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For Belle





To live is so startling it leaves little time for anything else

Emily Dickinson





PROLOGUE

It was the place they all knew best – the elegant, light-filled rooms in the house, plus its niches and nooks in which they took refuge, the wood which sheltered the wildlife, the fields over which they walked.

Whatever happened at Woodspring, and whether they lived there or not, the notion of it remained constant.





HARRY
1940





CHAPTER ONE

The girl – no, more than a girl – opposite him in the railway carriage wore an unflattering hat and kept her gaze trained on the London cityscape as the train drew out of King’s Cross. Sensibly, given the fug in the compartment, she had discarded her felted brown overcoat. Underneath, she wore a tweed costume which had been taken in to make it a better fit, an effort which had failed. But her shoes were of good quality and highly polished.

She looked determined, decided Harry Dane. Determination he knew about and recognised at a thousand paces. His wife, Lucy (his pretty, restless, fond-of-money Lucy) was gifted with it in abundance.

He transferred his attention to the London suburbs through which they were rolling. Rain slashed across the window, which did not add to the allure of what he was seeing. Back at Woodspring, the family home, spring would be advanced – new leaves here, the flash of a nesting bird there. The land would be stirring, absorbed by itself.

A handsome Regency house in Berkshire was not a bad lot in life to inherit. No matter he sometimes thought of it with exasperated love, usually after the second gin.

While he lived, his father tended to be both sharp and importunate on the inheritance issue. ‘It’ll be up to you, Harry.’

Five years younger, his brother Robert was happy about that. You’ll have to be serious which means I can be a wastrel, Harry.

Robert had been gifted swagger and charm in bucketfuls, and Harry loved him.

His father’s dicky heart gave out when Harry was in his early twenties. So… no roistering around the world for him. No exploring nirvana or exotic sex, nor – he had toyed with the idea – drugs to alter his state of being. Tales from the East. Instead, Harry found himself contemplating house repairs and theories on the state of the soil beneficial to his land.

Dreams vanished. That was their nature and demanded as decent a burial as his parent. The East might be closed to Harry but, undeterred, he kept a close eye on Germany, signed up into the Glosters and was commissioned in early ’38 before Hitler really got going. His duty, he explained to his aghast mother. (Robert followed suit later. ‘What’s a chap to do but to copy a hero brother? It’s the Glosters for me too.’)

By then, Harry had met and married Lucy, six months after which Nell was born in September 1939. Life intensified. Being married. Training. Keeping an eye on the worsening situation in Europe. This was not to underestimate the shuttle diplomacy he was forced to conduct between his wife and his mother.

Before Harry left for his unit, he ordered extra chicory and sainfoin to be mixed in with the sowing of the clovers and yellow burnet in the North Field. The South Field would be left as was to drowse in the summer sun and the results from both fields would be compared.

‘My dear boy,’ said his widowed mother, huddled into the smaller sitting room with hastily tacked-together blackout curtains. ‘You’re still very taken with these new notions of agriculture.’

So I am, he conceded. Europe might be faltering – God knew what was coming – but Woodspring land required tending.

His mother prodded away at the subject that most diverted her mind from her widowhood. ‘Lucy hates Woodspring,’ she said. The stillborn daughter born between Harry and Robert being so very not there to take the place of her soldier boys. ‘If only your sister had lived. Daughters-in-law are so unsatisfactory.’ She added with some satisfaction, ‘Not cooperative.’

‘A house…’ Harry had tried to put into words the substance of what Woodspring meant to him and to woo Lucy into complicity… ‘holds so much more than what can be seen.’ Lucy gave him one of her stares and said, ‘Harry, a house is a house. That’s all.’

The train clacked on.

The Nazis had annexed Czechoslovakia, invaded Poland, Belgium and France. There would be slaughter, burning, despoliation and grief.

The girl opposite him looked hungry. Harry offered her a cigarette and she accepted.

He lit one for himself. A long, grinding journey to the north lay ahead.

*

‘Who can claim to be superior to most in this kingdom of ours?’ asked Lieutenant-Colonel Colin Gubbins, an expert in irregular warfare in the research arm of military intelligence – MI (R).

Gubbins made a point of surrounding himself with tough and unusual thinkers on his staff. Harry’s efforts to get his foot in the door paid off. His abilities were spotted by his commanding oﬃcer, and he was seconded to Gubbins’ team early in 1939.

His new boss had enjoyed a distinguished career on the western front and had supported anti-Bolshevik forces in Russia to fierce effect. Impressive. What would matter to a man like Gubbins? Achievements, yes. Early life? Harry had done his homework and took a bet with himself that the salient influence on Gubbins’ thinking was a childhood spent on the island of Mull.

‘Well, any thoughts?’

‘I imagine you are referring to the Highlander, sir.’

‘Good man.’

He had passed into the circle of movers and shakers and tasked to study the possibilities for irregular warfare before it all kicked off properly. Reputation and gossip were correct: Gubbins was as maverick as it was said and brilliant. A man who looked at problems from the left field. An achiever with the boldest of vision.

In the spring and summer of 1939, Gubbins sent him to eastern Europe on fact-finding missions. Long hours spent in trains, some of which were remarkably luxurious, and nights roosting in hotels. Middle-grade ones (the British government was not known for flinging the boat out), but even they exuded an elegance. Oh yes, wonderful elegance. Europe was so much better at that sort of thing. He had developed an instant taste for propping up gleaming bars, downing shots and observing huddles of journalists. Meetings, however, were conducted in discreet venues and he relished the conversations that took place in pavement cafés and bars. Their flavour was stimulating, their content sparky. If the outlook hadn’t been potentially so disastrous, it would have been the best of times.

Every snippet of information conveyed back was subjected to analysis – and there were plenty from Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Romania. Not to mention Poland. ‘Hitler,’ Harry reported of the German Chancellor, ‘believes in the Darwinian struggle for existence.’ Life did not, could not, exist without conflict. ‘He’s instructing Goebbels to use incendiary propaganda as we saw in Austria and the Sudetenland to lay the ground for further military operations.’

Events eventually overtook Harry and the team. The Third Reich blitzkrieged into Poland, the plans hatched with the authorities for Polish resistance were abandoned and he and the others hightailed home just days after Britain declared war on Germany on 3 September.

‘Can’t you at least hint at what you’re up to?’ asked Lucy on his return. ‘It’s so trying, all this secrecy.’

They had been in the sitting room of the rented Mayfair flat. His work hours in London made it impossible to commute to Woodspring – trains to Hungerford were unreliable. Plus, Lucy flatly refused to live with his mother. Before he left, his mother had given him the phone number of her London friend, Marcia. ‘She would rent you rooms in her house. Now that she’s widowed.’

‘And Lucy and Nell?’

His mother looked at him. ‘It would be income for her.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Battersea. Don’t worry. I’m told it’s a respectable area.’

But Lucy wasn’t having that either and the flat in Mayfair had to be found. The arrangement was that the week was spent in the flat, weekends at Woodspring, and the nanny that Lucy insisted they employ would travel with them. This was to make a fist of being a family.

Lucy was quite calm, as she tended to be. (She was a disciple of the legendary Diane de Poitiers who refused to laugh or cry because to do so gave you wrinkles.) She sighed and reached for a cigarette which she lit with a snap. ‘So what are you doing, Harry?’

Underneath Lucy’s so-far unwrinkled exterior, Harry sensed anger.

… Assembling training manuals on demolition, partisan combat and handling explosives. Arranging for them to be translated into several languages, printed on edible rice paper and distributed to a secret network of guerrilla fighters. All of which seemed extraordinary to be doing from a small smoke-wreathed oﬃce with a clanking lift directly outside the door…

‘Paperwork. You know the sort of thing. Bumf.’

Lucy balanced her cigarette, red-ringed with lipstick, in the ashtray and took up her knitting. A shapeless something.

‘Really?’ Lucy was sceptical.

‘The Guerrilla’s Creed’, as Gubbins would have it, was being created from scratch. It hinged on small groups harassing superior forces. These specialised units would surprise and run. Butcher and bolt. Their mantra: never, ever indulge in prolonged engagement. Picking the right men to lead – left-field thinkers as well as warriors – was crucial.

The Allies will need to invent, said Gubbins, many times. Therefore, training on his special units would commence forthwith and Harry was part of this process.

Lucy retrieved a dropped stitch. ‘You’re not a natural for the army, Harry. I would have thought the RAF would have been your bag.’ She shuddered slightly.

‘I’m twenty-nine, Lucy. Old. The RAF needs the young bloods.’

Lucy affected not to hear. ‘You don’t like military convention. Nor military manners, drills… all that.’

True. Plus, he considered the rigid gap between the men and the oﬃcers was non-productive.

‘I’m touched you think about me at all.’

Lucy opened her eyes wide. ‘Don’t be absurd. You’re my husband. Why wouldn’t I? The question is: do you ever think of me?’

Harry wasn’t going to lie. ‘I’ve no time to think of anything much.’

He made them both a gin, slopping an extra slug into his. As usual, Lucy said, ‘God, a gin does perk one up.’

Afterwards they repaired into the tiny dining room where Emily, the maid, served them supper of Brown Windsor soup and beef stew. They discussed events in general and studiously avoided reference to Harry’s work. Lucy surprised him by admitting that she had sympathy for pacificists, adding, ‘But, perhaps, that’s because I’m terrified by war.’

‘That’s honest of you,’ he said, admiring it.

It was after eleven o’clock when they retired to the bedroom. Lucy sat down at the dressing table, brushed her hair and dabbed perfume at the base of her throat and Harry realised that she wanted to make love.

He chucked his tie onto the chair. And why not? Lucy had her needs and, in marrying her, he had promised to observe them. She rose to her feet and pressed herself against him. ‘I’ve missed you,’ she said. ‘I feel you are a long, long way away. Doing things I’ve no idea about.’

‘Sorry about that.’ He shifted out of her grasp. ‘Does it make it any better that this conversation is probably going on in many homes?’

Lucy settled herself in bed and drew up her nightdress.

Harry had always admired her figure. Like many women, she had got thinner recently, but it suited her. Her skin was appealingly pearly and she looked pretty and very feminine – the things which had attracted him in the first place. Their love affair had been fun until Lucy got pregnant.

With a grin, he cast aside his shirt, stepped out of his trousers and joined her in the bed.

The lovemaking was pleasant and happy enough and, afterwards, Lucy pulled her nightdress down over her legs, turned on her side away from Harry and said sleepily, ‘That was nice. You haven’t lost your touch.’

He was not sure what she meant, only that it annoyed him.

Soft and defenceless, Lucy slumbered beside him, her breath barely audible. Harry remained sleepless, thinking of the disaster that was coming.

War.

At two o’clock, he gave up pretence of sleep and padded down the corridor to the sitting room, lit a cigarette and smoked in the dark.

‘There you are…’ Lucy appeared and switched on the table lamp, which removed the comfort of the dark. ‘I’m not going to ask what’s the matter because you won’t tell me.’ She jerked her dressing-gown sash tight around her small waist. ‘Whatever you’re doing, it’s wretched.’ She reached for the cigarette box. ‘Why can’t we just live a normal life? It’s bad enough we don’t have much money. No money at all, in fact, compared with… well… others, and this flat is ghastly.’ The match striking against the box sounded abnormally loud. ‘Is it going to get really bad?’

No point avoiding it. ‘Yes.’

Her intake of breath was uneven. ‘Oh.’

An idea that had been roiling around his mind for some time firmed up. ‘Lucy, what would you say if I sent you both to the States while it lasts?’

‘Oh Lord, if the sacred Woodspring isn’t safe enough, it means you think we’re going to be invaded.’ She took a drag on her cigarette and sent him a long, considering look. ‘But, but… hold on… am I right in thinking you’d like to send us away?’ She uttered a small, wounded sound and tapped ash into the onyx ashtray. ‘You’ve grown tired of us.’ Under the quilted dressing gown, her shoulders rose in a shrug. ‘I suppose it happens in a marriage.’

‘Unfair, Lucy.’

‘Well,’ she said with a glassy look. ‘You didn’t really wish to marry me in the first place.’

True – but not to be uttered aloud.

He pointed out, ‘You don’t want to live at Woodspring and I’m thinking of your safety.’

‘You hadn’t thought how ashamed I might feel leaving the country in its time of need?’

‘Go and live with your parents in Norwich, then. Or your sister in York.’

‘Heavens no. Never that. Is it easy to get to the States?’

He detected a hint of excitement. A willingness to part company.

Later, when they were back under the slippery pink silk eiderdown which Lucy so prized, she said into the dark, ‘You think we should go?’ Harry didn’t answer. ‘I’ll telephone my Aunt Millie in Concord. She said in her last letter how lonely she was. We could perch there for the duration.’ Another silence. ‘Your mother will be pleased.’

Having settled matters, Lucy fell asleep. There was no such beneficence for Harry, who remained awake. Feeling utterly separate was familiar, and tonight it was more marked than ever.

The alacrity with which Lucy set about putting arrangements in train amused Harry, even while it sent a chill through him. Within days a passage had been booked for mid-February. Lucy veered between rigid practicality and flippancy – ‘Let’s hope there’re no icebergs.’ The flat was turned upside down, new suitcases bought, clothes packed.

The parting was worse than he had anticipated. He gathered Nell to him, both agonised and delighted by the sensation of her fragile frame against his and by the musky scent of baby skin and hair. Then, kissing her in a carefully casual way, he handed her back to Lucy in first class on the train for Southampton. Above their daughter’s head, he and Lucy exchanged fraught glances; do we wish to change our minds?

Lucy said, ‘Don’t do anything silly while I’m away.’

‘I’ll send for you the minute it’s all over.’

She looked at him. ‘Will you? I wonder.’

‘Unfair, Lucy.’

‘Harry…’ Lucy looked as though she was going to say something weighty, perhaps significant.

But she didn’t.

For a second or two, the compartment was awash with the disappointments of their marriage – neither willing to acknowledge them.

Lucy shifted her grip on her daughter. ‘Nell, we’re going to have an awfully big adventure.’

That afternoon, Harry went to see Gubbins in his oﬃce.

‘I want to go and check over the course in Inverailort, sir. See what I can learn.’

Gubbins did not look up from the papers he was signing. ‘With a view to volunteering.’

It wasn’t a question.

Harry reflected for a second. Lucy and Nell’s departure had emphasised he was not especially happy. That was irrelevant but even so… ‘I would like to do my bit.’

Gubbins continued to write. ‘I wondered when you would get round to it.’

‘You don’t object, sir? I need to be active.’

‘You don’t think I would be sitting here if I was in a position to get my arse off this chair, do you?’

Harry smiled. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘It won’t be easy,’ said Gubbins. ‘You’ll be joining a lot of younger chaps who are already A1 fit. They might not like you swaggering up from London.’ He smiled grimly. ‘The soft arse from HQ.’

‘Sir.’

But Gubbins wasn’t done. ‘Volunteering for this kind of fighting, a man can sometimes feel that he’s clearing out his life and taking a vow. A lot of them training won’t come back from where they’re sent, and they know it. Be careful of that fatalism. It can sap a man. Concentrate on becoming fit, fitter and more expert than you’ll ever be again. Sharpen your brain. That’s your weapon. That’s all you need do.’

The girl in the hat was dozing and the book on her lap was in danger. He reached over and retrieved it.

Her eyelids snapped open. ‘Thank you.’

She wasn’t grateful but annoyed, which amused him. When he was thinking or dreaming, he hated interruptions.

At Glasgow, Harry changed trains. He had taken the precaution of booking a first-class ticket and, passing the third class stuffed to the gunwales with uniforms, boots and bodies, was glad he had done so.

Very soon the countryside changed and assumed the spongy green and brown of the Highlands. At Crianlarich station, a scrum from all the carriages descended on the platform café and demanded cups of tea, Harry among them.

The train climbed steadily as they continued northwards, and the scenery became wilder. They rolled through Tyndrum and Bridge of Orchy and across Rannoch Moor.

My God, the moor was bleak. So bleak. Intimations of what was to come. Then it was on to Fort William, with Ben Nevis looming in the distance. Then on to the viaduct at Glenfinnan, the place, so he read, where Bonnie Prince Charlie had raised his standard in the rebellion of 1745.

Finally, Lochailort was reached.

Alighting from the train, Harry was struck by the silence. He looked about. A dozen or so other men had also disembarked and, to his surprise, so had the girl with the terrible hat. She was carrying a rucksack. The porter heaved a heavy-looking suitcase onto the platform and she tipped him.

A sergeant major waited, all spit and polish. He issued commands and marched the men away, leaving Harry to wait for his scheduled transport. It had been held up and so – apparently – had the girl’s. Harry broke the silence by asking her where she was going.

‘Murray Cottage. Near the Lochailort Inn. I’m here to care for Mrs Turner. Perhaps my message didn’t get through.’ Under the hat brim, she looked tired and unhappy. ‘I’m Faith Yorke.’

‘Clive,’ said Harry. ‘Clive Brown.’

Eventually, his car turned up. Harry had a word with the driver and turned to Faith. ‘I can give you a lift. Apparently, it’s not so far out of our way. We can telephone at the Lochailort Inn.’

It turned out Faith Yorke had not been expected to take up her post that day. ‘There’s been a mix-up,’ she said on her return to the car. ‘They thought it was tomorrow.’ She gestured to the view out of the window. ‘A bonus. I’ll have a day before the job starts.’

‘It’s an isolated place,’ he commented.

‘I’m used to it. I was living with my grandmother up a mountain in Switzerland until recently. But she… died and I had to find a way of keeping myself.’ She added, ‘I have a knack with elderly ladies.’

He was struck by her… was it humour?… or wryness? Very soon, the driver drew up in front of the cottage and carried her case to the front door. Faith Yorke got out and said, ‘Thank you for taking me out of your way. Goodbye.’

Harry settled back onto the car’s upholstery and lit a cigarette.





CHAPTER TWO

Harry had briefed himself on where he was going pretty thoroughly.

Much of Scotland north-west of the Great Glen, and swathes of Inverness, Ross, Cromarty and Sutherland had been designated a Protected Area by the Home Secretary and permits were required to enter the area.

A clever, informed choice of terrain from which to develop this new art of war. The tough terrain and jagged coastline was perfect for learning fieldcraft, survival and use of the boats. A sparse population made secrecy easier to maintain, the training with live ammunition safer, plus the railway provided the transport link.

The staff car deposited him at a Gothic-looking grey house settled damply under the hillside, behind which rose the hills of Seann Cruach and An Stac. (He had studied the map.) He had also learnt that its owner had been turned out of her home without so much as by-your-leave by the MI (R) requisitioning team. It was war. It was war, and it was a fair bet that none of his fellow oﬃcers billeted in the uncomfortable rooms gave this eviction a second thought.

‘Ach, you’re at the big house,’ commented an elderly drinker at the Lochailort pub where Harry fetched up the following evening.

Harry took a mouthful of whisky. ‘Couldn’t say.’

The old man levelled a hard gaze on Harry. ‘No need for that. We’ve been keeping secrets since the Bonnie Prince raised the standard.’

‘Never underestimate the Highlander,’ said Peter Dunant who had come along with Harry.

Peter was tall, fair and clever and Harry had taken to him on meeting him that morning. He raised his glass. ‘Good advice.’

Secrecy was the order of the day. Many of the students at the big house had no idea of who was the guiding hand behind the set-up and were told to shut up if they enquired.

‘Ours is not to reason why,’ said Peter, who had abandoned teaching at a well-known boys’ school when war looked likely. ‘An easy decision,’ he said. ‘I seized the day.’ An eyebrow flicked up. ‘From one cohort of insane males to another.’

Oﬃcers were accommodated in the main house. Non-commissioned oﬃcers were billeted nearby. Other trainees were in tents and huts. The area behind the house bristled with a fiendish obstacle course and shooting ranges. The defile between Seann Cruach and Tom Odhar hill acquired the nickname of ‘Sniper Alley’ and huts colonised the islets in the river which meant wading through the water and wet clothes.

The pièce de résistance was ‘Mystery House’, a derelict building in which replicas of the enemy sprang up and presented moving targets to test reflex shooting.

The weeks went by demanding much of him.

Most days, new instructors arrived, plus ghillies, mules and ponies and, with them, the multiplication of courses and tests.

Getting fit. My God, it was hard and painful.

Harry’s flesh was being stripped down to the bone. Every day, a fresh physical challenge was thrown at him.

Seventy-two hours up a mountain and down. No sleep.

Fifty-mile hike carrying explosive in sodden clothes.

Blisters. Fucking blisters. Aches and stiffness. All that.

‘You know what…?’ said Peter. ‘I’m beginning to think RTU a heavenly option. The rest would be silence.’

Return to Unit: considered a fate worse than death.

Peter had a fund of quotations from English literature (‘And why not? It’s my livelihood’), which he did not hesitate to unleash. Surprisingly strong and resilient, he was unlikely to be RTU-ed. Whereas a couple of the others had been and took it badly.

Peter was surprised to discover that Harry was married. ‘Do you think about your wife and child?’

‘No,’ admitted Harry. ‘It’s a dereliction but I don’t. It’s a relief not to worry about them.’

Today, they were sent out on an exercise issued with little warning – which was its point.

His kitbag turning heavier by the second, he sweated up the initial slope of the hill behind the house which led to the even steeper An Stac.

‘You poor buggers,’ the sergeant issuing the orders did not distinguish between the oﬃcers and the men, ‘are to sweat it to the top, do an about-turn, keep well hidden, descend the mountain, cross the railway line running into South Morar and make for Arisaig. Got it?’

It was one of those hot days which the Highlands could spring out of nowhere and, mercifully, the sun kept the midges at bay. Harry’s heart thumped and he was doused in sweat.

Keep out of sight.

Harry dropped down and dug his fingers into the heathery turf. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Peter wriggle out of his line of vision. Allowing himself a couple of minutes to get his breath, he then hauled himself into a crouching position.

They were being tracked by the ghillies. As cunning as devils, they were. Correction: the ghillies could outwit any devil. Periodically, shots rang out as they closed in on their prey and ran the men to earth.

It was stop-go progress, and the sun was losing warmth by the time he had made it to the coast. The sea was calm. The tide was out, revealing rock pools which jolted memories of salty, grubby childhood holidays torturing garnet-coloured sea anemones with a stick.

The pickup boat to transport his group over to Skye, where the exercise would continue, was not yet due and he settled himself to wait in a cleft a little way back from the cove. He could smell the sea, taste brine. Not unpleasant. The breeze felt good on his heated body. He knew, though, to take care not to cool down too much. He was tempted to shuck off his boots but to be caught without them on was a cardinal sin.

His adrenaline was dropping and with it came a warning flush of exhaustion. He dug into his pocket for a peppermint, an aid not permitted but he didn’t care. The sugar hit his system with a satisfying thud.

The tide was now on the turn, swishing up the beach and around the outcrop of black rocks. The sun was still shining and Rum and Eigg were traced on the horizon.

Picture-postcard stuff.

This was the remaking of what he was. An experience to reshape him. There was a chance, a sizeable one, he wouldn’t survive what was to come. Therefore, every sensation, every texture, every whisper of feeling was to be acknowledged. If he couldn’t do anything about dying, that much he could do about living.

A rowing boat was making slow progress into the cove and ran up the sand. The oars were shipped. An androgynous figure stood up, dropped the anchor and jumped out. A minute or so later, whoever it might be was foraging among the rocks.

He cursed. To move was to risk being spotted. He looked at his watch and ran over the calculations. He had half an hour’s grace.

The sun had dipped and shone directly onto him. His lids closed.

When next he opened them, a face hung over his.

His focus sharpened, torpor vanished and he sat up. It was the girl from the train, this time wearing trousers that were too big for her, plimsolls and a black beret crammed over her hair.

‘Do you always wear clothes that don’t fit?’ he asked.

‘Needs must.’

The training clicked in. Observation and assessment. Fine-featured. Long eyelashes and plenty of them. Lovely skin. Green eyes with a touch of hazel. Not beautiful but interesting.

‘You must shift.’ She was polite but firm. ‘You’re sitting on the samphire. One of the better patches.’

‘A please would help.’

A slight movement of her lips. ‘Please.’

Harry’s bag held the fuses for the night operation on Skye. ‘If you turn your back for five minutes, I’ll disappear.’

‘Ah,’ she said – and he pictured the speculations sifting behind the green eyes. She pointed to his cumbersome army-issue boots. ‘You’re one of them.’

‘I shouldn’t be talking to you.’

‘Then you shouldn’t fall asleep in samphire patches. There’s a war on and it’s needed.’

Who could argue with that?

‘How come you know the area so well?’ he found himself asking.

‘I used to come here with my grandmother for holidays. She was friends with my now employer, Mrs Turner, and I was allowed to run wild. Wonderful, wonderful freedom which I made the most of. Rock samphire, not the marsh samphire, likes salty creeks and coves and I thought I’d harvest it.’ Somehow, she was sitting down beside him. ‘You look done in.’ She searched in her bag. ‘Here.’ She proffered raisins on her palm. ‘These always help.’

‘Thank you.’

She watched him eat before turning her attention to the now setting sun. ‘You don’t have to worry. I won’t say anything.’

He thought of the fuses, plus the revolver with the live ammunition, stowed with them. ‘I’ve no option but to trust you.’

‘You could kill me. I’m a fluent German speaker. And French for that matter. I could be the enemy.’

He glanced at her sharply. ‘Killing you would spoil the samphire.’

They stared across the glittering water, Harry repeatedly scanning the horizon. ‘Not joking about the secrecy,’ he said.

Clearly offended, she said, ‘I said you could trust me.’ Then she softened. ‘You and your lot are off to Skye tonight, aren’t you?’

For God’s sake, he thought. The whole bloody local population knows what we’re up to.

A strained silence fell between them. A bird skimmed the mirror-bright water. Behind them, a peewit sounded, the notes slicing through the warm air.

He checked the time.

‘I’ve been watching some of you,’ she said. ‘I know we’re to turn a blind eye and ask no questions. But it’s hard not to notice.’ She glanced down at her stained hands. ‘Do you mind the hard physical attrition? Do you really have to march fifty miles non-stop? It all seems ridiculous. Absurd. Men shouting at each other.’

‘It is,’ he said. She had put a finger on the farcical element of combat that had been nagging him too.

She looked at him. ‘But it has to be done.’

He couldn’t stop himself. He reached over and touched a stained finger. The contact reinforced the ridiculous notion that he knew this woman. ‘Put it this way, there’s no quarter given.’

She glanced at Harry. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t be questioning you. But how do you keep going? Is it faith? Or a technique?’

He had been mulling over those questions. He and the men were being taught to excise anything fatty or inessential in mind or body. If you like, it was a purging process. ‘Vocational,’ he ventured.

‘Is it like being admitted to a holy order? You know, pain and deprivation with a promise of resolution and paradise at the end? The way poor people have been kept in submission for centuries?’

‘If you mean the idea of the endgame when enduring the extremes, then yes. It induces acute yearning for warmth, dry clothes, food and the delights of bed.’

He hadn’t intended to be so frank. She raised a hand and her sleeve fell back. Shockingly, a substantial knotted scar ran up the underside of her wrist.

She clocked his gaze. ‘From childhood. I fell out of a tree.’

He must be going mad for he wanted nothing so much as to trace the scar to its source. He knew about scars. How their terrain felt under a fingertip. How they could ache.

He laughed. ‘I’ll match you. I once had a fish hook stuck in my foot.’

She pulled down her sleeve. ‘I must go. If you are going to Skye you’d do much better with a rucksack and rubber boots.’

‘Personal experience?’

‘I’ve lived in Switzerland. My mother was Swiss. She died when I was young, but I spent a lot of time with my grandmother and I looked after her until she died. The Swiss know about mountains and equipment. And climbing.’ Faith was matter-of-fact. ‘They have to think hard about those things to survive.’ There was a hint of nostalgia. ‘Rucksacks are invaluable for walking and climbing.’ She gave hers a nudge with her foot. ‘It’s my companion. I can hide my life in it.’

Harry found himself clocking the oddest thoughts. It was true that, if war slowed some things down, it also speeded up others. In his past, falling for someone took weeks. This had taken a couple of meetings.

She adjusted the straps. ‘Do you think we can win? Living in Europe made me see how small England is, despite the Empire.’

It was an unusual attitude. By and large, the English were quick to assert their superiority. ‘When the Americans are persuaded to come in, then yes. If they ever are persuaded. The talk is that Hitler doesn’t let his generals do their job. Or listen to them. That will probably do for him.’

She turned away and he was presented with her profile. Fine and delicate. To his consternation, the sight awoke a tenderness which he had no business to feel. ‘What made you take the job here?’ he asked.

She stared at him. As if the question was completely idiotic. ‘To earn a living. Women do, you know. Luckily, my stepmother is much younger than my father which leaves me free to acquire skills and qualifications.’ Her voice dipped. ‘That was the plan at least but the war will get in the way. I did think of offering myself as a wife to a tea-planter out in Malaya or somewhere.’ She turned her head and smiled. ‘But I’m not interested in being married.’

Harry had a vision of Faith being bedded by a tea-planter with a drink problem presiding over a gin-lashed existence. ‘Bad idea. Very bad idea.’

Above them, a seabird called. Harry stared at Faith and, driven by an impulse to which he could not easily put a name, leant over and kissed her.

Her lips were salty. The seabird screamed and they drew apart. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said insincerely.

‘I’m not,’ she said. ‘That I’m not interested in being married doesn’t mean to say I object to being kissed.’

He kissed her again, this time tasting tea and a suggestion of cold cream.

‘I’m sorry I took you by surprise,’ she said.

‘That was also bad. Very.’

‘The talk is of real bullets being used.’

Harry said nothing.

‘I try to imagine what it will be like for you all, fighting and killing. The physical horror of it.’

He thought of the thuggery and killing methods in which he was being instructed. Shooting from the hip without hitting toecaps. Using a pistol muzzle to jab a man in the genitals, the butt for the back of the neck. Who knew if these would work for real? At the least, they offered the reassurance of learnt techniques.

She looked up at him. ‘Your name isn’t Clive, is it?’

‘No.’

Faith moved away. ‘Take care of yourself.’

‘Enjoy the samphire.’

He was pretty sure she watched him until he had loped out of sight.

What was he doing?

One answer was that he had been lured into a honeypot trap. It happened, was happening no doubt, all over the place, and the enchantment of the moment turned sour.

In this war there would be no safe assumptions.

He hadn’t heard from Lucy before he came north since her telegram announcing safe arrival. Communication across the Atlantic took several weeks and Lucy was not much of a letter-writer.

Did he wish to hear from her? In his dark moments, he admitted that he didn’t mind. Other times, conscious that his connection to her was withering, he craved news of Nell. Finally, at the end of May, a letter had arrived. Searching for privacy, he went outside and sat down facing the loch.

The envelope was air-force blue and almost weightless – airmail was still suﬃciently a novelty for him to note it – and his commando knife intended to slit throats did double duty as a paper knife. Inside, a couple of pages of thin writing paper were folded around a photograph.

Nell. A black-and-white toddler sat on a rug on the veranda of Aunt Millie’s house waving at the camera. Waving at him? Harry inspected it obsessively and was gratified to see that she looked sturdier than the last time he had seen her.

Lucy’s words sprang out at him from the insubstantial paper.

We got here without incident (apparently liners are much faster than the U-boats so nobody worried much) and we have settled in brilliantly. Aunt Millie’s community is delightful and so interesting and lively…

Reading between the lines: Lucy was telling him she was glad not to be at Woodspring.

The big plus is that we can get eggs and milk. Nell is getting plenty of fresh air and Martha, the maid in the kitchen, has taken to her in a big way. My aunt found a trove of old materials in the attic, and I’ve made a pair of quilts to donate to the poor which means I can hold my head up as I have done something. Don’t worry about Nell. She is getting the best in every way possible. She is sitting up and wanting to walk. We are very comfortable and I’m sorry to be so unfeeling but the food here is wonderful.

He read the letter twice. Stared at the loch. It was unlike Lucy to be so cosily domestic. He smoothed out the paper. Harry had a suspicion she was leading up to telling him something.

He had to wait for the second letter.

Harry… about the future. It’s been diﬃcult to write this, but I must nerve myself to have it out with you.

I like America. It’s freer and faster. I think it suits me. Americans don’t carry around so much baggage. It’s not who your family are but what you’re going to do.

Harry thought: I’m right.

Harry, be truthful. You wouldn’t have married me if Nell hadn’t been on the way… and we’ve been separate in many ways before I left. I never knew what you were thinking. I didn’t understand what made you tick. You weren’t interested in the things I liked.

I have met someone else and it’s serious. Actually, the speed of it has bowled me over. He’s American. His name is Benedict Treadgold Junior (he will lose the junior bit when his father dies and he inherits the mail-order business, which is huge), and we just clicked right from the moment we met. Will it hurt to say that I have never felt like this before? Is this a shock? It is to me but I think this is deep and true in a way that… well, you will know what I mean. Nell is safe and well. You can trust me as her mother to ensure she gets the best of everything.

Benedict will ask me to marry him, and I am hoping we can arrange the divorce quickly and without fuss. Nobody will know about it much over here. Not like a divorce back home.

Lucy

PS. I think… I suspect… my decision will be a relief for you.

PPS. I will be well looked after as his business is a very good one.

The speed of Lucy’s cutting free winded Harry. It took him several days to ring his mother and brother to tell them the news.

‘Rough comfort, bro, but may be for the best,’ said Robert.

‘Bugger off, Rob. You never liked her.’

‘Beside the point, old boy. She was your wife, but I wondered…’

‘What?’

‘Well… it was a question of needs must. Not the best basis for marital bliss?’





CHAPTER THREE

Lochailort Inn was enjoying a thriving trade. Its owner, a Miss McCrae, claimed kinship to the King of the Fairies and was fond of reminding her clientele of the area’s Jacobite past. An unbeatable combination.

If Miss McCrae had worried that her takings might dip after the area was declared restricted, she needn’t have bothered. A stream of Admiralty and War Oﬃce personnel, wives and friends of the staff oﬃcers headed for it like thirsty lemmings.

Peter and Harry pushed into the crowded back room which smelt of tobacco and the peat which Harry associated with Scotland. It wasn’t luxurious but no one cared. It was clean and, for those who had been suffering on the hillsides for the past twenty hours, paradise.

Fatigue colonised every nook and cranny of his body and, my God, he ached. Gubbins had been right. Harry’s fitness was of the lower order, and he was being outdone by the irritatingly cocky men in their early twenties.

Using underhand tactics, and abandoning Peter at the bar, he managed to secure a space on a bench and sank down to nurse a more than welcome beer.

The death of his short marriage still shocked him.

Needs must. Yes, they had married because Nell was on the way. He remembered the night fuelled with champagne and lobster and Lucy saying, ‘I shouldn’t be doing this but it’s very nice.’

He remembered, too, his recoil when she relayed the news of the pregnancy. ‘Are you going to let me down, Harry?’

Yes, that moment when he was confronted by a fragile-looking Lucy with terror in her eyes, and picked his way through obligation, his real wishes, and his ignorance of marriage.

Years of conditioning – how to behave honourably – channelled his reply. ‘No, I won’t let you down, Lucy.’

Even so.

Mea culpa. Enjoying himself being shady in Europe, he had neglected to concentrate on building a partnership. Lucy decided wifedom was irksome and gave the thumbs-down to a country existence at Woodspring. True intimacy eluded them. He trusted Mr Mail Order would supply the lack.

The man in a lovat-green tweed suit next to him said, ‘You look dead on your feet but I’ll thank you not to spill your beer over me.’

Harry nodded. ‘Warning noted.’ He dragged his gaze from the floor and looked up and fatigue and regret vanished. Faith Yorke was at the bar with an older man who was plunged into a lengthy altercation with the barmaid over the change for sherry and whisky.

The exchange bought colour to Faith’s cheeks. She turned away, caught Harry’s gaze and shrugged. He made his way over to her, aware he was traversing territory far more problematic than any mountain he was ordered up, even with a murderous ghillie on his tail.

At his approach, she smiled, and he thought that he had never seen such a beautiful mouth. ‘Your lot have been busy.’

‘No comment.’

‘It’s odd you’re all here, I don’t think Hitler will bother bombing the Highlands.’

‘Depends…’ He paused… if, by any chance, there was an intelligence leak about their activities the Nazis could certainly drop a payload of ordnance. ‘They might just for fun.’ Discretion meant he could go no further than that. ‘Another sherry? Or something else?’

‘What I wouldn’t give for a glass of good wine.’

‘I could introduce you to a good whisky. Not a bad alternative.’

‘Perhaps. But I miss the wine. Like drinking gold.’

The altercation at the bar had wound to a close and Faith’s companion joined them. He was, at a guess, twice her age, grizzled and well pickled in tobacco. Faith introduced him as John Gilray, Mrs Turner’s driver, and the three of them made stilted conversation until Gilray, who was casting covetous eyes at a group of Highlanders in the corner, said, ‘If you don’t mind, Miss Yorke.’ He sidled away.

Faith accepted the second glass of sherry. ‘Do you know what’s happening in London? Mrs Turner regards the news as something expressly invented to make her life uncomfortable, and she won’t listen to it.’

‘Perhaps she’s wise.’

Faith rolled her glass between her fingers. ‘I’d like to see some action… be in on it.’ Up went an eyebrow. Ironic and self-deprecating. ‘Why, you might ask, particularly as I have no idea what action is like. But I’m single and should be helping the country.’

‘One of the services? I’m told the navy has a brilliant hat.’

Faith laughed. ‘Nothing like a good hat. But I would be serious.’

He was checked. Of course she would be, and she was right to make the point. Harry spotted a piano in the corner. ‘Would you like some music?’

He was absurdly pleased by the spark in the green eyes after he launched into a ragtime riff. A few bars in, and the hum in the room subsided to a mutter. Harry followed this with a spirited version of Beethoven’s ‘Ode to Joy’ from his Ninth because… because most of them would be aching one way or another. For the death of peace. For the waste of life. For the waste of everything this war would be.

He finished with a tribute, playing ‘The Flowers of Scotland’ with a yearning and sweetness. The bar fell silent.

While he was playing, Faith took herself off to sit in the far corner. Did the choice of music offend her? A lad in a kilt now offered to take over at the piano and Harry went across to her.

At his approach, she turned a face so filled with misery that he was taken aback. He sat down and took her hands in his. ‘Tell me.’

It was a command.

‘Life,’ she replied. ‘Music does that to me.’

‘Well, that would make accompanying you to a concert a bit tricky then.’

‘A concert?’ She was startled. ‘Here? I don’t think it’s possible.’

‘Should be though. Music is food for the soul.’

‘Isn’t it so.’

There was an awkward pause – as if the intimacy, gossamer thin though it was, had been too much. She broke it. ‘Do you have family up here?’

‘Can’t say. Ask me when it’s all over.’

Faith spread out her fingers and he noted how delicate they were. ‘How long, O Lord, how long will it be?’ Harry was silent. ‘Well, we’ll just have to keep listening to music and making jokes.’

Faith looked at Harry as if she was analysing him right down to the last fibre. He found himself saying, ‘The war mustn’t kill the capacity to feel and to take time to feel.’

He had never said anything of that kind to Lucy. It was as if he was speaking in a foreign language, one that contained the colours and the seduction of the illusory travels in the East.

‘I haven’t loved many people,’ she said, her distress now put aside. ‘My universe has been small. Which is nothing to boast about, of course.’ She got to her feet. ‘I must go. Mrs Turner disapproves of late hours.’

‘Will you come again?’

‘Can’t say. Transport. Mrs Turner’s mood for the day.’

‘Don’t you find it intolerable?’

‘Yes,’ she said simply. ‘But that is how it is.’

He accompanied her to the door and the Highland air washed over them. Imprinted into the dusk were the shapes of the hills and ridges. Faith breathed in audibly. ‘I fell in love with Switzerland and its beauty. But it’s beautiful here too.’ She searched for the word she wanted. ‘Elemental.’

He understood.

*

In early July, training was stepped up.

For this exercise, he and Peter had been cast as escaped prisoners of war. Loaded into a lorry, they had been dumped twenty miles from base with orders they must remain together whatever happened. The remainder of the students had been divided into squads tasked to prevent them returning.

‘Gentlemen, there might be a fight,’ said the instructor.

Hours later, as rain lashed down, he and Peter wriggled as they had been taught along a steep railway embankment to find the optimum place to cross. Behind them, their pursuers were gaining. The odds of remaining undetected? Pretty low. If they stood upright, they would be silhouetted against the skyline. If they remained prone, rate of progress dropped to a crawl.

They were spent, right down to their sodden boots. Plus, soaked and fed up.

Harry dropped his head down onto his arms and inhaled wet, peaty earth.

Their pursuers closed in.

‘Freeze,’ he hissed at Peter. ‘Think nothing. Become nothing. If one of us is caught, he must not look at the other. Or even think of him.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Bushcraft,’ replied Harry. ‘Learnt it from an old Africa hand.’

‘Have you been at the brandy, old cock?’

They were on them. Harry lay flat and motionless and willed himself to sink into the ground. His hands were cut but he dug them into the turf.

He was nothing. He must think nothing. Not of Lucy. Nor his daughter. Certainly not of… Faith.

Peter chose otherwise. He hauled himself up into a crouch, a stark target. Unsurprisingly, he was captured only six feet or so from where Harry lay.

‘You bugger,’ he said later in the uncomfortable Nissen hut which served as a dormitory. ‘I don’t know how you did that.’

Harry laughed. ‘Nor do I. It was a technique taught by this chap who had lived in Kenya. In the bush, or on the savannah, the trick of vanishing can save your life. Apparently, all the rangers practise it.’

It was typical of Peter that he got it. ‘I’m going to make a point of studying that one. Could add considerably to the joie de vivre.’

As Peter had more than one woman on the go, it might indeed.

Later in the week, Harry wangled a few hours off. Commandeering a staff car, much to the annoyance of the sergeant, he drove down to the bay below Murray Cottage.

The chance that he might be spied from the cottage was fifty-fifty, odds worth taking.

The road needed repair. Jolting along it brought home the diﬃculties of getting anywhere in terrain such as this before the machines arrived to flatten obstacles and carve out roads from the greens, the duns, the purples and yellows.

Parked up, he leant against the bonnet of the car and lit a cigarette. The weather had turned fine and hot. Within minutes, he felt his cheeks begin to burn. The almost calm sea glittered. Further out, the islands were wreathed in haze. It was incredibly beautiful. Those shimmering colours and shapes hailed from another dimension – or so it appeared to Harry in his quasi-exhausted, almost feverish state.

Gunfire crackled in the distance. Time almost up, he ground his cigarette out with his boot, got back into the car and turned the key in the ignition.

Nothing. He tried again. Silence, except for an engine cough. He got out, hauled up the bonnet and stuck his head under it.

Footsteps approached behind him. ‘Dirty plugs?’ said Faith.

He kept his gaze on the car’s innards. ‘I’m glad you’ve come.’

‘So am I.’

He emerged from the bowels of the engine. ‘Probably flooded. Nothing to be done for the moment.’

She was in an unflattering, shapeless frock, bare-legged with plimsolls. The material was too heavy for the weather, and a sheen of sweat beaded her upper lip. He handed her a cigarette and they smoked companionably.

‘Jacobite country,’ he said, after a moment. ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie landed at Arisaig before making his way to Glenfinnan to raise the standard. He left from around here too. After Culloden. Beaten.’

Faith inhaled audibly. ‘Always war.’ Harry didn’t reply. ‘I wonder,’ she said, ‘if the land, any land, remembers what has happened to it? The fighting and the bloodshed and the competing interests. Do those Jacobite battles bed into the rocks and heather up here? I sometimes try and listen,’ she continued, ‘when I’m most alone.’ She finished her cigarette. ‘Sounds ridiculous.’ She shot him a look. ‘The point is that the land here has not been changed that much. Not like other places. London, say. Humans have been forced to work with it as it is. It hasn’t been violated in the same way.’

‘That’s very wise of you.’

She giggled and the mood changed in an instant. ‘I am so.’

Harry pointed to the path leading down to the beach and they descended, slithering down the steeper bits. One part was treacherous, and he turned back to help her but she shook her head, negotiating it with the skill of a seasoned walker.

The beach was littered with driftwood, seaweed and a segment of orange peel. Harry scuffed it with a foot. ‘Who knows when we’ll see oranges again.’

‘Don’t.’ Faith sounded anguished. ‘It’s going to be as awful as the last one, isn’t it?’

‘Probably.’

She drove a hand into her pocket. ‘And for nothing too.’

‘Not so.’ Harry captured her free hand. ‘The last war was awful. The waste. The stupidity. But this time round, it’s evil. Hitler wants to conquer us physically and he wants to control our minds and morality as well. That’s what we’ll be fighting. To stop it happening.’

She glanced down at her hand in his. Slowly, her fingers curled within his grasp. A gesture of agreement and acknowledgement.

He leant over and kissed her. It was a tentative kiss, one of exploration and of questioning.

She stepped back. The sun caught her hair, and he captured briefly a lock of it between his fingers.

‘Harry, are you married?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is she good and kind and lovely?’

‘All those things.’

‘And you love her?’

‘It looks like Lucy and I are divorcing.’

‘Have you been married long?’

‘No.’

‘Children?’

‘Nell. She’s still a baby. Nearly one.’ He paused before saying something he never normally did. ‘She was on the way when we got married.’

Faith looked past his shoulder to the Skye hills and her cheeks were flushed. ‘Then you must consider her.’

She bent down and picked up a piece of driftwood and he was made aware of how slender she was under the lumpy dress. The wood was smooth, bleached almost white and its curve fitted the palm of her hand. ‘I wish I had been born in the future. In my dreams I’m doing all sorts of things which women don’t normally do. I hate waking up.’

‘What would be the main difference?’

‘Education. Although I’m sure I could do something about that. And I will. But earning money, proper money, to make a good life.’

He was stirred by her predicament. ‘After the war you could train… as a teacher? Work in an oﬃce?’

She dropped the driftwood, which fell with barely a sound onto the sand. ‘I’m thinking of bigger things than being buried in filing.’ Her eyes burnt into him. ‘You wouldn’t understand.’

That caught him on the raw. ‘I can try.’

‘You won’t succeed,’ a smile flickered but she was serious, ‘because it will never happen to you.’ She placed a hand on his chest. ‘You’ll never be at a disadvantage because of your sex.’ The smile turned into a tease. ‘Only your brain.’

He covered her hand with his. ‘Unfair.’

‘Very.’

Watching her flushed cheeks, he felt for the first time that it was true: things must change. The old assumptions must adapt.

‘Will the war last long? People are going to suffer and will have to make sacrifices, and everything will have to be on hold. It’s horrible to contemplate but I’m twenty-seven and I can’t help wondering if by the time it’s over it’ll be too late for me.’

He was caught by her ambition. ‘Maybe but maybe not.’

Their hands fell away.

‘Please don’t worry that you’ll humiliate me by answering no, but,’ her hands clenched, ‘I think… I may be wrong… I think you would like an affair?’

The sun seemed very bright. The salt in the air very marked.

Because the implications were so enormous, he took a moment to answer. ‘Yes.’
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