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SYNOPSIS - Autumn 1942:





Countess Elisabeth von Trecheim, Berlin born, and city raised, is trying to run her husband’s family estate in western Silesia, well aware she lacks the required skills, also far from truly content given her feelings of isolation. Mother of two children, she is the daughter of the Weimar Republic’s last ambassador to Washington, where she spent several formative and happy years. Her father resigned in 1933, refusing to represent Adolf Hitler’s government. Husband Hans-George, Panzer officer and equestrian, is on a short leave from Stalingrad and she finds his reserve unsettling. Father and son-in-law discuss Nazi atrocities.


In the North African desert, well-educated trainee mining engineer and anti-authority Englishman, Corporal Gideon Rokesby is, until captured, in the pursuit of the Germans after El Alamain. Having enlisted in Rhodesia he has, as part of his uniform, a bush hat with a leopard skin band, the source of much attention throughout. Gideon is an orphan, with no knowledge of the identity of his parents. He also speaks German.


As he is being transported to Germany, the debacle at Stalingrad is taking place, with Hans George, along with his astute batman Willi, fighting first in his tank, then on foot, hungry and freezing until they too are taken prisoner. The murderous experiences of 6th Army POWs at the hands of the Soviets, with men dying in their thousands, on the ice bound steppe and in camps, with summary executions, are described.


Gideon ends up in a work camp entirely packed with Scotsmen, in which he must act to establish himself with a hardcase CSM, suspicious cell mates and Lieutenant Bauer, a German officer who dreams of seducing Elisabeth. She is finding life more depressing, made worse when Stalingrad falls, with no idea if her husband is dead or alive. A mood raising letter Elisabeth receives is a forgery, perpetrated by the Soviets, who never informed relatives of the fate of those they fought. Bauer’s attentions rankle with her father.


The Reich needs steel which is stripped out of the local mine. Gideon Rokesby and his Scottish cell mates are sent to cut pit props in the von Trechheim woods. There he meets Elisabeth, and they form a sort of friendship, due to his carefree manner and knowledge of German: he reminds her of an ex-boyfriend she met in Washington. Her father, bombed out of Berlin, finds Gideon both intriguing and troubling, just like Bauer.


Hans-George and Willi have moved camp and there, working in the hospital hut, they meet attractive female Doctor Lyudmila, but more importantly her horse. Tentatively told it’s a good horse and she’s a bad rider, she says Hans George must teach her. This also involves Willi and brings extra food for both, which upsets the senior German officer. Lyudmila has him sent to Siberia, proving she is very well connected.


Elizabeth finds Gideon upsetting, knowing she should not talk to him in a friendly manner, but his attitude appeals. She tries to find comfort with an old friend in Berlin, who laughs at her morals, but she will not succumb to temptation. Her father has become involved with the anti-Nazi resistance and he leaves to help get rid of Hitler. When the coup fails, he is arrested, causing more anxiety.


In seeking to do Elisabeth a favour, during a visit by the Gestapo, Gideon sets off a series of events to change the lives of everyone. His actions see the camp CO carted off to the Russian Front, he replaced by a homicidal SS thug. The POWs must suffer several deaths before they find a brutal way to deal with him.


Bauer in a dilemma. The SS man has disappeared, but should he do anything with the Russians approaching the camp. He, with the aid of the camp clerk Wallraf, decides not. The orders come to evacuate the camp and head west but, as a mining engineer, Gideon wants his time underground recorded. He slips away from his fellow POWs; unaware Elisabeth is fleeing west at the same time.


In the office of the mine manager, he meets her and her children, come to leave the songbirds bred on the estate for mine safety. The Jocks long gone, he hitches a ride with Elisabeth, seeking to get across the River Oder as it is being bombed, this only made possible with Gideon’s help. With no knowledge of where his fellow POW’s have gone, Elisabeth offers to take him a bit further. Circumstances oblige them to stay together the whole way, with a growing sense of intimacy, checked by the children’s presence.


Well-connected Doctor Lyudmila has her horse, Hans-George, and Willi, moved to her dacha, with both comfort and good food. It is clear she is testing his resolve and martial fidelity, the alternative being a return to backbreaking work and starvation rations. Giving in, she gets pregnant, but they have no idea of the progress of the war. They find out it is over, but as German POWs, they are not going home. (till 1955*)


Elizabeth and Gideon are together for weeks, facing dangers and narrow escapes from the SS and deserters. Coincidence brings them to the same part of American front lines as the POWs, just after they have been strafed by their own planes with many casualties. The Americans are bound to advance, which means more risk. Gideon, with a German Colonel in tow, must cross to ensure safe passage from the Americans, then return to lead them to safety, playing the bagpipes as he has been taught in the camp.


But Elisabeth is gone, on her way to Switzerland, leaving him a letter. Will they meet again? What will Hans-George do and what will he find when finally released, having no idea where his family has gone, while Elisabeth still has no idea is he’s alive? Will Gideon look for her and, if he does, what will happen?














Prologue





There were few days when it was possible to forget there was a war on, even less one which could remind Elisabeth von Trecheim of an untroubled past. The sounds, on this crisp autumn morning helped, cheering birdsong mixed with the swish of freewheeling bicycle tyres. Coasting downhill, the air was cold on her cheeks, while the view, even if it was many times observed, made it possible to displace both time and present circumstance.


The hazy, early morning sunshine, gave a charming view of the old town, looking as it had for several hundred years, a collection of high, timber-framed houses with steep pitched roofs, overlooking narrow streets, topped by the bell tower of the Lutheran church. Graunitz sat in a misty valley of small woods and rolling fields cut by hedgerows, dipping towards the river and the arched stone bridge which spanned it, once a place where tolls were demanded to allow passage.


On the far side, hogging the hillside and less appealing, stood terraces of small, red brick dwellings, erected to house the colliers who’d flooded into to the area in the years of the century. The headgear and the twin ventilation towers of the coal mine stood above them, stark against the skyline, the seams running deep underground a steady source of revenue to the von Trecheim family.


Within the narrow streets at the edge of Graunitz, the illusion of peaceful timelessness persisted. Elisabeth pedalled past the hammer ringing out from the blacksmith’s forge, soon replaced by the buzzing sound of sawing from the timber yard. She was forced to swerve round a passing ox-cart laden with hay while, from somewhere unseen, came the lowing of cattle, probably a herd being moved to new pasture.


This mood of rustic tranquillity was shattered as soon as she entered the market square, the number of swastika flags immediately spoiling any illusion of peace. Pennants hung on the streetlamps, full blown banners draped from the windows of the buildings, these rippling above posters exhorting the nation to work hard, eat sparingly and fight off an endless series of bestial foes, while simultaneously exalting the muscular form or military superiority of the Aryan male.


Others showed corn carrying images of flaxen-haired women, holding the hands of their smiling, blond and blue-eyed offspring as they strode through fields of plenty, eyes set on a glittering National Socialist future.


Elizabeth found queues outside the shops at which she called, but no one expected the Gräfin von Trechheim to join them. Indeed, it was considered undignified such an elevated person carried out her own errands. Even worse she did so on an old sit up and beg bicycle more suited to a grocer’s delivery boy.


Surely the owner of a large estate with pigs, chickens, cattle, draught horses, a lake with fish, game in the woods and an extensive kitchen garden need not bother with rations at all? Yet collect them she did: they were her due as well as her cover.


At each stop, those queueing stood aside, each uttering a perfunctory Heil Hitler, this while the owner led her to a discreet corner. Such preferment embarrassed Elisabeth, yet any attempt to take a place in the queue brought forth a much deeper level of inaudible disapproval. Not even a diehard Nazi wife or housekeeper, and Graunitz had its share of such people, thought it fitting the wife of the local nobleman should behave like an ordinary mortal.


On the transfer of coupons, her rations were produced: tinned sausages and stringy bacon from Denmark, a tiny portion of beef, lentils, pearl barley and rough bran-like bread which seemed to contain less and less wheat.


There was no butter, fruit, few vegetables other than turnips and potatoes, ersatz coffee, and dried milk powder which, when opened, had a grey colour. The larger allowances were barely enough to feed her, the children, her father, and those servants too old for war service. The provisions for her Polish prisoners, forced to do heavy manual labour, were less by half.


Discreet conversations ensued, shopkeepers whispering what illicit goods they could sell or hoped to acquire, while Elisabeth advised them of what the estate could trade in return, any bargains being sealed on the nod. Her bag was filled before being carried to the large basket on the front of the bicycle.


Again, no one objected; they too, and they understood very well what was going on, would hope there would be something to buy, in cash or kind, the little extras which made life bearable in such straightened times.


Elisabeth pushed a bicycle now too heavy to ride towards the tobacconist, her last stop of the morning. One there a good half of what she’d collected as her official rations was exchanged. English or Canadian cigarettes for her and, if she was lucky, pipe tobacco from Sweden for her father. The normal allowance, German cigarettes of poor quality, she took for the Polish workers: given their lack of entitlement to any, they would be grateful.


Intending to head out of the square, she was accosted by Ortsbauernführer Reymann, the party official responsible for local farm output. She’d covered her basket with an old tablecloth, not that an unctuous little toad like him would dare to insist on a look. After the ritual greeting of a stiff-armed salute, he was off on his perennial subject, the state of production on the von Trecheim estate, by far the largest in his area of responsibility.


‘We must increase the yields this year, Gräfin, the nation needs more food.’


‘I lack the fertilisers to do so, Herr Reymann, as we have previously discussed.’


The word “blockade” hung, unspoken, in the air. No German vessel stood a hope in hell of getting to and from places like Chile to bring back fertiliser, nor could the chemical giants, like Bayer, make up the shortfall, a too unpatriotic fact to mention to this minion. Reymann’s thumbs were jammed into the polished leather belt which encased his pot belly and, feet spread, he sought to replicate a pose much favoured by Adolf Hitler.


‘Our men are fighting on all fronts, as is your husband. It is up to us to fight equally hard. Your Polish labourers must work more and waste less.’


This was a constant refrain from a man who saw her as an over-indulgent overseer, one reluctant to increase her quota of slave labour, while utterly refusing to employ women, insisting she lacked anywhere to accommodate them. Even in winter Reymann and his ilk, regardless of their gender, would have had them sleep in the open.


‘They work very hard…’


‘You must work them till they drop and, if they do, the Reich Labour Office will send you replacements. They are Slav scum! To think of them as human is a mistake. I will need to see progress on my next inspection. It would trouble me to have to report to a higher authority a person of your standing is setting a poor example to the whole district.’


Before the Nazi rise to power, Reymann had been a bespectacled nonentity, a watch repairer and engraver, whose sole concern had been the better quality and lower prices of his Jewish rival. He had, since the mid-twenties, stood for the NSDAP in the local elections, only to be soundly crushed by candidate of the Centre Party.


Prior to 1933 he would have grovelled, hoping for a clock to repair or an article to engrave. But the advent of Hitler as Chancellor had changed everything. There was no Centre Party anymore, no party but the National Socialists and its Brownshirt functionaries, the so-called Golden Pheasants, men like Reymann, who had the power to overawe people and, now that his rival’s shop was boarded up, with the owners deported to Poland, a monopoly in his chosen trade.


‘I fear I must insist on progress,’ he concluded with a bark. ‘The Führer demands it!’


Elizabeth was subjected to another stiff-armed salute before he turned to stride across the square. Looking at his waddling backside, she stuck out her tongue to then swiftly retract it. Open acts of defiance were too dangerous, even for someone of her standing.


About to set off once more, the rhythmic crunch of boots had her move to stand by the war memorial, watching as the Prisoners of War and their guards came down the hill from the local camp, impressed by the way these men held themselves, in contrast to their slack escorts. Over two years in captivity, yet they still marched to the mines in which they worked like soldiers. The rough khaki was clean, the boots shiny and each man shaved, their distinctive Scottish caps tilted at the right angle.


Only by looking closely at the faces could you see the effects of imprisonment, hard work and inadequate food. These were young men with drawn skin and too much loose material in the uniforms. A few eyes flicked in her direction, for she was, even in a tight headscarf and an old overcoat, an attractive woman. But no head turned, whilst the rhythm of the heels on the cobbles would have done justice to the Prussian parade grounds over which her husband’s forbearers had drilled.


Once the sound faded, she resumed her journey, nodding to those who touched their hats, gave her a Hitler salute, or essayed half a curtsy, obeisance which made her feel a fraud, being Berlin-born and city raised, a Countess by marriage not birth. No one in the capital, except the odd headwaiter, would have so deferred to her rank, yet only a hundred kilometres away, on the eastern side of the River Oder, Silesia was a world much wedded to tradition.


Berlin was a cosmopolitan beacon, so when Elisabeth remembered her formative years, spent in the capital of the United States, she felt Graunitz to be closer in style to sleepy Washington than to the bustling German capital. What was the USA like now they too were in the war? As carefree as it had been for her, the daughter of the German Ambassador? Or was it, in the autumn of 1942, like her homeland, facing increasing shortages, added to the constant calls to toil for victory, mixed with the dread, each day the postman might bring terrible news.


Many of the young American men with whom she’d danced and flirted would be in uniform now; possibly some were already casualties. Could it be the POW’s who’d just passed by were the lucky ones; being behind barbed wire or working the in coal mine they were reasonably safe. The men who were dying were in the air, at sea and on the ground, facing the British in North Africa or, like her husband, fighting the Bolsheviks in Russia.


As she laboured uphill, her mind turned to other problems for, with an extensive estate to run, they were many. This was a task for which she knew herself to be totally unsuited, just as it was not the way she had envisaged her life. Having given up an urban existence for a rural one, Elisabeth had married a man who, being of the right class and background, had delighted her parents.


They’d borne two wonderful children, yet she knew herself to be dissatisfied. It was the place really; the prospect of country living, and pastoral deference had, at first, entranced her but this faded even before the war. Now, because of the isolation and the responsibility, it felt more often like incarceration.


The feeling deepened as she turned into the long, tree-lined drive which led to Schloss Trecheim, which had the gun dogs charging towards her, while closer to the building the geese set up their usual cacophony. The deer park which had graced either side, was gone now, ploughed up and awaiting the next planting of sugar beet, the animals which had once grazed there long slaughtered, yet it was still a handsome prospect


Originally the site of a castle two hundred years before, it was perched above the town to defend the river crossing and the income from the tolls. Now there was the long low style of an 18th Century French chateau, mirroring the Gallic tastes of Frederick the Great, who’d granted this estate to a von Trecheim ancestor. Even with a whole wing closed off this too was a worry, being in need of constant attention.


The crunching of the gravel raised another concern, one which stayed with her as she made her way to the rear. Rubber being a rare commodity, such things as bicycle tyres were impossible to replace and hers, not to mention a leaking valve, were showing signs of wear. Could she trade some produce for replacements and what would be the cost?


Leaving the panting, tail-wagging dogs outdoors, she made her way to the kitchen, handing over her supplies to Berta the cook. This included some meaty sausages and two kilos of good white flour with which to make proper bread.


From the cloakroom, divested of boots, overcoat and headscarf, fine blond hair combed and pinned in place, Elisabeth crossed the polished oak floor of the hallway, passing the stern portraits of her husband’s forbearers, dominated by the large picture of the Kaiser Wilhelm II in uniform, gleaming Picklhaübe helmet under his truncated arm, medals and stars adorning his breast.


A last glance in the large mirror was necessary to confirm she looked more like the Gräfin she was, rather than the Hausfrau she felt.














Chapter One





Snow completely changed the nature of the battlefield. The sharp edges of the churned-up ground, visible through the periscopes of the forward command dugout, were smoothed over, while the burnt-out armoured vehicles and blasted tree trunks had lost their jagged, threatening look. The whole vista now took on the appearance of an inked George Grosz drawing, while the deep, overnight cold had killed off the latrine smell of the forward trench system.


The air had a clear, clean taste, free from the pernicious odour. This, mixed with the tang of cordite, rotting flesh, human waste, and the strange gas-like smell of continually disturbed earth, was the all-pervading stench of war. To pretend it looked peaceful would be to exaggerate: enough to say it no longer appeared what it had been for weeks now, the northern defence perimeter of the Stalingrad salient.


Just to turn round was enough to dispel any feelings of serenity. A line of tanks lay dug into the reverse slope of an embankment, only their turrets and cannon showing. To the right, the slate grey River Volga, a mile wide, flowed lazily by. If a target appeared, a barge or a boat, it would bring on a salvo of high explosive shells, to send plumes of white water into the air, soon backed up by an air attack from the standing Luftwaffe fighter patrols.


Behind and several kilometres to the south, over the ruins of the city, lay a pall of thick black smoke, with here and there a flicker of flame coming from some still burning building. The sound of multiple explosions was audible: the crack of 88 mm guns, followed by the thud of contact, the dull crump of grenades as well as an occasional faint burp from a machine pistol. But there were no accompanying voices, no cries of death or exultation. It was as if, in human terms, the whole extended riverbank of the city was detached from the world.


Hauptmann Hans-George, Gräf von Trecheim was not alone in wondering how there could be anything left to ignite. Bombers and heavy artillery had been pounding the city for two months, turning it into a mass of rubble, half-buildings with twisted girders and burnt-out vehicles. Into this went the Wehrmacht battle groups to do battle with the rat-like defenders. Could it be the flames came from piles of dead bodies, a thought he passed on to his friend and superior.


‘There must be enough of those in the ruins to keep hell busy for a decade.’


Major Rüdiger Freiherr von Leibnitz moved away from his viewfinder to respond with a grimace, his tone caustic.


‘Communists don’t believe in hell, Hansi. They believe in the party, which allows them to behave like animals.’


The tone of bitterness was acute, given it wasn’t only communists who put party above humanity. Both were aristocratic members of what had been, until 1919, one of the oldest and most exclusive cavalry regiments in the German Army. They might still not carry the title under which they’d once served, but they sought to hold to the standards and traditions of the Great Elector’s First (Silesian) Cuirassiers.


They’d met some ripe Nazi specimens in previous campaigns but, since invading Russia the previous year, they’d witnessed acts which had made them feel angry and guilty by association and none felt this more so than Von Leibnitz. A dyed-in-the-wool East-Prussian Junker he lived perilously; fearless in battle, he was no less restrained when out of the line.


He’d come to hate the Nazi regime with a passion to match his love of the Fatherland, being barely civil to the fighting officers of the Waffen SS when they came into contact and downright rude the rear-echelon scum from the same sinkhole.


In this he shared the private feelings of a good number of his fellow regimental officers. As a parentless bachelor and thus the only person who’d suffer, he made no attempt to hide his views and had been known to say, albeit only to those he really trusted, if he ever came face to face with a senior member of the Nazi hierarchy with a gun to hand, he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot the bastard.


‘Runner coming, Herr Major.’


Von Leibnitz stamped his feet hard as he spun round: even in fur-lined boots, the chill of the ground was seeping up his legs.


‘He’ll be warm, I’m damned if I am. Think he’d like to swap jobs, Hansi? Nothing like a good run to get the blood flowing.’


‘He’d rather have a snug dugout and a working telephone.’


With wires regularly broken by artillery fire, runners carrying orders were essential, thus a prime target for a sniper. Von Leibnitz ordered covering fire and a couple of machine guns proceeded to sweep the area in front of their position, sending up spurts of snow and earth.


The messenger came on in a stop-start way, using what concealment was available, humps in the ground, bits of twisted metal, wrecked vehicles as well as the remnants of stone walls. Finally, he scrabbled along the side of the tanks, to drop into the trench, approaching both officers and saluting, before handing the senior a flimsy slip of paper. On reading it, Rüdi von Leibnitz burst out laughing.


‘Hansi, old friend, we’re ordered back to Berlin for a seven-day leave. All holders of the Knight’s Cross are to report to the airfield immediately for onward transport, by personal order of Reichsminister Goebbels.’


‘Why?’


‘Who gives a damn? Maybe they overheard us talking and are planning to shoot us.’


‘Unlikely, given the Ivans are much better placed to do it for them.’


‘Berlin, Hansi! We can look forward to a proper bath and some decent food. Even better, while I’m entertaining whores on the Küdamm, you can enjoy a few nights with your beautiful wife.’


‘You have always given me to understand, Herr Major, it was you who imagined that.’


Von Leibnitz responded to the amused look which accompanied those stiffly delivered words. He put a gloved hand on his younger friend’s shoulder and replied, with similar mock-seriousness, to a jest often shared.


‘Believe me, brother, should the Ivans do me the favour of killing you, I’ll do my very best to make my little dream comes true. A woman like Elisabeth cannot be left to mourn.’


The machine guns opened up again as they departed, sweeping the ground to keep down the heads of those same snipers, who’d take extra risks to kill a German officer. Once back in the deep, warm bunker which served as regimental headquarters, it was schnapps all round, mixed with a healthy dose of envy.


Letters were composed by comrades less fortunate, a rare chance to bypass the military censors and talk honestly to their loved ones, as well as a list of things to buy. A truck took them to Kalach, an area which suffered only from being occupied by too much humanity, then the short distanced to the airfield.


The support zone was packed with administrative offices, workshops, field hospitals, the commissariat, butchers, bakers, pay clerks and military headquarters. This was the whole panoply of Sixth Army, claimed as the best equipped and most potent force Germany had ever put in the field, the might of which would finally overcome Russian resistance and, once in possession of Stalingrad and across the Volga, lead the march on Moscow.
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The explosion, sending a great plume of desert sand into the freezing morning air, was far too close for comfort. Gideon Rokesby had no idea a piece of shrapnel had sliced off the bottom half of his greatcoat. He did know, nearing the completion of his morning ‘constitutional’, he’d sat down sharpish, hardly surprising with a shell exploding less than fifty feet away.


Clutching his braces, he hauled up his trousers enough to allow movement, stumbling towards the nearest armoured car, each step an effort as the sand sucked at his unlaced boots. The engine was running before he clambered aboard, gears grinding as the driver sought to get the vehicle into reverse, this mixed with the garbled squeals of his superior to,


‘Get a bloody move on!’


Pushing his feet through the hatch and letting go of his braces, Gideon dropped till his hands could get a grip on the rim, his body jerking round just in time to see a second shell land where he had been squatting, sending the entrenching tool he’d used to dig a shallow hole spinning into the air.


They were now reversing as fast as the Daimler would go, pulling back, engine screaming, from a ridge overlooking the Benghazi-Tunis road, the panic-stricken voice still reverberating inside the metal structure, mixed commands to, ‘Shift, for Christ’s sake,’ or, ‘turn the bloody thing round’.


The crump of exploding shells creeping towards them pushed all other thoughts out of Gideon’s head. Then it stopped; firing blind and uphill, at an unseen target, was a waste of valuable ammunition for an Axis army short of supplies.


‘For the love of God, man, will you move your backside?’


With difficulty, there being little room in an already cramped vehicle and with his trousers now round his ankles, Gideon turned to face Lieutenant Percy Boyle. In what pale light illuminated the interior, he was holding his fleshy nose, waving feebly a brown gloved hand in front of thick, pebble glasses which, on such a podgy face, always made Gideon think of an owl.


‘Your filthy arse was right in my face.’


Gideon slid his hand round, to realise, in the absence of any trace of the bottom part of his greatcoat, or the long tail of his shirt, how close he’d come to serious mutilation.


‘Stop the car, Meadows.’


The driver’s raised voice, surprised and fearful, rang hollow off the surrounding metal. ‘What about Jerry, sir?’


‘Damn you man, doesn’t anyone in this army obey an order? Stop the bloody car. I’d rather face the whole sodding Afrika Corps than the stench of this filthy bugger.’


‘I say, sir, steady on.’


The brown eyes behind the thick lenses narrowed, a tremor of frustration running through the plump body. Percy Boyle could not abide a subordinate who possessed the perfectly natural cut glass voice he tried so hard and utterly failed to pull off. Nothing about Rokesby seemed to annoy Boyle more than his inability to drop an aitch; nothing except the bush hat he normally wore, with its Rhodesian Yeomanry badge and the ridiculous leopard skin band.


‘It might be wise, sir, to get well out of range.’


‘Rommel’s quit shooting at us, Rokesby, or was it just your arse he was aiming for?’


‘I do think, sir, such language is unbecoming in an officer.’


‘I don’t give a bugger what you think.’ The gloved hand jerked furiously. ‘Out, now! Get back to your own bloody vehicle and stink them out, as if that pair of unwashed layabouts would notice.’


The eastern edge of the Libyan Desert was a faint gold colour as Gideon, with some care, pulled himself out of the hatch. By the time he reached his own Daimler, rocking gently on an idling engine, the rim of the sun had hit the horizon, turning the man leaning out of the turret from a pale grey shadow into a shimmering silhouette.


‘What happen to you?’ Gideon spun round, letting his still unbuttoned trousers drop around his ankles. ‘Not a pretty sight, Corp. You’ll not get much flogging that bit of mutton in the Souk. The competitions’ too young and bonny.’


‘Just pass me out some newspaper, would you, there’s a good chap.’


‘You educated, an’ you don’t even know how to wipe your own arse.’
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By the time Gideon finished the sun was high, beginning to bake everything around him. It was a toss-up which he hated most, the hellish heat and flies of the North African day, or the glacial cold of the desert night. But, if it had started badly, the day ended worse, all because of the short-sighted idiot who had command of the squadron.


A berk to every man he led, Percy Boyle should never have been given a commission in the first place. Having made such a singular error, the army then compounded it mightily by not sticking the useless sod behind a desk where he could do little harm.


To give him command of a reconnaissance unit of four armoured cars, tasked to pursue and observe upon the retreating Germans, was asking for trouble, especially since he insisted, as CO, his proper place was at the head of the squadron.


There he would sit, half in and half out of his turret, binoculars bouncing on his chest, no doubt imagining himself leading an armoured division into battle. Behind and to one side, in order to stay out of a cloud of dust, occupying the same position in his own car, Gideon spotted the Panzer III emerging from behind the bluff before his CO.


He, with his pebble glasses, plainly couldn’t see it at all so was sailing gaily onwards, unaware of the gun turret swinging round to take aim. Yelling into the short-wave radio did no good and, it was only afterwards Gideon realised, he should have left Boyle and his crew to their fate.


Instead, he ducked his head and yelled orders to his driver to accelerate, another to fire off the machine gun to try and distract the enemy tank. To his rear the other cars were doing what the manual said when faced with superior force, getting the hell out of danger in different directions.


The tank commander could ignore the ping of bullets on his armour. It rocked back on its tracks as it fired and, given he was aiming at a closing target taking no avoiding action, the outcome was predictable. The shell took the Daimler right on the nose, easily piercing the thin plating. Gideon could only imagine the inside and the two other crewmen, reduced to a mass of sodden red pulp.


Boyle he saw, or at least the half of him which had been above the rim of the turret, spinning in the hot, arid air trailing his innards. He could also see the long barrel of the gun swinging round to engage him, waiting till it stopped before yelling for his driver to brake, this as Jerry fired. He feeling the pressure wave from the shell as it swished over his bowed head.


He ordered his driver to accelerate and try for some sand dune cover. Weaving left and right, alternately slowing and speeding up, the German had to be lucky. He was, but the Daimler crew were also fortunate. The round which hit them did so low and at the back, taking apart one of the rear wheels. The armoured car slewed to halt as the Panzer engaged gears to close, firing a machine gun burst as a signal they should surrender.


As Gideon’s hands went in the air, his stomach seemed to sink, while the feeling which filled him was one of gloom. He and his crew were going “into the bag” so life was about to change for the worse. That was until the smell hit him, of roasting flesh, mixed with smouldering rubber and burning fuel from the destroyed Daimler.


He thanked God, whatever he had to face from now on, he was still alive.














Chapter Two





The post-lunch walk around the estate seemed reminiscent of those carefree habits which preceded the war. The children, with their mother, were ahead, on the path running round the main lake, her ex-diplomat father and his soldier son-in-law walking slowly behind, the latter smoking a cigar while the Baron puffed on his pipe.


Both from the upper reaches of German society, they had a great deal in common, but disagreed about the war as well as its justification. This they were doing now, a gentle dispute rather than an argument.


Hans had, very obliquely, alluded to some of the less pleasant things he and his compatriots had witnessed on the Russian Front, declining to add complaints to their divisional commanding officer had gone unanswered. This left a feeling he was indifferent to the reports of mass executions in the rear areas of Jews and Gypsies and so where those above him at Army Group HQ.


This was not a subject to even hint at with his father-in-law. Baron Fredrick von Kürbach had long been an opponent of the Nazis and “their war”. In the past Hans had been careful never to show the faintest hint of doubt on the subject, lest he was felt to support such opinions. Yet he was doing so now, raising matters hitherto confined to a close circle of fellow officers, underlying the concerns of a barely disguised distaste for the whole nature of Hitler’s government.


Hans-George was talking to a man trained to spot the currents in a conversation rather than just the words employed. He now had to resist the temptation to gloat when hearing some of his own concerns voiced back at him.


Von Kürbach liked his son-in-law, even if he thought him blinkered in his forthright German Nationalism. He had, in the past, avoided embarrassing disputes by not pressing too hard his own views. Now, with the conviction Hans-George had previously espoused showing signs of rupture, he couldn’t resist pressing home the obvious conclusion.


‘I see that you are caught in a paradox, my boy. Fighting for the Nazi State while quietly wondering if someone will lead a revolt to undermine it.’


‘I don’t recall using the word revolt, sir.’


‘Yet the notion of a different government would, I suspect, cause you no disquiet, perhaps one for which you could go into combat with a conscience less clouded? I perceive, from what you’ve hinted at, the idea of continuing to do so for Hitler makes you uncomfortable.’


Hans was wondering what he’d said which had led to such a stark conclusion, so smiled to cover a degree of uncertainty before replying, stopping to pick and eat a wild gooseberry.


‘I am fighting for Germany, not Adolf Hitler and I do believe, when we come to make peace, it must be from a position of strength.’


‘Peace?’


‘With honour,’ Hans-George added forcefully. ‘And, of course, security.’


A few puffs on the baronial pipe followed before the response emerged. ‘Make peace with whom?’


‘Our enemies, who else?’


Frederic von Kürbach didn’t scoff but, looking at his son-in-law, there was a strong temptation to do so. Tapping his pipe on a tree to clear the bowl, he used the stem to drive home each point.


‘All of them! Britain, America, and the Soviets? The French, Danes and Norwegians, the Dutch, and the Belgians? And what of Poland and Czechoslovakia, Greece, and Yugoslavia? That will be some negotiation.’


‘When we win in Russia, England will be at our mercy, forced to discuss peace terms. Without the British Isles, the Americans will lack the means to challenge us. Then perhaps, given the better government you mentioned, we can sit down and discuss how to rebuild a continent, as well as an alliance, which will see the Bolsheviks destroyed and Germany enjoying the respect which is our due.’


‘How do you see this government coming about?’


‘Clearly it will be difficult but not impossible.’


‘The army?’


Reluctant as he was to answer, Hans-George knew the contention was correct; only one body in the Reich had the ability to enforce change, the need being one of those things quietly alluded to in that warm bunker close to the Volga. Could he, should he, be as open with the Baron. Hans almost laughed at his own folly talking, as he was, to someone who’d been hoping he’d come to such a conclusion for years.


‘We have the power to effect a transformation. Many of us think it may be necessary to exercise it.’


Elisabeth turned and waved, Hans-George responding, unaware of the temptation his father-in-law found it necessary to suppress. He’d always desired to tell this young man to drop the scales from his eyes, to see what had really been happening these last ten years in the country he professed to love.


Racial segregation and murder, the rule of the gangster not the law, the dregs of society wielding unchecked power while honest men were locked away in concentration camps, merely for different political opinions.


Jews who’d failed to flee the county stripped of their possessions and deported to Poland where, rumour had it, they’d been packed into verminous ghettos. Decree after decree limiting the freedoms of the people, added to the penalties for even minor transgressions, which could be to just disappear.


Hans-George was no Nazi, but he was representative of the majority of his class, fixated on the danger of Bolshevism, added to the notion of Germany’s rightful place in the world. He had, like so many of his fellow citizens, allowed his critical faculties to be suborned, this while his position as the powerful local magnate had allowed him to avoid many of the more pernicious aspects of the regime.


Used to deference in what was a rural backwater, he’d quite naturally expected the same from the few party officials with whom had been required to deal and had, in many cases, been obliged. This allowed him to ignore the restrictions and threats which fell on lesser beings. Service in the army, added to the things witnessed in the east, had brought him face to face with a more brutal truth.


‘A military takeover,’ the Baron mused, ‘followed by an offer of peace? Let us say your analysis is correct, what do you think our enemies will demand?’


There was a glint in the older man’s eye, even if there was no malice in the way the question was posed. It was just the natural behaviour of a person who saw himself as a more realistic student of international affairs than his son-in-law. In Hans he had someone happy to acknowledge the Baron was right.


Frederick von Kürbach had seen much of the outside world, having served in several embassies before and after the Kaiser’s war. At the peak of his diplomatic career, he’d acted as the Weimar Republic’s last envoy to Washington, resigning when Hitler became Chancellor, refusing to represent such a gang of criminals.


Hans-George had gone through an upbringing typical of his class; private tutors, officer cadet school, service in the expanding Wehrmacht, dropping to the reserve, then the social and working life of a landed gentleman, mixed with forays into show jumping, both individually and as a member of the army team.


In no way did he consider himself narrow-minded, yet he knew, as soon as it was asked, the grasp of such a complex problem lay out of his reach. It brought into the open a real dilemma: how to balance fighting for the present regime, one to which he and his fellow-officers had sworn a binding oath, with what he knew to be happening behind the battle zones.


At the front, survival was the main concern. When that didn’t suffice, any doubts could be assuaged by the fact that he was fighting the evils of Russian Bolshevism, a task the whole of Western Europe should have undertaken twenty-five years previously. He could recall, quite clearly, the difference he’d felt in the earlier campaigns. The righteousness of the reoccupation of the Rhineland followed by the Anschluss with Austria to bring into being the Greater German Reich.


There followed the need to save the Sudeten Germans from persecution by their Czech overlords, an achievement gained by Hitler’s diplomacy. The dismemberment of the remainder of Czechoslovakia was questionable, but it had paid huge military dividends when it came to defending the Reich against Poland.


What followed there was brutal but necessary; the righting of wrongs during the invasions of both Poland and France, who’d forced Germany to eat dirt in 1919, taking territory not rightfully theirs, underwritten by the hateful Treaty of Versailles.


Yet he declined to mention such evident truths. The Baron would, with his deep knowledge of history, go back into the mists of time, to posit no territorial claim, by any nation-state, came without some form of prior baggage. Was not the land on which they were now walking once the property of another until the conclusion of the Seven Years War, in which Fredrick the Great had seized Silesia from the Kingdom of Saxony?


With the optimism of his years and possibly talking with too many people of like mind, he’d not thought through the consequences.


‘You are the diplomat, sir, I a simple soldier, so I think you must tell me what might be demanded of us.’


‘With such a non-committal answer, I suspect you wouldn’t take long to learn something of diplomacy. Which is more than I can say for most of your superiors with whom I speak, many of them sharing the views you have just outlined. They seem to think the disposal of Hitler, followed by an offer of peace, will have the Allies eating out of their hand.’


‘They say so openly!’


‘Of course not! But one of the effects of living under a brigand regime is that everyone seems to have developed the ability to say one thing and mean another.’


‘Like professional diplomats?’


‘Touché!’


‘You clearly think them misguided and me too.’


‘I speculate you’re naïve. We’d be required to return to our pre-1936 borders and quite probably pay reparations for the damage we have done with our conquests and annexations.’


‘Germany would be ruined, as we were after Versailles. The army would never accept such a peace.’


‘Will Germany not be ruined anyway?’


‘Not if we win!’


‘Are you sure that’s what you’d wish, with Adolf Hitler as the victor?’


The face of the younger man closed up, making him look quite petulant. ‘I’d rather dictate the peace, an honourable one. Better Hitler than dismemberment.’


The older man patted Hans on the back and smiled. He was asking for the impossible, which was the nature of young men, but the other consideration was more paternal. Given that in which he was involved, to burden his son-in-law with even more doubts would not aid him, so he responded with more hope than belief.


‘An honourable peace. Let’s hope and pray for it, however it is brought about.’
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Watching his daughter the following morning, as she steeled herself for her husband’s departure, the Baron couldn’t resist speculating on what she might be thinking. Had Hans confided to her those same concerns voiced during their walk? If he’d been careful with his son-in-law, he had to be doubly so with Elisabeth, who’d loyally support whatever point of view advocated by the man she’d married. Yet he could not resist a little probing.


‘Hans is not the man he was before the fighting began. The fire which animated him seems to have gone out. It can only be because of what he’s experienced on the Ostfront.’


Elisabeth, lost in her thoughts, started slightly, feeling a flash of irritation her father should allude to such a thing at such a time. She knew he spoke the truth, having come across Hans sitting on the cobbled floor of the stables after breakfast. It was once home to his hunters and show jumpers, with only the stalls for the draught animals and Hannelore’s pony still in use. The wistful look on his face, which contrasted so much with the one of confidence he habitually wore, had wrenched at her heart.


It had been a strange interlude, this short, thirty-six hour visit for it took time for Hans to adjust to domestic life. He might claim always to hanker after a return to his previous pastoral existence, yet it was a complex thing to cope with for a man fresh from a battle command. On previous leaves, of longer duration, he’d taken time before showing any evidence of relaxation. Even then, he’d maintained a disquieting element of detachment.


She looked at her father, with his slim, erect figure, dressed in what he considered appropriate clothing for country life. The highly polished brogues, some forty years old, were hand-made by Lobbs of London, while the Harris Tweed suit had been bought before the Kaiser’s War from one of the finest tailors in Saville Row.


Only the feathered, Tyrolean hat, which he wore outdoors, gave any indication of his true nationality. The still handsome face was lined now, of course, topped with silver-white hair which had thinned with age. But most telling of all were the blue eyes, which often had in them a slight air of perplexity, so it was with that in mind she responded.


‘None of us are the people we were, Papa.’


‘The war.’


Such a platitude was unlike him and it grated. The evidence of war lay in the four silver-framed photographs, each cornered with a black ribbon, arranged on the gleaming Bosendorfer Grand piano. A Kürbach cousin killed in France, a favourite von Trecheim uncle mounted on his gleaming cavalry horse, who’d met his end invading Poland. Another von Trecheim relative who had died flying a Messerschmitt 109 over the skies of Southern England and, largest of all, her own mother, buried in the rubble of a bombed Berlin building.


If further evidence were needed, her husband was, at that very moment, putting on his uniform, while Willi Kaltmier, once his groom, now his military servant, finished packing his kit. How could Hans be the man he once was, given what he’d been through? The unspoken question, which nagged at her, as it had since his arrival, was one to which she lacked an answer. What kind of man had he become?


‘It has been possible, Papa, to forget it while he has been here.’


‘Of course.’


Then, as what had happened came back to him, her father was forced to turn away, looking out of the long drawing room windows through which streamed the morning sun. The growl in his throat caused by anger at his own frailty. Elisabeth wanted to tell him to weep openly if he wished but there was still enough of the aristocrat in him to know it would be unwelcome.


The first time she’d seen her father shed a tear had been nearly a decade and a world away, as he’d disembarked at Bremerhaven from the liner Europa, a month after he’d officially resigned as ambassador to the USA. That scene, in what had been a public place, had caused her embarrassment: now she was uncomfortable for him, reasoning he might like a few moments alone.


‘I must fetch the children from the schoolroom to say goodbye.’
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They were standing in line, Elisabeth, Julius, Hannelore, and her father as the boots of the master of the household echoed across the floorboards of the hallway. How different it sounded from shoes; noisier, more commanding of attention, in the way that the crunching sound of marching did in the newsreel films.


Elisabeth was reminded of the cracking boots of those Scottish POW’s in the town square, as Captain of Panzers, Hans-George Gräf von Trecheim, came through the door, stopped, looked at those waiting to bid him farewell and feigned surprise.


‘Is this a reception?’ he asked Elisabeth. ‘Do I kiss your hand?


‘Shake mine, Papa,’ cried Julius, an eight-year-old who so wanted to be a man.


‘And mine,’ lisped Hannelore.


Their father swept forward and lifted his five-year-old daughter. ‘You I shall kiss ten times and ten time more.’


A promise he fulfilled, first with a loud, wet smack on the cheek, then nuzzling down into her neck, so she began to giggle and wriggle. Julius stood stiff and erect; hand fully extended for the shake he was determined to extract. Finally, with Hannelore cradled in one arm, his father obliged.


‘You must look after your mother, Julius. While I’m away, you are again the man of the house. And I entrust once more, to you and your sister, the care of our songbirds. See that they’re fed, the rats are kept at bay so the eggs hatch. The men working the mines must have a good supply, their lives could depend on it.’


Elisabeth suspected the speed with which Hans bent to kiss his son’s cheek was brought about by his desire to mask his feelings. That this child, tall for his age, should be so sombre, so correct, was surely accompanied by the thought, he was returning to battle and this might be the last time he would lay eyes on him.


‘My boy,’ said her father, moving to shake hands. Their previous conversation hung in the air, making the Baron uncomfortable. Was a fighting man with doubts more at risk that one with certainties? It was with real sincerity that he added. ‘You know I wish you to be safe.’


‘And I shall be, sir.’


An awkward moment of silence followed, the automatic one of the serving soldier, who knew such a thing lay in the lap of the Gods, or more truthfully, in the muzzles of countless enemy weapons.


‘You will want a last moment with Elisabeth,’ the Baron murmured. ‘I shall take the children out to the drive.’


They were reluctant to go, Julius seeming rooted to the spot, while his sister clung to their father’s neck. There was a flicker of pain in the parental eye as he detached her and put her down, added to a stiffness in the children as they obeyed the injunction to go with their Grandpapa, leaving husband and wife alone together.


‘Julius is so serious,’ Elisabeth said. ‘You do know he takes the responsibility you lay on him very much to heart.’


‘I think he’s been forced to grow up quicker than we would like.’


‘Were you not so raised?’


‘I was not the same age as Julius in the last war. I was hardly aware it was taking place.’


Looking at the bronzed face, more pronounced now for the way frontline deprivation had sharpened the features, the golden hair and those clear blue eyes, Elisabeth felt awkward and knew he did too. Neither of them was good at the rituals of parting, they never had been.


Uncomfortable in 1939 when he had gone off to join his regiment before the campaign in Poland, it was worse in 1940 when came the turn of France. Both had proved to be quick conquests, but this was different. He was going back to the bloodbath called Russia and this scene was being enacted for the fifth time.


‘Willi has packed everything?’


‘He has,’ Hans replied, as she wondered at the banality of her question, so obvious, so unemotional, almost a match for the detachment her husband had shown these last thirty-six hours. ‘He’s re-packed my dress uniform for the day the 16th Panzer Division celebrates victory in Moscow.’


‘He has faith in the Führer.’


They both laughed feebly; it was a jest, a statement, ironic to them, which could be made safely in public, while it had the added virtue of being the opposite of the truth. Willi Kaltmier, passing noisily down the hall with his master’s kit, would miss the irony. Like most servants of noble families, he was a tremendous snob. To him Adolf Hitler was a peasant, an upstart and, worst of all, to a man born and bred in Silesia, an Austrian.


Elisabeth had carefully folded the spare black Panzer uniform before giving it to Willi, a new set quickly acquired when she’d seen what the war in Russia had done to those in which he’d last gone off to fight. The old set had been cleaned and repaired, not by her, but she’d seen the stains that were blood on parts of everything he seemed to possess.


Not his. Every inch of his body had been checked for wounds, she kissing the minor dents and scratch-scars which were the lot of anyone who served in a tank regiment. If it was the blood of others, Russians, or Germans, she didn’t wish to know. Even if she had, Hans wouldn’t tell her: combat, the fears, the deaths, the degradation, even the elation of victory were never discussed at home.


She fingered the medal at his neck, the black and silver Knight’s Cross, which told all he was somebody very special, a hero deserving of his nation’s most prestigious award. It had brought him home, meeting Goebbels’s desire, even in the middle of a desperate battle, to gather and parade to the nation heroes who’d won such a singular decoration.


Hans had described the farce of the event as though he was an observer, not a participant. A crowd of officers from the Wehrmacht, the Waffen SS, the Luftwaffe, and a pair of U-Boat commanders, gathered on the steps at San Souci, the old Imperial Palace at Potsdam, to be filmed by the cameramen from the Propaganda Ministry.


What the Promi had shot was now being shown in the cinemas, with suitable patriotic music, the voice overlaying the film telling the audience, with such brave soldiers, sailors and airmen, victory for the Führer, the Reich and the German Volk was certain.


Elisabeth, still fingering the metal cross, black edged with silver, said in a hoarse voice.


‘Do not be too brave, my love.’


Hans smiled and his eyes twinkled. Just for a moment he appeared the same man she’d married, the one she hoped he would be again when this rotten war was over. Fun-loving, sporting, a good father, and a caring landlord.


‘I never was. I’ve told you; the medal was given to me by mistake. I am now an old soldier and very, very sensible.’


As the smile faded, her father’s remark came back to her and she put out her hands to hold his arms. There seemed to be no fire anywhere in him now, not in his belly or in a face still lined even after nights of proper sleep. He’d seen too much to sustain the mood with which he had first gone off to war. Elisabeth also suspected he could not put his responsibilities out of his mind. She also sensed a change, a certain loss of faith, with no need of words: her knowledge was intuitive.


‘I had Willi siphon off a much petrol as I think we can spare. You’ll need it for the tractor.’


‘Let us hope you don’t regret it. That would be a sight to see, you having to walk.’


‘Walking is not unknown on the Russian front, even for a tank commander.’


That sharp response was as rare as it was bitter. Hans never mentioned the Ostfront, even to a wife who’d heard every rumour going as to what a hell of death and destruction it had proved to be. He’d been there throughout the summer and winter of the previous year, fighting first to take Moscow.


Then when the snows came and they were forced to retreat, struggling to prevent the Russians from driving the German Army all the way back to Poland. He’d came home a near skeleton, almost a stranger, only slowly returning to something like normality, throwing himself into the needs of the estate, accepting his son was too modern minded to be tied down by horses, instead teaching him to drive the tractor.


But spring had come and with it a new campaign, another promise of final victory and this time it might be true. There was fierce fighting at Stalingrad as the enemy tried to stop them taking the city, but everyone was certain it must fall. Perhaps then, cut off from their supplies of oil in the Caucasus, their army destroyed, the Russians would admit they were beaten.


‘You must find me another fur coat,’ she said, trying to lighten a mood which had become shaded with dark thoughts. ‘If what you tell me is true, you ruined mine last winter.’


‘I shall send in a personal request, direct to the Army High Command, to say that the Gräfin Elisabeth von Trecheim demands recompense for her now moth-eaten fur.’


‘Winter is coming, you may need it again.’


‘I doubt it. The Ivans are on their last legs.’


‘Don’t tell me, Hans, you’ll be home by Christmas.’


Her recourse to cynicism was followed by immediate regret. Yet it was all in that mantra, the fallacy of war and the common refrain of troops going off to fight. They never came home for Christmas, too many never came home at all. By saying it Elisabeth had broken the carefully crafted atmosphere by which they hid their fears from each other.


Tears had been expended in buckets the previous night, she clinging to his rigid, naked body, sobbing, as he repeated over and over again the certainty he would survive, whatever he had to face.


‘Come,’ Hans said, quickly, a catch in his throat. ‘The servants are waiting.’


They were lined up on a sharp, sunlit, late October morning, to say goodbye to the master. There was a rhythm to the well-worn custom of farewell, one Hans-George had seen performed by his father before him. A scrunch of gravel, a quiet word or two, followed by a kiss of the Herr Gräf’s hand, repeated a dozen times.


There were far fewer servants than there had been when the previous master had gone off to war in 1914, added to which they were all elderly. But that had been in the high summer of Imperial Germany, a world which felt distant by centuries: how could it be less than three decades past?


Willi Kaltmier started the Kübelwagen’s engine as soon as his master delivered the final kisses to his wife and children, a signal to make haste, petrol being too precious a commodity to waste. As the car rattled down the long drive, Hans-George wondered at the feelings he was experiencing, a sort of relief. Next to him, the heavily freckled face of his ginger-haired batman seemed much more comforting.


‘How was your leave Willi?’


‘So, so, Herr Gräf. People keep asking what it’s like, as if they would understand if I tried to tell them.’


‘They worry about us, Willi.’


‘Not as must as I do, Herr Gräf.’














Chapter Three





Gideon Rokesby sat under his bush hat, eyes closed, as the sand flies buzzed about his head, thinking joining the chuffing army hadn’t been such a good idea, alternately castigating himself for stupidity, only to switch to a more objective view. What had happened to him could not have been foreseen; it was just the kind of rotten luck which could fall to any fighting soldier.


Not that he’d set off from Rhodesia with the aim of getting either captured or killed, but he could have stayed in Kitwe, employed in the copper mine with his gang of native workers, leaving the war to be fought by others. A vital and reserved occupation in wartime, no one would have judged it ill.


In some sense his whole life had been like this. Rebellious at school and, barring a love of boxing, too stubborn to be sporting in the time-honoured arenas of rugby and cricket. There had always been the underlying suspicion, when he decided on anything, it was as much to spite someone as to please himself.


It might have been well intentioned by those being lenient, his housemaster and the headmaster, in forgiving him some of his more eccentric behaviour. He took it as an insult, another example of his being treated differently from other boys, merely because he had no idea of the names and identity of his parents. He had hated it and still did, wishing only to be treated as normal.


In his ears, beyond the buzzing of flies, the sound of aircraft taking off and landing was a constant. Opening his eyes, looking at the bustling German airfield, he found it hard to believe they were an army in crisis. It might not still be so: North Africa had been a seesaw since the first campaign in 1940, the so-called Benghazi Handicap, with the Eighth Army advancing one minute and Jerry turning the whole thing on its head not long after.


The Afrika Corps had been given a proper drubbing at El Alamein, yet that meant little: the blighters were very good at bouncing back and they’d managed it twice already. Had they done so again? In his mind he conjured up a big, bold headline.


“Rommel Exploits capture of Gideon Rokesby. Cairo Threatened!”


‘What the fuck is this?’


Gideon opened his eyes to peer to his right, at the man who’d spoken, a stunted driver called Vince, with a flat face, dead eyes, and a button for a nose. All the time they’d served together Vince had annoyed him with his constant blaspheming.


‘Do you HAVE to swear every two seconds?’


‘Sorry, old chap,’ came the reply, Vince parodying his corporal’s plummy accent. ‘But I say, I think we are going to be paid a visit by some awfully big cheese, don’t ye’ know.’


The guttural cries of the guards, as sand blown as their prisoners, had the whole batch of captives on their feet. Further orders followed to demand they form a proper line.


‘Is that who ah think it is?’


Elbowed by Vince, Gideon peered at the approaching party of German officers.


‘Fucking Ada, it’s bloody Rommel.’


The name was too potent to allow the issue of another reprimand for here was the man they called the Desert Fox. One of the mysteries of the war had been the appearance in the British newspapers of Erwin Rommel’s photograph, as though he was a hero.


Winston Churchill had actually praised him in the House of Commons, acknowledging both his ability as well as his chivalry. Here he was approaching in the flesh, wearing a battered peaked cap, desert battledress, goggles round his neck, the whole covered in fine Tunisian dust.


‘What’s he doin’ here?’ demanded Vince, as though the man who commanded the German/Italian Armies in North Africa was engaged in trespass.


‘Come to gloat, Vince, old boy. After all, he’s captured you and me, the two most important men in Eighth Army.’


Rommel had gone to the end of the line, progressing down the row of prisoners speaking to each man in turn. When he got close, Gideon could see the features as he reacted: sadness, a smile sometimes and words he couldn’t hear, but which looked to be encouragement rather than the gloating to which Gideon had alluded.


When Rommel got to Vince, he heard and understood the aide translating into German, able to check it against the very good English with which he’d quizzed the prisoners.


‘Soldier before the war, sir,’ barked Vince in correct regimental style, his body as rigid as a mortuary cadaver. ‘Called back to the colours in thirty-nine.’


‘Your regiment is?’


‘Seventeenth/Twenty-First Lancers, sir.’


‘A cavalryman!’


‘I was, sir.’


This being passed on, Rommel replied with a question about the Battle of Balaclava, to show he knew the name and reputation of one part of Vince’s regiment, who’d ridden into that Crimean Valley of Death. As he discussed horses and the art of riding, as well as the folly of the Charge of the Light Brigade, Gideon had a sense of the attraction of the man, not least in the way his companion opened up to him.


Vince told him of pre-war India, of Durbar parades on glossy black mounts in the years before the war, of fighting the Pathan natives north of the Khyber Pass on tough little ponies which would bite anyone, including their rider, all listened to with deep interest. Rommel was said to be a brilliant general, much loved by his men, obviously respected by his enemies, a gentleman who made war by old fashioned rules. Fight hard but show mercy.


‘The Field-Marshal regrets,’ said the aide, finally, ‘for you the war is over. He hopes your captivity will not be too long or arduous.’


Vince appeared to stretch a good two inches, almost making a height of five feet three. Gideon, not far short of a foot taller, also stood to attention, though without anything approaching professional rigidity.


Rommel was looking at his hat, hardly surprising, given it was generally the cause of much attention. Having joined up in Rhodesia, his wide bush hat had round it a broad leopard skin band. Seeing it in any mirror he passed always made Gideon feel more the warrior than he was in reality.


‘Der hatt,’ Rommel said softly, addressing his aide. ‘Ist interessant.’


Gideon nearly replied in kind, but good sense intervened; it was a bad idea to let this mob know he spoke their language. Determined to escape, if they found out, they might keep an extra eye on him. He’d studied German at school to spite his fellow pupils, they constantly ribbing him about it being the likely nationality of at least one of his unknown parents.


‘The general is curious about your hat?’


‘First Rhodesian Yeomanry, sir. It’s where I joined up.’


‘He comes from a far colony to fight for the fatherland,’ said Rommel, with obvious enchantment.


Gideon had to steal himself to wait for the translation before replying. ‘We tend to say mother country, sir.’


This was acknowledged, but the respect for such an act was evident in Rommel’s smile. He then asked his aide to enquire about Gideon’s reason for joining and being translated, it gave him time to think of an answer.


It would have been easy to produce some guff about patriotism; dear old Blighty standing in peril, the need for all of England’s sons, even those who had gone out to the colonies, to answer the call to arms. No doubt it would bring from Rommel another understanding smile, but endemic contrariness came to the fore.


‘It just seemed like a good idea at the time. Matter of fact, I suppose I joined up because everyone else was doing it. And’ he added, leaning forward slightly, as if to impart a confidence, ‘I must say, before we went to the recruiting office, we’d all had rather a lot to drink at the Tennis Club.’


The translation removed the benign expression, to be replaced by one of obvious irritation. Rommel glared at him, then spun on his heel and marched away. This left his aide to give Gideon a baleful look, before trotting off in his superior’s wake.


‘You’re for it now, you daft git,’ crowed Vince.


‘Why? What have I done?’


‘You’ve upset him? I joined up because I was pissed. It’ll be no soup for you t’night.’


‘He’s got no bloody right to be upset.’


‘You swore.’


‘Well,’ Gideon responded, ‘he’s got a damned cheek. Flipping Germans!’
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Being in a prisoner of war cage seemed unreal, like a dream, one from which Gideon was inclined to think he’d wake, to find himself back in a billet outside Cairo. Partly it was due to the sheer boredom of POW life. There was nothing to do but sit around, staying in the shade during the day and sleeping under canvas at night, wrapped in a replacement greatcoat to ward off the cold.


Monotony was breeched by the rituals of avoiding scorpions, swatting flies, washing, visiting the latrines, queuing to be fed and being told what an idiot he was by Vince.


In the week since his capture, vague thoughts of escape had failed to crystallise into action. At the back of his mind lay the hope Monty would beat the Jerries so comprehensively he’d be freed when Rommel surrendered. But days went by and no rescuers came, until finally, they were herded together and marched off, heading, they were informed, for Tripoli harbour.


Sorted into batches, he became separated from Vince and others he’d come to know, suddenly assailed by a sense of isolation, even surrounded by a sea of men in the same situation. He tried to count numbers in his batch as they lined up on the quay but gave up, reckoning anywhere from three to six hundred. Chivvied up a gangplank, having been robbed of his few possessions, he was forced to face up to the fact he could be a prisoner for a very long time.


As they were hustled into crowded holds, Gideon detected, on the faces of his fellow POW’s, the same emotion, a sense of creeping despair. Where are we going and for how long? What will the treatment be like? Will I survive? Does my wife/mother/girlfriend know I’m safe, or think I’m dead?


The old soldiers grabbed the best places, well away from the bucket latrines, close to the ladders which led to the deck. It wasn’t comfortable wherever you sat on a metal floor thinly coated with straw, with rivet-studded walls to rest against. There were the usual comedians making chirpy comments about “trips round the bay”, and “what had we done to win a free cruise”.


Even the determined optimists were silenced by the closing of the hatches. This plunged them into darkness, soon followed by the throb of engines reverberating through the plating, to bounce around inside Gideon’s head, as the rusty old freighter chugged out to sea. Without any light, the sensation of rising and falling as the ship hit short, choppy waves, was weird.


Somebody started singing, “Show me the way to go home, I’m tired and I want to go to bed”, its mournful tone soon killed off by the sound of retching, as those who couldn’t withstand the motion were sick. Gideon, not troubled by the roll and pitch, listened to snatches of other conversations as they tried to come to terms with their surroundings, noting the different accents, which came from every part of Britain and the Empire.


‘Anyone here from Rhodesia?’ he yelled out suddenly, hoping for someone he could talk to about things not to do with being captured, a normal conversation about places shared, perhaps even a mutual friend, but no one responded.


‘That where you’re from?’ a voice enquired.


‘It’s where I joined up.’


‘Bet you wish you were bloody well there now.’


Time became meaningless as the stench of the hold filled with fear, bile and, after a few hours, human waste, the whole made worse as the heat of the sun on the hatch covers rose to become stifling. Talk was desultory and gloomy, with some of his fellow prisoners audibly praying. At least the darkness allowed those who needed to weep the freedom to do so without shame.


Sleep was the answer for most, Gideon included, until the hatches were opened to reveal a star-filled sky. He joined the shuffle round the deck, feet passing over the huge white letters spelling out POW, there to save them from attack by their own aircraft. A breeze dried the sweat on his body, as he sucked in his ration of fresh air, a ladleful of water and a meal of thin soup and husk-filled bread.


They’d looked miserable on coming aboard: getting off after three days was ten times worse. They were gaunt, unshaven, and streaked with grime stuck to perspiration, some still green from seasickness. A new set of guards searched them, as if their Italian compatriots in Tripoli hadn’t taken anything of value. They were bundled into railway trucks so crowded they had to remain standing. Eventually a Warrant Officer got each batch to sit down for about twenty minutes, while the rest huddled even closer together to provide the room.


Conditions soon became foul, so many stood for as long as they could rather than sit down in the collective filth of huddled humanity. The rising sun came up on one side of the cattle truck, sending shafts of light through the broken slats, which told Gideon he was heading north.


He counted off the ten days of discomfort and intermittent food it took them to get to a camp run by Germans, the prisoners alighting within sight of the snow-capped peaks of the Alps, Gideon joining a line as ordered, to be deloused.


Fully stripped and sent through a cold shower, his head and body were shaved of hair, his clothes returned, having been through some process to rid them of lice. They were given what passed for a meal, black, bitter bread, and a sort of barley soup full of bugs.


Once more sorted into line, each prisoner was taken to be interrogated: name, rank, number, unit, place of capture, a few enquiries about the dispositions and future intentions of Eighth Army.


How could a mere corporal know anything about such things? In truth, the so-called interrogation was a mild affair, more to do with his peacetime occupation than anything military.














Chapter Four





The frost, crushed under the wooden wheels of the postman’s bicycle, caused the gravel on the drive to crackle. The sound would have the children rushing to their study room window, earning a rebuke from their tutor. Retired, the one-time schoolteacher had been a godsend to the family at a time when such help was scarce.


By employing him and with the cooperation of the local doctor, who diagnosed ailments which necessitated keeping the children at home, added to the standing of the family, they’d managed to avoid contact with the schools run under the auspices of the Nazi regime.


In the past there would have been no notion the von Trecheim children would attend the local school. But with the totality of Nazi decrees, it had been a real possibility. Every child must be educated as a National Socialist.


Though it might not last, comfort came from knowing they were receiving the basics of a proper education, not the skewed notions of Hitler-worship taught in state-run institutions. In peacetime, a servant would have brought the mail to the breakfast table. Not now, it fell to her to take receipt herself.


‘Gräfin.’


The postman touched his cap, which topped a round face made cherry red and blue-veined from years spent in the open air, before handing over a packet of letters containing too many official looking envelopes.


‘On such a cold morning, you must be in need of something to keep you warm, Herr Brieifträger. Please go round to the kitchen and ask Berta to pour you a tot of schnapps.’


‘Thank you, Gräfin. My wife says there’s heavy snow on the way. Gets a headache just before it falls, always has.’


The postman smiled and shrugged, showing he found it absurd. A jolly soul, he seemed happy to have been brought out of retirement so younger men could go to war. In moments like these, Elizabeth was acutely aware she should know more about this man; the duty went with her rank and station.


Her husband would be aware if he had sons or nephews in the armed forces, would ask after them, know the name of his wife, his father and grandfather, as well as the skein of cousinage which ran throughout the district, to whom he was related and at what remove.


Elizabeth did not and lacked the curiosity which might have enlightened her, often wondering what he and people like him thought of the war, yet never asking. A less than positive opinion would invite disclosure on her part, which wasn’t wise. She did speculate as to their opinion of her because she still felt very much like an outsider.


‘The ability to predict the weather is surely an asset in a postman’s wife.’


‘Hard to know, Gräfin. In the years she’s been having her headaches, the distance at which she claims she can sense snow seems to have become greater. Once it was local, now, I swear, she feels it if a flake falls on Posen,’


That brought a telling thought. Hans was beyond Posen by some two and half thousand kilometres. In the last part of November, Stalingrad was sure to be under deep snow so, to cover the depressing image, she looked at the packet the postman had handed over and her mood lifted. Amongst the envelopes from the state, there was one with proper notepaper.


The old man, having touched his hat, began to wheel his bike around to the back of the house. Elisabeth ripped at it, scanning the opening words of affection, walking up the wide staircase as she read on. The rest was the cause of a wry smile, not because it was funny, but because it was so sober.


Apart from the loving rituals of greeting and questions about her and the children, Hans always found it impossible to be intimate in his letters. Censors, looking for defeatist remarks, opened such missives from front-line soldiers and, no doubt, took pleasure in anything remotely salacious, so he never put down any words which would entertain such slugs.


The nagging thought resurfaced unbidden; a degree of the same reserve, so recently experienced, had filtered into his person. He was a soldier even when writing, much of his mind still preoccupied with his duties.


So, she read, with a degree of frustration, her instructions regarding the estate; what needed tending for winter in the kitchen garden, that it was time to think about seriously thinning the hedgerows, a precaution which helped to deter poachers. She must be sure to check the stove in the stables and clean the chimney of last year’s soot.


The draught horses would panic if the flues caught fire and it would be hard on the Polish workers, given the empty stalls were now converted into quarters in which they could sleep. Vermin would have invaded the icehouse now that the weather was turning colder – she must put in a terrier to see to them.




…The fighting grinds on here. Ivan is restless in our sector, but then he always is, though we beat him off every time. I cannot tell you how brave are those men who are fighting to the south to take the city. My admiration for their courage and tenacity is boundless. Willi grows more cantankerous by the day, and I fear, when the war is over, he’ll find it hard to return to the duties of an estate servant. I will not. I long for nothing more, victory aside, than to be home with you and the children carrying out the things I was raised to do. God willing it will not be long before it comes to pass,


With love
Hans-George





Elisabeth put the letter with his previous missives, in her dresser drawer, her mind turning to the tasks to be performed that day, assailed, as always, by the sheer number. Spending your formative years in a world of tutors, concerned to ensure decorum, was no training ground for this.


As an ambassador’s daughter, she’d been coached to speak properly, walk elegantly and converse in English and French, as well as her native German. Most of all she must never do anything to embarrass either the embassy or the Fatherland. This was something, given the manifest temptations of the free-wheeling American way of life, Elisabeth doubted she’d managed, causing her parents a certain amount of anguish.


Forcing herself to concentrate, she made a list; her Poles must be told, with the cold weather, it would become necessary to daily break up the ice in the troughs so that the livestock had access to water. The rooks in the woods were again becoming a nuisance, so their numbers would have to be culled.


A shoot must be organised with her neighbours to bring in the game birds nesting in the forests and the adjoining marshes, one in which Julius, a good shot with the .22 rifle, could participate. Birds plucked and trussed were not only food for the table, but valuable commodities with which to trade. Hopefully the rabbits were breeding at their usual prodigious rate.


She’d get the sweep to do all the chimneys, not just those in the stables. With so many autumn leaves, the guttering would have to be cleaned or they would overflow in the first serious thaw.


Straw needed to be checked and more brought into the barns for the coming winter, as well as a hundred and one matters to do with livestock and farm management, jobs for which she had a shortage of help and too little experience.


Then there were the accounts, which in wartime could not be entrusted to anyone else. There was a vast and intrusive bureaucracy demanding figures upon which to feed, led locally by the Brownshirt nonentity, Reymann; how much food, both grown and on the hoof, had been produced on the von Trecheim estate?


That the given figure should never correspond to the reality was essential so those for whom she was responsible could enjoy a better diet than officialdom decreed, either by eating it or trading it for necessities. So, there was always a bit more of the agrarian crops than was reported, as well as extra livestock of which Reymann was unaware.


When nosy form-fillers poked about, they found, according to the estate records, the correct number of cattle, pigs, sheep, and chickens, as well as a record of beet, root vegetables and potatoes harvested. Once they’d gone back to their offices and files, it was necessary to revisit her neighbours and claim back what animals and produce had been left in their care, a favour repaid when their turn came for an inspection.


Great consideration was given by all to ensuring prior warning of inspections, so the female clerk in Reymann’s office, who made the arrangements for what were supposed to be surprise visits, was as well-larded as she had ever been. Not for her the privations of wartime.


This was the only part of running the estate Elisabeth enjoyed, fooling the government and the likes of Reymann. Bilking them, which she recalled as the American expression, was a real pleasure.
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Morning and evening, the children would carry out the task their father had set them in his absence, a routine of feeding and nest inspection. Breakfast, washing and teeth cleansing must be completed before they could make the first visit to the aviary. Likewise, in the evening, the work set for them by their tutor had to be completed before they could cross to the smallest of the four barns, fenced off by wire at one end.


The constant chirping of the canaries greeted them, as well as the swish of flapping wings as they darted from perch to perch, the sharp odour of their droppings increasing the closer they came to the access door. Elisabeth often wondered if they flew around as much when there was no human present; probably, given that they were restless creatures.


They never ceased cheeping, which made them useful, reared to be used if there was an emergency in the workings running underneath the estate. A small number kept in the lamp room of the mine, any detected fault or accident would see several taken below by the rescue teams. Their silence would indicate the first sign that gas, to which they were extremely sensitive, had seeped into the chamber, a warning to get out.


A pastime started by the family decades before, to ensure the safety of the miners – at one time every working party used them – it had become a duty, an obligation to those who owned the land under which the seams were worked. In modern mining, only a few were needed but, rather than curtail the breeding it was kept up, which allowed the local mine to supply half the pits in Silesia.


Watching her son as he filled the feed tray, it took no great leap of imagination to picture her husband, just as solemn in the execution of his duties, doing exactly the same as a child. Hannelore was happy to let the little birds perch on her head, shoulders, and outstretched arm, stroking them gently as she’d been taught.


‘The straw will need to be changed, Mama,’ Julius said, raking the floor with his foot and wrinkling his lightly freckled nose.


‘On Saturday afternoon, when there are no lessons.’


It always took a while to get out, time to get the last of the birds off some part of her and the children. Hannelore wore a wistful expression then, causing her mother to wonder if, in that unformed mind, there was a desire to leave open the aviary door and let the birds escape.


‘I wonder where Papa is now?’ she asked when they were finally outside, to find the postman’s prediction had come true: thick snow was falling gently.


Elisabeth was about to suggest they look at the map she’d put up for Julius in the library. On this the furthest extent of Germany’s conquests were displayed, as well as the exact position of the 16th Panzer Division on the bank of the Volga. But there was little point; nothing had changed in the month since their father had been home.
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Hans-George called out the range to target, then waited as loading and aiming was carried out below him, efficiently, but without undue haste. The metal tracks of the Panzer IV rattled and clanked as they propelled the tank across the ice-bound landscape. Surrounded by the noise and smell of an armoured vehicle in battle; oil, grease, gun smoke and human sweat, he could only imagine the hiss as the turret swung on its hydraulics.


The opened breech released a cloud to fill the cramped interior, full of the tang of cordite from the last expended shell. The clang of it closing was also imagined because, inside a moving tank, the noise was too great to hear anything. At the appropriate moment he spoke into his radio, his command to the driver bringing the panzer to a halt, feeling the tons of metal rock forward then settle back as it braked, skidding slightly on the snow-covered ground.


Watching the enemy on the hilltop through the viewfinder, which was all Hans-George had for battlefield observation, he was confident he held the advantage. German panzer crews were more dexterous about their task than the Ivans so, even in a tight spot, he generally felt better placed to win the contest. Russians tended to blast off their guns before properly sighting on their objective.


They now had, in the T34, a better standard battle tank than most of the German army, but they used it badly, in wild uncoordinated charges. This, incurred losses so serious, each subsequent engagement became a learning experience for new recruits, one in which many got an education which proved fatal.


His target, having taken up position on the top of a rise, had foolishly stopped to engage, leaving him clearly silhouetted against the heavy grey sky. First the Panzer’s machine gun opened up to take out the infantry using it as a shield to advance.


Hans then gave the order to fire when the gun layer confirmed the T34 was in his sights, his own tank rocking violently on the recoil. Within a second, they were moving again for that was the drill; fire, move, identify a target, manoeuvre to aim, stop and fire, move, with only the tank commander usually able to see if their shot had hit home.


A miss and he would try again but the way the turret flew of the T34, the whole bursting into a billow of flames and black smoke, made such a tactic unnecessary. The enemy was destroyed and, in the confined metal space, once an armour piercing shell had entered and sent its deadly splinters flying, it was unlikely any of the crew had survived.


‘Sent him to hell,’ he shouted, just in order to be heard.


The responses he knew would be no more than grim nods. No tanker destroyed an enemy without at least a passing thought for the crew, confined like them in what they knew could be a death trap.


They’d worn out several machines, yet Hans-George still had under him the men who had served with him since the previous July, the first day of Operation Barbarossa, when they had crossed the border into the Russian part of Poland, sweeping everything before them.


That had been the golden time, as shown in the Promi newsreels, when the sun shone and the smiling, singing and jolly Wehrmacht rolled forward on wheels, tracks and foot, in clouds of dust.


If Goebbels gilded things in his crowing broadcasts, the invasion had been a massive success. Territory taken and enemies captured or killed had been measured in the hundreds of thousands. The 16th Panzers had been at the very forefront of the action, the boys he led good soldiers.


Like him, they were part of the elite of the German Army’s armoured forces, the war-making anvil which, added to air power, practised Blitzkrieg. They were, quite simply, and thought of themselves, the best in the world. Yet no element could advance without casualties, thus the original tank numbers were much diminished.


Nor had the unit been at full strength since those early days; hundreds of kilometres of fast-moving battle and especially the winter months of defence the previous year had taken their toll. Those same filmed reports never showed the losses in men and equipment suffered by every armoured division in the German Army, advancing or defending. Also, the less than adequate number of replacements could not begin to bring them close to full strength in battle tanks or motorized infantry.


As well as fighting his own tank, Hans was in command of four others, the remnants of what had once been three troops, the task being to keep them in an effective fighting formation. Thus, much of his time was spent on his command channel issuing orders.


Even under strength they’d crippled the advance; a crop of T34’s blazed fiercely, while others were so busy trying to avoid being cooked, they’d lost all cohesion as an attacking force. Without protection the Russian infantry couldn’t move forward with any security.


They did so anyway, incurring crippling losses, leaving hundreds of twitching heaps littering the battlefield, which was to be expected. Stalin had always been prolific with the lives of his citizens. And to ensure their bravery, there would be an NKVD machine gunner to their rear, under the command of a Commissar, ready to shoot anyone who showed signs of trying to retreat.


It wasn’t one-sided, it never could be. The regiment as a whole had lost five tanks, three completely destroyed and the crews with it, the others disabled which, towed off, could be repaired in the workshops at Kalach. By mid-afternoon darkness was falling, the enemy was halted, his attack stalled.


The losses the Russians had sustained were considerable, but Hans-George suspected a new assault would be pushed forward very quickly. This he judged from the radio traffic and the difficulties being reported by units close to his own.
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