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    Dedication




    Dedicated to the memory of 2337543 Sergeant Edgar Stanton (1919–2011) of The Royal Corps of Signals and colleagues of Station X, the British Forces personnel involved in Yugoslavia, Jani Kovac* and the Yugoslav partisans who are acknowledged for their work behind enemy lines providing ‘ammunition’ for the Bletchley Park code breakers. Also acknowledged is the part played by Italian partisans in the destruction of significant strategic Axis reserve supplies in the Caves of Postojna.




    Edgar gave nothing away about his involvement before Government recognition over 60 years after the events and too little afterwards. This book was inspired by the author’s conversations with Edgar following the issue of commemorative medals in the first decade of the 21st century. This acknowledgement by the U.K. Government was the first his family knew of these epic events in the Second World War, 1939–45.




    Although following the chronological progress of the period, this novel is a fiction inspired by talks between Edgar and the author and the author’s memories of those times.




    ***


    




    

      

        * Jani Kovac was the train driver who helped rescue Edgar from discovery by the Nazis by hiding him in the overhead toolbox of his railway engine. The partisans took Edgar from hiding in Ljubljana moving him to the Kovac’s home in north east Slovenia thus avoiding his capture by the Nazis and the inevitable execution of Edgar as an enemy spy.




        Jani’s and Edgar’s families became friends after the war and keep in touch.
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    Edgar Stanton




    Edgar Stanton. Born 26th December 1919 in Rotherham, South Yorkshire.




    Parents, Percy and Polly Stanton.




    Percy, a postman, worked 5 a.m. until mid-day/ 2 p.m. until his post round was complete.




    Wireless Telegraphy was the early 20th century ‘Smart ‘Phone.




    Percy taught himself and his children Nancy and Edgar, Morse code.




    Polly and Percy took in lodgers, workers at the Post Offices (Wireless Telegraphers?)




    This was the environment of Edgar’s upbringing.




    Even as a very young boy, he was proficient in sending and receiving Morse.




    A talented raconteur, Edgar told of having ‘secret’ conversations, in Morse, with sister Nancy during lunch by tapping knives on their plates.




    ‘Secret Conversations’ subsequently took Edgar on an unusual and dangerous journey.




    It was a journey about which he was prevented from speaking of for over 60 years.




    Piecing together Edgar’s story is akin to finding a sixty-year old jigsaw puzzle in a ‘dusty attic,’ with half the pieces missing. It is impossible to even approach the truth after so long, and after Edgar’s death. The only options left being guesswork or fiction. Therefore, although using the background of Edgars’ memories and my memories of the Second World War, The Crooked Olive Branch is perforce a total fiction.




    In July 1995 on the evening of our son’s wedding, Edgar and James Musty, a cousin, were talking on the terrace of the Avon Gorge Hotel. James, a British Airways captain, had visited the Caves of Postojna in Slovenia. These hugely cavernous spaces had been used by the German Army to store massive quantities of munitions, vehicles and fuel during the war.




    During this conversation Jim sensed that Edgar knew so much more about these caves and the area, that there must be a story there. He said as much to me. At a subsequent family event in Maidenhead, Jim and I compared notes.




    Late one morning in the mid-1980s I was working in my office in Horsham, West Sussex, when I received an urgent telephone call from Edgar. He and his wife Rosa were at Gatwick Airport. Due to a mix-up between Edgar and the travel agent he should have been at Heathrow for the intended flight to Ljubljana. “Could I ferry them across to Heathrow in time to catch the 14:50 flight?”




    This I achieved with seconds to spare. They were being met in Ljubljana by ‘friends.’




    Hearing this, Jim Musty was convinced there was a connection leading to a story.




    Why Ljubljana? Why there and not a package holiday to Dubrovnik? Did Edgar know more than he was telling about the sabotage of the German reserve munitions, fuel and vehicles carried out by British Sappers aided by Italian Partisans?




    Ten years passed until Gordon Brown, the Prime Minister, finally acknowledged the work carried out by Edgar and his colleagues in Yugoslavia behind the German lines.




    Edgar and his colleagues of Station X and the Bletchley Park Code Breakers then were released from their oath to observe the Official Secrets Act and were given Citation Certificates and Medals.




    ***
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    Certificate and Medal




    Then and only then did Edgar acknowledge his service in S.O.E. (Special Operations Executive) and that it was he who sent the success of operation signal to headquarters of the destruction of the German reserves at Postojna. The signal code name “FLAMBO.”




    The ‘friends’ meeting Edgar and Rosa in Ljubljana Airport were Jani Kovac and his wife. Jani the son of the train driver who in the occupation was instrumental in helping Edgar escape the S.S. following FLAMBO, by hiding him in the overhead toolbox in his cabin. Transporting him from Ljubljana to his home in North East Slovenia. Edgar survived several weeks hidden in their home until the S.O.E. arranged his repatriation.




    Edgar died in 2011. The full story died with him. I gleaned only the basics, these memories being clouded by time. Edgar’s stock answer to my questions was, “it was all such a long time ago.” As a result, I have resorted to a total fiction to alert the wider world to just how much is owed to Edgar and his colleagues at Station X and Bletchley Park.




    ***




    Coincidence or the hand of providence?




    Many years had passed until Edgar retired. Whether or not he thought to himself ‘What do I do now?’ He clearly resolved to try and find Jani Kovac, the train driver who helped save his life.




    This presented problems and not just with the passage of time.




    As with Alan Turing, he was still held under oath by the Official Secrets Act as were all from Station X and Bletchley Park.




    Under the sixty year rule he was bound to stay silent. How then would he explain to his wife Rosa and his family why he was compelled to try and find a Jani Kovac in Yugoslavia?




    In addition, the name Kovac is common, maybe as common as Smith in England. There were probably thousands named Jani Kovac at the time. Edgar was also sparse of knowledge not knowing just where he was behind enemy lines. His only solid geographical reference point had been Ljubljana. The Yugoslavian partisans had hidden Edgar there following FLAMBO.




    The Nazi search net closing in, he was moved by the partisans via Jani Kovac’s train’s toolbox into some small town or village where he remained for several weeks until the S.O.E arranged his repatriation.




    Rosa was finally persuaded. She and Edgar booked on a flight to Ljubljana and into a hotel. This was either a massive leap of faith or maybe he just had to know that he had tried his best.




    With so little hope and in order to keep faith with his oath Edgar probably took Rosa to the Caves of Postojna behaving as any tourist would.




    One day they took the bus to Lake Bled. In the evening, tired and wishing to return to the hotel, hey needed to find the bus stop. Rosa saw a coach load of schoolchildren and their teacher obviously on an outing to the lakes. She asked the teacher where to find the bus stop for the hotel. Fortunately, the teacher spoke a little English. Asking the name of the hotel and where?




    Immediately the teacher offered to take them there on the coach which had spare seats and it was on their way home anyway.




    It was a very happy coach; the children were singing and the teacher practising her English.




    Edgar noted the name of the teacher and the school’s address.




    On that coach, unbeknown to Edgar at the time, was Jani Kovac’s granddaughter Sabina! They returned to Rotherham in ignorance of just how close they had been.




    Edgar once home, wrote to the teacher at the school thanking her for the kindness and explaining why they were in the country and asked her if she or anyone knew of a Jani Kovac. Maybe he thought the school coach was travelling south west where he had been taken. Or maybe not.




    The teacher took Edgar’s letter to the school secretary, Cveta, a linguist, for translation.




    Amazingly, Cveta happened to be Jani Kovac’s daughter-in-law who was married to Jani Kovac Jnr, his son!




    One very sad note to end this scarcely believable historyis that Edgar’s saviour, Jani Kovac, died in 1947. Edgar never did get to thank him.




    ***
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    Cveta Kovac – Jani Kovac Jnr – Coral Lynn Jackson




    The Crooked Olive Branch relies mainly upon the author’s memory of a tumultuous decade from 1936 to 1946. The story, although complete fiction, is inspired by real events, experiences and histories.




    Nine decades of learning colour the pages. Living long has taught that there are no absolutes in life and that action and interaction between people is mainly tempered and directed by experience. We can never be sure what is true. That which exists in the mind of each participant is at best subjective. This story contains elements of Edgar’s memories and the best of my memory. Both experiences and recollections are wrapped up in the tinsel of a tale inspired by memories of the Second World War.




    Allowing for vagaries of memory and perception of histories, first and second hand, I was persuaded by some seemingly inaccurate offerings via all forms of communication, that my memory might just contribute something worthwhile to the history of the Second World War.




    If it does not and my story only entertains it is hopefully still worthwhile and it is my way of maintaining mental alertness and staving off the incoming tide of atrophic deterioration.




    My thanks are extended to all readers for helping to indulge the fancies of an old man.




    ***




    All characters in the following novel, other than the obvious historical, are fictitious, and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


  




  

    The Fourth Dimension




    Time, the fourth dimension,




    has no beginnings and no ends,




    The clock is man’s invention, hours,




    thoughts and all intention, time transcends.




    This peg, to which we chain




    our lives of ill forgiving minutes,




    Restricts, like goats,




    to trample in tight circles,




    Which have small purpose




    and few friends.




    We cannot remember




    true what has been,




    Or know what might be seen.




    Corinthians one,




    verses twelve/thirteen.




    ***


  




  

    Prologue




    You might ask why I am attending a wedding in a small town in Connecticut U.S.A. in the year 2020. The marriage is of special interest to me. A typical human reaction would be to think that I am here to preen.




    Sorry, I ought to introduce myself. I am Lot. No, not that Lot. I am just one of the many Lots from the tribe Naphtali.




    Should you think that this takes some believing, then consider the issue from a cared one in my charge. One Miriam Kessler, about whom there are many stories. She is part, a big part of this story I am about to tell, and I am following at this wedding.




    Who is Miriam Kessler and why is she important? To partly answer this question, I wind time forward to the year 2036. I am stood at the graveside of the said Miriam Kessler who has died, aged 101, in the village of St. Mary Upperford where she lived for most of her life. In the moment of her passing her issue numbered almost 100 including grandchildren, great grandchildren and their issue. All these and their stories would not have existed if Miriam Kessler had become one of the many victims of the Nazi authorities of Munich, Bavaria in 1938. As it is now, there are enough stones around her grave to build a small house. If you carry all issue and their procreation forward just a few hundred years, there are more people and stories than there are pebbles on Chesil Bank.




    Back to the wedding. The bride and groom are connected to my assignment to be Charge Angel to Miriam Kessler. Why, how? To learn more, you will need to read the story.




    My medium for the story is an old man who is using his instinct to write now because his mobility is such as to limit normal physical activity. Crossword and other puzzles have palled. I suspect that he is aware of my involvement but not the level. It is fortunate that it is only necessary to point him in the right direction and let him loose. This, incidentally, mirrors the allowed activity of we guardians in their clients’ lives.




    Having difficulty in believing? Try this: Imagine a web, similar to those built by spiders, constructed, as such a web is, in multiple sections all connected to a central point. Each section a parallelogram, some square, some rectangular, some irregular, bounded by unbreakable threads to the past. Imagine then each of these ‘boxes’ encompassing one person’s connected life within a specified time scale. If you have got that, now imagine the little fugitive Miriam Kessler as the epicentre of this web. If Miriam had not been rescued from the Nazis, this ‘web’ would change in its entirety and every single connected life would be different, very different. Each life having a changed epicentre. Got it?




    Now please read on.




    ***


  




  

    Chapter 1




    The beautiful August afternoon hummed with bees, wasps and sheer contentment.




    Bluebirds trapesed in the cascading willows which fringed the river’s edge while swallows skimmed the sparkling waters and the green outfield oblivious to the crack of willow on leather.




    Gnats danced in the shadows under an arc of trees, dragonflies shot unexpectedly into the open, their jewelled bodies flashing, reflecting sunlight as they performed breathtaking acrobatic displays of speed, stop, turn and hover. The day stoked up a thirst for lemonade, cream teas and memories. Old men yawned and yarned in deckchairs while the scorer peered down from the score box window to record each dot ball, run, no ball and soaring six outside the white-lined and picket-fenced boundary which marked the extremes of success or contained failure. If ever there was a moment in the annals of man which exuded peace and tranquillity, this was it.




    Yet, in the shadows three men were considering a very different scene. Their minds focused on an impending, probable conflict which, win or lose, could destroy such moments.




    Perhaps never to return. A few yards away in the pavilion, consideration of another possible conflict was hovering just below the surface, restrained for the time being, within knowing glances and sly smiles.




    Pen and Henry, unaware of any such attention, leaned on the rail of a footbridge which spanned the river alongside the old drover’s ford.




    Henry mused as he looked down at the sparkling waters as they bounced and gurgled over the pebbles at the edge.




    “Minnehaha,” he murmured.




    Pen smiled happily. “Laughing water … it does seem to, doesn’t it?”




    Their conversation flowed as easily as the river. Both were comfortable in the long pauses while they took in the beautiful scene. The river bent gently round to the left towards the next crossing a little over a mile further downstream. The banks of the river were dressed by weeping willow, flowering shrubs and occasional felled tree seats along a well-used river path between the village of St. Mary Upperford and the market town of Bendesbury.




    Pen, wishing to impress Henry with her knowledge, broke the silence.




    “Longfellow,” she murmured just loud enough for Henry to hear.




    After a short pause Henry replied, “Tall guy.”




    Pen began to giggle.




    “Mini Ha Ha,” said Henry to peals of laughter from Pen.




    The Hon. Penelope Alice Amelia Bridge-Thompson felt as though she had freed from jail.




    She understood now why Peter, normally reclusive, had made a friend of this American who was destined to become best man at their wedding. In his presence, she felt safe.




    He exuded a quiet charm and warmth. Yet she perceived great strength. He was clearly comfortable in his own skin, in the presence of others, king or commoner, prince or pauper.




    She smiled at the thought as they stood for a while in silence, just ‘being’.




    Henry Steading III was not however all that comfortable in Pen’s presence. His upbringing would not allow for being remotely rude or dismissive. He was aware that she was sending out signals which were difficult to ignore. Sitting next to her outside the pavilion a short time ago had seemed not to be a good idea. At the first opportunity, he made an excuse to get away saying. “If you will excuse me, I will go and inspect the river. I’m sure drawn to water.”




    To be followed shortly after by the persistent Pen.




    It was Henry who next broke silence, whispering. “I fit.”




    “What was that, Hank?”




    “Call me Hal,” Henry replied. “I prefer Hal. Hank the Yank was Cambridge speak. Peter and the crew.”




    “O.K. Hal.” Pen tried copying Hal’s Pennsylvanian brogue. “You fit.”




    Another pause followed. “Sure, I could live here.” Henry sighed as he spoke.




    “Don’t you find that we British are a little quaint, slightly potty?”




    “Potty?” Hal chuckled “I guess you mean eccentric. Potty, what a super word!”




    “And quaint?”




    “No, I guess not quaint. Quaint is one description of the Drovers. It is hot and cramped and if that is quaint, I’ll take Potty.”




    “Yet you fit?”




    “Sure, I could live here.”




    “You could?” exclaimed Pen, slightly surprised, secretly pleased. “But not in the Drovers?”




    “No, I guess in one of those cottages around the Green.” Hal smiled at the thought as he added:




    “with a wife and a couple of kids.”




    Pen sighed. “You fit. You really mean that, don’t you?”




    “Sure, I do, but I guess that’s just a dream.” He paused and chuckled again. He was happy sharing his thoughts. “A guy can always dream.”




    “I fit. What a sweet way of putting it.”




    “My Ma and Pa would really get this place. I just know.”




    There followed a further pensive silence before Hal continued.




    “Ma and Pa go up to New England each fall. Take a log cabin by the river. The first thing they do is to link little fingers and say, ‘I fit’, then they would recite a little verse. I guess it came from a Valentine.”




    Pen turned to face Hal whose gaze steadfastly remained on the tumbling waters.




    “What verse was this?”




    Hal sensed they were entering dangerous ‘waters’ and that he had better not carry through.




    To be rude however, especially to a lady, was not in his nature. He smiled at his memories. It clearly meant so much to him. He began to recite softly with such meaning that it seemed he was back in New England with his family. Once more, a carefree child.




    “If I could choose a world to be,




    I’d begin at once with you and me,




    Then we would paint a Sky of blue,




    white fluffy clouds, just one or two.




    Spring and Fall with their tints would




    intermingle with their stints,




    And by the river’s sparkling flow




    we’d go about our ‘to and fro.’




    Then raise our thanks to heaven above




    for all the beauty and our love.”




    Hal’s resolve to keep Pen at arm’s length was immediately shattered. His reservations dissolved by his memories.




    “That is beautiful.”




    “When me and my brothers came along, we insisted that we join in. Join hands in a circle.”




    “And you fit in St. Mary?”




    “I guess I do. I really do.”




    Instinctively, Pen linked arms with Hal. Shocked by this sudden move of affection he pulled away sharply.




    “Howzat!” came the cry from the cricket field. “Out!” The umpire replied lifting his finger.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    St. Mary Upperford had the usual complement of gossips, two of whom were helping prepare the pavilion tea under the close eye of Lady Amelia Bridge-Thompson.




    Edna was preparing potted beef sandwiches and Freda the cream teas.




    “You’d think she would have stayed to watch while Peter was batting.” Freda whispered.




    “And wandering off with that American fellah” came a ‘stage whispered’ reply from Edna.




    Amelia Bridge-Thompson stiffened and turned to Pamela Avery.




    “Pamela, take over will you please while I go to get Penelope to give a hand.”




    Without waiting for a reply, she swept out of the door and around the boundary of the cricket field towards the ford where Pen was last seen.




    “There she goes, trying to save her investment,” said Freda.




    Edna chuckled. “Some chance, Freda. That Genie is out of the bottle and she’ll not get that back in, no matter how.”




    “You reckon?”




    “You were there Saturday. Saw as well as I did. Almost dropped her knickers at first sight of him.” Edna gave another chuckle. “At her engagement do an’ all.”




    Pamela Avery turned, pleading. “Ladies, please.”




    “Don’t you get hoity-toity, Pamela Avery. You’re only trying to protect your future.




    If the Hon. Penelope Bridge Doo Dah doesn’t marry money, you will all be out on the streets.”




    Pamela took a deep breath and paused to control her temper, to collect her thoughts before replying. When she did, she spoke quietly and firmly.




    “Peter is a lovely young gentleman and Pen thinks the world of him.”




    Edna however was in full flow of ‘informed’ opinion. “Ask me; Lady Toffee Nose and Sir Surgeon Commander are stony. They are spent up. One step from the knacker’s yard. Sending Penny Poo to be presented at court has scuppered them. They’re boracic and the bank manager is in hot pursuit.”




    “Do be quiet Edna, you don’t have the first idea.”




    “Don’t I now! Well, I know this, they are a pair of jumped up nothings.”




    Pamela put down her knife and fixed Edna with a stare.




    “You really do know nothing. Lady Amelia is the first born of a baronet.”




    “Who was that then? Baron Stoneybroke?” The pair fell about laughing.




    Pamela tried again to regain control while looking round anxiously to see where Lady Amelia was.




    “I don’t see how anyone can know about another’s financial affairs. How can you possibly know?”




    “Well, that’s where you are wrong. My cousin Stan is a postman and the number of letters marked private and confidential are legion.”




    “They are most probably just bank statements.”




    “Not every week.”




    “It’s the bank manager … he’s behind you” shrieked Freda convulsed with laughter.




    Pamela realised there was little she could say or do, so she recommenced buttering bread in silence.




    “What’s the matter, the cat got your tongue?” Edna, continued to taunt. “See, can’t deny it!”




    Pamela remained silent which only encouraged Edna who was now in full cry.




    “Time all you high and mighties got your come-uppance. I for one will not be sorry.”




    “She’s coming back,” announced Freda, saving further embarrassment.




    “Pen’s in tow. Obedient to the last.”




    “Treats her like a puppet. Arranged marriages in this day and age! That’s all it is you know.”




    “Really Edna, what nonsense you talk,” said Pamela, although she was not entirely sure that it was.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    “Howzat?” “Out!” The umpire raised his finger.




    “That’s Peter’s wicket. I’d better go,” said Pen who at the same time could see her mother bearing down towards them. Pen hurried towards her.




    Hal watched her go then returned to watching the bright waters bouncing over the pebbles and stones. “Mini Ha Ha,” he whispered to himself then shrugged his shoulders trying to come to terms with his emotions.




    Surgeon Commander Sir George William Bridge-Thompson had been in earnest conversation with Richard Barnes, Peter’s father, and another gentleman, a Bryn Rhys James when he noticed that Peter was out.




    “That’s Peter gone. We’ll have that word. Agreed?” The other two nodded. Richard Barnes saw Lady Amelia and Penelope coming around the boundary. He waited until they came within earshot to call out. “Pen, ask Peter if he can spare us a minute, please.”




    Peter was still unbuckling his pads as he arrived hot and perspiring. He looked at the stranger and nodded to him, wondering who this might be. He then acknowledged Sir George.




    “Sorry sir, not the glorious day I envisaged.”




    He failed to add the reason which was lack of concentration caused by Pen’s behaviour.




    He then turned to his father “You wanted a word?” adding reluctantly, “sir”.




    Sir George interjected. “Shall we take a stroll around the boundary?”




    Peter was desperate for a cold drink and an explanation from Pen. Reluctantly he accepted this as an order which it was.“This is Bryn Rhys James.” Sir George introduced the stranger.




    Rhys James then without so much as acknowledging Peter’s “how do you do, sir?” walked off into the shadows of the trees behind the sightscreen, assuming all would follow, which they did.




    Lowering his voice, he took Peter’s arm, saying. “Come.”




    He ‘propelled’ Peter into the shadows.




    “Peter, we understand that you and your friend are going to the Oktoberfest in Munich next month?”




    “Yes, sir” Peter replied, his mind whirling. He was confused by this sudden turn of events dominated by this stranger. He looked anxiously to his father, who nodded and put his finger to his ear then pointed at his son mouthing “Listen.”




    “Your father, Sir George and I have been wondering if it possible for you to go a little earlier stopping off at Bochum to attend the European Special Steel Conference.”




    “When is this conference, sir?” Peter avoided replying directly.




    He had too many other things on his mind. This confusing, unwelcome question was the last thing he wished to consider. The perceived affair between his intended and his best friend was paramount. Stuck in the batting crease while watching them move out of sight had disrupted his concentration. He needed answers, not more problems.




    “September 21st to 23rd,” he replied. He looked to his father hoping for support or failing that, an explanation for this request from a stranger.




    Richard Barnes, however, was offering little other than a look which suggested that he should acquiesce. Left without support, Peter answered.




    “I suppose I could.” Rhys James continued speaking, oblivious of Peter’s discomfort.




    “We know quite a lot about you. A first in modern languages, fluent in German plus others and a Cambridge blue no less.”




    “Rowing not cricket,” interrupted Peter.




    His father shot him another shut up and listen look, leaving him in no doubt that he was not going to get any support there.




    Rhys James continued, “The Germans will not suspect for one moment that you are anything other than a representative of Barnes Tool and Special Steels.”




    “Why would they suspect me at all, sir?” Peter answered his mouth dryer than ever.




    He was desperate to get away for a cooling drink.




    Sir George took Peter’s arm “Look around you, Peter. Isn’t today and our way of life just wonderful? You must agree that it worth preserving. But this …” He waved his arm towards the Bank Holiday scene, “our world, our lives, all that we hold dear are under threat.”




    “If you think as we do, then you will listen and listen well.” Sir George paused for effect, then continued. “What Bryn is asking is of the utmost importance. We don’t expect you to be a spy or anything like that. Just to listen and be aware of any new ventures and pass on all that is of interest.”




    Peter’s memory ‘rifled’ back to an incident at school when as a young fresher. Surrounded by taunting bullies, his normal clear thinking deserted him. All he could think was “why me?” The ‘why me’ being unspoken. Confused, he found himself turning towards Rhys James as if someone else was speaking for him.




    “Yes, sir.”




    “If you agree, we need you to observe and listen only. Try and note every piece of information about industrial developments in the steel industries, no matter how trivial. We can then determine its import.”




    This gave Peter a clue what this was about.




    The ‘why me,’ resurfaced, this time as a studied thought. He could hear this man speaking, his mind now elsewhere trying to rationalise. He tried to find the real reason for his being involved but found none.




    Rhys James’s voice returned into focus. “You will be given a list of names, those to whom we hope you will meet and engage in conversation.” Peter was now determined not to speak or nod. It being safer to avoid anything which remotely suggested that he agreed.




    Rhys James continued in the manner of a man who was used to giving orders; for them to be obeyed and not accepting any deviation.




    “Richard will arrange everything. Also, we think it would be good to take your friend Henry along with you. Having an American there will be of help. They might wish to impress. Be interested in what is new in special steels in the U.S.A.”




    He turned to Richard Barnes. “You did say that you could get Steading approved Barnes?”




    Peter was furious about Henry being included.




    He realised that the only reason his father allowed this to go unchallenged was that there was some substantial gain to be had. What this could be was one question. Why Henry was another.




    Bryn Rhys James continued speaking but Peter was no longer paying any attention.




    His anger built up as this man droned on.




    “There are a couple of chaps we wish you to pay close attention to.”




    Peter interrupted. “Really Mr. Rhys James, I fail to see that Henry, or I can be of any use whatsoever.” Sir George, realising that Peter was getting angry, intervened.




    “What say you put this to Henry? See what he thinks. May not produce anything.




    It could be an interesting few days. I understand the Germans put on a good show.”




    “Henry will say the same as me. Why us?”




    “Tell you what, young man.” Rhys James took over. “We’ll give you a moment to think about it.”




    Signalling to the others he ushered them to the riverbank, leaving Peter to his thoughts.




    Peter through the trees, could see them talking.




    Rhys James was like an American coach calling time out. It was clear that this man, whoever he was, was nervous when either of the other two men interrupted.




    His father and Sir George were almost standing to attention, receiving instructions.




    This was so unlike his father. This suggested that Rhys James was a man of significance and not just to Richard Barnes.




    Peter began to analyse.




    He was involved because of his command of German but why Henry?




    The political situation in Europe was a probable catalyst. Again, that didn’t answer the why of Henry.




    Peter decided to talk with him to get his view of this strange request.




    The three conspirators returned, Rhys James leading the way.




    “Well, young man?”




    “I will speak with Henry first.” Peter chose his words carefully.




    “Good … now who’s for a cream tea?”




    Rhys James marched away leaving Peter with the uncomfortable feeling that his message was being deliberately misinterpreted.




    Peter, confused and angry with his father and Sir George, wondered how to retract this ‘perceived agreement’.




    The conspirators, although serious, gave him the impression of a gang of fourth formers who had just conjured up a wizard prank.




    His father’s continued association with Sir George was more to do with the search for a knighthood and government contracts, than genuine friendship. The arrival of this stranger had the same smell about it.




    Peter followed the others back towards the pavilion in silence.




    The question of Pen and Hank thrust brutally to the back of his mind for the last half hour, now returned with complications. The idyllic scene of a gentle pleasant bank holiday afternoon had been tainted by something more sinister than a flirtation between his fiancé and his best friend.




    Even the desperately needed glass of lemonade tasted sour.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    “Tea, Peterkin?”




    Until she spoke, Peter had not been aware of Pen who had been sent by her mother to mend fences.




    Grateful for the tea, he was still in no mood to receive Pen’s opening gambit at conciliation. “Thanks.” He grunted before adding testily, “This is not Coral Island, Pen.”




    “Owl isn’t pleased, and Pussy Cat is very, very sorry.” Pen purred and took his arm.




    “Nor are we setting sail in a pea green boat.” Peter shrugged her away.




    This ‘slap in the face,’ shocked Pen. “Sorry Peter, I am truly sorry.”




    A brooding silence followed, both unaware that all in the know were watching.




    From the pavilion Lady Amelia looked on anxiously while Edna and Freda nudged each trying hard not to show their fascination with this real-life drama unfolding before them. Edna was salivating with thoughts of informing the Women’s Guild with all the lurid detail.




    “What’s going on with you and Henry?” Peter’s blunt question broke an awkward silence.




    Pen was shocked even though she was expecting something of the sort.




    “Peter, there’s nothing.” She swallowed.




    “You have my promise, there’s nothing between Hal and me.”




    “So, its Hal now, is it? What happened to Hank?”




    “Henry prefers to be called Hal. He doesn’t like Hank the Yank it being Cambridge speak, just the fun of the crew. I guess he wishes to drop it.”




    “You guess? You are even beginning to sound like an American.”




    “Look Peter, Hal is good fun I like him a lot but it’s you I love. You I intend to marry.” Peter didn’t reply for some little while. When he did, he managed not to sound too aggrieved.




    “Do you realise that walking off with Henry upset my concentration. Your father hoped that I would produce an innings to sink Bendesbury, and I failed.”




    Pen who had been up to this last remark, a model of contrition, was angry that this had degenerated into a discussion about a piddling little cricket match. Cricket she had little interest in and no wish to even try to understand it. Here she felt that she had something in common with Henry.




    She, however, placed a conciliatory hand on Peter’s.




    “I am really sorry darling, truly I am. I will do better in future.”




    Peter did not reject this gesture entirely. They remained like that for what seemed an age. Peter broke the silence and the tension. “Where’s Henry?”




    “Down by the ford. Why?” Pen replied anxiously.




    “There’s something we need to discuss.”




    Pen caught her breath. “You’ll not mention our little tiff to him, please.”




    Peter removed Pen’s hand from his arm. “I’ll not make promises that I may not keep. I suggest you do likewise.” He turned to go, then relenting, offered her some comfort.




    “Actually, it’s to do with a little matter your father and mine have cooked up between them.”




    After a very short pause, he added, “Still no promises.”




    With these final words Peter headed towards the ford.




    Lady Amelia, who had been watching, immediately set off to join her daughter.




    “Off she goes on her fool’s errand,” sniggered Edna. “No chance there. You mark my words.” Amelia wrapped her arm around her daughter. “Well?”




    Pen was shocked by this seemingly unusual show of affection. She just shrugged and didn’t answer.




    “Humble pie, darling.” Amelia continued. “Buckets of it, trust me.”




    “Please mummy, just leave me alone.” Pen turned and walked away with Amelia following.




    “All right darling, but please don’t throw your life away.”




    ‘What life?’ Pen thought. It’s your life you’re worrying about not mine. Fortunately, she did manage to keep these thoughts to herself.




    Henry, meanwhile, was still trying to sort out his thoughts. It was clear from Lady Amelia’s sortie to retrieve Pen, that his innocent little meander to soak up the glory of this unique scene had had some consequence. Just what, he did not have too much difficulty in imagining. Pen tagging along did not overly disturb him until she became too familiar. Whether to say anything or nothing to Peter was now the decision. He decided that he had nothing to explain.




    Peter arrived at the ford to find Henry engrossed in thought.




    “Ah! Henry there you are.”




    Hal turned around and leaned back on the handrail.




    “Hey Pete, what a peach of a place you have here. Cambridge was great, but this is something else.”




    “Henry,” Peter began, not acknowledging Hal’s comment. “There is something we should discuss.”




    “Hal please, Henry is my Sunday name if you don’t mind. No more Hank. That was Cambridge. As far as I’m concerned it should stay there.”




    Peter was completely thrown by Henry’s relaxed attitude. “Hal, it is then.”




    “My Pa used to say, ‘if you hear your Ma call me Henry, be sure and make yourself scarce, there’s trouble a brewing.’ He called it his Sunday name, only used when he was in the doghouse.”




    Why Sunday name, thought Peter.




    Calmed by Henry’s relaxed charm, Peter relaxed. It was the same at Cambridge when they first met. All perceived troubles seemed to melt in his presence.




    This plus Henry’s request to call him Hal convinced Peter that his fears were unfounded. There was nothing other than Pen’s inattentiveness at the cricket to concern him.




    Relieved, Peter turned to the other problem on his mind. “Henry.” He began.




    “Hal” Henry corrected, smiling. “Sure, old buddy, there’s something you want to discuss?”




    When Peter had finished telling of the afternoon’s strange encounter Hal didn’t say a word.




    He continued looking into the distance along the river as if for inspiration.




    Peter waited for his friend’s deliberations. Hal thoughtfully considered.




    “These guys seem to me to be a slippery bunch. Question number one, why me?




    You Pete we can guess, except for the spying gig. That we get, maybe, but not the whys of involving two greenhorns. Why especially me? They sure would not give me the time of day without reason. We need to figure that one.”




    Hal continued looking into the distance, seemingly still trying to work out what this was about.




    In the following silence Peter was content to wait for his friend to continue.




    Suddenly Hal’s mood changed. Turning, he leaned back once more on the handrail.




    “Why not? It could turn out to be a spiffing lark. What say you, old bean?”




    “Do you really think so?” Peter asked, ignoring his friend’s attempt to impersonate former university undergraduate colleagues.




    “Sure, let’s accept a stake in this affair and give these slippery goats enough rope. They might recycle round to tread in their own shit. Meantime we work out what really gives.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The train slowed to a halt and was immediately surrounded by armed soldiers.




    Hal looked out of the window. “Not again.” He moaned.




    “What the heck are these stooges looking for?”




    Peter shrugged. “This is another unscheduled stop. They are clearly after someone special.”




    Hal went to the compartment door and looked up and down the corridor, muttering.




    “They have checked our papers three times already, once at boarding and on the train twice.




    I thought this Hitler guy was making the trains run to time.”




    Peter, puzzled by this unusual show of bad temper, offered his opinion.




    “You know Hal this really is a police state. We got the whiff of it last night at that reception.




    I can’t speak for you, but it made me uncomfortable. It is one thing reading about it but …”




    Peter hesitated and sighed before continuing. “This is sinister.” He paused repeating:




    “really sinister.”




    Hal stretched and yawned. He was fed up, travel sick and weary.




    “What a waste of time and all as far as I’m concerned for nothing. What was that all that about yesterday Pete, you figured it yet?”




    “No, not yet. I don’t agree that it was a complete waste, Hal. In any case what happened to the spiffing lark?”




    Hal was unhappy, not just with the visit to Bochum and the extra journey time involved.




    He was aware that his relationship with Peter had not been the same since that August day.




    He knew that he had been correct and had dealt with Pen’s familiarity as well as he could, but it was impossible to deny that he remained disturbed by it.




    No matter how he tried, his thoughts kept returning to that afternoon on the bridge.




    Mini Ha Ha Bridge was how he thought of it.




    A stream of memories returned defying attempts to dismiss them as irrational and dangerous.




    Peter, initially, was more successful in dismissing any thoughts.




    But the usual friendly camaraderie was missing.




    Thoughts neither wished to voice, hung around like a pebble in a sandal.




    Peter was more and more convinced that his friend was withholding something from him.




    Hal was broody and far from the ‘all-inclusive’ confidant.




    The reason he was not being entirely open, however, was not what Peter suspected.




    Hal was struggling with an embarrassing situation. and seeking the best way to explain.




    The question of the incident at Mini Ha Ha, whilst it did figure, was not the main source of discomfort.




    Hal was first to speak following a long silence. “You must admit this is one heck of a train journey. Could we not have gotten an overnighter?”




    Peter replied with forced jocularity. “Bear up old chap, we’ll be in Munich by five at the latest.”




    Realising he sounded boorish, regretting this, Hal attempted to copy Peter choosing his words carefully in his response.




    “Sorry Peter, you would expect a seasoned traveller like me would take this in his stride.”




    “You are beginning to sound like an Englishman Henry.”




    Hal seized upon this opening and replied in kind, relieved to take his mind away from troubled thoughts.




    “That Peter, old buddy, is the very compliment I need. I would sure like to have the savoir faire of that guy last night, Sir Filton Fowlkes Browne. You will note the triple barrelled name.




    I would sure like to be able to handle life as him. Now there’s an Englishman I would love to emulate.




    He seemed so with it. Even knew my name.”




    Peter smiled, relieved to change his mindset, and see that Hal was relaxing.




    “I think Henry you should know that he was Scottish.”




    “Sounded very English to me.”




    “You’d be safer saying British as a coverall,” Peter advised, then added:




    “Now you know Sir Filton it would be a good idea to stay in touch. It could prove useful.”




    “You know this guy?”




    “No, but he sounds really important. As you say, he knew your name.”




    Both friends were relieved to be speaking freely. The conversation began to flow more easily for the next few minutes. The tension lessened as they became more involved. Hal tried to speak less formally.




    “Very well my dear old friend, I’ll take particular note.” Hal was clearly imitating Sir Filton.




    In truth, he was becoming naturally indoctrinated. Then, he reverted to type as he continued.




    “These two guys last night, I guess they were Nazis. They were beginning to get up my nose. I was starting to weigh up the consequences of starting the Second World War by punching one of them in the face, when this Sir Filton guy appeared like a guardian angel and says, ‘I see you are entertaining Herr Braun and Herr Lietz, Henry.’ I guess I was too dumbstruck at this stranger knowing little old Henry’s name, I didn’t answer. I figured he was someone important, that I ought to bow or do something special.”




    Hal paused. “Where did he come from? Were you told he was to be there?”




    Peter shook his head “I didn’t notice him. It was a large meeting. I was too busy feeling out of my depth I suppose.”




    The two were silent for a while, deep in thought.




    Eventually, Peter broke the silence. “I think that we can safely assume that Fowlkes-Browne is a British agent. That the Sir Filtons of this world have a secretary who provides them with a complete dossier on all participants. This he will study. It will include photographs in addition to descriptions.” Peter paused for a moment before continuing. “And we can guess that there is a connection between him and Rhys James.”




    “O.K. Fine, I get that, but it doesn’t explain why we two greenhorns were there in addition to Sir Filton. For sure we are novices. We gave nothing to the scene.”




    Peter took a moment to consider before replying.




    “Could it be that as innocents we might hear more?”




    Hal sighed. “I can’t speak for you Pete, but I had not one clue what I was about. What to look or listen for. I was off my base. If Sir Filton had not intervened, I could have started a Second World War.”




    “Hal, unfortunately, the war will happen without any help from you.”




    They broke off the conversation while their papers were checked for a fourth time.




    The compartment door closed on the German officials. Neither spoke for almost a minute then Peter forced his eyes away from the door. “Hal, are you alright?”




    “Jeez Pete, these Goons are something else, polite, efficient but somehow they give me the creeps. There is something just, just …”




    “Just what, Hal?”




    “I can’t figure, it was just something.”




    Peter took a breath, letting it out as he spoke. “Malevolent!”




    “Yes Pete, you are so on it. I have never had much cause to use the word before. That was why I was fishing. You felt it too? They made me feel to be a victim. Kind o’ scared even though I know they would not dare touch me. Now I feel angry, not just with them but myself for sitting there and taking it.”




    “I was like a rabbit mesmerised by ferrets. I feel dirty and impotent. Like you, a victim.”




    Neither spoke for some while. Peter was the first to gather his wits.




    “You were about to start a second world war when Sir Filton appeared?” He prompted, trying to resume where they left off.




    Hal was taken out of his thoughts by Peter’s sudden return to the interrupted discussion.




    They were thoughts not only about the German officials but another matter he was wrestling with.




    The two had become strangely entwined. He made a big effort and picked up the story where he left off. “Sure, as I was saying. This Fowlkes-Browne arrives like the Lone Ranger and says:




    ‘Ah Henry, I see you are entertaining Herr Braun and Herr Lietz’. He introduced himself.




    It was then one of the goons began to simper and wheedle and claim kinship with him.”




    “Kinship?”




    “Keep up Pete, Braun and Browne. This goon Braun says, ‘are you aware Sir Filton that you and I share the same name?’ Sir turns around and says, ‘Really, Herr Braun do you really think that you and I could belong to the same tribe?’ He sure did not dig the idea.




    He managed to make it sound preposterous without using any words, just using that impolite dismissive manner born of centuries. He reduced this Braun guy to the size of a squeaking mouse.” Hal chuckled at the memory. “I tell you Pete, it beats smacking the guy in the mouth.




    Then he says to them ‘please excuse us gentlemen while Henry and I mingle.’ Away we sped.




    Then he says to me. ‘I don’t know about you Henry, but I get somewhat irritated when something nasty is crawling in the hairs of my arse. I need a drink’. I tell you Pete that incident almost made this trip worthwhile.”




    “Wait a sec, Hal. Where was Fowlkes-Browne while you were talking to the Nazis?”




    “Don’t know he must have been nearby I guess.”




    “And he arrived just on cue?”




    “So it seemed.”




    “What were you talking about?”




    “Let me think. They had been bragging how they had gotten around the Treaty of Versailles, built this battleship Bismarck, which could outrun and outrange anything else afloat, equipped with gun turrets which swivelled independently and could engage any enemy on all sides.”




    “Did Fowlkes-Browne move in then?”




    “No, let me think.” Hal, realising that Peter was on to something, went over the conversations in his mind. Peter waited then, impatient for the answer, prompted.




    “It was when you were thinking of hitting him. What upset you?”




    Hal snapped his fingers as he remembered. “Some snide remark that the U. S. of A should not still behave as colonials as if we were England’s puppets.”




    “They were trying to get under your skin. What exactly was said immediately before that?”




    “It was something about a joint research project between Sheffield and Pittsburgh.”




    Peter nodded. “Makes sense. That’s the venture my Father got you involved with?”




    “Sure, they knew that I was a member of the research team. The co-operation between teams from the States and Great Britain.”




    He looked quizzically at Peter. “You’re on to something aren’t you?”




    Peter did not reply immediately, instead he asked, “So, Sir Filton arrived when this came up?”




    “Sure did, it was then this stooge made his comment about the States not dancing to a British tune and I was about to, you know.”




    “You said nothing about it; the research?”




    “No, not a chance I wouldn’t anyways.”




    “Oh, Hal!” Peter went red and threw his head back against the seat.




    “What gives Pete?”




    “We were not there to gather information. We were bait. At least you were.”




    Hal took a deep breath, thought for some seconds then let out a low whistle.




    “The bastards. The slimy bastards.”




    Peter didn’t answer. Hal looked concerned. “Sorry Pete I didn’t mean …”




    Peter held his hand up. “Don’t be sorry. My father and father-in-law are slimy bastards.”




    Peter awaited Hal’s response but when he didn’t, spoke his thoughts.




    “Hal, you know something I don’t. I am guessing the research project you were working on is the catalyst for this whole affair. Am I right?”




    Hal still didn’t answer. Peter continued. “My father is lurking in there somewhere.”




    He paused before engaging Hal forcefully. “TRUE?”




    The compartment which had been empty for almost the whole of the journey was entered by a man who sat in the corner and began to read. He had no luggage. He carried only a book.




    Peter looked across at Hal, pulled a face, then mouthed, ‘not now, later’.




    It was obvious to both that as there had been no recent scheduled stop, this man had moved from another part of the train after their passports had been checked.




    Unable to pursue the conversation both Peter and Hal spent the rest of the journey thinking over events and trying to make sense of the happenings. Their thoughts were interrupted by the arrival in Munich.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    “At last,” said Hal grabbing his luggage. “We are meeting this Dieter guy where?”




    Peter put his finger to his lips and mouthed, ‘Later.’ Hal mouthed back, ‘you’re getting paranoid’.




    Hal was clearly ill-tempered. Peter was worried that his friend would lose patience.




    This could prove dangerous for his friend. Hal, on the other hand, an American in a very strange environment, was more than uncomfortable with the intrigue and the restrictions this placed upon them.




    The station platform was an endless river of travellers. There were armed police everywhere, at every exit.




    Peter looked around and whispered. “We meet at the news stand outside”.




    Hal replied in a louder than normal voice, “Speak up Pete, we’ve nothing to hide.”




    Irritated by his performance back on the train Hal decided enough was enough.




    They picked their way through the teeming crowd to the newsstand.




    The city centre was thronged with revellers, many dressed in traditional costume.




    The men in Lederhosen, the women in blue and white, most wearing hats with feathers. Beer steins decorated almost every horizontal surface. Outside one bar a pig roasted on a spit.




    “Just my take of the Fest, no joke. As I imagined.”




    “I’m not sure the pig roast is usual.” Peter murmured, not really paying attention and looking round the square. “Where’s Dieter? I can’t see him.”




    “This Dieter guy reliable?”




    Peter didn’t answer and continued to search for his friend.




    Conversation was proving difficult. They were surrounded by people laughing, talking loudly and jostling. A brass band marched into the square followed by a troop of Brownshirts singing loudly, raucously.




    “Let’s find a beer,” Hal shouted in Peter’s ear.




    “We should wait for Dieter,” Peter shouted back.




    “I’m hot and travel weary and looking for a long cool drink. Let’s get the hell out of here.”




    Peter was jostled by the crowds pouring out of the station. He felt someone place a small slip of paper into his hand. He turned around but saw no one he recognised. No one acknowledged him.




    He unfolded the paper and read.




    TAXI TO THE FAIRY GROTTO




    IN THE ENGLISH GARDEN.




    Peter passed the slip to Hal and shouted in his ear.




    “Let’s get out of here, take a taxi and get you that drink.” Puzzled at the change of plan, Peter led the way to the taxi rank alongside the station. Just before they got there, one pulled alongside.




    The driver alighted and asked. “Herr Barnes?”




    “Ja das bin ich.”




    “Your taxi.” The driver said in English and opened the rear door.




    Hal and Peter climbed in without question, pleased at last that something positive was happening. The taxi driver picked his way slowly through the crowds towards the English Garden to be held up by the marching Brownshirts still singing.




    “What’s that song?” Hal asked.




    “The tune is the Horst Wessel anthem, but they have changed the words. If I could hear clearly it would help. Suffice to say it sounds arrogant and aggressively anti-Semitic.”




    “It would be great if you could try and interpret, please, it will make good copy.”




    Peter turned and looked at Hal. “Good copy, what does that mean?”




    Hal flushed. “Look Pete, I was going to tell you back on the train when the guy came into the compartment and you slammed me up.”




    “Tell me what and why did the guy make the problem? You had a couple of hours to say what you will.”




    “There is a connection. Pete I’m sorry. I am not joining your father’s research and development team in Sheffield.”




    Peter began to speak and ask why.




    Hal interrupted. “I’ve accepted the post of Europe correspondent for the East Coast Press Association. I’ve already got my press card. Got it two days ago. Just before we set off.”




    Peter didn’t answer, he just sat wide eyed.




    Hal continued. “This has bothered me …” He hesitated then began once more. “I was looking for the best …” He hesitated again. “No, I wasn’t, I flunked it. I’ve been sat on the fence so long my butt aches. Pete, I am so sorry.”




    Peter still didn’t answer, so Hal repeated. “I am sorry Pete, really sorry.”




    Peter found his voice. “Great so you had another reason to take this trip, including Bochum.”




    “I didn’t know that at the time at the bridge.”




    “You must have known that it was on the cards.”




    “Sure, but I didn’t expect to get the post.”




    “But you were short listed?”




    “I guess this does look dodgy but there was so much going on and – and I flunked it. How to tell you and your father.”




    “Don’t worry about him, he is all self-interest.”




    Peter felt betrayed. Now it seemed his best mate was becoming as devious as his father.




    This was not Peter’s major concern. This was the whereabouts of Dieter.




    There was clearly a problem. This was so not like his German friend.




    To Hal it appeared that Peter had got the hump.




    “This is what I’ve always wanted, not metallurgy. Metallurgy and Cambridge was my family’s idea. Please understand I didn’t expect to be accepted when I applied, even when I was short listed.”




    Hal was tired and thirsty. His priority, however, was to explain his actions.




    Peter took a while to try and sort his mind, eventually he asked.




    “You said there was a connection, what did you mean?”




    “When the guy entered the compartment, I was about to confess.”




    Peter thought that, confess was an interesting choice of words. “Why then?”




    “I realised what all this Rhys James project was about and that my defection from Cambridge and your father would throw up more problems. It was then that I decided to come clean, when this guy turned up.”




    “Talk about it later, Hal, looks like we’ve arrived.”




    The taxi pulled in opposite the English Garden. The driver opened the doors.




    “Follow me please, gentlemen.” He took their luggage and headed for the bar.




    The restaurant was clearly different from the one in Berlin. If this was now Helga’s a clear attempt had been made to give it the appearance of an English venue. Peter, interested in the changes, looked around thinking this could be Helga’s new venture. “I reckon this is Helga and Dieter’s place.”




    “What gives Pete, are we staying here?”




    “I don’t know but at least we can eat.” Peter was looking around, hoping that Dieter would be there to meet them. There was no sign of him. The fear that something was seriously wrong intensified.




    “And get that beer,” said Hal as they walked under the coloured lights into the foyer.




    On cue, a waiter appeared.




    “Good evening gentlemen, your luggage will be taken care of. I will show you to the washroom.”




    “Can we go straight to our rooms to freshen up?”




    “Sorry, sir?”




    “We are to lodge here?” Hal persisted.




    “That I cannot say, sir. I am just your waiter. This is the washroom, please make yourselves comfortable. Do you prefer a table inside or out?”




    “Out, I think. Agreed, Hal?”




    Hal spread his arms and shrugged but didn’t answer. Peter smiled at the waiter.




    “Outside it is then.”




    Once the waiter had left, Hal sarcastically remarked, “Sure, how very English.”




    Peter realised that Hal was ‘on the edge’ since their arrival and in those few words guessed that there was seething anger about to explode.




    Hal placed both hands on the wash basin and took several deep breaths before cupping his hands to drink some water.




    “What’s bugging me is that we have yet to meet this Dieter guy. Where is he and what’s more to the point where are our promised lodgings?” He splashed water on his face.




    “How well do you know this Dieter guy? Do you trust him?”




    “I trust Dieter. It will work, please be patient. I’m sure he’ll do something.”




    Peter was now certain there was a problem and was at pains not to convey his anxiety to his friend.




    “You trust a guy who doesn’t turn up as promised?”




    Peter looked at his friend. He had never seen him like this before. He felt sure it would pass.




    He was determined not to get into an argument. Turning his back,he replied. “implicitly!” and left the room.




    Hal sighed, wiped his hands and followed.




    Peter was tired and worried that plans had changed. That something had happened to Dieter.




    Aware they were being manoeuvred without explanation, he approached the waiter. “Can we eat now, please?”




    They were shown to a table set a little way out from the others in a very pleasant spot on the edge of the lawns looking out across the huge park.




    “Beer, gentlemen or would you prefer the wine list?”




    “Beer.” They answered in chorus.




    “Light or dark?” Gentlemen?”




    “Light.” Again, they spoke together.




    Peter tried to lift the mood especially his own.




    “Not very English or he would have offered bitter to match our mood.”




    Hal, who was in no mood to exchange small talk, didn’t answer. They sat in silence until the beer was served and for a while afterwards. The beer and the ambience served to change their mood.




    Hal queried Peter’s association with Dieter. This time his tone was less aggressive.




    “How well do you know Dieter?”




    The question, reasonable given the circumstances, was tinged with suspicion.




    Peter placed his beer back on the table and looked his friend in the eye.




    “Very well indeed, in fact I would trust him with my life.”




    “How long have you known him?”




    “Since thirty-two.” Peter was glad of the opportunity to defend Dieter.




    “That long? I figured you’d met at the Olympics.”




    “No, Dieter’s mother owned a restaurant on a lake in Berlin. I went there each summer from 1932. Lodged with them. I earned my keep by waiting on at tables.”




    “You didn’t meet him last year as I figured” Hal carefully removed his note pad and pencil from his pocket. Peter appeared not to notice.




    “No, every year from 32 to 36 we spent the summers together.”




    Although more relaxed, he was still worrying what had happened to Dieter.




    “And you didn’t just come over last year for the Olympics?”




    “No, but I hoped to go to the rowing. The restaurant was so busy it was difficult to get away.




    Then there was an incident with the Brownshirts.”




    “Brownshirts, you mean the guys who we saw marching and singing … who are they? What are they?” Hal at last got to the copy he was hoping for.




    “Independent militia, illegal officially. Unofficially not only tolerated by some Nazis but encouraged; they are rude and arrogant and violent. They focused on the restaurant.”




    The waiter arrived to take their order.




    “I see you are serving ham,” Peter said, surprised.




    The waiter answered in his normal voice to begin with then came closer and lowered his tone.




    “Of course, sir, we cater for every taste.” He looked across at a man sitting alone at a nearby table. “In today’s harsh climate it is prudent to accommodate everyone.”




    Peter nodded. “Fillet steak for me. You, Henry?”




    “Bring it on,” was the reply from Hal, who was noting the waiter’s comments.




    Peter lowered his voice “Hal, there’s a chap over on the next table. I do believe we are being watched.”




    “What the hell. Why is that?”




    “Keep calm Hal, this is serious. It could be that he is a Nazi agent. They could be searching for Dieter. They could be following us, hoping we will lead them to him.”




    Peter was convinced that Dieter was evading the Nazi authorities.




    Hal continued in a whisper. “Why Dieter?”




    “This I believe is Helga’s restaurant. Her place on a lake in Berlin was called Die Feen Grotten. That is The Fairies Grotto. You remember I was saying there was trouble in Berlin with Brownshirts that they targeted Jews and Jewish premises? Well, that morning Dieter, a couple of friends and I were out rowing on the lake when another boat containing several Brownshirts saw us and attacked us.”




    “Why did they attack you?”




    “One of our friends was wearing a Kippah.”




    Hal raised his eyebrows. “A kipper?”




    Peter smiled. “A skull cap, as good as saying we are Jewish. I was rowing and easily outpaced them. They followed us to the restaurant and wrecked it. Helga tried to carry on, but they targeted the place. The regular clients drifted away. Now here she probably is, in Munich, re-established and wiser. Even serving ham.”




    He looked out across the expanse of the park beyond the restaurant’s gardens. A beautiful autumn evening contrasted sharply with the turmoil in his mind; not knowing where Dieter was or where they were to spend the night.




    “So, you were in Berlin to improve your German language skills.”




    Hal’s question shook Peter out of his thoughts.




    “Yes, every summer for four years and it was a great place to visit. It was perfect. A lovely spot on the lake. There were many tourists, big tippers. 1936 changed all that. The best customers drifted away. The Jewish clientele were frightened off.”




    The beer and the ambience plus a greater understanding mellowed Hal’s mood.




    By the time the food arrived, he was feeling much more human. He sat back and took a long draught of beer and sighed.




    “Beautiful here, like a scene from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”




    The scene was superb. The sun had set but the sky was still light to the west.




    To the east it was a deep blue with a crescent moon already showing low in the distance.




    The coloured lights picked up the richness of the flower beds.




    “Pete, what was the name of that restaurant in Berlin again?”




    Peter sat back. “Die Feen Grotten,” he replied thoughtfully spelling it out for Hal then continuing with his thoughts out loud. “This must be Helga’s place, so, where is she? More to the point where’s Dieter? I hope they are all right. They have done everything to fit in, adopting local customs and choosing German names, even moving home. I just hope this has not been in vain.”




    Although the friends appeared to be having a conversation, their minds were in different places. The waiter arrived with the ‘check’.




    Payment was politely refused via a written message presented in the cover as though it was the bill. ‘Gentlemen, your taxi will be at the entrance in five minutes to take you to your rooms. Your luggage has gone ahead. Please leave as quietly as possible, thank you.’




    Peter passed this to Hal.




    “Hal don’t show surprise. I’ll leave a large tip. You go to the men’s room. Leave in five minutes.




    Be ready to join me then.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Leaving the English Garden in a taxi. Hal nudged Peter and whispered.




    “Different taxi but the same driver, in a hat.”




    The driver then spoke in English, maybe to advise Hal that he understood him.




    “Your luggage has been sent ahead gentlemen.”




    Peter didn’t comment, his thoughts racing, trying to make sense of everything.




    Hal asked. “Why and where are we going?”




    The driver didn’t answer immediately. When he did it was in German and at length.




    Peter acknowledged in German.




    Hal was bemused and angry at his question being ignored. He tugged at Peter’s sleeve Peter signalled him to keep quiet.




    Hal was having none of this.




    “What the heck is going on Pete?”




    “Please Hal, I’ll tell you later.”




    There was something about the urgency of his reply that persuaded Hal to be quiet.




    The taxi drew up alongside a small hotel. Peter paid the driver.




    Hal, under the impression that they had finally reached their destination, followed Peter into the hotel bursting with questions.




    The lobby was crowded, they went through into a bar, which was also crowded.




    To Hal’s further confusion they carried on straight out through a fire exit into a yard behind the building.




    Peter immediately climbed into a dark red car which was waiting with the engine running.




    He signalled for Hal to follow.




    Hal was furious, his hopes of a resting place snatched away. He stood rooted to the spot.




    Peter leaned out of the car.




    “Hal, please get in and hurry. I’ll explain as we get under way.”




    This pleading and the look on Peter’s face had the desired effect.




    Hal climbed into the car which was being driven by a young woman who set off immediately driving steadily out into the streets and into the night.




    Hal’s subsequent furious volley of questions were directed at Peter. It was the young woman driver who answered speaking English.




    “Sorry for the loss of your holiday, sir. Dieter has been arrested and the house for your occupation has been commanded.”




    “Commandeered,” Peter corrected her.




    “Also arrested Dr and Frau Kessler, your hosts for the Fest.”




    “Why?” asked Hal.




    “They are Jewish.” The girl answered, in a matter of fact manner.




    Hal’s anger melted as he took out his notebook and asked. “That is a reason?”




    “In Nazi Germany. Yes.”




    Hal already knew this. having been briefed only days ago.




    Peter asked the obvious question.




    “Why Dieter?” he asked believing that Helga and Dieter had been at pains since moving to Munich to hide their heritage even with the restaurant menu.




    “Dieter had arranged for you to stay with the Kesslers hoping that your presence would give them some protection. We needed time to obtain the necessary papers to get them out over the borders and into Switzerland. We planned to do this under cover of the Fest, but they were arrested three days ago.”




    “And Dieter?” Peter asked. “Was he arrested also?”




    “No, not then.”




    “When and why?”




    Hal struggled to make notes in the dark, hampered by the vibrations of the car.




    The young woman turned into a long narrow straight country road away from the lights of the city.




    It was too dark for Hal to continue. He put away his notebook, hoping to remember this young woman’s dialogue.




    The lane was straight but very narrow, lined by trees on both sides.




    The yellow of the headlights picked up their dark outline as they flicked by with monotonous regularity adding to the tension in the small car.




    She checked in the rear-view mirror.




    “I think we are clear, gentlemen,” she announced reducing speed to a safer level.




    “Clear of what?”




    “Of being followed.”




    “Why would they follow us?”




    “They think you could lead them to Dieter’s mother and the Kessler child.”




    Peter and Hal took some time to process this information.




    The silence was filled by the hum of the motor as the tree shadows flicked by.




    “So, they are looking for this Helga and a child? I don’t quite understand.” Hal asked.




    “Frau Kessler and Helga, Dieter’s mother, saw the police arrive. Frau Kessler passed Miriam their three-year old daughter to Helga while Dr Kessler was answering the door.




    Dieter and Helga brought Miriam to us. They are now, both in a safe house over the border.




    Dieter came back to meet you, it was then that he was arrested.”




    Hal was in the in middle of a dramatic story, copy that any reporter would normally kill for.




    Yet he could not dismiss remembering the last words of his editor.




    ‘Remember Hal, keep it light. You know the thing fairy stories and I don’t mean trolls and hob goblins. Leave that to the heavies in Washington. The folk in Pittsburgh and Boston just don’t wanna know.’




    Hal questioned. “Why?”




    Spoken out loud, the question was directed at his editor.




    It was when he repeated it for the third time, Peter asked.




    “You all right Hal?”




    Peter’s question jolted Hal out of his thoughts.




    “What’s happening to us Pete? Where are we heading? Why would they wish to arrest these guys? I mean they are looking for a three-year old kid?”




    “Yes, why all this effort for a three-year old and Helga?”




    The young woman didn’t answer for some time. It was only when Peter started to repeat his question she finally did.




    “Look, my name is Eva. The reason my colleagues and I are doing this is because the Kesslers are arrested for their religion and a three-year-old is thought to be an enemy of the Reich.”




    Hal offered an alternative argument.




    “They are following us hoping that we will lead them to your outfit. They are not after the kid.”




    “We are sorry that you are troubled but in Munich at the Fest we were unable to find an alternative place for you at such short notice, less than twenty-four hours.”




    Peter and Hal didn’t answer so Eva continued. “We are doing our best, our very best to help as we are helping those who are wrongfully deprived of their liberty, especially the little children.”




    Hal felt himself blushing with humiliation.




    Peter was angry and confused. He was feeling badly about what was happening to his friend and muttered almost to himself. “This cannot be right.”




    Hal just wanted to get out of the car. He was cramped, tired and very, very angry.




    “I need to pee,” he snorted.




    Peter began to explain in German, but Eva cut him off.




    “I understood the first time. I will pull in shortly after we leave the main road in a kilometre or so.




    “This is a main route?” Hal was shocked that such a narrow, metalled track could be referred to as a road, main or otherwise. After a few minutes Eva turned into a side road, little more than a dirt track and drew to a halt.




    This road was fringed by bushes which were ideal for Hal’s purpose. He was first out of the car. He walked deeper into the bushes than was necessary and relieved himself of more than one pressure.




    “Pete, has it occurred to you that we are foreign nationals? Yet here we are behaving like fugitives from the law? We are going along with this without question?”




    “What options do we have?”




    “I don’t know but giving over complete control to these people cannot be right.”




    Peter studied for a short while. “You are right of course, Hal. This has gone on far too long without question. I don’t think it’s beyond the realms of possibilities for someone to have found a space for us, if only on the floor.”




    “Sure thing, and you know what? They need not have involved us at all. The danger of us leading the Nazis to this woman or the kid does not wash with me. There is another agenda, and we need to know this. Eva must come clean before we move another inch.




    “We ask for more information.”




    “Such as?”




    “How much longer and the real reason for this journey.”




    Hal agreed. “O.K. let’s do that.”




    “Sorry, Hal.” Peter apologised. “I should have dealt with this earlier but the shock of Dieter not turning up and his arrest upset me. Robbed me of all reason. You O.K?”




    “Pete, I just need somewhere to lay my head. Anywhere.”




    Peter realised he needed to lift Hal’s spirits.




    “Have you thought Hal that this will make great copy for your first report?”




    “I have thought, but I don’t think my editor will accept it even if he believed me.”




    “Why ever not? I would back you up.”




    “Orders. Keep out of politics and controversy in notes on Europe.”




    Eva was waiting impatiently for their return. Her jumpy attitude plus the implied reprimand earlier was not helpful. When she pleaded with them to hurry Hal’s reply was less than pleasant.




    “Hey. Hey, sister watch it! Your internal squabbles are nothing to do with us, so just cool it.”




    Peter moved in quickly to calm down what could have been a nasty incident.




    “Sorry, Eva but before we move on, we would appreciate learning the truth about today’s events. Why we are being forced on this journey? Its been a long and difficult day. We deserve more openness. We would like to know the real reason for this. Where we are heading, how long it will take? In fact, why are we involved at all?”




    Eva, agitated, repeated the excuse. “It was difficult finding for you, accommodation.”




    “Oh no! That will not wash,” snorted Hal.




    Eva turned to Peter “Will not wash?”




    “It is not a believable reason. We do not believe you.”




    Eva pleaded. “Please I am only doing as asked.”




    “Which is and who’s doing this asking?” Hal thrust his face into Eva’s.




    Peter had never seen his friend this angry and moved in between them.




    “Just tell us, please, where you are taking us and why.”




    “I am to take you over the border to a meeting place.” Eva spread her hands. “That’s all I know.” Neither friend moved. They stood and looked at each other neither knowing where to go next.




    “Please,” Eva pleaded. “It not so far and we are late.”




    “How far?”




    “Fifty maybe sixty kilometres.”




    It was much further. Eva was lying.




    Hal’s tiredness, frustration and confusion exploded in temper. Peter had great difficulty persuading him back into the car explaining that they had no option but to go along with Eva.




    What else could they do and at least they had an idea of what they faced, even if they had no idea why. More to the point they had little idea where they were.




    Wearily they climbed back into the car. A kilometre or so later both exhausted travellers fell fast asleep.




    They were jolted awake over three hours later with the car bouncing over rough ground and the tyres crunching over gravel.




    In the gloom, it was difficult to make out where they were. They appeared to be in the grounds of a large building.




    Shown into the house kitchen, they were offered supper by an old couple, speaking only German.




    They accepted coffee only and asked to be shown to their rooms.




    Taking the coffee with them, they were taken upstairs to a very large room and flopped on the two beds exhausted.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    Peter was the first to wake. Confused, he struggled to establish some understanding of where he was.




    Thirsty, he sat up and looked around the room. A coffee mug stood on an oak side-cupboard, untouched. He took a sip and pulled a face.




    Responding to the ‘call of nature,’ he staggered out of bed looking for a bathroom.




    There were several doors serving a large, elegant room. Tall, beautifully draped windows let in streams of daylight on to a polished wooden floor and scattered Persian rugs.




    Hal was fast asleep, fully dressed on the bed alongside. One of his shoes had fallen off and was lying upside down mirroring his sleeping position.




    Their luggage had been placed neatly just inside a door. Peter’s trousers and shirt were lying on the floor beside the bed. For the life of him, he could not remember undressing.




    To his right one door stood slightly ajar. Sunlight streamed across the room picking out the colours in the rugs.




    Peter pushed the door open to reveal a large bathroom furnished from another era.




    It was like walking back into another world.




    Over to the right a flowered wash basin beckoned. Peter emptied the contents of the coffee mug rinsed it and refilled with cold water from one of the gold taps, then drained it.




    His head began to clear and the events of yesterday hit him like the seventh wave on a shingle beach. The import of yesterday’s dramas, crowded out by confusion and fatigue, flooded back.




    He looked around the room which would not have been out of place in the 19th century.




    A flowered enamel ‘sit-up and beg’ hip bath, sited alongside the window wall, set the mood.




    A matching wash hand basin and W.C. completed the picture.




    Peter sat on the toilet taking in the scene. Broad polished wooden floorboards complete with Persian rugs and three-metre tall draped windows framed a picture of sartorial elegance.




    Peter bent forward and rubbed his palms on the smooth wooden floor hollowed by polishing and the passage of many feet down the years. He was calmed by the thought of so many ghosts.




    The early morning autumn sun streamed through the window catching dust particles dancing and sparkling in the light from an open window accompanied by the hum of dawn, the sound of a river, birdsong and a distant barking dog.




    There being no way he could control events in this warm, friendly feeling house, he decided to let the next chapter unfold.




    The smell of coffee drifted in on the breeze.




    Back in the bedroom Hal was still asleep.




    The contrast between the fury of last night and now was stark.




    Peter now had to think how to explain yesterdays’ drama and the loss of the Oktoberfest.




    A victim himself, he still felt responsible.




    He dressed and quietly left the room finding his way out on to a landing. Stairs, broad and elegant, led down into a large sitting room.




    The furnishing at the far end of a large room covered by dust sheets suggested that the owners had either just arrived or were leaving. The near furniture being uncovered.




    Tall windows faced the garden lawns stretching down to a river. In the centre French doors opened out on to a terrace.




    Hearing sounds of activity over to his right he called out. “Hello.”




    The old woman who met them last night, appeared from the kitchen doorway and beckoned him through into a bright and cheerful breakfast room. On a large sideboard there was an array of cheeses, meats, breads, fruit and cakes.




    Peter could not remember passing through this room in the early hours. Once more he had the feeling of being in the middle of a time slip.




    The events of yesterday, a distant bad dream.




    Some while later Hal joined him on the terrace, having breakfasted on veal, eggs and coffee.




    “Hey Pete, is this place for real? What gives? Have we been transported into the nobility?”




    He stretched and yawned. “Woke up starving, smelled the coffee couldn’t wait. Didn’t even shave. You been up long?”




    Peter had been wondering how Hal would react to this massive change of scene and the loss of the planned holiday.




    “Good morning, Hal. I haven’t shaved either. I thought we could unpack later when we know how long we are here.” He answered holding his breath, still unsure how to deal with the loss of the Fest. It was clear there was little chance of returning to Munich.




    He need not have worried. His friend stretched and yawned.




    “Strange not knowing. What about this place? Whose is this and why here? I hope we stay a while. Suits me. This house it’s super and the cuisine is fantastic. A week or two of this will just do me fine.”




    Peter smiled. His friend’s good humour had returned. Clearly, Hal was coming to terms with this strange situation. He felt the same.




    There was a tranquillity, an air about this place.




    Peter, used to being disappointed, was still aware that the real world with all its problems still existed. He added a word of caution.




    “I don’t wish to upset you Hal, but we could be away by lunchtime.”




    “I hope not, put in some central heating, I could put down roots and keep the staff, especially in the kitchen.”




    Peter didn’t answer, he was still wondering what the day could possibly have in store.




    Hal took a swig of coffee leaned back on the seat and sighed.




    “This is great I can’t wait to explore. Everything is so well cared for. It must take a huge staff but where are they and how do we fit in and why in this big place? Hey Pete, with God knows how many bedrooms, why did they fit us both into one?’




    Peter deep in thought, didn’t answer.




    “Pete, you still there?”




    Peter was startled to reply, “I haven’t really thought about it. You are right, we appear the only ones here, also all that food at breakfast. Where are the owners and Eva? Did she stay the night?”




    “No guesses Pete, and as for Eva no clues. Last night I just died.”




    “I didn’t even undress at first.”




    “Me not at all, slept just as I was.”




    Peter stood up. “I ought to shave, change and unpack. Come to think of it, do we unpack?”




    “Go shave and change? Who for? I’m for bumming it. Forget it Pete, let’s go and explore.”




    The slow pace of life suited them. Peter hoped that they stayed, if only for a day or so. The sun shone from a cloudless sky and as it rose higher the day became very warm.




    Hal headed for the riverbank where it was cooler and sat on the bank, his feet dangling over the water. “Sorry about yesterday Pete.”




    “Hal, you’re sorry! I’m so sorry. I still can’t come to terms with what happened to Dieter and what happened yesterday. What about the Fest? We didn’t even have a chance to settle.”




    Peter sat down alongside his friend in silence.




    There were so many unanswered questions, so much to think about.




    Eventually Hal broke the silence.




    “Forget the Fest, from what bit I saw of it, there was an undertow of evil. Maybe it was all the armed police. Then there was that band and marching Brownshirts. It was more a demonstration, not a celebration.”




    Peter just nodded agreement, still wondering what was to happen and how long they would be there.




    “What a louse I was Pete. So sorry. I was feeling rotten. Ratting on you, not to mention your father.” Peter didn’t answer so Hal continued.




    “I just could not bring myself to tell you. Think how to tell you.”




    Peter still didn’t answer. Hal added. “I just couldn’t turn down the offer, sorry.”




    Peter, still deep in thought, answered. “If you apologise just once more, I will push you in the river. Yesterday has gone now we need to decide what next? What we do now? Where do we go from here?”




    Hal shrugged. “Just sit tight I guess.” He lay back on the bank and sighed. “Suits me.”




    He was happy at last to have gotten his worries off his conscience and that normal relations with Peter had resumed.




    Later that morning clouds gathered across the distant hills. Sheet and fork lightning flickered and cracked vividly against a darkening sky.




    “Reckon we should get back to the house Pete. That storm could travel. Anyways it must be lunch time.”




    They strolled back to the house. The buildings, along with the trees and statues lost definition in the heat shimmer. They did not see a slight figure sitting in the shadows on the large seat encircling a tree in the middle of the lawn. As they approached, they were greeted by a lady with an Australian accent. “Nice to see you again Peter and to meet your friend. Oh! and so sorry about all the hoo-hah yesterday.”




    Peter started to run forward. “Lulu, is that you?”




    “Who else, you tiny Limey.”




    “I thought you and Rolf were going to Australia after the Games.” Peter hugged her.




    He was relieved to see a familiar face.




    “That was the line, Peter. We needed to disappear off the map and you don’t need a nudge as to why.”




    Dieter, Peter, Rolf and Lulu were old friends from back in Berlin. Their last meeting was in the summer of 1936 at the time of the Games. Peter introduced Lulu to Hal.




    “Hal, this is Lulu my old friend known to all as Peach Melbourne. Lulu, this is my friend Henry from university, known to all as Hal.”




    “Hi Hal, great to meet you.”




    Rolf Neuberger had married Louisa in 1935 and planned to emigrate to Australia but had difficulties in obtaining clearance. After the incident in Berlin on the lake they returned to Austria, his birthplace officially to await events. Subsequently they announced that they were at last on their way to the Antipodes. This was Peter’s understanding. The truth was clearly somewhere else.




    “Peter, Hal, there’s something you need to know. Rolf and I have had a change of identity.




    Rolf and I are now known as Johannes and Gerda Weismann.”




    “You’ve changed names. Why?”




    “You didn’t imagine that we would cop out with our tails between our legs, did you? And you don’t need that university degree to figure why. So, you’d best be knowing that you are dealing with thieves and forgers.”




    Peter hugged her again. “Pleased to meet you Gerda Weisman and my best to Johannes.”




    Hal was still working out what was happening.




    “O.K. let’s be knowing what that hoo-hah yesterday was all about …”




    “I’m here because we need your help, please.”




    Gerda addressed them both but the ‘please’ was directed at Hal.




    “What help is this and who are we?” Hal’s question was tinged with caution.




    “We,” Gerda answered, “are a group who are assisting Jewish people who wish to leave the country. Escape the Nazis, especially the kids.”




    Hal thought for a moment. “Correct me if I am wrong. This is Austria we are speaking of, not Germany?”




    “Both, Hal,” Gerda answered. “That might have been a valid question once. No longer true, I am afraid. The oppression has moved south. It is violently active. The imperative is that we provide an urgent escape route for all who wish to leave.”




    “Why? Can’t they just leave and cross the border, just normally?”




    Gerda shook her head. “You don’t understand. Not many do outside of the country.”




    “They are prevented from leaving?” Hal shocked, started taking notes. Determined to report all.




    “Not only prevented but forcibly returned. This depending on who is on border guard. Some get through of course but more and more are being blocked, returned. It is why we are asking for your help.”




    Peter, who had been quietly listening, asked “Are you saying that Austria is no longer independent?”




    “Officially yes, but the Nazis are gaining more and more support. The police and border guards seem to do whatever they please. Furthermore, the Anschluss could take place any day now.




    It is gaining support everywhere.”




    Peter, aware of his responsibilities to Hal, persisted. “And the hoo-hah as you call it, yesterday?




    Why were we shipped unceremoniously across the border and not bedded down in Munich?”




    Hal repeated this question, the foremost in their minds.




    “Yes, the hoo-hah as you called it, you still haven’t explained. Don’t you think we are due one?” Noticeably, Hal was not angry.




    Gerda sat back down on the tree seat.




    “You fellas best join me. This could take some time.”




    “Time, we have. If we are to help, we need to know everything.”




    “Everything is a big ask but I will do my best. You deserve an explanation for all that took place yesterday.” Gerda folded her arms defensively across her chest.




    Hal, then Peter took their places alongside her as she requested.




    “You have no idea how sorry we are to have taken liberties,” she sighed, “but needs must when the devil drives and the devil is truly driving events in Austria as well as Germany. We needed to arrange the evacuation of the Kessler family. Dieter arranged for you to lodge with them. This could have given them some protection by your presence. Also give us some time to arrange papers to transport them across into Switzerland. The Gestapo maybe knew of our plans. They arrested them three days before you were due to arrive.”




    “Yes! We have heard about that. Did our late arrival cause problems?”




    “I would think not.”




    “Afterwards, they arrested Dieter. Why?” Peter still hoped something could be done about his friend.




    “Not then, two days later, the day before you arrived.”




    Hal took over the questioning “The reason for these arrests being?”




    “For the Kessler’s they have given a reason. Often they arrest prominent Jews without any explanation.”




    “And the reason was?” Hal was determined to get all the detail even though he was aware his editor may not accept his copy.




    “They were arrested and charged with subversive activity against the Third Reich.”




    “That is both Dr Kessler and his wife?”




    “Yes. They intended to arrest the whole family, Dr Kessler, Frau Kessler and Miriam their three-year-old daughter.”




    Hal looked up from his note pad. “That’s what Eva said. You’re sure, a three-year-old kid?”




    “It is their intent to take the complete family.” Gerda looked to Hal making notes being aware of the need to spread this knowledge, particularly to the United States.




    “Frau Kessler foiled the police by passing Miriam over the fence to her neighbour Helga while Dr Kessler was opening the front door. Helga and Dieter brought her across to us and we have her safe. When Dieter returned to meet you, he was arrested for aiding and abetting enemies of the state.”




    Peter interrupted. “It explains why Dieter wasn’t there to meet us, not why we were shipped over the border?”




    Hal was absorbed with getting the complete story. Partly he was excited to have stumbled upon what he deemed to be a major story; a perfect feature for his first submission yet horrified at what he was hearing.




    “Helga asked us to watch out for you and to take you to the Fairy Grotto Bar for them to find you accommodation but on the way, we learned that you Hal, held a press card.”




    Peter and Hal looked at each other.




    “The taxi driver, it figures.” said Hal.




    Peter nodded. “Why does Hal’s press card make a difference?”




    “We have a party of thirty or so children and five adults, including Helga and Miriam, awaiting their chance to cross over to Switzerland. As things stand, they may well be turned back at the border. The cover story is a day trip to Zurich from school. The Nazis however are wise to this and unless we meet unbiased border control, they are almost sure to be stopped. The presence of the American press may just make the difference. Observed by you they could be persuaded to allow them through. Miriam Kessler is too young to pass as a schoolgirl and we are sure that the border guards will be ordered to lookout for a three-year- old girl.”




    “So, you abducted us?” Peter still angry at events, called it as it was.




    “Sorry Peter, Hal we had no time to plan. We had to make it up ‘on the hoof,’ as you say.”




    “And this house just happened to be available?”




    “The house is the summer residence of a prominent financier. It is about to be closed for the winter.




    He is presently in America on important business. His family are at another of their homes in Switzerland. It is possible they will not return.”




    “You have permission to use the house?”




    Gerda nodded. “Until the end of the month.”




    “What will happen to the house?” asked Hal, “if they don’t return?”




    “They will try to sell it. If they are lucky, they might get a third of its true price.”




    “And if they are not?”




    “After an Anschluss, the Nazis will just take it, just as they took the Kesslers.”




    “They do that?”




    “They are already doing so in Germany and not just the house, contents, valuables, jewellery anything; it’s theft, plain and simple, under the guise of authority.”




    Hal thought for a moment.




    “So, you want us to turn up at the border the same time as your refugees?”




    “If you will.”




    Hal looked to Peter. “I’m with you. Pete, what about you?”




    Peter hesitated before nodding and saying. “Of course.”




    Gerda looked at her watch. “Lunch is ready I believe. I must be on my way.”




    She got up to go then sat down again. “There is another favour if you would oblige us further.”




    Hal was so pumped up and involved with the situation he was more than anxious to hear.




    “What else can we do?”




    “The little Kessler girl is distressed and hysterical. What she might do if she just sees any uniformed men at the border is anyone’s guess. She could scupper the whole project. What is more she is only three and cannot possibly pass for a schoolgirl.”




    “That figures but what can we do?”




    “When Frau Kessler handed Miriam over to Helga she said don’t worry, my darling, Papa Yo will take care of you. I am leaving you in the safe hands of Papa Yo. Now Miriam is blaming Helga and us for not finding this Papa Yo. If we could separate her from the main party, it would be a big help.




    We are already keeping her away from the others. They are distressed enough already.”




    Gerda looked to Hal who spread his hands in question. “So?”




    “If you were to take Miriam across the border with you, say as your niece, would that work?”




    Hal again thought then turned to Peter. “What do you think Pete?”




    “Sounds as though it could work but we need to think this out.”




    “I pose as the girl’s uncle taking her over to the States, is that what you mean?”




    Hal ignored Peter’s advice.




    “That’s about it, Hal,” replied Gerda concentrating on Hal.




    “What say if I pose as this Papa guy? The little girl would be then more settled.”




    “As Papa Yo? That, Hal is brilliant, would you?”




    “Figure that would cover all bases.”




    Peter meanwhile abandoned his attempts to persuade his friend to take time out to think.




    Gerda jumped up and embraced both men.




    “Thanks fellas, you have no idea just what this means. I must be away, there’s much to be arranged.” Blowing each a kiss, she disappeared into the house through the kitchen out into the yard and into a dark red saloon.




    “Let’s away, Eva. Game on. Tell Ilsa, tonight, that for this operation only my name is Gerda Weismann.”




    “Was that wise?”




    “Had to. The Englishman knows me from Berlin.”




    The driver started the engine and sped away. “Papa Yo? Everything?”




    “Everything” Gerda replied leaning back and sighing.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    After lunch, there was little else the friends could do but to walk again in the garden and down to the river. The afternoon sun lit the distant hills which seemed to dance in the heat haze.




    Hal began to sway to and fro as if mesmerised by the scene. This amused him.




    Peter, still pre-occupied, sat down on the riverbank in silence.




    A heron stalked the shallows, it froze loop necked, before spearing into an eddy. A fish flashed silver in the sunlight but only for a split second before disappearing into the bird.




    “Jeepers Pete, did you see that? What a way to go, swimming happily one second then gone, never to be seen again.”




    Peter didn’t answer or show any interest and continued staring at the river.




    “Oh! Peter, I’m so sorry. That was crass of me. I wasn’t thinking about Dieter.”




    After a short pause Peter replied. “Actually, I am thinking about the children. The little Kessler child, what is happening to her? Dieter knew he was swimming in pike-infested waters. The children what do they know? They are truly innocents.”




    Hal got up and went to sit beside his friend. “I’m at a loss to find a word for these people. Bastards is unfair to the illegitimate. There is no word for them.”




    “There is, Hal, it’s Nazi.” Peter murmured.




    Hal nodded. “What are they doing to these countries and their people? How do they cope with losing all this? All they have built, their dreams, their family home, this great house. Why and for what?”




    “I believe, Hal, that the owner of this house will be all right. Not only will they survive, they will survive well. It’s the children, the poor, the ordinary folk and the Kesslers. What a terrible time for them.” Peter stared into the river, which was much more turbulent than this morning.




    The storm over the hills was already making its presence felt. The river level was building rapidly, driving debris which bounced along in the mainstream. To one side, in contrast, a gentle eddy circled carrying a single leaf round and round. Peter found this strangely calming.




    He lay back and looked up into the sky at the clouds slowly changing shape as they moved across.




    “You know, Hal.” He began unsure himself what he was going to say. Confused and conflicting emotions, the sharp edges of recent events, dulled by the peaceful scene. When he did speak, it was as though someone else was dictating.




    “Thinking about this drama that we are caught in the middle of, I feel untouched by it, unemotional. Does that sound stupid?”




    “I guess not, I figure it’s this place. It’s like being in a bubble of contentment. We are looking out at the world as if protected by its skin.”




    Hal lay back and joined Peter staring at the clouds.




    “You feel it too?” Peter was relieved to hear this.




    “From the moment I woke. The world suddenly seemed right even though I know it’s not.”




    “You are aware Hal just what we have let ourselves in for? That sometime soon, very soon, someone is going to prick this bubble?” Peter was fighting to keep their ‘feet on the ground’.




    He was trying to alert Hal to the serious elements of that already agreed to.




    “Yep, so we soak it up while we can,” Hal replied, seemingly unconcerned. “Forget what may be tomorrow and live for this moment. My conscience keeps saying to me, return to the house unpack, bathe and get shaved and changed. Then I think, why bother?”




    Hal turned on to his stomach smiling reassuringly at Peter.




    “What say Pete we shave and change for dinner? This afternoon let’s just live it up.”




    Hal lay back down in the shade of a tree. “This is heaven.” He sighed.




    This attempt to calm Peter was met with a sullen silence.




    Bathed, shaved and changed, they dined on venison, fresh vegetables, fruit, cheeses and fine wines then took Calvados and coffee out on to the terrace.




    They had been assured that the owner had given permission for them to use the ample larder.




    And take whatever they wished from the wine cellar and drinks cabinet. They were making the most of this generous offer.




    It was a lovely evening, warm, balmy, soporific.




    “Let’s go sit under the tree and watch the stars come out,” suggested Hal, aware that his friend was still brooding.




    They walked across the lawn away from the lights of the house to the rustic seat where that afternoon they had met Lulu. The tree seemed to draw them into its shade.




    Hal picked up a fallen leafed twig and swept the day’s debris from the seat and sat down.




    He looked out across the lawns over the river to the distant hills.




    “This so, so beautiful, so peaceful. How could you cope with losing all this, all you have built and nurtured, your dreams, your family home with all its memories and for what?” He sighed again. “Envy, jealousy, greed, sadistic amusement, take your pick.”




    “Give it a rest, Hal, I thought we were here to watch the stars come out,” said Peter, testily.




    “Sorry Pete.” Hal apologised.




    As if on cue, the evening star pricked into sight as the sky darkened with the sun finally sinking behind the hills rimming the crests with a golden glow which fingered up into the sky.




    “Sunset and evening star,” Peter whispered.




    “What’s that Pete?” Hal was relieved that his friend showed some animation having been locked away in his thoughts all evening.




    “And one clear call for us,” said Peter as he connected with the day’s events.




    “What?” Hal asked, realising that Peter was speaking of the commitment made earlier.




    “Take no notice, Hal. It’s just a couple of lines from Tennyson which seem appropriate, that’s all.” Peter was clearly disturbed. This, despite his comment earlier about being untouched.




    “O.K. Pete if you are in the mood. Give with the rest.”




    “Perhaps not, it goes downhill from there.” Peter tried to close the topic.




    “Why?” Hal countered, trying to keep him talking.




    “It’s about death. So best left.” Peter, once more, clammed up tight.




    That was as far as the conversation got. Gerda had quietly crept up behind the tree and was waiting for the right moment to announce her arrival. In the silence which followed, she took a deep breath and spoke out.




    “Let there be no moaning at the Bar as we put out to sea.”




    The friends spun around looking. Gerda added quickly.




    “The Pilot has been here all the while but in the dark, you did not see her.”




    Startled, Peter turned. “Lulu?”




    “Gerda,” she corrected.




    “Sorry.” Peter apologised.




    “Pilot what Pilot?” Hal was confused.




    “Take no notice Hal, Gerda was taking liberties with Alfred Lord Tennyson.”




    Peter could have added. ‘She is also taking liberties with us.’ Aware that one man’s freedom can mean another man’s ‘incarceration’. That they had responsibilities however unwelcome.




    “Chance would be a fine thing,” Gerda replied. She took another deep breath and returned to her intrusive errand. “Fellas I’m sorry but I am here on serious business.”




    “Don’t concern yourself, Gerda. It’s this place, it brings out the whimsy in us, it is full of happy ghosts,” Peter replied. “I hope you are not here to spoil it.”




    Gerda, anxious that her mission was being sabotaged, passed over the remark and turned to his friend.




    “Hal, we have brought Miriam. Do you mind?”




    “The Kessler girl, why tonight?”




    “Yes. Big favour needed?” Gerda added anxiously.




    “And that is?” Peter stood and walked into Gerda’s vision determined not to let Hal be railroaded as he was earlier.




    Gerda ignored Peter and addressed Hal. “Miriam is very distressed.”




    “Yes, you said so before.” Peter was determined not to be ignored.




    Gerda, however, did ignore him, speaking to Hal. “We’ve brought her along to you. To her Papa Yo, in the hope that it might settle her. If it does, can we leave her with you, probably until Friday when we hope to move?”




    “What? A three-year-old girl?” Clearly the prospect now was scaring Hal. “You mean overnight?”




    “Easy Hal, we have brought a carer with her. A nanny who will deal with all the necessary. Hopefully, she will sleep.” Gerda added hoping to calm Hal.




    Hal looked to Peter for inspiration. He received none.




    “I suppose we could give it a go.”




    The reality of the commitment now struck home. Their discomfort was obvious.




    Hal’s answer gave Gerda the opening she was looking for. Aware of their reluctance, she took it immediately.




    “Good. I’ll go get her.” Gerda turned on her heels and disappeared swiftly into the shadow of the house.




    “Where’s she gone?”




    “To get the little girl, Hal. Are we sure about this? It’s a huge commitment.”




    Three figures appeared out of the darkness, Gerda, another woman and a very small child.




    “There she is now.” Hal peered through the gloom trying picture the little girl.




    Gerda called out, “Papa Yo.” Then she repeated in German and English. “Papa Yo, Wo bist du?




    Are you there?”




    Hal cleared his throat. “Who calls?”




    The tiny figure detached herself from the others ran and launched herself at Hal clinging on to his leg like a baby Lemur to its mother.




    “Papa Yo, Papa Yo. Wo warren du? Wo warren du? Ich war gans alien.”




    Then burying her face in his leg, she sobbed and repeated.




    “Gans alein.”




    Hal needed no translation. He bent and swept the tiny girl into his arms. Holding her tightly he shuddered with every trembling sob of this little child, his face against hers their tears mingling until her sobs subsided. Hal sat down on the seat then cradled and rocked this tiny lost child.




    Slowly, gradually she settled. Her head fell back against his arm and she slept.




    The other woman came forward, reached out with her arms and spoke in German.




    Hal turned and looked at Peter. “What did she say Pete?”




    “Thank God, I will take her now.”




    Hal handed her over. Immediately he felt bereft. Hal felt that he should say and do something more. The woman walked away taking Miriam into the house. Gerda came forward and embraced Hal.




    “Thank you. Thank you, it worked.”




    Gerda then hurriedly followed the nanny back into the house leaving Hal literally ‘holding the baby’. Hal, distraught, stood rock still. Sensing his distress Peter came forward. Finding it difficult to speak, he managed to croak.




    “You all right Hal?”




    Hal gathered himself.




    “I think, old buddy, our bubble has just been burst.”




    Neither moved for quite some time and when they did it was aimlessly. Hal wandered in circles looking at the ground, but here there was no eddy, no calm.




    Peter, finding this silence oppressive, felt compelled to speak.




    “Hal, what on earth have we let ourselves in for?” He was thinking that this situation had arisen because of his father and his stupid ideas. He felt somehow responsible, the shock of the last few minutes still drumming in his brain.




    Hal sat down on the seat and looked out towards the hills. After almost a minute he whispered.




    “We must get that little girl out of this stinking country. This is personal now.”




    Peter, ever ‘the Job’s comforter’ replied.




    “Easier said than done. I don’t think you understand the dangers. This is real. It is not really our problem. We never asked to get involved.”




    Peter waited for his friend to answer. When he didn’t, he continued.




    “Why can’t this girl go through with the others? Think about it? This could be all a fit up. We need to work this out before we commit further.”




    Peter Barnes, used to being conned and manipulated, let down by others, was naturally suspicious. He did not make the same connection as his friend.




    Hal suddenly stood up.




    “What if she wakes up and asks where I am?” He started towards the house then he stopped and turned around. “Sorry Pete, see you later.”




    Peter began to move after Henry, then thinking better of it, sat down on a terrace seat to sort out the confusion in his head. Some while later he gave up and made his way upstairs to their room.




    He reached up to switch on the lights then stopped. Hal was sat on the edge of his bed head in hands.




    Moonlight streamed through the tall windows picking up his shadow across the white of the pillows and bed sheets.




    “You all right Hal?”




    Receiving no answer, Peter left the lights off and sat on his bed opposite his friend.




    Hal didn’t answer for some time. He just sat thinking before doing so.




    “Sure! You are thinking we are being manoeuvred, Pete? I don’t blame you. We are.




    We know so little about this outfit. The little girl virtually dumped here without our consent. Fitted up by this Lulu/ Gerda woman who is probably just a front because she knows you and your friend Dieter. What do we have? Hearsay as to what has gone on so far. Kidnapped, brought here as you say, without our leave and a distressed child.”




    Hal let out a huge sigh.




    “Whether or not they are pulling an emotional stunt, that kid is not acting. She is real.”




    He paused. “And she needs me.”




    “What happens now Hal?”




    “We go along with it, old buddy. At least I do. I can’t let the kid down. I just can’t.”




    “If that’s the way you feel, I’m with you.”




    Hal sighed and removed his shoes letting them drop striking the wooden floor echoing briefly in the silence. “I am bushed Pete. Time to hit the hay.”


  




  

    Chapter 10




    The following morning just the two of them finished breakfast, in silence. The door opened and in ran Miriam who climbed up on Hal’s knee, helping herself to the remains of a croissant from his plate. Crumbs spilled down his shirt as she pushed it into her mouth.




    “Noch mal,” she squeaked spitting more crumbs.




    Hal, surprised and clearly delighted, brushed away the crumbs smiling. “Crumby business, kids.” Miriam returned the smile and looked up to Hal’s face.




    Peter went to the side and collected cake, breads and preserves, placed the plate in front of them and sat down. Miriam claimed another croissant and scattered more flaky crumbs as she pushed it into her mouth. She forced some into Hal’s mouth. Laughing, he accepted the offering showering the table and themselves with even more. Meantime the nanny had arrived and was watching from the door smiling at the scene, partly with relief. She went to the side, poured a glass of milk and added this to Hal’s worries. He looked up at the nanny, smiled and said:




    “Thank you.”




    “Ilsa,” she replied with a little bob of a curtsy.




    “Good morning Ilsa, kid been O. K.?”




    It was Peter’s turn to smile.




    “If I didn’t know Hal, I would assume you have done this before. It looks right.”




    “Feels kind o’ right.”




    From that moment on all plans for the day, at least for Hal, disappeared. The day was controlled entirely by this little girl who demanded and got one hundred percent attention from Papa Yo. Not that this pleased Ilsa who was rebuffed by both Miriam and Hal whenever she tried to intervene. Even when it was necessary for her to take over, she was assailed by a ferocious tantrum.




    Peter, also not at all pleased, remained a worried spectator.




    After dinner that evening Peter was able to voice his concerns.




    Hal sat down on the lawn before lying flat and looking up at the stars.




    “I’m bushed Pete,” he groaned, “what is that expression of yours, jiggered? But I’ve rarely enjoyed myself so much. Reckon I was made for this.”




    Peter studied his hands thinking how to approach his worry without ruining Hal’s day.




    Quietly he spoke, he hoped gently.




    “Have you thought what will happen if you succeed in getting Miriam through safely?”




    “Whoa, whoa there, partner, how do you mean if? Miriam is going through, be sure of that buddy!” Hal sat up.




    Peter looked at him and realised that he was agitated more than angry.




    Sorry, yet satisfied he’d made the point. He took to thinking how to lighten the conversation, to regain the comfortable mood which disappeared with Miriam’s arrival. He forced a chuckle.




    “I wished I’d had my camera when you and Miriam were laid back kicking your legs in the air.”




    He chuckled again, this time the laughter was genuine.




    Miriam and Hal had been on the lawn playing, facing each other when she fell on her back kicking her legs squealing ‘Mach so.’ It was a command which Hal obeyed without redress for a translation.




    It was a good choice by Peter. Hal immediately engaged but clearly did not share Peter’s amusement.




    “Too right, Pete. I have a press camera. Will you carry it for me when we get to the border?”




    “Why?” Peter sounded belligerent.




    “Evidence, Pete. Faced with a camera the Goons will back off.”




    “You think so? Do you think it will be that simple?”




    Peter’s stance was making Hal uncomfortable. He stood up.




    “They had better, Pete. Don’t underestimate the power of the pen.” He turned to walk away from Peter whose logical argument was making him uncomfortable. Peter also got up from the seat and went after him.




    “Best not bond with the little girl, Hal.”




    Hal ignored his friend’s remark. “I’m for hitting the hay.”




    “So soon?” Peter now knew he was getting through to Hal and was reluctant to let him go.




    “Leave me Pete, just leave me. I need to think.”




    Hal left waving his arm as if wafting away Peter’s logical arguments.




    Peter, much troubled, sat alone with his thoughts and fears.




    It seemed to him that the repatriation of Miriam had not been thought through properly. A Jewess would naturally be adopted by a Jewish family which would mean a forced separation from Hal and this would mean a new trauma for them both.




    Peter was now certain that his friend had bonded with Miriam. That Miriam was replacing her family with her Papa Yo, with all the further heartache that this entailed.




    All he could do now was hope that he had warned his friend of the pitfalls to come.




    As for the little girl’s future, he just dared not to think.




    The following day followed much the same pattern at breakfast.




    Miriam insisted Hal get up from breakfast to play out in the garden. Peter’s anxiety was not being helped by this.




    The old woman came in to clear the table and collected the crockery on a large wooden tray. Before leaving she stood and watched Hal and Miriam through the window. “Give a man a daughter he is her slave and guardian, give him a son he is his captain.




    It was always so!” The old woman observed in German.




    Peter was surprised by the woman’s comment. She, having rarely spoken before.




    “Miriam is not his daughter.” He protested.




    “Matters not.” The woman replied leaving the kitchen.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    The following morning Ilsa woke early to find Miriam missing from her bed.




    She did not panic, guessing at once just where she would be. Putting on her dressing gown she crept across to the men’s bedroom.




    She pushed open the door slightly and peered in to confirm that Miriam was fast asleep in Hal’s bed. Carefully she closed the door and stood thinking for a few moments, then realising there was little she could do without embarrassment decided to go down for a coffee and await events.




    Gerda was in the kitchen waiting for the house to awake. She greeted Ilsa as she placed the papers from the table back into a folder.




    “Good morning, Ilsa. Miriam still asleep?”




    “Yes, I’ve come down for a coffee.”




    Ilsa poured herself a cup and stood with her back to the stove.




    “Can you have Miriam packed and ready to move by 10.30?”




    “You’ve got the papers? Good, we will be ready.”




    “Not you Ilsa, just the little girl.” Gerda had misread the extent to which Ilsa had bonded with Miriam.




    Ilsa was shocked into silence.




    Gerda aware of Ilsa’s discomfort fought to deal with this.




    “We don’t have papers for you. It is better that the two men travel alone with Miriam. The rest of us will keep clear. We can’t imagine that the Nazi S.S. have been idle. They will have their agents watching all exits.”




    “The border is between Austria and Switzerland?”




    Gerda didn’t answer. She gave Ilsa the look schoolteachers give when a pupil has said something silly.




    “We are severing all connection with Miriam with effect from 10.30. That includes you.




    That is it, Ilsa.”




    Ilsa still objected. “Who will look to Miriam? I mean a little girl with just two men?”




    Gerda lapsed back into English in frustration.




    “Good God, woman, we can’t be bothered with your prissy protocol.”




    She then reverted to German speaking calmly.




    “Just get her ready please.” She paused repeating, “Please, Ilsa. You know how it works. We will have no more contact nor will they with us. Pegasus will take over once they get over the border.”




    Ilsa looked out of the window concentrating on the branches of the tree bouncing in a stiff breeze heralding the onset of autumn and a change in the weather.




    She bit her bottom lip which was beginning to tremble.




    Gerda noted this and changed to a much gentler tone.




    “She will be fine, Ilsa, you know that this is the only solution. Also, we will be needing you again.”




    Ilsa didn’t reply but turned on her heels and speedily left the room.




    Much later Peter arrived in the kitchen closely followed by Hal and the little girl.




    Gerda was getting anxious. “At last fellas, can you be ready to move at 10.30?”




    Peter was shocked and stopped pouring the coffee. Then he gathered his wits and spoke calmly.




    “Good morning, Gerda. Sorry, didn’t see you. I was homing in on the coffee.”




    He looked around aware of a change in the atmosphere.




    “No servants today?”




    Gerda accepted Peter’s implied reprimand. “Sorry, Peter. Good morning, can you be ready at 10, 30 please?”




    “Ready for what?” Peter asked, playing for time.




    Hal who had sized up the situation, spoke up.




    “Sure, we can. Take no notice of Pete, he’s been in another world for the last day or so. He does that sometimes.”




    Hal collected breads, croissants and meats and sat down with Miriam on his knee.




    Peter was now even more panicky. “Can be ready for what, exactly?”




    “Can what” Miriam repeated grabbing a croissant.




    “See speaking English already. Sure, we are ready. Let’s get this show on the road.”




    “Today?” Peter at last allowed himself to accept what was going on.




    Hal smiled and shook his head “Too true it seems old buddy. Care to join us?”




    Peter sat down at the table, his heart beating. “What is the plan?”




    Gerda reached and placed a small leather solid briefcase on the table.




    “Miriam’s supplementary luggage,” Gerda announced. She placed her hand on it.




    “Don’t open it until you get over the border and then only if you have to. Here is a key. Otherwise hand it over to the courier on the other side.”




    “How do we know when and if to open it? For that matter, know the courier?”




    Peter now realising fully what was to happen was wanting more detail. Hal was content to listen.




    “The courier is Pegasus.”




    “Pegasus, just Pegasus?”




    “They will approach you and enquire if you are from the Mercury. You will answer:




    ‘Barkis is willing’. From then on, they will take over. Here are Miriam’s papers they are made out to a Sudeten Jewess who died in infancy.”




    Hal, making notes, butted in. “A Jewess, is that wise?”




    “Think about it, Hal. The Nazis will be primed to look out for a three-year-old accompanied by a carer. Or they might expect her to be in a group. Whichever, they will be on the lookout for false papers. What they will not expect is that these papers will be those of a Jewess. They’ll expect anything but Jew. Also, you three will not be the type of target they have been primed to investigate.”




    Hal looked up from his notes. “The Nazis will do all this just to arrest a little kid? That takes some swallowing!”




    “No, Hal. They will pick her up if they can of course, but the real agenda is to get a bead on our outfit, our cell. The border guards will not have time to cross check on Sudeten nationals. If you are prepared to be Miriam’s uncle. That, with the fact that you are American, we think will work.”




    “I will show my press card if it gets sticky,” said Hal, adding, “I get the picture.”




    Gerda nodded continuing, “We will have no contact with you after Ilsa and I leave in a short while. That is the last you will see of us. You will be on your own. Can you cope with Miriam and all that it entails, toilet etc.?”




    “I’ve seen guys back home take them into the men’s toilets. Is that O.K. here?”




    “Depends, but I see no option, you could ask a female for the favour, but I fear Miriam will panic and create. No, best try and cope yourself. Miriam is very capable. Take her to the men’s or if you can manage until you are on the train, so much the better.”




    With this answer Gerda considered the matter closed and passed over a wallet.




    “There are Schillings, Swiss Francs and some French Francs. If you miss the meet, you may need to go straight through to the ferry where they accept Sterling. I doubt you will need the French Franc. Otherwise the ferry reservations will be dealt with by the couriers. The tickets to and from Zurich to Calais are in this envelope, if needed.”




    Hal opened the wallet. “That’s one heck of a lot of Schillings.”




    “For the hire car driver. This car will arrive from a local firm who are familiar with commissions from this house. It has been arranged already by phone. They are nothing to do with us and have only the instruction to deliver you to Landeck station for the Zurich train.




    Treat them as a normal hire car, which they are. Pay in cash. If they query this, expecting to charge to the account, say the house is closing for the winter, which it does each year at this time.”




    Peter who had been listening to all this swallowed the lump in his throat and whispered:




    “What if we are challenged?”




    “We hope you won’t be, just do your best whatever.” Gerda stood up.




    “I must go, there is much to do.”




    “Of course, are you seeing the others across the same time as us?”




    “They left earlier. It is supposed to be a school day trip. They should be through shortly.




    Fingers crossed they will be meeting you in time for the afternoon train from Zurich to Calais.”




    She embraced Peter. “Bon voyage” then embraced Hal.




    “Thank you, Hal, you are a brick.”




    She bent down to Miriam who, immediately hid behind Hal’s leg. “Bye sweetie.”




    Miriam hid her face in Hal’s trousers. Gerda called upstairs.




    “Ilsa come, we are away.”




    Ilsa came downstairs, ran through the kitchen and out into the yard.




    Gerda turned to follow. “What few possessions Miriam has will be upstairs. Grab yourselves some food and drink from the larder. The caretaker/gardener will close up once you are away.”




    These final words were spoken while she hurried from the room.
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