
  
  [image: Title page information on Midnights Child]




  
  
Midnight’s Child


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
The right of Tom Kane to be identified as the author of the work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without prior written permission of the author/publisher.
This book may not be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise disposed by way of trade in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it was published, without the
prior written consent of the author/publisher.
No responsibility for loss occasioned to any person or corporate body acting or refraining from acting because of reading material in this book can be accepted by the Publisher, by the Author, or by the employer(s) of the author & or publisher. Certain images copyright.

All rights reserved.

Midnight’s Child © Tom Kane 2024

Author: Tom Kane
Cover: Mack Dundee
Publisher: Brittle Media







  
  
Dedication



















This book is dedicated to my small army of loyal Alpha, Beta and ARC readers.
Without your help, encouragement and eagle eyes, my books would never see the shelves. 
You know who you are and where you are, and I thank you for being there for me.











  
  
Contact




You can contact me and ask a question relating to any of my books, using the links below. 

Website: http://fictionbooks.online

Email: tom-kane@mail.com

X (Twitter) https://twitter.com/TigerBites

Facebook https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTomKaneBooks/










  
  
Also by Tom Kane




The Midnight Series
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I hope you like Walking Away from Midnight. This is book one in a planned series of nine books, The Midnight Series, suspense filled historical fiction books, following the life and wartime adventures of Jessie Fordham. 


Please got to my website for more information on The Midnight Series by clicking hereor clicking on the image below.
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In the meantime, why not try The Brittle Saga Trilogy. 


In the icy depths of the North Atlantic the Titanic's maiden voyage comes to a tragic end. Amid the chaos and despair of the rescue attempts two star-crossed lovers find themselves drawn together by fate. 
But as their love blossoms a dark and dangerous vendetta is born setting the stage for a deadly game of vengeance that will haunt them long after the ship has sunk.
This gripping tale of love loss and retribution will keep you on the edge of your seat until the very last page.




Click here or on the image below to see more on this 5-Star eBook trilogy.
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REVIEWS



"The Brittle Sea trilogy are the best books I’ve read in a long time.... Keep writing Mr Kane !!!"




"exciting, fast-paced historical adventure, filled with intrigue and romance."




"historical thriller couched in a love story that reads like detective fiction"




"The Brittle Sea is a riveting historical thriller. I'm currently reading The Brittle Land & it's even better!"














Operation Werwolf
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1945 Nazi Germany is close to defeat in World War 2. Hitler launches Operation Werwolf. Fanatical Nazi soldiers are Hitler's last hope as he instigates a daring plan to destroy London & New York in a firestorm of nuclear destruction. 




REVIEWS






"Great stuff. I really liked the beginning, the letter from Einstein. That definitely set me up for expecting lots of catastrophic action and mayhem to come."






"Well this is a rollicking read! Great stuff mate! Loving how you told the funeral and then her telling the story at the bar! Liking this a lot mate! A lot of realism and blood and guts too. Awesome!"




"I liked the setting, characters and story. I especially enjoyed Geshenko, Jamie and Petra. Wonderful end of Third Reich tale." 
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TESTING TIMES


_______________________





"The most powerful weapon on earth is the human soul on fire."
Ferdinand Foch, Marshal of France
















  
  

Chapter two

A Death In The Mist





Ledbury, England May 1926 

Lord Hallan waited under the Market House, between the pillars of the ancient structure in Ledbury’s high street. He checked his fob watch once more. "You're late," he muttered. He had been waiting in the chilly fog for what seemed like hours. His contact was young and cocky, Hallan was relying on that youthful zest to be the man's downfall and lead to the arrest of both him and his traitorous father.

The sound of a car engine in the distance told him to look sharp and be prepared for trickery. Under normal conditions, this task would have been given to a lowly subordinate. But there was nothing normal about this situation, and blackmail was an ugly thing, as was selling state secrets to an enemy.

The car stopped at the Market House and Hallan watched as The Man in Black got out and pulled up the collar of his black gabardine mac and pulled his black fedora down low on his head. 

Black hat, black coat… these affectations do not make you a spy.

Hallan pushed the thought to one side and concentrated on the moment in hand. “Have you brought the money?” Hallan asked in a low voice.

The Man in Black turned to look for the owner of the voice coming from under the Market House. “Come out where I can see you,” he said.

The clip clop of Hallan's riding boots was unmistakable and he wished had had worn something less noisy. The mist swirled round him, then a brief gust of damp air  cleared the mist.

“Well,” the Man in Black said, “I never expected you.”

“It seems, in our line of work, we least suspect those closest to us.”

“Isn’t that the truth?”

“Have you got the money?”

“Of course. Do you think I’m stupid? Have you got the package?”

“No. I know you’re not stupid, just a little careless. Yes, I have the package, including the wheels from the device.”

“Wheels? From the machine? From an Enigma machine?” 

Hallan caught the look of greed in the man's eyes. “Yes, wheels from the machine.”

“Show me.”

Hallan fumbled in his jacket pocket and pulled out a small package. “They’re in here, along with the microfilm of the manual.”

“Microfilm. I’ve heard of that.”

“I hope your buyers know what to do with the microfilm. As to the device, if they have a working machine, things will fit into place now. It’s worth the money you’re paying us. This German code can only be broken by experts, and people with an engineering background, if you will have to build a machine.”

“Paying us? Who is us? I thought you worked alone.”

Hallan realised he had misspoken. 

A sudden echo of footsteps, heavy in the foggy air, could be heard moving closer.

“Into the alley, quickly,” Hallan said.

The street was quiet except for the footsteps, the owner of which walked slowly past the alleyway.

Footsteps receded, and the Man in Black stifled a laugh. 

“This is ridiculous.”

“Not if you are as deadly intent on gaining a lot of money… as I am, my friend.”

“I’m not your friend. Never was. You take too much on yourself and make yourself too important. You’re a nobody.”

Hallan saw his chance. “This gun in my hand says otherwise.”

“Snap,” the Man in Black said.

“But…” Hallan said, realising he had underestimated the man before him. 

The Man in Black fired first, hitting Hallan in the chest. Hallan managed to pull the trigger of his own gun, before letting out a long groan. His heart stopped beating, his mind fogged over, and Hallan fell.

Out of the alleyway, the Man in Black stumbled, crashed against the sports car, pulled himself to the driver’s door and fumbled to open it. He stopped, realised his black fedora was lost in the alleyway. He thought to retrieve it, then thought better of the move. A police officer’s whistle sounded in the distance and it made up his mind. He pulled the driver’s door open. With a groan through gritted teeth, he dropped into the seat of the car, slammed the door shut and started the engine. Putting the car in gear, he drove away at speed, away from the Market House and onto the Worcester road.


      [image: ]His destination was his father's home, Marchem House. It was only a mile or so north of the ancient city of Worcester. Neolithic man, Romans, Anglo Saxons and Normans had all made their mark on the Cathedral City. After this night's work, he expected his father to make his mark on the city and the entire Empire. 

The magnificent Worcester Cathedral loomed out of the mist as he drove towards his destination. It always impressed him, the sight of the single tower. It had made an impression on him from an early age, something he had never been able to define. He put it down to his excitement when he learned of the battle, in 1651, that was the final battle of the English Civil War. Cromwell's New Model Army defeated King Charles II's Royalists and set the scene for the arrest of the King and his eventual execution. The irony was not lost on the Man in Black. He had just executed a king maker and he revelled in the feeling of power it gave him, as it must have done so with Oliver Cromwell.

He steered his car through the tall pillars that marked the entrance to the long drive up to Marchem House. The bullet from Hallan's gun had grazed his side, but there was little blood loss. He thanked his lucky stars for that as he parked the car, got out and walked to the front door and pushed it open. The door was on a spring loaded device and it automatically closed behind him. He stood in the hallway. He could hear the crackle of a log fire coming from his father's study. His father never seemed to sleep, a trait he had not inherited. He walked into the study. A high backed chair was facing the blazing fire. He couldn't see his father anywhere.

"Is it done?"

The voice came from the high backed chair.

"Yes, father. He's dead. I have a package. I assume it's Enigma but you will have to verify that."

"Good. You have done well, son. Now, off to bed. Tomorrow is a busy day. I expect a phone call and a trip to London to claim my prize."

The Man in Black smiled to himself. He was pleased at a job well done.

"Good night, father."

"Good night, my boy. Sleep well."

The door to the study closed and Sir James Fordham took another sip from his Talisker malt whisky. He could almost hear the voice of the Prime Minister, when he telephoned tomorrow, offering him the job of head of MI6.

Now I will claim what is rightfully mine, and not even Nev Fordham will get in my way.










  
  

Chapter three

Time Flies





28thMay 1940 

After the miracle of Dunkirk, when the last soldier and the last ship made their way home to Britain, Jessie Fordham, daughter to Colonel Albert Fordham, sat on her bed in the smallest bedroom of a two-up, two-down terraced house in Haringey, North London. She was reading the latest information on the Miracle of Dunkirk, as the newspaper headline announced. Yes, it was a glorification of a terrifying ordeal experienced by all those involved, but it was a necessary glorification to keep the spirits up of the British populace now expecting an invasion by a ravaging Nazi horde at any moment.

Jessie’s own journey from the French Ardennes to Dunkirk and then on to Britain had been both arduous and terrifying. She had shepherded her young siblings, and a Pot-Pourri of characters on a journey that had led to her own self-discovery. It turned out a surprise to both her and her most serious detractors, that she was a natural born leader. Not only that, but she also had the skills of subterfuge, determination and the ability to get a job done. And then there was her father. Jessie realised she had been trained by her father to become a secret agent, to follow him. But perhaps not in the way he had originally envisaged. Those skills led her to a meeting with the head of the British Secret Intelligence Service. 

And now? Now she sat on the bed in her rented room and she waited, despite the urgency she felt for a chance to get back to France and free her uncle from the clutches of the Gestapo.

She had rented the room on the understanding that she was soon to join a covert operation to infiltrate, sabotage and generally cause mayhem to the Nazi enemy, currently occupying France. The boss of Britain’s SIS (Secret Intelligence Service) had told her so. She would be joining the SOE (Special Operations Executive) very soon. 

That was over two weeks ago. She was tired of waiting, reading, waiting, drinking endless cups of tea and chatting to her landlady. The SIS had told her time was of the essence. Yet time passed her by and nothing seemed to be happening. Jessie realised it wasn’t anyone’s fault, just one of those bureaucratic things that takes time, especially in times of war and with secret organisations that didn’t exist six months ago. 

Tempus fugit. Time flies.

Jessie smiled as the words formed in her head. It was a memory of a better time, a time when school gave her the shield she needed to avoid conflict with her father.

So here she sat, lay, slept and ruminated on a small bed in north London, waiting for a call to join the ranks of the anonymous and attack the enemy in any way she can.

Another day had passed with no word and it was the end of the day, and Jessie, as usual, was in bed, drinking cocoa.

Maybe for the last time due to food rationing. 

She was in bed reading A Tale of Two Cities by Charles Dickens.

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.

Jessie repeated it in her head, over and over. She was finding it hard to get past the opening words of the book. 

She yawned but kept repeating those words in her head. Then sleep came very quickly.

Soon, Jessie Fordham was asleep and her nightmare began again. It was never the same nightmare, but it was always on the same subject, her father's treachery and her escape from France. And it wasn't always a nightmare. Lately she was experiencing a jolt of energy, a shock to her system, and suddenly she was back in France. Then she was reliving the nightmare of escaping France and keeping her siblings and her father's secret safe.

“You made it,” her father said, letting go of the horse reins, allowing the animal to calm itself and look for food among the strands of grass growing out of the dunes.

“Yes, and so did you.”

“We did. And now I must gather all the relevant pieces and get them into safe hands. Have you got the bag?”

Jessie knew this was a dream, could see her father wasn’t really talking to her. But it seemed so real.

“You know, all the time you were in the army, I cannot remember a time when you were bothered with me, the children, even your dying wife and our so-called nanny.”

“Oh, not this again, Jessie. Not now. Not here.”

“It’s never been resolved. There has always been something wrong.”

Albert blushed slightly and turned away with a sigh.

“Don’t walk away from me, you sonofabitch. Talk to me. Tell me the truth.”

“Don’t talk to me like that. I’m your father. Have you got the bag?”

“My father, you? The bag is not going anywhere. Now tell me what it is I’m missing. What was wrong with our relationship?”

“I haven’t got time for this, Jessie.”

“Find the time. Talk to me, you bastard.”

Jessie sat bolt upright and gasped for breath, her heart pounding, her ears ringing from the rapid heart rate. Her body was lathered in sweat and her mind on fire with so many damning issues and so many questions concerning her parents.

Jessie lay back down and closed her eyes, a feeling of dampness from her hair on the pillow. A vision of her dead father, and years earlier her dead mother, wavered in her mind.

Both dead. For What?  Why?

There was never going to be a satisfactory answer to Jessie’s interminable questions about her mother and father. Not unless she could get them from her uncle, the same uncle languishing in a Gestapo jail in Paris.

With more questions than answers, Jessie forced herself to stop thinking, to stop guessing and concentrate on the here and now. 

“Concentrate on today, Jessie. You cannot change tomorrow. Face your problems,” Jessie heard her father say from his eternal rest in hell.

I will, dad. I will.


      [image: ]An hour later and Jessie was up, dressed, and sat chewing toast and drinking tea at the dining-cum-lounge table in her lodgings in Haringey, North London. 

The kitchen door opened and Mrs. Stapleton, her landlady, popped her head round the door. “More tea?”

Jessie smiled at the fussy lady. “No, thank you, Mrs…” but she never finished the sentence. A loud rapping of someone’s knuckles on the front door made Mrs. Stapleton jump.

“I wonder who that is, this time in the morning,” she said, looking about the kitchen as if the answer was somehow hidden there.

“I’ll go,” Jessie said, seeing Mrs. Stapleton was not quite ready to receive guests.

The poor woman’s nerves are getting terrible.

The thought made Jessie frown as she opened the front door, and that frown suddenly turned to a broad smile as she recognised a familiar face.

“Why, Mr. Carson. What a surprise! How are you?”

Carson, the man who had met her off the flight in the flying boat from Dunkirk to Southern England, doffed his bowler hat with a brief bow. Placing his hat back on his head, he held out his hand. “Good to see you too, Miss Jessie. How are you?”

Jessie shook hands with Carson. “I’m fine, Mr. Carson. It’s a bit of a surprise seeing you here, and so early. But then, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised about anything to do with…”

Carson held his hand up before Jessie could say anything else. “Expect the unexpected, Miss Jessie. I’m here at the request of a friend. He has said you need to come along for an interview. It was the job you applied for.”

“Ahh, I see. Yes. I’ll just pop upstairs and get dressed.”

“Very good. I’ll see you in the car shortly.”

Carson turned and walked to the big black staff car waiting in the road.

Jessie shut the door, put her hands together and gave a small jump for joy.

Jessie popped her head round the kitchen door. “I have an interview in London, for a job, Mrs. S. I may be a little late this evening. I do apologise.”

Mrs. Stapleton, halfway through boiling an egg for her own breakfast, turned in the kitchen and smiled at Jessie. “Oh, oh,” she said, and turned back to the stove, looking down at the spoon in her left hand and wondering why she had the spoon in her hand. “Very well, dear. I’ll plate something up for you,” Mrs. Stapleton said, still scowling at the spoon.

Jessie sneaked in behind her landlady and gave her a big hug. “Thank you, Mrs. S. I don’t think there’s a better landlady in all of London.”

Mrs. Stapleton giggled like a schoolgirl and looked again at the spoon in her hand. “What was I doing with this?”

“I’m sure you will work it out,” Jessie said and turned, running for the door up the stairs and into her room. She bounced onto the bed, rolled left and dropped to the floor in front of the small set of drawers. Quickly pulling what she needed from the drawers, before attacking the wardrobe and removing a respectable dress and matching jacket. 

No need for a hat.

Dressed in minutes and ready for anything, Jessie looked herself up and down in the full-length mirror on the inside of the wardrobe door.

“You’ll do, girl,” she told herself.

Within minutes she was outside and in the back of the black staff car. It was a different army sergeant driver. She could instantly tell the girl was army, even though she was dressed as a civilian. Jessie was pleased that she could easily tell a civilian from an armed army driver. And from army personnel to secret agent, as was the case with Carson. This thought sent a two-fold shiver of excitement and fear barrelling down her spine.

As the car drove away, Jessie’s one thought was that she needed to be in the field, rescuing her uncle from certain death, not sitting answering questions.

Time flies.  








  
  

Chapter four

F.A.N.Y.





7thJune 1940 

“This is the second interview I’ve had. At what point do I get to the real question of my application?” Jessie’s question was made to a woman, nameless as usual, sitting at a small desk in what could only be described as a disused bathroom. 

“Time is wasting and I need to get on with training to be an agent and get my first mission under my belt.”

The woman smiled, that lean smile that so irritated Jessie. “I must be satisfied with your credentials and your ability. First off, we have enlisted you in fany.”

“Fanny?”

“F.A.N.Y. First Aid Nursing Yeomanry. It’s to hide your real purpose in this war. Anyone starts asking questions you tell them you’re a FANY nurse. It’s a real organisation, no subterfuge there, anyone who is anyone in this war will know about FANY.”

“Very well. At what point in this process will I know I have passed and I’m an SOE agent.”

There’s that smile again. 

“Normally it would take a week or two, depending on the candidate. The organisation has not been formally created.” The woman paused. “You, on instructions from on high, have been accepted…”

“Finally.”

“If you would please let me finish. You have been accepted, but we still need to put you through your paces, to see if you are up to the task ahead and fit to become a Baker Street Irregular.”

“Baker Street?”

“It’s a nickname. Again, wouldn’t do to have you spouting off you’re an SOE agent, would it. Just tell people you work at Baker Street. Be vague with nosey people and friends and relatives. Welcome to the firm, Nutmeg.”

Jessie’s scowl turned to a smile. “I’m glad all the interviews are over, but did you just call me Nutmeg?”

“Yes, Nutmeg. I said, welcome Nutmeg. It’s your assigned agent name, that with which we identify you, in the field, as it were.”

The echo in the office-cum-bathroom was beginning to give Jessie a dull headache. “Nutmeg? No. No. No.” Jessie said the words with a slow and deliberate shake of her head. “I’m not accepting that.”

The woman looked shocked. “But you cannot refuse. Nobody has refused a given name.”

“Then I’m the first. It must be changed or I walk. Use that phone,” Jessie said, pointing to the large black telephone on the desk.

The woman looked at the phone, then Jessie and finally back to the phone. She picked the heavy receiver up, dialled two numbers and held the receiver to her ear. “Yes, sir. Yes, it’s about Nutmeg. Yes, sir. She is here with me now. She’s refusing to accept the name we have given her. Why? One moment.” The women placed her hand over the mouthpiece. “Why are you refusing Nutmeg?”

“I don’t like it. I want to choose my own name.”

The woman removed her hand from the mouthpiece. “She doesn’t like Nutmeg and wants to choose her own field name.”

Jessie could hear a man’s laughter coming from the telephone’s earpiece.

“What name would you like?”

“Midnight.”

“She said… yes sir, how did you know? Oh, very well. Thank you. Yes, yes, I will. Goodbye.” The woman placed the heavy handset on the telephone cradle and looked at Jessie. “Very well, agent Midnight it is. Sir knew you would choose that name.”

Jessie smiled, and nodded, saying nothing.

“Fine, agent Midnight. Welcome to the organisation,” the woman said, offering her outstretched hand.

Jessie stood, took the hand, and shook firmly. “Thank you. What now?”

“Go home and wait. We will be collecting you and taking you north, to begin your physical trials. Good luck and, bon chance.”


      [image: ]Getting back to her lodgings in Haringey was an arduous process. The afternoon bus service was suspended due to an air-raid and the underground was full of people sheltering from the bombing raid. It turned out to be a false alarm. By the time she arrived at her lodgings, she was tired, sweaty and in a bad mood. 

As she opened the front door and stepped into the parlour of Mrs. Stapleton’s house, she could hear her landlady in the kitchen. 

“Oh, is that you Miss Jessie,” Mrs. Stapleton called out. 

“Yes, yes, it is, Mrs. Stapleton.”

“Bad journey?” Mrs. Stapleton asked, popping her head round the kitchen door. “I’ll put the kettle on for a nice cup of tea.”

“That will be wonderful, Mrs. Stapleton.”

“There’s a letter for you, on the occasional table. All the way from America.”

Jessie looked over and saw the envelope. She took two steps in the cramped parlour that served as a dining room and picked up the envelope. She turned it over and saw her Cambridge address scribbled out on the front and Mrs. Stapleton’s address written in pencil underneath.

“It was delivered by hand,” Mrs. Stapleton said. “Not the normal postman.”

Jessie realised who had intercepted it. The fledgling SOE organisation already had a long reach. “I’ll read it in my room, I’m a little tired,” Jessie said, slipping the envelope into her handbag.

“A letter from a relative?”

Jessie smiled. Mrs. Stapleton was always questioning, always prying, always a nose in other people’s business.

I wonder if you would make a good spy.

The thought made Jessie smile. “No, Mrs. S, not a relative. A friend from what now seems like a different life.” 

Mrs. Stapleton finished making the tea and handed a cup to Jessie.

“Thank you, Mrs. S. I’ll take it upstairs if you don’t mind. It’s been a long day and I need a rest before we eat tonight.”

“As you wish, Miss Jessie,” Mrs. Stapleton said with a smile.

Jessie felt guilty as she climbed the stairs to her room. Mrs. Stapleton lived alone, her husband being a sailor in the Navy and on duty with a frigate somewhere in the Mediterranean. She had few friends and so taking in a lodger meant she could makes ends meet and it gave her someone she could talk to of an evening. Except this evening. Jessie needed time away from idle chit-chat. Time to read her letter, a letter she assumed was from her university friend, the irrepressible Rose.

27th January 1940

Miss Rose Sinclair

Longview Farm,

Pullers, NY

Dear Jessie,

I hope this letter finds you well and that you are enjoying your time at that black and creepy lake you love so much.

My job offer seems to have fizzled out, so I'm on the hunt for gainful employment. My dad said he could get me a job at Ford, but I'm not sure I want to work for him.

But then again, he's paying my way with a monthly allowance and I'm staying at one of his properties, so I guess it amounts to the same thing.

When news of the war comes on the radio, I often think of you and if you ever got to enjoy an adventure.

Jessie stopped reading and picked the envelope up and looked at the date stamped on the front. It was dated from January. Jessie remembered Rose was planning to work at the State Department. If that fell through, Rose didn’t have a plan B. Jessie remembered her best friend from university with great affection. 

Pity we couldn’t have had an adventure together.

Jessie, laying on top of her small bed, placed the envelope and letter on the bedside table to her left, put her head back and thought back to the time she had left Cambridge and arrived in France, to stay with her family. Her uncle, Nev Fordham, had collected her at an airfield outside Paris and they had driven to the family summer home in the French Ardennes, to the Midnight lake. 

“Uncle Nev, where are you now, I wonder,” she said in a whispered voice, as if saying it aloud would be heard by the enemy.  

Jessie closed her eyes and in less than a minute, she was asleep.


      [image: ]A month earlier, May 1940. 

The Midnight Lake, Ardennes Forest, France. 

Nev Fordham wasted no time getting his car ready for the journey. It was not even light when he opened the Bentley’s door, sat in the driver’s seat and turned the key to start the engine. It was at that point he heard the tinny beep-beep from another car, which sounded like it was at the gate leading to the lane running alongside the house. Nev turned the engine off, pulled the keys from the ignition, and got out of the car. Nev walked over the gravel path towards the gate. He could see the small black Simca Cinq car on the opposite side of the gate. He knew the driver well. The man in black leaned against his car, waiting patiently for Nev.

“I’m on my way to Paris. What do you want and make it quick,” Nev said.

“I can do that,” the man in black said, producing a large calibre service revolver and pointing it at Nev. “Get in. We have somewhere to go now that the shooting has started.”

“I have nothing for you, Frank.”

“Then what’s that package in your hands?”

“This?” Nev said, holding up a package the size of a house brick, wrapped in brown paper. “This is a present for someone I’m meeting in Paris.”

“Not Movec? Not that dumb Czech mathematician that doesn’t even know his times-table? I suspect what you are passing to him has already been passed to Albert weeks ago, by Movec.”

“Why does everything have to be about Enigma. This is nothing…”

“Get in, Nev. And hurry. We don’t have much time.”

Nev sighed and walked to the gate, opened it, walked through and shut the gate.

“I see you’ve disposed of that ridiculous moustache.”

The man in black never moved, never spoke a word in response, his gun remained steadfastly pointed at Nev. When Nev got into the Simca and shut the door, the man in black quickly opened his door, sat in the driver’s seat, gun still in hand and still pointed at Nev.

“You can put that away, I’m not armed and I’m not going to jump out of a moving car, not at my age.”

Frank looked at Nev, then nodded and put the gun in his pocket. He turned the engine on and left a flurry of chippings bouncing along the lane as he gunned the engine and slipped the clutch, making the wheels spin. The tail of the car snaked down the lane and away from the Midnight Lake.


      [image: ]“It’s been two hours of driving north. We must be close to the Belgian border,” Nev said. 

“Very astute, Nev,” Frank said. “It will be another twenty minutes or so and we… well, make it two minutes,” Frank said with a small laugh as he brought the car to a halt.

Nev Fordham looked out of the car’s dusty windscreen and shook his head.

“We’re here,” Frank said.

Nev could not believe his eyes. The forest to the right had been blasted by high explosives. The bodies of dead French and Belgian soldiers lay scattered across the small road and into the forest area on the opposite side. Walking among them and the parked Panzer tanks were Nazi stormtroopers. 

“You’ve outdone yourself this time Frank,” Nev said, shaking his head.

“Meet my new found friends,” Frank said, nodding to a small group of Nazi stormtroopers approaching the car, weapons at the ready.

“Some cousin you turned out to be, Frank,” Nev said, his gut churning as genuine fear gripped him.








  
  

Chapter five

Marching News





15thJune 1940 

Jessie sat down to breakfast at her lodgings just as Mrs. Stapleton’s Saturday issue of her daily newspaper was being delivered by the newspaper boy.

“Can you get that for me, dear,” Mrs. Stapleton called out from the kitchen. “I’m just doing the eggs and my hands are full.”

“Certainly,” Jessie shouted back as she walked to the front door letter box and pulled the rolled up Daily Mail through. Jessie unrolled the newspaper to read the headlines. She rarely read the whole newspaper, too depressing. As she saw the headline, she realised how depressing news really is.

“Anything interesting,” Mrs. Stapleton called from the kitchen.

“Yes,” Jessie said, walking into the kitchen, the newspaper crumpled in her hands.

“Oh,” Mrs. Stapleton said, looking at the remains of her newspaper, squashed in Jessie’s hands. It was the one thing she loved to read, and woe betide anyone messing the pages up before she had read it. 

“German troops are marching through Paris. Seems they have lost.”

“Throw it in the bin.”

“What, the newspaper?” Jessie said.

“Yes, I don’t want to read it. Too depressing.”

Jessie nodded, walked to the back door, opened it and dumped the newspaper in the dustbin.

“I can’t believe it,” Jessie said, walking back in and closing the back door. The latch stuck and Jessie slammed the door to make the latch drop down.

“It’s never worked properly, ever since we moved in, what, ten years ago.”

“Well, now what?”

“I suppose I can get an odd-job man to fix it, but all it takes is a good kick or slam it shut.”

Jessie smiled at her landlady. “No, I meant, the war. Now what?”

“Oh, we’ll be fine,” Mrs. Stapleton said. “We can beat them again. Dippy egg good for you. A special treat from Mrs. Walker down the road. She started rearing chickens. She said rationing will mean less eggs. I don’t know why that should be, but her Jack works for the Ministry of… something or other…”

Eventually Mrs. Stapleton went quiet. She sat down and tears streamed down her cheeks. “They’ll be here next, those Nazis.”

Jessie sat next to her, and the pair stayed like that while the eggs boiled away and the water evaporated, leaving the eggs to crack and burn.

Jessie stood up, wiped her own tears away and turned the gas off on the range above the oven. She sat down again, and Saturday seemed to fizzle out into a grey day that amounted to nothing but mixed emotions in the British public.








  
  

Chapter six

Barngate Hall





July 1940 

The day was bright but cold and Jessie had just finished her breakfast when there was a knock at the front door.

“It’s for you, Miss Jessie,” Mrs. Stapleton, shouted.

Jessie felt the churning in her stomach.

This is it, no turning back now girl.

Jessie walked purposefully to the front door Mrs. Stapleton was kindly holding open for her.

More likely hovering to find out who my visitor is.

Mrs. Stapleton opened the door fully wide and stepped aside as Jessie approached. Jessie stopped mid-stride. “Mr. Carson, we meet again.”

Carson doffed his bowler hat to Jessie and smiled. “I’m so glad to meet you again. Are we all packed and ready.”

“I am, hardly unpacked really.”

Carson turned to Mrs. Stapleton, who was, as always, hovering. “Can I be so bold as to ask what it is you are owed, dear lady?”

Mrs. Stapleton let out a girlish giggle and almost curtsied to Carson.

“Only three pounds sir. Miss Jessie has been a lovely guest. I’ll be sad to see her go. Off to a new job, are we, Miss Jessie.”

“As it happens, Mrs. Stapleton, I am. Pig farming in Kent. What with the war on, they are a little short-handed on the farms.”

“Oh,” Mrs. Stapleton said, a somewhat confused look on her face, “you’re going to be a Land Girl? That will be nice. Plenty of fresh air.”

“Oh, no,” Carson said. “Pigs can be very smelly creatures. Miss Jessie will be head to toe in pig muck most of the day.”

“I’ll just get my things,” Jessie said, tipping a wink to Carson.

“Forgive me for saying, Mr. Carson, but you don’t look much like a pig farmer in your pinstripe suit and bowler hat.”

“Me?” Carson exclaimed. “Oh no, not me. I’m the landowner. I just collect the money while others do my dirty work for me.”

“Oh,” Mrs. Stapleton said. “I see.” Her beaming smile faded somewhat after Carson’s explanation.

Jessie came down the stairs carrying a small suitcase, an overcoat, and a beret. “Looks like it may be hot, later. Don’t want to get sunburn in the pigsty.”

“No of course not,” Mrs. Stapleton said as Mr. Carson produced a crisp white five-pound note and offered it to Mrs. Stapleton.

“I’ll get some change,” Mrs. Stapleton said.

“No need, Mrs. Stapleton. Call it a bonus. I’m so glad you looked after Miss Jessie. But now, we must take our leave.” Once more Carson doffed his bowler.

Mrs. Stapleton did her semi curtsey and Jessie gave the landlady a small peck on the cheek followed by a long hug.

“Thank you so much, Mrs. Stapleton. I don’t suppose we will see each other again.”

“I don’t suppose we shall, Miss jessie. Good luck with the pigs.”

Carson opened the door to the black Armstrong Siddeley staff car. The driver was again a female army sergeant, and again in civilian clothing. Jessie wasn’t sure if it was the same driver as last time but knew full well, she was a well-trained NCO.

“Here we are again,” Carson said as he sat in the front passenger seat.

“Yes, it seems so long ago since last time, but it’s only a couple of weeks.”

“Things are moving a lot faster now,” Carson said as the car pulled away from the kerb.

Jessie settled back in the seat as the houses of suburbia sped past. 

Carson turned once more to Jessie who sat in the middle of the large leather back seat. “You have a wicked sense of humour, Miss Fordham. The poor lady was quite taken aback.”

Jessie grinned, “It will give her something to talk about at the next Women’s Institute meeting.”

“We’re on our way to Euston Station. From there you will board the train for Carlisle. Do you need to buy anything. We have an hour or more to kill.”

“No, thank you, Mr. Carson. I don’t need to shop for anything.”

The London traffic was surprisingly light and it was just past noon as the car approached London’s Euston railway station. 

Jessie exited the car and looked around. Mr. Carson took a railway ticket and travel documents from his jacket pocket. “Keep these safe just in case you’re stopped. Your name is Jessie Franklin for the duration of the journey to Barngate Hall. Your contact, the commanding officer, is Stuart Pretty. He comes across as an oddball, but he is very switched on. You will need to ask the guard on the train which halt you need to get off at. It will be numbered on the platform. The railway companies have been instructed to remove all station names. We don't want any spies getting a helping hand, do we.”


      [image: ]Boarding was easy, finding her seat even easier as the train was hardly full. Despite repeated air-raids and a desire to bomb the rail system to pieces, the Luftwaffe had done a poor job of targeting so far. 

Jessie was soon sat in a plush and extremely comfortable seat, the material made from cotton and of a rich deep red colour. It did not take long for the journey to start and the powerful locomotive pulled away from the station, slowly at first, but building in speed. 

The train was soon eating the miles and cruising through London’s suburbs. Jessie imagined Mrs. Stapleton stood on a pedestrian bridge over the railway, waving her off. The suburban red brickwork houses were replaced by green fields flowing past her window, and the train was picking up speed as they left the city behind and sped northwards.

As evening approached Jessie realised, she was hungry. She left her compartment and made her way to the lounge. She ordered a small whiskey with her meal, and gave a silent toast to her uncle Nev. Though hungry, Jessie ate sparingly of her dinner. By the time she had finished and walked back to her carriage, the night attendant had made up her bed. 

Jessie ordered a hot chocolate from the night porter and after she had finished that, she finished reading the letter from Rose.


      [image: ]The train stopped at Carlisle railway station the next day and Jessie alighted. It was a sunny morning, but dark clouds in the distance promised the weather was about to change. Jessie found the station manager who informed her of which platform the local train to Windermere was leaving from. 

The train was already in and waiting to leave. Jessie chose a seat and waited, a slight buzz of apprehension in her stomach as she realised the adventure was now becoming a reality. The short and slow journey seemed to take forever, but eventually the train stopped at a small halt that didn’t have a name, only a number showing it was part of the greater railway system. Jessie clambered down from the carriage, struggling slightly with her luggage. She shut the carriage door and stood back as she waited for the train to move off. 

Jessie stumbled along the railway line to the tiny platform that made up the halt. She had been told by Carson that a car would be waiting for her. The was no sign of anyone on the platform so she walked through a gap in the hedge that lined the platform. This led to a dusty road and still there was no sign of anyone, let alone any transport. Jessie dropped her case, took off her beret and let her long brown hair flow down. It was supposed to be a short taxi ride to Barngate Hall, but it looked like it was going to be a long walk instead. 

Jessie turned her sturdy case on its edge and used it as a stool. As the day turned sultry, building up to a potential thunderstorm, Jessie waited.

After twenty minutes of waiting, it occurred to Jessie that this could be a test. What would she have to do if she had parachuted into Nazi-occupied France and her contact hadn’t turned up. She would have to make her own way to the next rendezvous. Jessie decided this was a test and stood up, grabbed the handle to her case and started walking down the lane. She had been told the location of Barngate Hall; she knew which way north was. But she had to move quickly to ensure she arrived at the Hall before the threatening storm broke.

Barngate Hall was close to Loughrigg Fell in Ambleside, between the lake at Grasmere and Loughrigg Tarn. Built in the 19th century by a wealthy Lancashire mill owner who enjoyed sailing on Grasmere. Its grandiose name belied the fact it was in fact a large house, not a hall in the true sense of the word. 

The house had seen better days by the turn of the century and by 1910 had fallen into disrepair. None of the owners family could afford the upkeep after the mill owner died and eventually it was taken over by the War Department at the outbreak of hostilities in what was to become World War One. The Prisoners of War Department was setup in response to the belief that since the sinking of the Lusitania in 1915 and the expected declaration of war against the central powers by the United States, more German prisoners would be taken and needed to be housed somewhere.

The camp was built to house three-thousand men and divided into two sections for officers and for enlisted men. After the first world war, the house had once more become unloved, unwanted and unfunded by the owner, the British government. It quickly fell into disrepair once more.


      [image: ]Jessie arrived alone and on foot. She was hot, sweaty and more than a little dishevelled as she approached the tall, barbed wire fence that blocked the entrance of the grounds to outsiders. A lone soldier sat in a small guardhouse and watched Jessie’s slow approach. 

“You can’t come in here, miss,” the soldier said, exiting the tiny one-man guardhouse and unslinging his Lee Enfield rifle from his shoulder. 

By his uniform Jessie noticed he was Canadian. Jessie realised she had no information as to how she should introduce herself. What was she supposed to say or do. She didn’t even have any papers apart from the false ones Carson had given her.  “I’m expected,” Jessie said, guardedly. 

“Name?”

“Franklin. Jessie Franklin,” she said offering her travel documents as proof.

The soldier took a quick look at the documents and nodded. He unlatched the gated fence and pushed the doorway back. There was just enough room for her to squeeze through.

“Go to the main entrance. Knock and wait,” the soldier said.

Jessie did as she was told and walked to the house, up a couple of steps and stood at the double front door. She had no idea of the history of the house. Knew nothing about the man who had paid to have it built, or who had lived there. Knew nothing of the thousands of German and Austrian troops held here in the last war. Knew nothing of the fate of the original camp commander, Commodore Blackmore, or why the SOE had chosen this place as one of many training grounds. Jessie Fordham stood at the entrance to Barngate Hall and almost jumped out of her skin when a burly man in black plimsols, dark training shorts and white singlet opened the door and screamed at her. 

“Get doon and gimme twenty press-ups,” the man shouted in a strong Scottish accent.

Jessie almost jumped out of her skin but had the presence of mind to recognise a test when she heard one. She dropped her suitcase and the beret she was clutching and dropped to the floor, doing as told and committing to twenty press-ups. By the time she hit eighteen, Jessie was struggling. Nineteen and she was gasping for air. Twenty completed she collapsed, spreadeagled, gasping for air.

“Name?”

“Franklin,” Jessie gasped.

“Real name,” the Scot shouted.

“Fordham.”

“No no no," a quiet male voice said, coming somewhere from the dark depths of the hallway in the interior to Barngate Hall. “You were doing so jolly well, my dear. But if I was a nasty Nazi, you would most certainly be dead or tortured and then killed.”

Jessie craned her neck to the left and peered into the hallway. She could see a man stood in the doorway, his hands behind his back, a black pipe in his mouth with smoke puffing out as he spoke.

“Jolly decent go though, young lady. I’m Pretty, Stuart Pretty. But you can call me Polly, everyone else does.” Polly walked forward and Jessie got a good look at him for the first time.

“I’m…” 

“Agent Midnight. I know. Of course I know. Be a bit of a useless spy if I didn’t.”

Jessie stood up and took the proffered hand from Polly and shook. 

A firm grip. Good sign.

“I’m in charge here and it’s my job to sort the wheat from the chaff. Those who can’t hack it are regrouped and retrained for other duties. Those who get passed me, they are the ones who will go onto further training. But you, Midnight, you are somewhat unique. You have been fast-tracked and will not be requiring too much scrutiny from me.”

Jessie looked at the burly Scotsman.

Polly smiled. “This kindly old bulldog is McMaster. It’s his job to train you up to a certain standard of physical fitness. You may find yourself doing quite a lot of running, in the field, as it were.”  

Polly looked to be in his thirties. Short ginger hair and a penchant for dressing like a 1920s golfer with sleeveless pullover over a check shirt, brown tartan bowtie and plus-four trousers tucked into brown tartan socks, matching his bowtie. All topped off with deep brown brogues.

Polly pulled his pipe from his mouth and knocked it on the hall’s door frame. A solid blob of smoking tobacco dropped to the floor and sat there smouldering. Polly ignored it. “I’m the boss here. The camp commandant if you want to be particular. But we don’t run this place in the regular army fashion. I’m a Major in Army signals. McMaster was a Royal Navy physical training instructor. The man behind you with the gun pointed at your back is John Foster, a Canadian, originally of the Mounties, now a captain in No. 4 Fingal Bombing and Gunnery School. Also damned good at tug-of-war, which sort of explains his presence here.”

Jessie turned slowly to see the man behind her did have a gun pointing at her back and he was smiling. “Good afternoon,” he said, with a deep Canadian burr, “it’s my job to make you into a marksman and teach you how to be aware of your surroundings. Didn’t hear me walk up behind you, did you?”

“No,” Jessie said, surprised she hadn’t heard him.

“And behind me,” Polly said, stepping to one side, “we have Ansell Patrick. He’s a yank, who specialises in two things that interest us. Extreme… what was it again, Ansell.”

A tall man in a tan coverall walked out from the shadows and into the light of day, standing next to and towering over Polly.

“We call it extreme physical activity. But what we really do is tone the body to be able to run a marathon, hold your breath underwater longer, and then train you some more. When I’m done with you, Midnight, you will be in perfect shape. Secondly, it’s my job to show you how to kill your adversary, with your bare hands.” Ansell’s manner was menacing, as if he was at Barngate Hall not because he wanted to be, but because he had no choice.

“So,” Polly said, “this is our happy bunch. Apart from our liaison officer. Whom I understand you are already acquainted with.”

“Am I?”

“Yes, of course you are,” a familiar English female voice said. “Sympathy by name and sympathy by nature,” Sympathy Jones said as she walked from the shadows and into the daylight. “Hello, Jessie. How are you?”


      [image: ]“You made it back? I thought you were staying on the beaches.” 

Sympathy Jones nodded her head. “Before we go any further, you need to remember my name, here at Barngate Hall, is Vera. Aunty Vera to everyone. The trainers know who I am, but the trainees must never know my name. Same with the other trainers, all the names used are false. Understood?”

“I understand,” Jessie said with a nod.

"You and I need a little chat, trainee Midnight. Follow me and we will have a cup of tea in the canteen."

Jones and Jessie sat at a table, opposite each other, for what passed as a canteen at Barngate Hall. Aunty Vera sipped her weak, but sweet, tea. “I thought I was staying too, but a Navy doctor had other ideas and directed me to a hospital ship docked at the Mold, HMHS Mandurian. I was put in charge of five severely injured men, all on stretchers and each with two stretcher bearers. Imagine it, fifteen men and me in charge. We ran, and I mean ran, down the beach as the ship was preparing to leave. Only just made it.” Jones smiled at the thought and took another sip of her tea and grimaced.

“Well,” Jessie said, “it’s certainly a turn up for the books seeing you here, of all places, but liaison officer. What does that mean.”

Jones sipped more tea. “I’m getting used to this muck,” she said with a smile. She placed the teacup back on the saucer and sat forward in her chair. “I’ve told you what I did in the last war. After that shindig, the ministry put me on notice that I was on the reserves list. When I asked what that meant, they told me I would find out if we ever went to war again. Now I’ve found out and here I am. It’s my job to sort of chaperone girls like yourself, to ensure their wellbeing before they start their posts in France. I’m liaison office for F-Section of the SOE. It will be me who supplies the hankie when you cry yourself to sleep in the wee small hours, and it will be me who slips a tot of brandy in your tea before you board the plane or boat that will take you to France.”

Jessie smiled at the thought of being waved off by Sympathy Jones. “There will be no tears from me, Sympathy. A tot of brandy would not go amiss now though. It was a long walk from the station.”

Jones produced a hip flask and poured a tot of brandy into the two cups. Pocketing the flask and picking up her teacup, Jones nodded to Jessie. “Cheers, agent Midnight. You will be assessed more tomorrow, and the next few weeks will be harder than walking from a railway station.”

Jessie picked her cup up and tapped it against Jones’ cup. “Cheers. Here’s to ending this war sooner, rather than later.”

“If anyone can help achieve that, it’s you and people like you. What you did with the codes and paraphernalia to do with Enigma has, I’m told, made a difference already.”

“You know about that?”

“I’ve been told almost everything about all my trainees. I am now the font of all knowledge.”

“Well, in that case, here’s to a quick end and another tot of brandy.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Sympathy said. “And I’ll also drink to you completing this course. These are trying times and the people who run this course are looking for the best of the best. You will find they will be testing you in so many ways, with many surprises. The last batch had to do the Chicken Run, as Polly likes to call it. Go into Barngate village, find three specific items and bring them back. It’s designed to make you show initiative and how to lie to get what you want. None completed the task, one even got arrested by the local constable. Be prepared for surprises.”

“Can I ask you a personal question,” Jessie said.

“Oh,” Jones said, genuine surprise in her voice, “not sure I have anything else to share about my life.”

“Not you,” Jessie said, a sincere look on her face.

“Very well, go ahead and ask.”

“How do I find out what happened to…”

“Ah, lover boy. Andrew, wasn’t it?”

Jessie nodded and the familiar electric jolt hit her and she was sat on a cart, next to a young Scottish soldier, on their way to Dunkirk, learning how to steer.

“I should do it by command, but I do not know what the German is for giddy up.”

Jessie laughed aloud, gently slapping Andrew’s left leg. “You’re so funny,” she giggled. 

Andrew looked at Jessie and smiled back. Their eyes met, just for an instance, and the world stood still.

Jessie blinked, then Andrew.

Jessie took a deep breath.

“Do you think you can handle these boys,” Andrew said, quickly moving on.

Why did I do that? I wanted to kiss her, and I asked her a question.

Jessie nodded, realising the moment had passed.

What happened there? I wanted him to kiss me. I wanted to kiss him. I hardly know him.

The pair sat, red faced, confused, waiting for someone, anyone to say something. Jessie wanted to jump down and run and hide. She heard the echo of her father’s voice from her graduation.

‘One day you will stand your ground and not walk away, Jessie.’

Jessie gripped the wooden seat with her left hand. “This seat is hard,” she said, for no other reason than to make conversation. To sweep away her thoughts with words that were simple and meaningless.

“It is,” Andrew said. “Do you want to take the reins?”

“Yes,” Jessie said. “I’ll try.” She made a grab for the reins and ended up holding Andrew’s hands. “Sorry,” she said.

“No, no. It’s fine. Hold my hands as you are and feel what I do. You will soon get the hang of it.”

“Your hands are warm.”

“Yes,” Andrew said, glancing over at Jessie. “Your hands are smooth.”

Both Jessie and Andrew realised they were having an inane conversation, but neither knew what else to say, or do, except for the obvious.

“Oh, man. Just kiss the girl and put us all out of our misery,” the deep and silky southern voice of Ben Nader said.

He’s right.

Andrew realised what he wanted, what he needed to do. He pulled the reins, stopped the horses, and held Jessie’s hands tight. 

Jessie looked at her hands entwined in Andrew’s. She looked up and looked Andrew in the eye.

Andrew squeezed Jessies hands and pulled her into him, letting go of one hand holding her shoulder, he inexorably pulled her in and kissed her on the lips. Jessie’s eyes were wide open in surprise. A small moan escaped her mouth and then she used her free hand to pull Andrew in for a deep and long kiss.

Jessie’s Army erupted in cheers, wolf whistles and things thrown into the air.

The pair pulled apart and gasped in unison, looked around and saw the smiling faces. They both broke into big smiles and kissed again, then simply sat, holding hands, smiling, and looking round.

“Are you married now, Jessie?” Tim asked, standing up in the back of the cart.

Jessie laughed aloud. “No Tim, we’re not married. There’s a lot we have to go through before we can even consider marriage.”

Tim turned to Andrew. “If you get married, you’ll be my brother.”

“I guess I will, Tim.”

Tim nodded and sat back down in the cart.

“Now, I need to check on everyone and we need to get moving. It will soon get dark,” Jessie said, climbing down from the cart.

Andrew leaned over. “We need to talk, Jessie. Later?”

“I’ve already looked, Jessie.”

“Wh… what,” Jessie said, her thoughts both in the past and the present.

“Andew, I looked him up when I knew you were on this training session.”

“You did?” Jessie said with a smile. “How is he?”

Sympathy Jones said nothing and looked down into her cup.”

“Oh,” Jessie said. “I understand.”

Jones looked up. “I’m sorry. He’s posted missing in action. From the last despatches I know he and the others put up a long and valiant fight at Dunkirk. But there has been no word of him on anyone else being captured or killed. They seem to have just disappeared, like so many of the other rag-tag units that existed at that time.”

“Well,” Jessie said, mentally pulling herself together. “I grieve for him and the others. But I must be brave, we all must, for the coming fight.”

“Good, you will do well to keep your emotions in check when in the field. We need people like you to be brave and fearless.”

“I am learning that lesson and I will become an SOE agent and take the fight to the enemy. I must pass, there’s a lot riding on this, more than I can say. And this afternoon I have my first trial with McMaster.”

“Ah,” Jones said. “Have fun. He’s a real taskmaster.”
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