That evening, in her room, Steve wrote two letters. The first was to Frankie. 


‘This is just to let you know that Aunt Mary has been taken ill and I am going to stay with her for a while.’ It was a code they had agreed on when Frankie stayed with her at Christmas. ‘As you know, she is quite a demanding old lady so I may not have time to write but if you send letters to my home address I’m sure I shall get a chance to pick them up sooner or later. Do keep in touch! Best love, Steve.’ 


The second letter was much more difficult. 


Darling Roddy,


I am afraid you may be a bit disappointed by what I am going to tell you but I think it is better for you to know in advance and not be faced with this when you come home. The fact is, I have applied for an overseas posting. I know you would probably expect to find me waiting for you but the chances are I won’t be here. I’m sorry, darling, but I have come to the conclusion that I can be much more useful in a different job and, after all, that’s what matters at the moment, isn’t it? 


I love you, my darling, and I shall never love anyone else, but I want you to know one thing. If you find while I am away that there is someone else who can make you happy, please don’t hesitate on my account. It’s not fair that you should be lonely, just because you think you have an obligation to me. I don’t know where I am going or how long I shall be gone, so I want you to consider yourself a free man. Please try to understand – and take care of yourself. All I want is for you to be safe and happy. All my love, always, Diana 


 


The following morning she went to church with her mother and in the afternoon she walked the farm with her father, checking on the cows, making sure the gates and fences were in good order, and picking up fallen branches for firewood. They spent the evening round the fire, her mother knitting, her father doing the crossword, the wireless playing in the background. The next day, as soon as the milking was done, Steve kissed both her parents goodbye and drove to High Wycombe, where she parked the car and took the train to London. 


The same man was waiting for her in the bare room at the Northumberland Hotel but this time he rose as she entered. 


‘Good morning, Miss Escott Stevens. Please take a seat.’ He seated himself opposite her and looked into her face. ‘So, have you come to a decision?’ 


‘Yes, I have. I want to go ahead with what we discussed.’ ‘You’re quite sure about that? You have considered all the risks?’ 


‘Yes.’ It was a lie. She had failed, whether by virtue of a conscious or a subconscious decision, she did not know, to face the potential dangers that he had outlined. She simply knew that the decision was already taken and she had to stick with it. 


He gave her one of his rare smiles. ‘Well done! Congratulations. You are a very brave young woman.’ 


She shook her head. ‘I’m not brave. If you want to know the truth, I’m scared stiff.’ 


He nodded quietly. ‘Of course you are. If you had told me that you were never scared I should have turned you down. We don’t want people who don’t know the meaning of fear. They are a liability to themselves and everyone else.’ He looked down at the papers on the table. ‘So, to business. You can return to your unit for the time being. In a day or two you will get notification that you are being sent on a training course. It will take place at an address in Surrey, near Guildford. That will be the initial assessment course. From there, if you prove to be suitable, as I am sure you will, you will be sent on for further training. Any questions?’ 


‘What shall I say the course is for?’ 


‘You could tell your colleagues that you are being considered as an interpreter, working for the War Office.’ 


‘And should I tell my parents the same thing?’ 


‘I don’t see why not.’ 


‘When I go ...overseas, how will I keep in touch with them?’ 


‘I’m afraid you won’t be able to. Before you leave you will be provided with a cover story, posting you to somewhere well away from your real destination – North Africa, the Far East, possibly even America. You will be given a series of postcards to write, telling your parents and any friends you might want to contact that you are well and happy and including a few anodyne remarks. These will be posted from the appropriate location at suitable intervals. It is a necessary deception but I’m sure you will agree that it is better than silence.’ 


Steve nodded silently. 


‘Is there anything else?’ 


‘No. No, I can’t think of anything.’ 


He rose and held out his hand. ‘I’ll wish you good luck, then.’ 


‘Thank you.’ She shook hands with him and went to the door, feeling that she had been taken over by some automatic system that was moving her along a preordained path. ‘Goodbye.’ 


He lifted his hand in salute. ‘Au revoir – et bonne chance.’ 










Chapter Two 


The little train chugged along the single-track line through a landscape of spectacular beauty. Steve, peering out of the window at snow-covered mountains and deep glens clothed in black coniferous forests, where turquoise lochs glinted in the sunshine, thought she had never seen anything so lovely, or so remote. She turned back to her companions in the compartment. Some of them were dozing, others reading or, like her, gazing out of the window. They had been en route for more than twenty-four hours, snatching fitful sleep on the crowded night train from London to Glasgow and, from the look of them, they were all feeling as drained as she was. 


There were six of them and, although they had met only three weeks ago at Wanborough House, the Special Operations Executive’s initial assessment centre in Surrey, Steve felt she knew them all better than people she had grown up with. For those three weeks they had all been put through a relentless routine of early morning runs, assault courses, exercises in map reading and intelligence tests. They had worked together as a team to pit their combined strength and cunning and ingenuity to overcome a series of obstacles. There had also been long interviews with a man whose function had never been explained but who she guessed was a psychologist. There had been times when, exhausted and confused, she had almost convinced herself that she would be turned down and sent back to Gaynes Hall, but somehow she had come through. Now they were about to begin the real training with the words of the commandant at Wanborough still ringing in their ears. 


‘You think you’ve had it tough here? Believe me, as the Americans say, you ain’t seen nothing yet!’ 


Sitting opposite her was Graham Lomax, the oldest among them and a captain in the Royal Armoured Corps. He had grown up in the French colony of the Ivory Coast, where his father had been British consul, which accounted for his fluent French. Steve had thought him rather dour at first but one evening during their time at Wanborough she had learned the reason for his sombre attitude. It was generally accepted that they did not talk about their private lives but in a rare confiding moment he had told her that his wife and young son had been killed in an air raid early in the war. He was by nature a man who kept his feelings to himself but he and Steve had developed a rapport and he had taken a protective, almost fatherly interest in her and had helped her through a number of difficult tasks. 


Next to him in the carriage was Lieutenant Harry Price, the ultimate contrast to Lomax. His family was in the wine trade and he had worked before the war with one of the chief wine négotiants in Bordeaux. He was handsome, and knew it, and obviously fancied himself as a ‘ladies’ man’ while at the same time wanting to be seen as ‘one of the chaps’, which seemed to entail having a fund of dirty jokes. On the first day at Wanborough he had mistaken Steve for one of the FANY staff and had tried to flirt with her. She had disillusioned him as gently as possible but he had taken it as a personal affront. From then on he had made no attempt to disguise his hostility and took every opportunity to undermine her confidence with sarcastic asides. ‘Don’t let her navigate, for God’s sake! It’s well known women can’t read maps’ or ‘I thought security was supposed to be the most important thing with this job. Did you ever meet a woman who could keep a secret?’ Fortunately, none of the other men seemed inclined to go along with him. 


Sergeant Jack, or Jacques, Baker was the son of a man who had married a French girl during the First World War and brought her home to live in Poplar, in the East End of London. As the only non-commissioned officer in the group he had been inclined to keep himself to himself at first but the initial training had soon broken down those barriers. He was fascinated by all things mechanical and never happier than when tinkering with an engine. 


The last two were Daniel Jardine and the only other woman in the group, Nicole Fournier. Steve had hoped to establish a good relationship with her but the French girl had a sullen manner that repelled all overtures of friendship. Danny was an enigma – a slight, dark, deceptively youthful figure who had revealed unexpected strength and agility in the physical aspects of the training. He was the only one of them not in uniform. There was something slightly affected about his voice and manner which had some of the men muttering darkly about ‘pansies’, and they tended to avoid him. Steve had felt sorry for him and had made a point of drawing him into conversation, and he had responded at first guardedly but then with increasing warmth. He had an irreverent sense of humour that had lightened several of Steve’s darker moments. 


The train whistled and slowed, then clanked into a tiny station. 


‘Arisaig!’ shouted a porter. ‘Arisaig!’ 


They stirred and stretched and dragged their luggage off the racks. This was their destination, in so far as they knew it. The whole area was a restricted zone and they had had to show special passes before being allowed to board the train. Outside, a corporal waited for them with a truck and they had to endure another half-hour of bouncing and jolting before it drew up outside a rambling grey-stone building with gabled windows. It was set on the lower slopes of a mountain with, as far as Steve could make out, no other house in sight. They were ushered into a large reception hall where a good log fire burned in the open fireplace, but any illusion of cosiness was rapidly dispelled as they followed an orderly up a narrow staircase that turned at sharp angles and then along a maze of dark corridors. 


The orderly paused and threw open a door. ‘This is yours, ladies.’ 


‘Both of us?’ Nicole queried. 


‘Unless one of you wants to sleep in the stable,’ he replied, then took in Steve’s officer’s stripes and added hastily, ‘Begging your pardon, ma’am.’ 


It was a narrow room, with a window that looked out from one of the gables. On one side was a metal-framed bunk bed. 


‘Toss you for the top bunk?’ Steve suggested. 


‘Take it, if you want it,’ Nicole responded indifferently, throwing her bag on to the bottom one. 


Huddled in bed at last, under inadequate blankets, Steve clasped her cold feet in her hands in an effort to warm them and felt suddenly very much alone. She got on well enough with most of the men in the group but that was no substitute for her close women friends, and she thought wistfully of Midge and Frankie out in Africa. Then, as always happened when the approach of sleep dissolved her self-imposed embargo, she thought of Roddy. At Wanborough they had been given a post office box address in London, to which friends and relations could send letters, and she had been tempted to write and tell him that but had decided against it. Best to let him go, she thought. She tortured herself with the thought that he might have been shot down but common sense told her that if so his parents would certainly have contacted hers, and they would have passed on the news. Clutching at that cold comfort, she fell asleep. 


The next morning they were greeted by a short, wiry man with fair hair, wearing full Highland dress. 


‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Maxwell, and I am in command here. Welcome to Garramor. Now let me introduce the rest of the staff.’ 


Among these was a young woman whose dark hair and olive skin immediately made Steve think of holidays in the south of France. She greeted the two girls with a smile. 


‘You must be Diana and Nicole. My name is Jeanne Borrel. I have just returned from France and I shall be your Conducting Officer for the rest of your training. That means that I shall be with you, doing all the exercises and everything you are asked to do. So if you have any problems or any questions I am the first person you can turn to. Please feel free to talk to me about anything that bothers you. I’ve been through it all myself, so believe me, I know how it feels.’ 


Steve’s excitement at meeting someone who had actually experienced the life of an agent behind enemy lines was cut short by a summons from Maxwell. He dismissed the men and kept her and Nicole behind. 


‘I’ll make no bones about this. I don’t approve of women being accepted for this sort of duty. I appreciate the fact that you both speak French and can pass for natives but that is not enough. The sort of work we are asking people to do out there demands courage, endurance and quite often physical strength. I’m prepared to accept that you may have the first of these but I do not believe any woman can have the same degree of strength and endurance that a man has. There will come a time when you are in a tight corner and you will not be able to cope, and then the men who are working with you will have to chose between stopping to help you or getting away themselves. I do not think any agent should put himself at risk for the sake of a girl. I know that sounds unchivalrous but it’s a fact of life.’ 


‘But I wouldn’t expect him to!’ Steve broke in. 


‘You might not, but most men would feel compelled to stick by you. That’s why I’m giving you both this warning. One sign of weakness, one hint that you are not one hundred per cent up to the job, and you’re out on your ear. Understood?’ 


It was a grim start to the course and did nothing to alleviate Steve’s sense of isolation. She looked at Nicole, hoping for some flicker of fellow feeling, but the other girl turned away with an insolent shrug and a muttered ‘Tant pis!’ Steve joined the others with a sinking feeling in her stomach. Now she had this to contend with as well as Harry Price’s sniping. 


Much of the early part of the course was an extension of what they had learned at Wanborough, but carried out in much tougher conditions. There was a strenuous regime of PT, coupled with map-reading exercises in the surrounding mountains. In spite of the cold, Steve would have enjoyed the days out on the hills, particularly when Maxwell was in charge, if it had not been for her constant fear of failing to come up to his high standards. He had a great love and knowledge of the local wildlife, and would point out the tracks of deer or badgers in the snow, telling them to learn the ways of the animals. 


‘It could mean the difference between life and death. You may have to live off the land – but not only that. The animals will warn you if other people are around, or if there is bad weather on the way, if you only learn to understand their habits.’ 


The next item on the curriculum was weapons training. Guns held no terrors for Steve. Growing up on the farm she had been used to shooting parties, and her father had taught her to use a shotgun in her early teens. At Overthorpe the FANY recruits had been taught to use a pistol and had practised shooting at targets. But this was different, as she began to realise from Maxwell’s opening lecture. 


‘I dare say many of you have had experience of using these weapons before and may consider yourselves crack shots. Accuracy over a distance can, of course, be very useful but it is not the prime consideration in this case. Imagine that you are searching a house where you suspect Gestapo agents are lying in wait for you. You will find that you automatically adopt a slightly crouching position, with your weight on the balls of your feet. You creep along a passageway, turn a corner and come face to face with the enemy. Your life, and those of your comrades, may depend on you silencing him before he has the chance to kill you. You have no time to adopt a fancy firing position or to sight along the barrel of your gun. You are already in the correct position. You must fire instinctively and at the area of the body where you can be sure of doing most damage. That is, between the neck and the crotch. And always fire two shots. The first may be enough to kill your man but it will not stop him instantly. The nervous system does not shut down for several seconds and in that time he may have sufficient reflexes to return your fire. Two shots will stop him in his tracks. So remember, speed, instinctive aiming, and always two shots – tap, tap.’ 


At this point Danny raised his hand. ‘Sorry, I’m never going to shoot anyone so there’s no point in going through all this with me.’ 


Maxwell fixed him with a cold gaze. ‘What makes you think you’re never going to need to shoot someone?’ 


‘I volunteered to train as a radio operator. As I see it, that involves keeping a low profile and sending and receiving messages – not playing cowboys and Indians.’ 


‘And suppose one day you come back to wherever you are supposed to transmit from and find a Gestapo officer in the room?’ 


‘Then if I can’t talk my way out of it I’ll just have to surrender.’ 


‘And what happens next? You and your set are in the hands of the Gestapo. How long do you think you can hold out under torture? Before many days are up they will have all your codes and safety checks and then they will be able to play your set back to us, making us think you are still operational, and send all sorts of misinformation. It might interest you to know that this has happened on at least one occasion and as a result a whole succession of agents were dropped into the arms of a Gestapo reception committee.’ 


Danny shrugged. ‘Then give me a suicide pill. Such things do exist, I believe. I’m prepared to kill myself if necessary but I won’t shoot another human being in cold blood.’ 


For a long moment the two men held each other’s gaze. Then Maxwell said, ‘You realise I shall have to make a report on all of you at the end of your time here. It may be that our superiors will decide, in view of your attitude, that you are not suitable as an agent.’ 


Danny’s face was set. ‘So be it, then. I’ll go back to being a hospital porter.’ 


‘Oh no you won’t, you know too much,’ Maxwell said grimly, and turned away. ‘Come on, the rest of you. We’ve got work to do.’ 


They began with pistols. First they were all given the standard-issue .22 Woodsman, which Steve found far too heavy for comfort. She got on better with the next weapon on offer, the .32 Colt, which was lighter and had a shorter barrel. They practised loading and unloading and then drawing their weapons and moving quickly into the crouching position. Then they were told to fire at cardboard cutouts painted in the field grey of German army uniforms. That brought home to Steve, as no lecture could, that she was being taught to kill. 


At the end of the session she slipped away from the others and went for a walk in the grounds. Danny’s determined stand had aroused her admiration. She understood Maxwell’s arguments but at the same time she could not imagine herself firing into the living body of another human being. On the other hand, she was acutely aware of his reservations about using women as agents. She was determined to prove that she could be as courageous and reliable as a man, and she was afraid that if she refused to accept the firearms training it would be used as an excuse to fail her. 


As she turned back towards the house she saw Lomax coming towards her. 


‘There you are!’ he said. ‘We were wondering where you had got to. It’s lunchtime.’ 


‘I know,’ Steve said. ‘I just needed time to think.’ 
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