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            ‘And remember, where you have a concentration of power in a few hands, all too frequently men with the mentality of gangsters get control. History has proven that.’

            – John Dalberg-Acton, Lord Acton (1834–1902) 

            ‘Society prepares the crime; the criminal commits it.’

            – Vittori Alfieri (1749–1803) 

            ‘War is a thug’s game. The thug strikes first and harder. He doesn’t go by rules and he isn’t afraid of hurting people.’

            – Anne Morrow Lindbergh
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            CHAPTER ONE

            Kent, England 1947

         

         Every morning as Rose Mackie leant over the bars of the wooden cot and picked up her three-year-old daughter, she gave thanks for the cottage. She gave thanks for the roof over her head, and she gave thanks for the fact that she wasn’t putting up with Jim’s mum and dad, and she wasn’t living in a London prefab set among the thousands of other London prefabs built in haste to accommodate families left homeless during six years of war. She gave thanks because her little Susie could run across fields in fresh country air, and the child didn’t have to wear a scarf over her nose to protect her tiny lungs from the lumpy yellow-green London smog that looked like something nasty the dog had brought up. Just the thought of those pea-soupers made Rose feel queasy.

         A lot of things made Rose feel sick about living in London, the city its dwellers called ‘the Smoke.’ There was Jim’s family, for a start – in fact, his family alone amounted to a good reason not to feel very well at all. But here, now, Jim, Rose and their precious child were safe. Or as safe as they could be. They’d managed to get out of London, exchanging the Smoke for the quiet of the country. In the past year, since they had altered the course of their lives – forever, they hoped – Jim had lost that sunken look in his cheeks and those lines of worry that no young man of five and twenty should feel every time he ran his hand across his forehead. There were no longer dark circles under his pale-blue eyes, and he didn’t startle every time wind rattled the windowpanes. They had escaped London. They had run as far as they could from the bomb sites – and more than anything, they had dragged themselves out from under the fingernails of the Mackie family.

         It had been a miracle, the way things had fallen into place. Rose even thought her mum, dad and brothers must all be helping from what her aunt called ‘the other side.’ Without doubt, luck had been with Rose, Jim and their little girl when they stepped off the Victoria to Hastings motor coach in the small village of Shacklehurst, on the winding rural route some sixty-five miles from London. They had gone only as far as their fare budget would take them. Not knowing quite what to do next, they walked into a teashop across the street from the bus stop to ask if there was somewhere in the village they could stay for a night or two. In truth, they knew it didn’t look as if they were there for just a night or two, what with a couple of suitcases, the child on Rose’s hip wearing half the clothes she had to her name, and a tension in their voices that might as well have announced to everyone in the teashop that they were not, in fact, on a bit of a holiday. The proprietor gave them a broad smile when they entered her establishment, which was a good start, Rose thought. She had noticed the spotless shop and that the woman was wearing a clean, starched pinny, with the only indication that she was rushed off her feet being a single errant curler left in her hair. And people weren’t always welcoming in the country when they heard an accent or turn of phrase that screamed ‘We’re Londoners!’ Still smiling, the woman looked them up and down and nodded, beckoning them aside and adding that by chance she had a spare room she could let them have for a few nights, and could put out a breakfast for them into the bargain, perhaps even a supper, though she’d need their ration books. They had to be off the premises during the day because there were customers to consider and she didn’t want anyone hearing heavy feet or a baby screaming above their heads while they were enjoying a cup of tea and a cream bun. That was alright with Jim and Rose; after all, they had a good few things to accomplish during the course of their country sojourn. Finding work was at the top of the list, and a place to live came next – very much next.

         Lady Luck remained at their side. In short order their new landlady, Mrs Butler, told them a local farmer had just lost a worker, the silly old whatsit having ruptured himself so he couldn’t do the job any more. The absent worker was getting on in years anyway, so the farmer knew it was coming, and what with first losing men to the army and then the land girls demobilised, she said it looked like Jim had turned up in Shacklehurst at the right time because the farmer needed a hand with the cattle and sheep, and had let the word out that he was looking for a strong bloke who would put his back into anything asked of him. Mind you, the gossip was that every last job on the farm would be asked of him.

         The family walked a mile and a half along the road and then on a woodland path through a few acres of pine forest to find Mr Wicks, the farmer. He was a plain-talking man who took Jim inside the farmhouse and made it clear he would brook no shirking, adding, with a shake of the head, that an aversion to hard work was half the trouble with Fred, the worker who had ruptured himself. Old Fred had forgotten how to lift something heavy because every day of his working life he had done his best to avoid it. ‘No muscle, that was his problem,’ said Wicks, reaching across the table to feel Jim’s bicep. He nodded approval. Jim swore he was as strong as an ox, that he knew cattle and sheep inside and out and could drive a tractor – driving being his specialty. Oh yes, driving was definitely Jim’s specialty. An awful lot of blokes from his part of London thought well of his skill behind the wheel.

         Jim landed the job. A tied cottage went with it, though the two-bedroom accommodation needed a coat or three of paint, and there were vermin to be evicted. That was nothing to Jim – he’d come face-to-face with pests who were a lot more trouble than a few rats or mice. As he emerged from the farmhouse, having shaken hands with the farmer, adding that yes, he’d be ready to start work at six the following morning, Jim opened his arms, ready to embrace his wife and daughter. ‘Nice work if you can get it, Rosie, and I’ve got it! And guess what? The missus in there needs a hand with a bit of cleaning a couple of mornings a week. You up for it?’

         Of course she was up for it. So there they were, settled, with no furniture, no pots and pans and no crockery. Then Mrs Butler said she had some old china she could let them have, and by the way, could Rose help her out on Saturday afternoons, because it was when day trippers came out to the country and rolled in for a cup of tea and a cream bun or scones after they’d had a walk through the forest, which meant she was run off her feet and could hardly keep up. Jim worked Saturday mornings, so it all fell into place – he’d look after Susie when he returned to the cottage at one o’clock, while Rose brought home some pin money in the evening. Every little bit helped. Now they had a roof over their heads, they had work and they would get the other bits and bobs to make their house a home as they went along.

         That was over a year ago now, and they hadn’t seen any family since – which was alright with Rose. Not that she had much in the way of family. She had been evacuated to Sussex at the end of August 1939, just before war was declared, and was living with her foster family when everything in her world changed. The billeting officer came to the door to tell her that her mum, dad and two brothers – who were fifteen and sixteen, old enough to remain in London and work, but with not enough years on them for the army – had perished when a bomb came down on the house while they were halfway through dinner. There they were, Mum, Dad, Andy and Bill, minding their own business, eating sausages with mashed-up turnips and a few peas, when, boom! Now they were on the other side.

         She’d gone to live with a maiden aunt as soon as she turned fourteen – working age – just a few months later. Rose, Andy and Bill had been close in years. Her dad always joked that her mum hadn’t seen her feet for a good while, what with those babies coming one after the other. Her brother Bill earned himself a clip around the ear when he grinned and said, ‘And whose fault was that, Dad?’ Rose missed her family, truth be told.

         At eighteen Rose was employed on the sweet counter at Woolworths, and one evening met Jim at a dance in Camberwell. Jim took to Rose from the minute they began talking. She was a down-to-earth girl, with no side to her. She wasn’t mouthy – not like some when a soldier chatted them up – and she wasn’t a wallflower either. Solid, that was Rose, an honest sort, and it didn’t take long for Jim to love her for it. In fact, Jim adored his Rose. He was with the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers – REME – where his ability to remain calm under pressure led to training in bomb disposal before being stationed in London, where his skills were needed most. Experience had taught him how to keep breathing and retain a steady hand while executing the precise movements required to remove the detonator from one of those great big UXBs – unexploded bombs. He explained to Rose that the Germans deliberately made a lot of bombs so they didn’t explode when they landed, because they knew the strain of having a UXB in the street, its menacing tail fins sticking out of the tarmac, would cause the British people to get nervy. It was all to undermine morale. Rose remembered those words when she met Jim’s family. It seemed to her that Jim’s dad was like that, and so were his brothers; they had dodgy detonators that scared the you-know-what out of people and undermined their morale.

         Jim’s family, all still very much alive, lived south of the river in Walworth. John Mackie – Jim’s dad – was angry when Jim told the family he and Rose were planning to move to the country. He told them Jim was mad to leave the manor  – that’s what he called it, his ‘manor,’ as if he owned the streets, which really, Rose supposed he did. The old man disowned Jim after the young couple added that they were going anyway because they wanted to bring up Susie in fresh country air, away from bomb sites. John Mackie got up from the table, took an ornate china bowl and ewer from a marble-topped sideboard, poured water from the ewer into the bowl and began scrubbing his hands. He made a show of shaking out the water and taking a towel to dry himself. ‘I wash my hands of you – but you will be back. You wait and see. Even if you leave her and the girl behind, you will be back. You belong in this family, Jim Mackie, and don’t ever think otherwise – you’re nothing, nothing at all without us, and let’s see the look on your yellow face when you come crawling home.’

         ‘That was horrible,’ said Rose later.

         ‘We both know what he’s like,’ said Jim. ‘He’s a hotheaded, miserable old sod.’

         
             

         

         In those early weeks, every day without word from the Mackie family was a relief, and now Rose had begun to believe she would never see them again. As far as she and Jim were concerned, his people could languish away in his father’s so-called manor for a long time. They’d had enough of their London lives to last them all the way to the other side, wherever it was. To be fair, Jim’s mum had cried when they walked away, but she was no angel either.

         Rose popped Susie into her pushchair, tucked a blanket around her chubby little legs, handed her Teddy One Eye and locked the door, pressing hard against it to make sure the lock held. It was always important to make sure. She stopped for a moment as she manoeuvred the pushchair along the path, turning to glance back at the dwelling. It wouldn’t have been much to most; a sixteenth-century weatherboard cottage with only cold running water – and yes, it could do with a drop of paint, some new flashing around the base of the chimney, and that outside toilet was bitterly cold in winter – but it had become her beloved home. She tucked a strand of coppery hair behind her ear, smiled and said aloud, ‘Thank you, my lovely house.’ Then she went on her way, wondering if she’d see the quiet woman this morning, the one who walked along the road every single day. That’s what they called her in the village – ‘the quiet woman’ – and Rose could understand why, though she was also known as ‘the White lady’ on account of her surname and the fact that she seemed like, well, a lady.

         Although Rose had never heard a word pass the woman’s lips, she must have said something to someone, because she went into the village every few days. Rose noticed that as soon as the woman saw her emerging from the cottage or walking along the road towards her, she would adjust her hat as if to hide her face under the wide brim, then pull up the collar of her dark-grey Mackintosh and walk on, for all the world as if Rose were invisible. But Rose persisted because she wanted to greet her neighbours; after all, for a London girl it could be lonely in the country if you didn’t know people.

         ‘Good morning,’ she would say, hoping the woman would look up.

         Nothing. Never a reply. Never a smile, though once or twice there was a nod on those days when it appeared as if the woman had seen Rose. And perhaps that was it – she was so deep in thought, she hadn’t heard a thing.

         Then one day, as the White lady approached, little Susie took the initiative. Rose thanked the house, as usual, and as she turned around to open the gate and step out onto the road, she saw the woman just a few steps away. Susie beamed a smile, waving Teddy One Eye as if determined to gain the White lady’s attention.

         ‘Hello quiet lady,’ Susie had said, before Rose could even open her mouth, then threw Teddy One Eye in the woman’s direction. Susie’s babyish effort at communication came out as ‘Hayo kite yadey.’

         The woman stopped, picked up the toy and looked down at Susie as if she were taking in her blonde curls, scarlet rosebud lips and that little nub of a nose with its liberal smattering of freckles. Susie reached forward, fists opening and closing in anticipation of Teddy’s return.

         ‘Well, good morning to you, Miss Susan Mackie,’ said the woman as she brushed a few fallen leaves from Teddy One Eye before handing him back to the child.

         She smiled and nodded, bidding Rose a good morning before continuing on her way.

         Rose watched her walk away until she turned right to step over the stile that gave way to a narrow path leading into the densest part of Denbury Forest. Rose was perplexed. The woman knew Susie’s name.

         
             

         

         ‘I can’t say I know much about the woman,’ said Mrs Wicks, sitting at the farmhouse kitchen table with Susie on her knee while Rose finished mopping the floor.

         ‘She lives along the road, doesn’t she?’

         ‘Hmmm, yes – in a “grace-and-favour” house. There’s a few around here, though that’s a nice one. Big garden, and apparently she does it all herself. She doesn’t have a daily going in to clean either, and that’s unusual for a woman of her sort.’

         ‘“Grace-and-favour?”’ Rose squeezed out the mop.

         ‘You know – belongs to the Crown, just like the forest here. They give these estate houses to people highly thought of, people who’ve done something for the country – a sort of favour granted by the grace of the monarch, or something like that. It’s a bit like you having a tied cottage because Jim works here on the farm – mind you, your little cottage isn’t like her nice big one. A person with a grace-and-favour home can live in the house until their life’s end, because they served the Crown.’

         ‘Did she work for the government?’

         Mrs Wicks shrugged. ‘She was probably a lady-in-waiting, or a private secretary to the king. Mind you, she’s a clever one, is Miss White.’

         ‘That’s really her name then – Miss White?’

         ‘Miss Elinor White. And like I said, very acute she is. Mrs Marchant told me that a couple of weeks ago, there she was at the back of the queue at the butcher shop, and Mr Hatcher, the butcher, was weighing up some bacon for Mrs Larch. Well, he does his usual, you know, puts the bacon on the scale, then does his little flourish with another rasher, winks and says, ‘A bit over for you, Mrs Larch.’ He does that for everybody, so we think he’s generous going over on the ration, but of course we still have to pay for it.’

         The farmer’s wife took a sip of tea, her captive audience now leaning on the mop handle. ‘Well, everyone got what they came in for, but Mrs Larch had forgotten something, so she was about to walk back into the shop when she heard Miss White, who had finally reached the counter. No one else was in the shop. Mrs Larch told me that Miss White leant towards old Hatcher and said, ‘Mr Hatcher, I am sure you don’t realise this – or perhaps you do – but your scales are off, so when your customer thinks you’re giving them a bit extra, you’re still not handing them the weight they’re paying for. You’re shorting your customers and you’re charging them the full whack. I would imagine that rather mounts up in your coffers, over the days.’ Mrs Larch said he flushed beetroot, mumbled something about his scales, then said he’d check the weights directly.’ Wicks nodded. ‘She caught him out, did Miss White, and more power to her.’

         ‘I don’t see her around the village much,’ said Rose.

         Wicks shook her head. ‘No, you wouldn’t. Apparently, a van from London comes to the house once a week, sometimes once a fortnight, and she walks out to collect a box of groceries, all sent down from up there. She’s looked after, make no mistake. Mind you, she has a motor car herself, but she only takes it out every now and again on account of the government limits on petrol – you know, if you’ve a motor you can’t go more than ninety miles distant in a month, so it’s not as if she can wander far from home, is it? Anyway, the royals look after these ladies-in-waiting when they’ve stopped working – though I would have thought she was a bit young for being retired.’

         ‘How old is she, do you reckon?’ asked Rose.

         ‘I would put her at about forty-two, forty-three, something of that order. Bit more, perhaps, but not less. Anyway, none of our business, is it? Now – do you think you could go over that bit of floor again, there, in the corner?’

         Rose pushed the mop into the bucket of water and scrubbed away at the heavy red tiles in the corner of the kitchen. There was no mark left after the first mopping, but she knew Mrs Wicks liked to find fault by way of keeping her on her toes.

         ‘Mind you, one thing I know,’ continued Wicks. ‘She’s handy with a gun. Saw her early one morning, just past dawn it was, when I was out picking mushrooms for Sunday breakfast. Couple of pheasant went up and she had them.’ The woman snapped her fingers. ‘Just like that, one after the other, boom-boom. I didn’t think she had any idea I was there, because it was all I could do to see the fungi at that time in the morning, but she picks up the birds and calls out, ‘Good morning, Mrs Wicks. I wouldn’t touch that clump of mushrooms because they’re set among a few Destroying Angels – they’re the ones with a bright white cap.’ Then she was gone, and I hardly saw her set off on her way. But she had a steady hand, I’ll say that for her. And she knows her mushrooms, because when I got back to the kitchen, I looked into the basket and she was right, there were a number of the bad ones she’d told me to look out for. I could have killed me and Mr Wicks with just one of them if she hadn’t warned me.’ She paused. ‘Could you do a bit of laundry for me? My smalls, if you don’t mind – I like to get them done before Mr Wicks comes in from the fields. Not right for a man to see his wife’s knickers, is it?’

         While Rose stood at the sink washing half a dozen heavy-duty bloomers that must have pre-dated the Great War, Mrs Wicks continued talking about their neighbour.

         ‘And she reminds me of that funny sort of lizard I read about once. You know, the one that changes colour to match whatever leaf it’s sitting on. Can’t say I remember what they’re called. Anyway, I was at that kitchen window one morning, wondering if the snow would stop and whether the pipes would freeze – they say last winter was the worst on record for years and years, perhaps even a century. Well, as I said, I was looking out of the window, and I thought I saw something move. I squinted, peeled my eyes to have a good look, and then I saw her – Miss White wearing a white coat, marching across the field, her hunting rifle over her arm. A white coat in the snow!’ The farmer’s wife shook her head. ‘It’s like she never wants to be seen. Funny, eh?’

         ‘Chameleon,’ said Rose.

         ‘What, love?’

         ‘The lizard you were talking about – it’s called a chameleon.’

         
             

         

         As time went on, Rose thought the woman was more like a hermit crab, one that Susie had tempted away from its shell house. It seemed the White lady smiled a little more with each encounter, and sometimes even waved when their paths crossed as Rose and Susie were on their way to the farmhouse. She often stopped to talk now, just a few words here and there, though Susie remained the focus of her attention. It occurred to Rose that the woman might have trouble making friends – perhaps she never knew quite what to say. Some people were like that. ‘Fumblers,’ her aunt had called them; people who weren’t very good at having a chat or passing the time of day with a neighbour. Perhaps Miss White was one of those – more at ease in the company of children, though it had taken a while. Or she could have been widowed and lost a child, because there was a sort of melancholy about her. Rose couldn’t help speculating – after all, she was an orphan on account of the war, so anything was possible, and she knew what it was like to lose people you loved.

         Rose considered inviting the woman in for a cup of tea, now that they were on friendlier terms. She said as much to Mrs Wicks, who frowned and tutted, then counseled that it was never a good idea to get too familiar with your betters. They might seem gracious enough, but they were all the same, those sort of people – nice to your face, but the bonds of fellowship were limited to their equals. Rose agreed that Mrs Wicks probably knew best, but she still thought it would be a good idea, one day, because that White lady seemed a very nice person. And after all, she might be lonely, on her own in that grace-and-favour house along the road. She had probably been used to having lots of people around her when she worked for the king and queen or the government. Indeed, the image of a hermit crab was uppermost in Rose’s mind; she remembered learning that they were quite social creatures, down there on the sea bed, though they scurried back to their shelters on account of their outsides being quite fragile. They had to protect their insides, those hermit crabs. Rose had liked nature study – it was her favourite subject when she was a girl in school. That’s how she knew about chameleons.

         
             

         

         Elinor White stood at her kitchen sink and stared out of the window, across fields where in the distance cattle grazed, flanked by lush woodland. If she turned and walked through the house to the front door, she would view another part of the garden, one that a passing rambler might stop to admire – a very traditional English garden, with a poetic blooming of narcissus, daisies and foxgloves bordered by a goodly planting of heritage roses. The narrow country road was just beyond her white picket fence. The opposite side of the thoroughfare formed the eastern perimeter of Denbury Forest, a mixed woodland of conifer and deciduous trees that extended for miles, dissected by a branch of the South Eastern railway and dotted with farms and cottages.

         Elinor’s back garden was devoted to the practical, to the growing of vegetables, the mulching of compost and a trellis bearing honeysuckle, chosen with care to provide pollen for the farmer’s bees working away in hives on the other side of the fence. Her father had kept bees when she was a child, in Belgium, so nurturing something that gave such sweetness was a thread stretching down through her past. She enjoyed this benign memory; there were other strands of reflection reaching back over the years that were akin to electric cables, able to shock if touched. Those hot wires of remembrance were all around her.

         She took up a pair of binoculars and held them to her eyes, scanning the landscape from her window. Dozens of crows, sparrows, blackbirds and starlings swooped down to follow a farmer’s plough as it moved across a field, the horses pulling hard, finding balance in the rich clay soil. It was the only sign of life she could ascertain beyond the house, so she put the binoculars aside, pulled on a pair of leather work gloves, and set off into the garden, having pushed her feet into a pair of black rubber boots.

         Elinor worked for two hours – a good use of a Sunday morning, she thought. She would down tools at noon, then go into the house for a sandwich and a cup of coffee. Good, strong coffee made with real beans she prepared in a small box grinder. The grinder was another connection to Belgium. Born of a Belgian father – who loved good coffee – and English mother, Elinor had spent her early years living in a small community not far from Antwerp, where her father was a diamond merchant. It was, until 1914, a lovely life. They had been a happy family – her father, mother, and her sister Cecily, who at thirteen was three years older than Elinor. So very happy.

         Elinor changed her mind. She couldn’t be bothered to make a sandwich, but she craved the coffee – it would set her up for her walk. Every day she walked in the forest, and every day she found or created another path. She couldn’t say she knew the forest like the back of her hand – after all, she had only moved in to the house some eighteen months earlier – but she was at home among the conifers, the oaks, hornbeam and hazel. Sometimes she stood in one place for so long, she wondered if her feet might sprout roots reaching down into the soil, anchoring her to this new life. Then she would move on into deeper, darker parts of the forest that offered her a quiet, lonely place to polish, perfect and retain skills that had stood her in good stead over the years. She had yet to feel safe enough to relinquish them.

         Elinor put on a light jacket and hat, both in a pale green reflecting the colours of late spring, and stepped out of the cottage. She checked the locked door once before taking a sliver of tape from underneath a window ledge and rubbing it with a firm hand across the top of the door where it met the frame. It would not fall away of its own accord.

         Sunday was her favourite day to walk. There was less chance of an encounter with another human being. It was not a well-travelled route anyway, which was another reason to be grateful for the home provided for her after the war, as if it were another medal bestowed in exchange for services rendered. But there again, she had worked hard for every brick, every peg tile on the roof, every door and every stick of furniture already in place. Yes, she had earned it, she thought, stepping out along the road. The day was fine, though brisk – early June was not quite flaming yet, though it was warming up and July promised more sunshine. Elinor looked forward to summer, not for the pleasure of discarding a cardigan or because there would no longer be a need to chop firewood, but for the light and those late evenings when the sun seemed as if it would never go down. She remembered staying at the manor house in Scotland, during the war, when on a midsummer’s eve night-time was but a flash of darkness before dawn.

         Her chosen route was to clamber over the stile just past the Mackie cottage. She hoped she could pass without seeing the child and her mother again. She thought it best because she didn’t want close associations, not any more, and as much as the little girl enchanted her, she was afraid another ‘Hello, how are you?’ could fast become an invitation to tea, and an invitation to tea heralded idle chatter, and idle chatter might segue into the sharing of secrets. She was not in the business of sharing secrets.

         These considerations were running through Elinor’s mind – sometimes she wanted to stop her mind wheeling around and around dissecting the machinations of every thought – when she saw the motor car. It was a black vehicle, and it was outside the Mackies’ cottage. It was a strange addition to her Sunday walk, and anything unexpected in her daily round was a most unwelcome visitor.

         She identified the marque even from a distance – it was a Ford Pilot motor car, a new vehicle with a three-litre engine capable of reaching high speed, even while manoeuvring around a tight corner. Then, as she approached the cottage, she saw Rose Mackie in the front garden, clutching her child while pacing back and forth. Elinor quickened her pace.

         ‘Rose? Rose, are you alright?’

         Rose Mackie looked up, her eyes red-rimmed as she held on to Susie.

         ‘Oh, nothing. It’s nothing, Miss White. We’re just getting a bit of fresh air out here. To be honest, Jim’s older brothers are visiting us, and those boys never saw eye to eye, so I thought us two girls would leave them to it and get a ray of sunshine.’

         Elinor looked up as raised voices came from behind the closed front door, then back at Rose. She could see the reddish outline of a bruise beginning to form along Rose’s cheekbone. ‘What’s happening, Rose? What’s going on?’

         ‘N-nothing. Nothing at all. As I said, it’s just a bit of a family upset, about … about Jim’s … about Jim’s granddad.’ Rose Mackie stalled; Elinor knew another lie would follow. ‘You know, he’s getting on, and the family want to put him in a home, and well … there’s a bit of a row. And silly me, I picked up Susie and she had her toy train in her hand and bonked me on the nose with it. I’m perfectly alright – but you know how it is if you’re hit on the nose, it causes a few drops of water to run.’ She paused, smiling through tears at her child. ‘Let’s tell the nice lady we’re perfectly happy – shall we, Susie?’

         The child mimicked her mother, saying only the word ‘Happy’ while waving Teddy One Eye.

         Elinor nodded, then smiled at Susie, running her fingers through the child’s curls. ‘Rose, look, if you and Susie—’

         ‘Well, I’d better get going inside,’ said Rose, interrupting whatever Elinor White planned to say next. ‘I’ll make Jim’s brothers a nice cup of tea so they all calm down. I tell you, family! Can’t live with them or without them, eh?’ Rose Mackie smiled. ‘Wave to the lady, Susie. Wave goodbye.’

         Elinor returned Susie’s wave, knowing it was time to turn away. She had been dismissed, her concern neither required nor welcome. She nodded to Rose, then began to walk towards the stile – though she did not proceed towards her intended route through the forest. Instead she clambered over a five-bar gate to her left and ran alongside the field towards her home, which she approached from the back garden, then along the gravel path at the side of the house to the front door. She tore off the tape from above the doorjamb, unlocked the door and closed and bolted it after entering. Speed was of the essence, but speed should never compromise diligence – even if she could not help but imagine a livid bruise beginning to flower around Susie’s eye, and not her mother’s. Elinor knew that if a man hit a woman, then a level of societal restraint had broken down, and in time – even a short time – brutality against a child might not be far behind. Perhaps it had already happened. And if Jim had seen a brother strike his wife and not acted, it meant he had been restrained. There was a visceral feeling deep within Elinor, a sudden internal commitment to protecting her neighbours – one in particular – so the young family would not have to endure another unexpected drop-in from Jim’s siblings, who she was sure had no interest in any future arrangements for an ageing grandfather.

         With haste Elinor changed into a dark-grey skirt and jacket, a silk blouse, silk stockings and a pair of shoes that were both stylish and practical, the heel enough to draw attention to a well-turned ankle, but not so high that she could not run. Or drive. Picking up a black brimmed hat and her shoulder bag, she opened a drawer set underneath her desk and took out cash and a set of motor car keys. She ran down the stairs, out the front door, locked the door, replaced the tape and stepped along the path to a small barn that served as a garage at the side of the house. Selecting a key, she released a padlock securing the double doors, pulled them open and removed the cover from a black and maroon Riley RMB motor car – an automobile that could achieve a speed almost equal to that of the Ford parked outside the Mackie house. She started the motor car, then stepped out – the engine had been dormant for a while, so she had to allow a minute for the oil to get around the engine – and pressed another key into the lock of an adjacent cupboard. She nodded as she chose a silenced 9mm, Welrod pistol, a weapon she was well familiar with. They had called it the ‘bicycle pump’ in the war because it could be concealed with ease and was close to silent. She locked the cupboard, took her place in the driver’s seat and slipped the pistol into her shoulder bag – if she carried a bag, it would always have enough room to conceal a weapon.

         After reversing the motor car out of the garage, she ensured the doors were secured again and drove at a low speed towards the Mackies’ cottage. Pulling over to park on the grass verge, where she knew the shadow of a giant conifer would obscure the fact that she was there, she waited.

         Her timing was good. Within a few minutes, two men came out of the cottage, one looking back and waving a fist at Jim Mackie, who turned away into his home, an arm around his wife and child. Was it instinct on her part? Foreknowledge? Experience? Whatever the source, Elinor knew the men must in some way be disabused of the notion that they could prevail, for she understood that the only reason for the visit was to bring Jim Mackie back to London, and not because his family missed him.

         And how did Elinor know all this? Because she made it her business to know. Just as she knew the butcher was fiddling the books and his customers, just as she knew Mrs Butler at the tea shop in Shacklehurst was a receiver of black market goods. She also knew that Wicks, the farmer, spent many an evening in Mrs Butler’s company and not walking the perimeter of his land checking fences, which is what he’d told his wife. To be sure, she recognised the Mackie name – anyone who read the newspapers would have seen it on occasion in connection with a police enquiry, though as far as she knew, nothing had ever been pinned on the family. A few days after her first encounter with Rose and Susie, Elinor had taken the train into Tunbridge Wells – just for a change and to visit a shop or two – and used the opportunity to spend a couple of hours in the library, leafing through a clutch of old newspapers. She told the librarian that she was writing a novel, a mystery, and she wanted to find out more about the criminal underworld. The librarian was most enthused – indeed, she was a fan of mysteries – and proved to be a helpful accomplice in the quest. Elinor thought it was enlightening, what she learnt about crime and the Mackie family. Of course, there was another source of information she could have approached – a man who had an intimate knowledge of organised crime – but at that point, early in her acquaintance with Rose and Susie, Elinor thought she understood enough about the Mackies to be going on with. And she wasn’t ready to consult that particular oracle.

         
             

         

         As the Ford accelerated away from the cottage, Elinor released the handbrake, slipped the Riley into gear and kept a discreet distance behind the Ford. She knew they were bound for London; she would follow them all the way to be sure her information regarding their identity was correct. Then she would go to the flat. The flat was her secret. If the house in Shacklehurst had become her retreat, the flat was her safe house. To her knowledge, it was her best-kept secret, and Elinor White knew how to keep secrets.

         Tomorrow morning she would go to see Steve. It was time. Her reappearance in his orbit would come as a surprise, might disarm him at first – she knew that much. He would ask why any of this was her business, and he would doubtless lecture her about London’s gangs, about the machinations of organised crime. Naming his adversaries, Steve would tell her more than she wanted to know about the Sabatinis, about the likes of the Maltese Alfred Messina, his brothers and their gang, and the types of ne’er-do-wells who toiled for a nasty piece of work known as Jack Spot, and then he would list every other crime lord in London who was giving him and his men a headache. Finally he would tell her to go home. He would insist she return to her safe, quiet and secure house in the country and put all wars behind her. He would tell her the underworld wasn’t her battle. In the meantime, she would devise an answer for him, a counter to convince Detective Chief Inspector Stephen Warren that she was serious, that she knew something was going down with the Mackie family, though her motive for taking immediate action would not be the truth. But he might guess. He might well intuit that it was the child. And he would smile at her; the penny would drop, and he would know that for Elinor, Susie Mackie was both the reason and the opportunity. The little girl had triggered something elusive she had yearned for since the war. It was the possibility of atonement.

         Yes, she needed Steve’s help, even though she was aware that any assistance from him could open a very big bag of worms. But Elinor White – a woman fluent in English, French, Flemish, German and Italian – was trained for almost any and every eventuality. It was a training that had begun in 1916 when she was just twelve years old, when her name was Elinor De Witt. Her parents had teased Cecily and Elinor that it was a wonder their hair wasn’t white, given their mother’s maiden name – White – and the meaning of De Witt, their father’s name. Perhaps it was ordained from the earliest days of her parents’ union that the women of the family would in time be introduced to La Dame Blanche – the White Lady.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            Belgium, 4th August 1914

            ‘GREAT BRITAIN DECLARES WAR ON GERMANY’

DECLARATION LAST NIGHT AFTER KAISER’S

‘UNSATISFACTORY REPLY’ TO BRITISH ULTIMATUM:

BELGIUM MUST BE KEPT NEUTRAL.

            Daily Messenger

         

         They were told to pack one bag each. ‘Now then, girls – come on, hurry. Your father said we must be quick.’

         ‘But Mama, why isn’t Papa packing a bag? And where are we going?’ Elinor De Witt, ten years of age, pressed her mother.

         ‘Questions, questions, questions – we’re in a hurry, Linni.’ Charlotte De Witt pulled open a drawer and took out a pouch containing identity documents. ‘I’ll hold on to these – we can’t lose them.’

         ‘But where are we going?’ asked Cecily, Elinor’s older sister.

         ‘To see Nana in England, and we must get to the port before all the boats go without us.’

         ‘Will Papa fight the Germans, Mama?’ Elinor dropped her school cardigan into a cloth bag. ‘And what about Polo?’

         ‘Polo will stay here with Papa as soon as he gets back. Papa says we can’t take the dog with us.’

         ‘When will we come home?’ asked Cecily.

         ‘Cecily De Witt, stop asking questions. Set an example for your sister. When he went out, Papa said we have not twenty minutes to catch a train to the coast, and it might be the last. Those minutes are ticking by, so hurry!’

         The two girls followed their mother’s instructions, moving closer together as they finished packing their bags. There was one more task. Charlotte came from the bedroom she shared with her husband; she was clutching two cotton petticoats.

         ‘Slip on another petticoat each under your skirts.’

         ‘But I already—’

         ‘Ceci, not now. I don’t care if you are wearing ten petticoats –please put this one on, and don’t take it off until we arrive at Nana’s. Now then – pull together. Don’t make me wish I had sons.’

         ‘Just as well – they’d be at the front by now.’

         Elinor’s eyes widened; in a flash her mother’s hand thrashed across Cecily’s face. Tears flooded both their cheeks as Charlotte De Witt reached for her daughter, weeping.

         ‘Oh my darling – I am so sorry. So, so sorry. That was unforgivable. I’m just so … so … it doesn’t matter what I am. That was terrible of me. I’m so sorry – but please, Cecily, do as I say. We must leave now.’

         
             

         

         The train rumbled at a slow pace, stopping at almost every station and several more unscheduled halts until the locomotive could go no further. No one knew the reason for the terminated journey, but they walked the final stretch into the port at Ostend. They had no idea how many kilometres they had trudged, as they followed the weary trail of people seeking safe harbour from the Kaiser’s invading army. Once at the port, they waited. And waited. Elinor’s ankles ached, and she was tired, her legs throbbing because her mother had made her wear thick lace-up boots. They were hard to pack, and no one could afford to leave good leather boots behind – boots that would be needed in winter. She was wearing several petticoats underneath a woollen skirt, and she was tempted to remove one or two and stash them behind a wall, or give them to someone. But she knew the final petticoat was special. She had felt tiny bumps along the seams as she pulled it on, tying the ribbon around her waist to secure it, making sure it would never fall below her skirt. Her mother was adamant about letting no one see the pretty white petticoat. ‘Don’t let snow fall in the south,’ Charlotte had warned. Elinor knew they were perhaps carrying a few diamonds each, and some folding currency.

         They stood in the long line, a queue that moved at a sluggish pace. In time, as fractious children settled and the earlier earnest chatter descended into silence, word ran along the line. No more boats. No more evacuation. No more chance to cross the English Channel to safety. They would have to remain. They would have to return to their homes, to a life changed. As if the footwear worn by each man, woman and child were encased in concrete, they were now prisoners in their own country, unable to escape a land with declared neutrality that was now at war with an occupying army marching into every town, every community.

         A few scuffles broke out as the line of desperate humanity snaked back towards their villages, but the skirmishes were soon settled – people, after all, had to stick together. Children were picked up and carried, then when arms wearied, they were passed to rested hands, or set down to stumble along on tired legs, or placed atop push barrows. Cecily and their mother argued. Elinor wished they would both just be quiet. A year earlier she had heard Charlotte telling their father that Cecily was entering ‘that age,’ and it wouldn’t be long before Elinor was voicing strident opinions and becoming argumentative along with her sister. Their father had laughed. ‘Give me strong young womenfolk with sharp elbows, Charlotte, my dear, and they will make a good account of themselves in this world.’ Elinor had wondered then what a woman might need to do to make a good account of herself.

         
             

         

         How long did it take to reach the house, the home Elinor thought they would never see again? The De Witt women had lost count of the days, but they were home – yet without Thomas, a forty-two-year-old man who they wanted to believe was now wearing the uniform of the Belgian army somewhere near the front. Even if he had remained at the house, it was known German soldiers would go door-to-door to take males of working age, or boys who were on the cusp of manhood. They always took the men, leaving only the women, children and elderly. Women were considered easy to control. They would do as they were told and not fight back.

         Trudging along the path to their house, in a row where each identical three-storey dwelling was joined to the next, Elinor at once dropped her bag and ran ahead.

         ‘Polo! Polo!’ She fell to her knees and enveloped the rough-haired hound with her arms. ‘Polo – you’re here!’

         An elderly neighbour came to explain that Thomas had left the dog with her, but Polo ran back to the house as soon as she opened the door to let him out, and then sat on the doorstep, waiting. She held out money Thomas had provided for the dog’s keep.

         After the woman was thanked time and again, Elinor turned to her mother. ‘I wonder if Papa will come home now.’

         ‘Linni, we’re tired – let’s all go inside the house.’

         Perhaps it was the look in her mother’s eyes or a strange echo that seemed to reverberate through their home, but in that moment, Elinor De Witt knew she would never see her father again, would never hear him call out to his daughters, ‘Where are my Amazons, where’s my Ceci and my little Linni?’ She knew her father was dead.

         
             

         

         The years of Belgium’s occupation would be seared into Elinor’s memory as if she had been branded with time’s hot iron. They were years of brutality, not just towards individual citizens but whole villages of elderly men, women and children who were gunned to death, or funnelled into a church which was then blown into the heavens – in one case all because an old lady had answered back to a German soldier.

         The news of such terror travelled, embedding fear in the populace. Elinor would never forget that time of want, of always being hungry, despite sporadic success with vegetables grown in the garden. They were the years of not knowing when it might all end, years when her mother seemed to say time and again, ‘Well, life has to go on.’ Yes, life had to go on – there was no other choice. A table with a paltry meal of boiled turnip and perhaps a slice of dry bread had become their staple diet, with meat being the stuff of dreams – dreams where family gathered amid laughter and joy to sup at the table of plenty. Now there was never enough, and as time passed, enough became smaller and smaller, a living nightmare.

         Yet life went on. Before the war, the De Witt girls had enjoyed a good education at the British Academy, but with its closure in 1914, they were enrolled at the convent, where the nuns ensured young women were immersed in an education that combined academic excellence with a strong moral and spiritual code. Before he left for the front, Thomas had settled funds with the nuns to ensure the continuation of his daughters’ education.

         From Monday to Friday, Elinor and Cecily walked a mile to the convent and were directed by their mother to come straight home after classes. They were not to engage in conversation with German soldiers or do anything to attract their attention. If her daily round took her to the market, Charlotte would accompany them to and from school, though as queues at the baker and butcher grew longer with every passing week, she spent more time each day standing in a line. Elinor grew tall; in 1916, when she reached the age of twelve and Cecily fifteen, she was only an inch below her sister in height, though at that point she retained the features of childhood, whereas Cecily had the demeanour of a woman. The family had become a tight trio, looking out for one another, staying home as much as possible. Charlotte knew what happened to young girls when soldiers were in the streets, so she kept her daughters as close as she could. The doors were locked and bolted every night and throughout much of the day. Their only fortune was money Thomas had left in the house, hidden, squirreled away. For their safety, only Charlotte knew where it was, and she never carried any more than a woman should be seen with as she paid for comestibles at the market or the bakery. It was harder to turn diamonds into currency or food for the table.

         But later that year, Elinor noticed a change in her mother during the course of just one day. Charlotte returned from a visit to the market, and over a cup of weak tea she told Elinor and Cecily that she had met another woman, someone she had noticed once before as she went about her daily round.

         ‘She seemed very nice, though as I said, I’ve only once seen her in the market,’ said Charlotte. ‘I was quite surprised when she approached me and began to talk about the weather, and asked about my family as if she knew who I was.’

         ‘So what did you say?’ asked Cecily, lifting the cup to her lips but not taking a sip.

         ‘I told her my daughters were still in school and that you were both doing well. She asked your names and said how lovely it must be to have two almost grown daughters.’

         ‘Was that it?’ asked Elinor, convinced there must be more. There was something about her mother’s demeanour that unsettled Elinor. Charlotte seemed excited, yet she was speaking as if pacing herself, choosing her words with care.

         ‘I told her that, all things considered, I was grateful my girls are still enjoying a good education and keeping up with their studies. Of course, I informed her you’d had to leave the British Academy when it closed due to the German invasion – but I let her know that your father paid the nuns in advance for your lessons. I mean, we can’t have people thinking we’re accepting charity.’

         ‘Oh, Mama, you are so English at times!’ observed Cecily. ‘Did you tell her the nuns are really strict with us, and we get weak potato and leek soup for lunch?’

         Elinor stared at her sister – this did not seem the time for more snippy comments.

         ‘Well,’ said Charlotte, ‘I told her you did not care for the convent school, but you were learning your subjects well. Mind you, I also told her my eldest daughter would soon complete her studies. She was not sure what kind of work might suit her, yet she would have to earn her keep.’

         Oh, here we go, thought Elinor, glancing at Cecily as her mother made the pointed remark. Fortunately Charlotte did not see her older daughter roll her eyes.

         The issue of Cecily taking up employment drew the conversation to a close, but later, over a simple supper of soup and bread, Elinor noticed that her mother appeared distracted, as if every thought were fabric to be turned over and inspected for flaws before purchase. A few minutes later, Charlotte leant forward and continued recounting the conversation with her new acquaintance.

         ‘Just as I was about to go on my way, she asked me if she could visit us here, you know, at the house, and—’

         ‘Here? She wants to come here?’ asked Cecily.

         ‘I haven’t finished yet, my dear. I’ve told you it’s rude to interrupt. Anyway, she whispered to me that there were ways of showing the Germans that they made a grave error when they assumed poor little Belgium could not fight back.’ Charlotte looked around, as if checking they were alone in their own home, then leant forward to continue the story. ‘She said to me, right there on the corner of the street, “Mrs De Witt, we Belgian women are strong. We prove how resourceful we are every time we put food on the table.”’  Charlotte’s eyes were wide, as if she were telling a tale of suspense to children. ‘And she told me there are ways to show that we are a force to be reckoned with.’

         ‘That’s strange,’ said Cecily.

         Charlotte shrugged. ‘I thought so too. I said I didn’t really understand what she meant.’

         ‘And what did she say then?’ asked Elinor.

         Charlotte’s eyes widened. ‘Well, she said, “I think you do, Mrs De Witt.” And then she told me her name was Isabelle.’

         ‘Is that all she said? That sounds even more odd,’ said Cecily.

         Charlotte shook her head. ‘No, there was more. She said, ‘We know only too well, don’t we, Mrs De Witt, that womanhood starts when childhood ends. And in wartime childhood ends early.’ Then she turned around and nodded towards the line of women outside the bakery. She pointed out that the old ladies elbowing to keep their place in the queue knew perhaps more than any invading army, that when a woman rose up to prove her mettle, she claimed a power that would be hers until her dying day.’ She paused. ‘So, what do you think?’

         Elinor laughed. ‘She’s right – the old ladies really do elbow everyone out of the way.’

         Charlotte De Witt glanced from one daughter to the other. ‘I thought she was interesting, so I invited her to come to the house to talk to us. She said it would be an early visit, but she turned around and went off down the street, so I don’t know if she meant soon or early in the morning.’

         ‘You invited her here?’ said Cecily.

         ‘Yes. We hardly see anyone at home any more.’ Charlotte paused. ‘And I confess, I was also curious. She intrigued me with the prospect of doing something more for our country, though I cannot think what on earth it could be.’

         Elinor stared at her mother and sister as they sat in silence, and knew that, like her, they were indeed considering what this Isabelle woman might have meant and why she wanted to speak to them.

         ‘Oh, I nearly forgot this part,’ continued Charlotte. ‘Before she went on her way, she touched my arm and said, ‘Do you know the legend of the fall of the Hohenzollern dynasty in the lands of our invaders?’ Of course I shook my head – I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about.’

         Elinor leant towards her mother. ‘I know what it is.’

         ‘How do you know?’ said Cecily.

         ‘Sister Jeanne-Marie told us the story a week ago. It’s that the fall of the dynasty would be heralded by the appearance of a woman wearing white. The Hohenzollerns are German. I think the German Kaiser might be related to them – it was something like that.’

         ‘Yes, that’s about the measure of it,’ said Charlotte. ‘Anyway, Isabelle said it was interesting, given our name – which means ‘white.’ And you know that was my name, before I married your father. She said she would see us soon and I didn’t have to tell her where we lived – she knew.’ She regarded her daughters for a few seconds, and then changed the subject.

         
             

         

         ‘Ceci, Linni – I want to talk to you.’

         Charlotte De Witt held an oil lamp to illuminate the way as she entered her daughters’ bedroom and sat on Cecily’s bed. Before the war Charlotte had often felt as if she were her daughters’ contemporary, but now fear had worn her down – fear for her husband and concern for her girls, both terrors compounded by a dread that she might never see her home again. Yes, home was Belgium, but for the Englishwoman, an ache had grown for the land of her birth, and war had rendered it so far away.

         Elinor loved to hear the story of how her parents met. Charlotte White was twenty-one years of age when she stepped off the boat in Zeebrugge, excited to take up her new employment as governess to the children of a wealthy British businessman. She met Thomas De Witt in Bruges while walking along the street. Attempting to put up her umbrella in a sudden squall, Charlotte almost poked the gangly Thomas in the eye as he passed. She thought later that he might have stepped into her path on purpose, and even feigned injury as he held his hand to his face. Yet love soon followed the encounter. After several months of walking out together, they travelled to London to meet her family, where Thomas asked Charlotte’s father for her hand. Raymond White had one request, informing Thomas that while he would not lay down a condition to his consent, he and his wife would very much like the couple to spend a reasonable period of time in England after their marriage, to see if they might settle.

         Two years of residence in the city followed, Thomas having found employment with a diamond merchant in London’s Hatton Garden. But home beckoned for the young man, and Charlotte was keen to return to life ‘on the continent,’ so they crossed the English Channel and settled in the small town not far from Antwerp. Now, following the departure of her beloved husband and the German invasion of her adopted country, at forty years of age, Charlotte no longer had the abundance of confidence and joy that had been a hallmark of her character. Yet as she sat on the bed framed in low light, Elinor could see that her mother’s bearing had changed, as if her old strength of spirit had been rekindled.

         ‘Girls,’ she whispered. ‘We have a task.’

         ‘Why are you whispering, Mama?’ asked Cecily, rubbing her eyes.

         ‘Because walls have ears and we have neighbours, Ceci. We can trust no one.’

         ‘Not even—’

         ‘Ceci, dear – do please listen.’

         Cecily and Elinor were silent while Charlotte reminded them about the meeting with a woman named Isabelle. She had seen her again, and during their conversation, Isabelle had repeated that there was more they could do for their country.

         ‘Why didn’t you tell us all this at supper?’ asked Cecily.

         ‘Because I had to think about it. I wasn’t sure.’

         ‘We could be like the three musketeers,’ offered Elinor.

         Charlotte nodded, smiling. ‘Yes, like the three musketeers.’ She took a breath. ‘So, what do you say?’

         ‘Yes!’ said Elinor.

         ‘Yes,’ said Cecily.

         ‘Then when she comes to the house first thing in the morning, I will not turn her away. Your father has been gone for two years now, and I can endure the waiting no longer. We must play a part in Belgium’s fortunes, however simple the task set before us.’ Charlotte kissed each daughter on the forehead.

         ‘I miss Papa and Polo,’ said Elinor.

         ‘Yes. Me too,’ said Charlotte. ‘Very, very much.’ She left the room, closing the door without a sound.

         ‘She had to do it, Linni. We couldn’t keep Polo – there’s no food for us, so she had to take him to Arthur.’

         ‘I hope Arthur was kind.’

         ‘Polo didn’t feel a thing.’

         ‘I hope Papa didn’t feel a thing.’

         ‘Go to sleep, Linni. We have to be downstairs in the kitchen early, and you know how I hate mornings.’

         Indeed, Elinor understood only too well how much her sister hated mornings – it was a struggle to rouse her in time to walk to the convent for the start of lessons.

         ‘What do you think this Isabelle woman will say? What does she want us to do?’

         ‘Probably steal food from the nuns. Now, go to sleep. I’m tired.’

         
             

         

         Elinor and her sister sat on either side of their mother at the table and stared at the woman who called herself Isabelle. Elinor would not have been able to offer an explanation for her doubt, but she had a distinct feeling that the woman was not an Isabelle. She couldn’t imagine what name might suit her, but it wasn’t the one she was using. Elinor judged the woman to be younger than their mother – perhaps she was twenty-five, twenty-six or thereabouts, though it was hard to estimate age any more, because anyone who wasn’t a child seemed old.

         Isabelle was of average height, and her clothing was no better or worse than anyone else’s. She was thin, though everyone seemed thin since the Occupation. When her mother put her arms around Elinor and wished her sweet dreams before she went to bed, Elinor could feel bone against bone, as if her mother’s ribs might become entangled with her own and they would never be able to snap apart.

         The visitor wore her dark, almost black hair drawn back in a chignon, topped with a brimmed hat that shielded her face. Her skin was clear, but her pallor grey. Her skirt skimmed above her ankles, and her boots were worn but polished. She wore a navy-blue woollen jacket that fell to her thighs, with a cotton blouse revealing a frill at the neck, secured with a nondescript pin. If the woman had ever owned a brooch, it might well have been sold by now. Elinor could see that Isabelle would never stand out in a crowd and could even pass a German soldier without him taking a second glance or asking to see her papers. She would be viewed as a Belgian nobody.

         ‘The tasks you will be assigned at this point are not difficult, though discretion is crucial,’ explained Isabelle. She took a map from underneath a sheet of newspaper in her shopping bag, on top of which a couple of less than fresh potatoes languished. She spread the map on the table and tapped her forefinger on a place where the women knew the river ran close to the railway line, overlooked by a meadow that rose up to a hill commanding a clear view of the railway line in both directions. Closer to the railway, a path ran alongside, interspersed with stands of deciduous trees, some overhanging the tracks. It was a place where lovers met, where children would play in summer, and which would draw ramblers on a fine day.

         ‘I would suggest a walk along the path here – not the one along by the railway, but this one leading up to the top of the hill. You are taking the fresh air. Bring a blanket and sit for a while. Do the girls have paper and perhaps coloured pencils? A set of paints? Draw the trees, the landscape. Stay together. As each train passes along this railway line, count the carriages, count the flat rolling stock if you see anything mounted on top – a gun carriage, for example. Make a note of the time when you observe the train. That is all I need. Go to church tomorrow and afterwards for your walk. Return to your home by four o’clock, when I will come to join you for tea.’ She smiled. ‘I know – don’t worry, I will supply the tea.’ A few seconds’ hiatus followed, as if Isabelle were leaving the air pure for the De Witt women to absorb her instructions. Charlotte opened her mouth to speak, but seemed to think better of it. Isabelle continued, making eye contact with her audience. ‘Do not tell anyone about this meeting. When I leave, wave to me as if I were your friend. Thank me for the potatoes. Do not keep an account of your task anywhere in this house.’ She stared at Cecily. ‘Do not write in your diary, if you have one, and do not tell your friends.’

         Elinor suspected Isabelle could see into her sister’s mind. She glanced at her mother, who had cleared her throat to speak.

         ‘Why us, Isabelle? Why have you come to us?’

         ‘It’s not just you, Mrs De Witt. Women across our country are being asked to serve in this way. Any one of your neighbours along the street might also be assisting, but they will never tell you, nor must you tell them. If your instructions change, it will be me who informs you.’ She paused, and at that moment young Elinor thought she could see a fire amid the weariness in Isabelle – perhaps it was the same flame that had reignited her mother’s confidence. ‘We have no choice, Mrs De Witt. The Germans do not suspect women of working against them. They see us standing for hours in long queues to provide for our young and our elders. They see us doing our best to try to live our lives, and they see us withdraw into our lairs while under the threat of their violence.’ She smiled. ‘They have no idea what we are capable of inflicting upon them.’

         Charlotte nodded.

         ‘Will you do what I have asked of you?’

         Elinor felt her mother take her hand and saw her reach towards Cecily on her other side. As if by instinct, all three women leant towards one another and nodded.

         ‘Yes,’ Charlotte, Cecily and Elinor De Witt replied in unison.

         Elinor thought of her father, of the man she had held on to before he left the house, until finally he had to take her arms and pull them away as if releasing himself from the tentacles of an octopus. ‘Come, Linni. Be brave. We shall all be home together soon. You must be a help to your mother now. You have much to do, and I will see you again soon – I promise.’ She hoped Papa would be proud of his womenfolk. She hoped this visitor would give her a chance to make a good account of herself.
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