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Chapter One


31 May 1940, Northern France


Given a choice he would rather have died in England. But he’d left it too late to pick a side.


Had they set off for the coast yesterday they might have stood a chance of making it. But his children wouldn’t leave. They’d thought he was overreacting. Nothing like that was about to happen. The Allies were strong and would protect them. Victory was imminent. It would all be over soon, Papa, they’d reassured him.


The problem with the young was they’d not been there the first time round. He had, and had heard it all before: enlist and it’ll all be over by Christmas, they’d been told. Crafty buggers never said which Christmas.


Luc and Elise weren’t kids to be carted off whether they liked it or not. They were young adults and knew their own minds. Sidney Cooper had never hesitated in saving his own skin in the past. For the first time in his life, he’d behaved as a good father would and stayed by them, for whatever use he proved to be.


At almost sixty years old he was paying for four decades of debauchery and was tired and weak in body and mind. But he’d a gun, and if necessary he’d use it. And that was that.


He could hear them getting closer and his guts leaped and dived and gurgled in protest. Twenty-five-year-old memories flocked in his head: carrion shadows . . . shrill whistles . . . dawn sprints towards an enemy trench, never knowing if another second of life remained to him.


The inside of his mouth had dried out and he took a swig of wine. He’d immersed himself in the French custom of wine drinking but had already been a drunk before settling in France. His wives had tried to tame him for his own good: his first had been fifteen when they met in London’s East End. Nine months and a shotgun wedding later they’d been parents. When Iris passed away during those war years, he’d been serving on the Western Front. Newly widowed, he’d abandoned London and his children and moved in with his French mistress. They’d never married but had lived together as though they were husband and wife. Sophie Bouchard had been buried in the village churchyard seven years ago, dead of pneumonia. He’d made an attempt at rearing their two children for a while but found the business too trying. His son and daughter had been despatched to their maternal grandmother and he’d bolted back over the Channel. Being so much older, his English kids were less of a bother.


He’d come back to suit himself rather than Luc and Elise, but since being reunited with them, a sense of duty, and his mortality, had been making itself known. Too many women and too much alcohol had pulled apart his health, leaving him little time left to put things right. He’d been a bad father to all of his six children but his regrets were with Luc and Elise, the youngest two.


He drained the glass of wine, wiped his mouth on the back of an unsteady hand, and listened.


The noise was the same: boots beating time, heavy equipment creaking. A tank division, possibly. No horses this time. The stamp and snort accompanying the rattle of the gun carriages and mess wagons had been everywhere in 1914. Snatches of soldiers’ chanting drifted to him – bawdy songs no doubt, but he couldn’t understand much German. French was a different matter. He was fluent, having lived here on and off for more than a quarter of a century. His daughter would giggle at his accent mangling the words. They spoke mainly in English though, and it made him smile to hear his French girl twanging like a Cockney sparrer. His beautiful little Elise, the image of her mother: hair almost black and eyes as grey as the slate on the roof above. He’d wasted precious time they could have spent together.


As though his thoughts had conjured her up, Elise hurtled in through the back door, startling him out of brooding and almost giving him a heart attack to finish him off. He would have happily gone that way.


‘Papa . . . you were right. Tanks are coming. The Nazis are everywhere in the village and Luc is still in the fields,’ she panted out and rushed against his side to cling to him.


‘Hush now and listen to me.’ He stroked curls with the gloss of a raven’s wing off her flushed cheeks. ‘They might pass us by. But if somebody has told them an Englishman lives here they will stop. You must be prepared if I’m arrested—’


‘No . . .’ she interrupted, swinging her head wildly away from his comfort.


‘Hush . . .’ He cupped her face to still her agitated movements and gazed intently at her. ‘They might not take me but if they do you must go and find your brother. You must both stay with your grandmother and never come back here until I do.’


‘Nobody will betray you. They wouldn’t be so mean. The Nazis will think you’re French, Papa. You are French now,’ she said and stamped her feet in a rage of fear.


‘Yes, they might think that,’ he soothed her. To comfort himself he touched the weight of the pistol hanging inside his trousers. A cord tied around his waist held it suspended between his thighs. The Luger was loaded with two bullets and had been relieved from the corpse of a dead German officer. A souvenir from the Great War. A poor description if ever there was one.


Elise ground her forehead against the flax of her father’s shirt. ‘I’m sorry, Papa, you were right. We should have left for the coast earlier in the week.’ A spark of hope and determination lit her eyes. ‘There is still time. We could go out the back way and hide in the fields. Then pick up Luc on the way . . . Grandma too if she will come. There are lots of refugees already on the road.’ She started pulling her father towards the door that gave access into the poppy-headed meadows.


For a second Sidney was tempted, fired by her youthful optimism that everything could come right. But it was too late to outrun misfortune as he had in the past. ‘No, love, it would be worse to be caught fleeing. I was wrong, it wouldn’t have been wise to leave last night. The roads are dangerous . . . crowded with the retreating troops and their vehicles. It is safer for you here.’ His seventeen-year-old daughter’s beauty would attract the attention of soldiers of any flag. Her brother would try to protect her and put himself in jeopardy. At nineteen, tall and well built, Luc would be a target. He’d be rounded up as forced labour or sent to an internment camp. At least these flint walls provided some protection.


‘If they stop and come in we’ll play it by ear . . . let me do the talking . . . they might not have much French, these Boches.’ He led her to a chair hoping she couldn’t feel his hands quivering. ‘Sit down and do your knitting. Act naturally.’


Her upturned gaze was pitilessly direct and glistening with unshed tears. Acting naturally was impossible.


‘If they take you away will you come back here after you’ve answered their questions or stay with us at Grandma’s?’ She gnawed on her thumbnail while they waited in an agony of tension. The atmosphere rocked with the sound of marching and Elise’s jaw ached from clenching her teeth. ‘They will see you aren’t a threat and let you go, won’t they?’ Her whispers became quieter as the noise grew deafening.


‘I’ll return here.’


‘Why mustn’t we come back here then, Papa?’ She began to rise but he controlled her with an untouching hand that guided her back into her seat.


‘Just don’t,’ Sidney said softly. ‘When I’m sure it’s over I’ll fetch you from your grandmother’s.’


He couldn’t tell her that she mustn’t be alone . . . that she might end up like her mother. Sophie hadn’t wanted to catch a German officer’s eye in 1915 or be passed around his friends until she ended up diseased. Her distraught parents hadn’t intervened when their only child started working in a brothel. It had been too late to undo a scandal, and inviting attention from the men involved wouldn’t have been wise for Resistance fighters.


When Sidney met Sophie at the brothel she’d said she was clean again, so he needn’t worry. She’d said he was a gentleman in comparison to the others. It was the first time Sidney Cooper had received such praise. Women might tell him he was handsome but quite often followed it up by complaining he was a selfish pig. He couldn’t deny treating most of them badly. Sophie had rarely nagged him and it had made her special. She’d told him her parents had been shunned by neighbours who believed Sophie Bouchard was a collaborator as well as a whore.


The invaders were back, jogging memories, and it terrified and enraged Sidney in equal part that his children might become the victims of decades’ old grudges. Women were always at risk during war and soon he wouldn’t be able to protect his daughter from a similar fate.


‘I should fetch Luc. He’ll look after us.’ Elise couldn’t sit still. She jumped up and went to the open back doorway to search the horizon for her brother. Luc worked on a neighbouring farm. By now he would know about the enemy’s advance driving back the Allies. Everybody would know. Surely Luc would come home.


‘Sit down, Elise; say nothing about your brother to them. They might search for him and take him too.’ Their eyes clashed as several sets of footsteps became distinct from the rest.


‘Will Luc know to stay away?’ Elise hoped her brother would hide now rather than rush home to them.


‘He’s no fool.’ Sidney’s hissed reassurance was drowned out by a hammering on the cottage door.


It was burst open before Sidney could reach it. A German officer strode in, and behind him came two armed soldiers. His arrogant blue gaze flashed from the man with greying hair to the girl with defiance shining in her eyes.


A quiet ensued and Sidney noticed his daughter was drawing the most attention. ‘What do you want, monsieur? We have little food or anything else to give you.’


‘Are you the Englishman?’


Sidney felt as tense as a coiled spring. He’d not fooled the bastard. He’d spoken in French but the German had answered in English. Sidney sent his daughter a warning look. Elise reacted by barging in front of him.


‘Of course he isn’t English.’ She gestured away the absurdity. ‘My father’s as French as I am.’ She spoke her own language, but again the young officer smiled and answered in English.


‘You understand English, Mam’selle.’ He looked her up and down in a way that made her stomach squirm. ‘Who taught you?’


‘A schoolteacher. Who taught you?’


‘My schoolteacher.’ He removed his cap, revealing a neat head of blond hair. ‘So . . . as we are such good students we will talk in English so everybody understands. My apologies. I should introduce myself. Hauptmann Konrad Stein at your service.’ He extended a hand to her. She ignored it. With apparent reluctance, he turned his attention to Sidney. ‘Come with us please, Mr Cooper.’


‘No!’ Elise launched herself forward as though to push Stein away.


Sidney yanked her back before she could touch him. ‘You remember what I told you?’ he murmured hoarsely.


She nodded, but refused to let go of his hands.


Sidney raised them to his lips, rubbed his cheek against their soft backs. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll see you again soon, dear. And I love you, Elise.’ He took his coat from the peg and shrugged into it.


She tried to follow but the soldiers blocked her way as her father went out with the officer. She watched from the open doorway, and listened to Stein shouting at his men in German.


Her father didn’t look back, but his captor did, staring at her over the car roof before getting into the vehicle. Elise glared back through a blur of tears that magnified the furious loathing in her eyes.


‘Papa! she cried as the car moved off. The brigade marched by watching her, not singing any more. She withdrew inside and leaned against the door, sobbing.


She knew now why her father had told her to go from here. Some of them might come back for her next time.


The Hauptmann didn’t make much conversation as the vehicle bumped over the rutted road. They’d make him talk though, Sidney knew that, and they wouldn’t accept he didn’t know anything, even though he really didn’t.


‘You are English?’ Stein sounded bored and surveyed the blooming hedgerows that were close enough in places to skim the car windows as they passed.


‘Yes, from London.’


‘Your daughter is also from London?’


‘No . . . she’s French. Her mother was French.’


‘Your wife is dead?’


‘She died years ago.’


‘Your daughter is all alone.’ Stein smiled to himself. ‘You will want to help us quickly then to return home to her. Pretty girls shouldn’t be left alone.’


‘I’ve nothing to tell you.’


‘We will see. You were here the last time. I think you were a Tommy who fell for a Mam’selle.’


‘I was. Now I’m too old for all of that.’ He chuckled. ‘I’m so old I need to pee all the time. In fact, I need to go now.’ No lies so far.


‘What?’ The younger man swung him a glance of distaste.


‘Got a bit of a problem with the old waterworks.’ He rolled his eyes at his groin. ‘If you don’t stop the car I’ll wee on the seat . . . and your nice uniform will suffer.’ He gazed at the grey thigh close to him and a highly polished boot. He’d enjoy pissing on that.


Stein gestured his disbelief but shot forward to clap the driver on the shoulder. He scrambled out before the vehicle had come to a complete stop, fearing he might be a laughing stock and soon stink of piss. He strode around to open the door and let his prisoner out, his teeth grinding on an easily identifiable German oath.


‘Don’t need no toilet paper, thanks,’ said Sidney and suffered a cuff for his insolence and having his coat pockets searched. He hopped from foot to foot to show it was an emergency. The Hauptmann gave him a shove, sending him away. With a smirk, Sidney walked to the shrubbery at the side of the road. He stepped modestly in among the trees, fiddling with his trouser buttons.


Half an hour had passed, he judged, time for Elise to be a fair distance away from the cottage. There was nothing else he could do to help his children than this. But he wished there was another way . . . turn back the clock and do things differently, be a better person . . . a better father. He’d killed before and not just during the war. Death didn’t bother him, it was the dying . . .


He wasn’t a spy; he was a coward. They would assume he was an English spy though, and he’d suffer for it. He slid his hand inside his trousers and pulled out the gun and his cock. Two bullets. It would be a shame to waste one of them. He began wetting the undergrowth in front of him as a drift of tobacco smoke reached him. He would have liked a final cigarette himself. He took a proper grip on the gun and let his leg get wet as he turned.


The first bullet hit Stein and spun him around, and Sidney felt a burst of elation that he could still do it. The second entered his own mouth before the driver had got his door fully open.









Chapter Two


‘Your father’s gone?’ Mathilde Bouchard swung a horrified look between her grandchildren. Her son-in-law had abandoned these two in the past when things got difficult, but this time a more sinister reason than his selfishness was to blame for his absence.


‘They took Papa away. He said we must come here and stay with you until they let him go.’


‘He was right to do so.’ Mathilde hastily ushered them inside, closing the door against prying eyes.


When Elise reached the farm Luc had been stowing the tractor in the barn, having heard the noise of the approaching army. He’d jumped down the moment he saw her and listened in dismay to her report of their father’s arrest. His boss had been herding his poultry into the barns to keep it out of sight of scavenging soldiers. Luc had told him he’d no time to help with the chickens and they’d set off immediately for their grandmother’s village north of Lille. The settlement comprised a cluster of whitewashed cottages on a narrow lane. At its eastern end it widened into a square around which sat a church, a forge and a bakery.


To avoid the troops they’d used short cuts over the fields and along narrow winding paths offering some cover. Scouting parties would soon be infiltrating the countryside, though and they’d be stopped and interrogated.


‘Why didn’t you come and get me sooner? I wouldn’t have let them take him!’ Luc continued pacing to and fro, squinting at his sister. After the heat and glare of the midday sun the atmosphere inside seemed cool and shady.


‘Papa forbade me and there was no time anyway. What shall we do?’


‘I’m doing what I should’ve done before. I’m joining the army,’ declared Luc. ‘What’s left of it.’


‘If they’ve taken your father you should both keep your heads down here for a few days and see what happens,’ their grandmother cautioned. ‘Be quiet and stay inside until he comes for you. Did anybody see you arrive?’


‘The lane was quiet, nobody was about,’ said Luc.


‘Good . . . they’re all still at the market I expect.’ A weekly market in the neighbouring village drew most of the housewives away for the mornings. They’d be hurrying back now though to batten down the hatches at home. ‘Nobody must know you’re here with me,’ said Mathilde. ‘Why did you not heed your father and go to England?’


‘It’s my fault . . . I didn’t believe Papa when he said it would be bad for us.’ Elise covered her guilty face with her hands.


‘I wanted to stay put as well.’ Luc embraced his distraught sister. ‘Why’s this happened to France, anyway? This isn’t our fight. So much for Maginot and his line,’ he spat in disgust. ‘It’s all mad.’


‘War is mad. It always starts with some man’s insanity.’ Mathilde whirled an angry finger by her temple. ‘Here, drink this.’ She poured hot strong coffee from a metal pot and handed them a cup each. Before they’d tasted it a sound of strident conversation outside prompted Mathilde to shoo her grandchildren into the bedroom. She put a finger to her lips just as the door received a bang and a neighbour called to Mathilde to open up.


From their place behind the half-closed door they sipped coffee and listened intently to their grandmother being told about a calamity. The market had been alive with talk of a German officer having been shot by a local man. The advancing troops had halted not far away to deal with the incident. It was rumoured the assailant was English and had also been shot. Was it Mathilde’s son-in-law? Where was Sidney Cooper? The woman demanded to know. And what about reprisals?


Luc stifled his sister’s gasp of anguish with his hand. Quickly he put a comforting arm about her to prevent her bursting into the parlour. He’d picked up from his grandmother’s behaviour that not even long-standing acquaintances should be trusted.


Mathilde denied knowing anything and got rid of the elderly widow, who rejoined the others outside. At intervals the little group turned around to stare at the cottage.


‘Is she talking about Papa?’ Elise whispered, coming out of the bedroom.


‘I think so,’ Mathilde answered on a sigh, turning from the narrow casement through which she’d been spying on the gossips. ‘Do you know if your father had a gun?’


Elise shook her head in despair but Luc said, ‘When I was a kid he showed me a German revolver from the Great War. I didn’t think he still had it. I’ve not seen it in ages.’ He gave his sister a little shake to liven her up. ‘Could he have taken something like that with him, Elise?’


‘I don’t know . . . possibly it was in his pocket. He took his coat from the peg.’


‘If your father is responsible, you two aren’t safe,’ Mathilde interrupted. ‘You mustn’t go back to work, Elise. You will be easily found there.’ Hastily, she got from the larder half a loaf and a wedge of cheese, wrapping it in a cloth. ‘The town will be crawling with Boches.’


‘Madame Laurent locked up and pulled down the shutters as soon as the first soldiers arrived.’ The couturier where Elise worked sold gowns of fine silk and lace. Madame Laurent had told her that during the last occupation some soldiers – both Allies and enemy – had acted like swine when drunk. They stole her lovely clothes to give to their women back home. ‘Somebody betrayed Papa. The Hauptmann knew his name was Cooper.’


‘When people are frightened they think only of themselves. It was the same last time.’ Mathilde pointed to the window through which the neighbours’ rapid voices penetrated. ‘She was widowed during the Great War. Your grandfather survived the fighting but never recovered from what went on. He knew he wouldn’t make old bones. And so did I. Some people suffer their bitterness, others spread it around.’ She approached her grandchildren and raised her hands to cup their faces. ‘You two must think only of yourselves and travel to England somehow. You must shelter with your father’s family in London. We can’t be certain of his fate. But I know if he’s able to, he will somehow get there to be with you.’ She went to a drawer and found a tin, pulling out some folded banknotes. She halved the amount, holding out cash in both hands. ‘Here, you will need this until you find work.’ She pressed the notes on to them when they seemed reluctant to take her savings. ‘If it’s too risky to travel to Calais go south and hide among the refugees heading away from the fighting. Speak only French and keep to yourselves. Trust nobody.’


The voices outside became louder and Luc strode to peep through the window. Helmeted heads and grey torsos were all that was visible of the infantry approaching through the long meadow grass. The neighbours had spotted them and were dispersing indoors in a panic.


‘A patrol’s coming this way.’ Luc swung back. ‘It might be a coincidence.’


‘It might,’ said Mathilde. ‘They scavenge for milk . . . bread . . . anything they can lay hands on.’ She glanced at her white-faced grandchildren. ‘You two must go quickly. They won’t bother with an old woman. I’ll find them some beer and send them on their way.’ She gazed at her strapping grandson; they would find work for him. And Elise too would draw their interest. Mathilde pulled open the drawer again and withdrew a notebook. She tore out a page. ‘Your father gave me this address after your mother passed away, so I could let his English family know if he was about to meet his maker. Even back then I think he knew he’d get there before I did.’ She thrust the paper at Elise. ‘Guard it. Sidney told me these Coopers are good people.’ Her son-in-law had been a liar as well as all the rest. She’d believed him on that though. His other children had never visited him and Mathilde found that quite understandable. ‘Good luck and God bless and keep you safe.’ She gave Luc the wrapped food to put in his pocket.


‘Come . . . hurry . . .’ Luc caught his sister’s arm then let her go in order to briefly hug his grandmother in farewell. Elise also embraced Mathilde and kissed her wrinkled forehead. She was returned a swift kiss then pushed away.


‘Be brave, both of you.’ Mathilde warded off her granddaughter’s grasping hands. ‘Vite! There’s no time to waste. I love you both. We’ll see each other soon. God speed, my dears . . .’ The last was addressed to the door swaying on its hinges. She swiftly closed it without giving in to her yearning for a last look at them. She sank into a chair and put a thin hand to her forehead where her granddaughter’s warm kiss lingered.


She heard them in the lane and got up to peek out of the window at a trio of soldiers working the water pump. They were jovially filling their bottles and tin helmets then pouring water over their sweaty faces. Mathilde turned away and shook a fist at the ceiling. ‘Why?’ she cried in despair. ‘Only twenty years . . . why this again already?’


No guttural voices had demanded they halt as they raced along the banks of the stream. This was the shortest route to the woodland that would give them protection on their journey north. Finally they reached the oaks and plunged thankfully beneath a cool green canopy of leaves, hurdling undergrowth and zigzagging between trees. Luc led the way and at intervals stopped to encourage his sister as brambles tore at her legs and arms and her harsh breathing penetrated his own gasps.


Working on the farm had built his strength but Elise was slender and shop work hadn’t prepared her for this. He slowed down the second he glimpsed the road up ahead and within a minute Elise had caught him up. Luc turned and put his finger to his lips. Between pants she nodded that she understood. Close by, everything seemed still and quiet; in the distance though was the rumble of the German army and the intermittent crack of rifle fire as Allied troops skirmished with their pursuers.


They picked their way onwards until a few ancient trunks were all that lay between them and open space.


Luc grasped Elise’s arm then turned to look at her. ‘We’re still in front of them but need to keep going.’


‘Will you come to England with me?’ Elise read her answer in his solemn gaze. Her black hair was wild about her shoulders and she gathered up a thick hank and wound the ribbon more securely around it. Her eyes darted here and there as the gunfire got louder and startled crows from the trees flapped and cawed overhead.


‘I’m staying to fight, Elise. We must all fight or we’ll never get rid of the bastards.’ He touched her face, pink from exertion and scratched from a thorn. ‘I’ll stay with you until we reach the coast. Don’t be frightened, I’ll look after you.’ He crept forward to the road, signalling for her to stay put. Having got his bearings, he darted back.


‘We’re about nine kilometres from Lille.’


Although they’d travelled a good distance north from their grandmother’s house they were still far from the sea; there’d be no scent of brine to hearten them until late tomorrow.


A twig cracked somewhere close by. They ducked down in unison and strained to listen for another sound. There was nothing but the rustle of small creatures and the creak of timber.


Heavy running footsteps made them quickly conceal themselves behind a tree. Elise sent her brother an optimistic look. Luc had also heard somebody declaring himself ‘bleeding knackered’ in a London accent similar to their father’s. He prevented his sister breaking cover nevertheless.


‘English!’ insisted Elise. She was keen to speak to the soldiers and find out everything they could about what was happening.


‘Careful . . . could be a trap . . .’ Luc refused to let go of her arm.


‘Good advice . . .’ drawled a voice from behind. ‘So who are you two?’


Luc jerked around and immediately put up his hands on seeing a man in khaki battledress pointing a rifle at him.


‘Who are you?’ Elise boldly took a step towards him.


‘I asked first.’ He gave her a half-smile.


‘Luc and Elise Bouchard,’ Luc hastily said, sending his sister a warning glance to mind her tongue. This Tommy with two stripes on his uniform sleeve could be a godsend . . . or a danger.


‘Who are you?’ Elise insisted. ‘Are there more of you?’


‘Three of us; Middlesex Infantry.’


‘Is that it?’ she sounded disappointed.


‘The others might be about somewhere. With Jerry too close for comfort and taking potshots, we got separated.’ He studied them. They looked French with their dark hair and continental complexions. But that didn’t make them friends yet. ‘You speak good English.’


‘Our father’s English,’ said Elise. ‘He was taken by the Germans only a few hours ago.’


Luc frowned another warning at her not to say too much; he took up the conversation. ‘We’re not sure why they want him or what’s happened to him. We’ve scarpered in case they come back looking for us.’


Elise was a daddy’s girl but Luc saw his father for what he was: a parasite and a drunk. He’d hated him at times for disappearing then swanning back to pick up where he’d left off as though it was his right to treat them like that. If his father had found the gumption to shoot a German it would be out of character; a memory for his son to cherish.


‘Your father’s a British agent?’ The Tommy lowered his rifle a fraction, looking dubious.


‘No, of course not!’ Elise butted in. ‘He’s a civilian. He’s lived in France for years . . . decades.’


The soldier’s gun was lowered further. In the last village they’d passed through locals had been talking of a foreigner who’d shot a Nazi. They were raising a glass to the dead Englishman. ‘Where are you heading then?’ He didn’t want to be the bringer of bad news, especially as it might be the wrong man.


‘To the coast for a passage to England,’ Elise said.


‘Good luck with that.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she asked sharply.


‘There’s a crowd in front of you wanting to get to England, miss. Most of them British army and they’re royally . . . browned off.’ He remembered his manners at the last minute.


‘I’ll join your lot. I intend to stay in France and fight,’ Luc declared.


‘You’ll be on your own then, mate. We’re retreating to Dunkirk beach hoping to get picked up and ferried back. Trouble is Hitler ain’t about to let us off the hook just like that.’ He looked at Elise. ‘If I was you, miss, I’d take your brother’s route. Stay in France. Head the opposite way together or you’ll end up right in the thick of it.’ He paused. ‘Maybe your father’s safely home by now.’


‘You’re all giving up and going back to England?’ Elise sounded disgusted.


‘A lot of your French army’s hoping to come along with us . . .’ A whistle from the road drew the soldier’s eyes away from them. ‘That’s my lads. Best of luck then. Reckon we’re all going to need it.’ He gripped Luc’s arm in farewell. ‘Look after your sister.’


‘She’s in danger here.’ Luc dashed in front of the corporal to halt him. ‘The Nazis don’t know me but some have seen Elise. They can identify her. If our father has killed one of their officers . . .’ He couldn’t speak his worst fear about the reprisals his family would suffer. ‘Would you take her to Dunkirk . . . get her on a boat?’ Luc pulled his sister towards the Tommy. ‘We’ve family in London, you see. She’ll be fine over there.’


‘You said you’d stay with me,’ Elise cried. ‘You’re only going back to be with Yvonne.’


‘I’m not . . .’ he said but blushed at the mention of his boss’s daughter. ‘I have to stay and fight. There’ll be Resistance groups somewhere if the army’s finished.’


‘I’ll stay as well then,’ said Elise. ‘We’ll chance it together. This soldier’s right; Papa might have been released. The shooting might be nothing to do with him.’


‘You’ve heard about that trouble then?’


Luc nodded and was eager for more details. ‘What do you know about it?’


‘A Hauptmann got shot . . . the assassin got shot . . . that’s all . . . nothing more specific.’


Luc saw his sister wince and cover her mouth with a hand. He recalled she’d said a Hauptmann had taken their father away. How much proof did they need? He knew this was bad but put an arm around her and encouraged, ‘Nothing specific, see, Elise. The place is littered with Hauptmanns and assassins now this has all blown up. I’m joining the Resistance and that’s it.’ He’d fight in his father’s memory, to honour Sidney Cooper. ‘Do you know any people?’ he asked the corporal.


‘Wouldn’t tell you if I did. Don’t know you.’


Elise dried her eyes with her knuckles, thinking the Tommy had said something very sensible.


‘Woss goin’ on, Corp? They’re gonna be up our arses in a moment if we don’t get cracking . . .’ A short skinny private had loped into the trees, rifle leading the way. He gawped at the strangers, his eyes swivelling from the tall youth to admire the petite girl.


‘French refugees, just asking questions. You ’n’ Wilmot get going, and keep your eyes peeled, Evans. I’ll catch you up in a sec.’ He turned to Elise. ‘I can’t stop you tagging along if you want to. You’ll be more of a target with British troops though and my advice would be to turn around. At Dunkirk you’ll take your chance along with the rest of us.’ He gazed at her, thinking she was far too young and pretty to be stuck with a crowd of angry and frustrated servicemen. Nobody wanted this humiliation: fleeing with their tails between their legs like whipped curs. ‘If you say you’re a nurse or something like that you might get put to the front of the queue.’ He shrugged that he couldn’t make any promises then started jogging after his comrade. ‘Good luck,’ he called back.


Luc hugged his sister then pushed her away. ‘Go on. He seems an all right sort. It’s your only chance of getting to England. You must take it.’ He tilted up her chin so she’d see the urgency in his eyes. ‘Once you get to the coast you might find a French fishing boat; the skipper might take you over to Kent. Papa told us about the hop fields there, didn’t he? He would go hop picking with his mum and dad when he was a little kid. I bet you’d like it there, love.’


Elise knew her brother was trying to buck her up to keep her mind off the nightmarish reality of their situation. ‘Come with me then, Luc,’ she pleaded.


The English soldier was many yards away and almost out of the trees when a whistling sound sent him hurtling back, bawling at them to get down. He flattened Elise beneath him on the scratchy ground. The exploding shell sliced the crown off a tree close to the road and it toppled sideways with a groan. He jumped up and pulled her with him into the clearing, shouting at Luc, ‘Get into the open or you’ll risk getting brained.’


Ears ringing and hearts hammering, Luc and Elise pelted for the fields and waded into the paltry camouflage of thigh-high barley that slowed them down. The soldier’s comrades were now far in the distance.


After a few minutes of driving themselves deeper into the crop Luc came to a stop and turned to his exhausted sister, straggling behind. ‘I’ll make a detour back to Lille, then on from there.’ He embraced her, kissed her forehead. ‘Keep safe. And remember Grandma said don’t trust anybody.’


‘What about him?’ Elise jerked a nod at their guide many yards in front.


‘He’s one of us; he’s helped us so far. You have to trust him, Elise. Who else is there?’ Luc backed away. ‘Love you. Good luck.’


‘Don’t go . . .’ she pleaded.


Tears sprang to his eyes but he shook his head and continued stepping away from her. The moment she came after him he turned and made a push towards a field of tall grass that would provide cover on his journey south, back towards Lille.


Elise stood and watched him with silent sobs heaving her chest. He was a good distance away when a crack of rifle fire startled her into darting looks around. She whipped her head back to see her brother’s dark figure had disappeared.


‘You can’t help him.’ The corporal had stopped to come back for her. ‘We have to keep going.’ He dragged her on, then when she fought him silently and savagely he pulled her down into the barley with him and gripped her face in his hand. ‘You want to end up like your father and your brother, do you?’


‘Luc might be alive. They both might be.’ She tried to shove him off, weeping hysterically.


‘He might. Or he might be dead. Or he might have taken a dive to protect himself. Your brother’s no fool.’


‘I’ll go and see.’ Elise pulled back and he unexpectedly let her go. She tumbled onto her posterior, her skirt rucked up about her thighs, but righted herself quickly and faced him on her hands and knees, looking ready to spring at him.


‘If he’s all right he doesn’t need you. If he’s dead he doesn’t need you. If he’s wounded he’ll be seen to. He’s French, in civvies. This lot on our tail’s got more to do than bother with civilians roaming the countryside.’


‘They bothered with my father, didn’t they?’ she said fiercely.


‘I know and I’m sorry.’ He shook his head in defeat. ‘Your brother hoped you’d get to England. It’s up to you though. Come with me or go after him but I can’t wait. I’m not carrying you either. You need to keep going or I’ll leave you.’


‘I don’t need you to carry me.’


‘Good . . .’ His lips twitched at her spirited indignation. ‘I don’t know what’s safest for you either way, miss. But if they recognise you as the Englishman’s daughter, waiting here for them to catch up with you ain’t the wisest choice.’ He rose to a half-crouch and started off again.


Elise scrambled up and gazed at the place where she’d last seen her brother. She said a prayer for him and for her father, and as she followed the corporal, she said one for herself.









Chapter Three


‘How far is it now to Dunkirk?’


‘Half a day’s march, maybe less.’ Her guide consulted a compass then replaced it in his jacket.


‘Can we stop for a while?’ Elise had been dog-tired miles back but hadn’t asked to rest. She felt guilty for slowing him down as it was. Having made it this far she didn’t want to be left behind. He could have already outpaced her and disappeared over the horizon to catch up with his men. Instead, he’d sacrificed safety in numbers to stick by her. He’d said he wouldn’t carry her but probably would try to if she collapsed, and then she’d feel even more of a wretched burden.


It seemed as though she’d been trailing in his wake for days yet she’d still been with her father that mid-morning. The low sun would disappear soon leaving a dark landscape more hostile than it already was.


‘What time is it?’ She attempted to speed up but only succeeded in stubbing her toes against a stone lodged in the grass.


‘Nearly eight,’ he said over a shoulder and kept going although he’d heard her curse of pain.


‘Can we stop soon?’ She hopped and rubbed her throbbing foot. She had removed her shoes to carry them hours ago. The cool meadow grass had felt soothing against her blisters but there were hazards in going barefoot.


He halted, allowing her to catch up, then nodded at a distant white building on their left with adjacent outhouses. ‘When we reach the farmhouse we’ll find a place to shelter overnight. Start again at first light.’ He surveyed the clouds in the sky. ‘If we’re lucky the rain’ll hold off.’


The sun had vanished before they were skirting the farmyard, entering in clandestine fashion through the gate furthest from the house. All looked deserted. Then he noticed the hound’s glittering eyes. It had spotted him and stiffened against its leash, about to bark. His low whistle distracted it while he pulled a strip of dried beef from his rations pack. He lobbed the meat, keeping the dog occupied while hurrying them out of sight.


Elise let out a sigh as she sank to a seated position on the lee of the barn. She drew her knees in and inspected her bleeding heels.


‘Take a drink . . .’ He took the cap off his water bottle and handed it to her then started unpacking his rations. ‘You’ll need to be hungry to want to eat those,’ he said, offering her a couple of hardtack biscuits.


‘I am hungry. Thank you.’ She remembered the food her grandmother had prepared and put in Luc’s pocket for them to share. She hoped he’d eaten every scrap of bread and cheese on his journey back to Lille. Elise blocked the memory of her last sighting of him; she’d only torment herself by brooding on it. There was nothing she could do other than trust in her brother and his ability to look after himself. To ease his own mind he would be thinking of her in the same way, believing her safe with her soldier escort.


She upended the metal bottle and the lukewarm water tasted sweet as milk in her parched mouth. She studied the main house about a hundred yards away. A single window showed a light. The people inside would be preparing to retire for the night, fretting over what the clatter in the distance would turn into tomorrow.


She was relieved they’d not alerted the farmer to their presence. Intelligence about retreating Allied troops would be interesting to the Germans. They might also ask about sightings of a young woman. Scared of consequences, the locals would speak up, and betray her as they had her father. Trust nobody . . . it was the rule she reminded herself to stick to as she leaned her head back against planks of rough wood.


The lowing of resting cattle wasn’t soothing. Freed from the pain of forcing her body to keep moving, a different agony was taking over. Images of her brother and her father were becoming impossible to shut out. She reminded herself that Luc was quick and clever. The moment he heard gunshot he would have sought cover. Her father’s fate, though, was a different matter. She muffled a sob by taking a bite of dry biscuit, then washed it down with water before it choked her. Eating and resting were vital or she’d never finish this trek. Her body ached everywhere and her head felt ready to burst. Yet she was scared to go to sleep.


She ate one of the biscuits and gave him back the other and his water. ‘You never told us your name,’ she said through the fingers massaging weariness from her face. While waiting for his answer she rested her cheek against her palm and closed her eyes, hoping to doze.


‘Corporal Nathaniel Hawkes, at your service, miss.’ He swigged water then gave her a glance. His ironic tone had been lost on her. A tear was clearing a path through the dust on her face. She was a courageous little thing. Her father was dead, he was almost sure of that. Her brother . . . he could still be alive, but if the Gestapo discovered he was the assassin’s son he wouldn’t want to be in Luc Bouchard’s shoes. ‘Where’s your mother?’


‘She passed away . . . long time ago.’ Elise had spoken without raising her eyelids. She didn’t need to look at him to know he pitied her being a lonely orphan. ‘I’ve my grandmother though . . .’ She sat up straight. ‘And until I know differently I have my father and Luc.’ She’d said it defiantly, but in seconds had started to cry. She turned her face from him, smearing away the tears and embracing herself to stop her shoulders jumping with sobs. He would leave her behind if she became a hopeless blubberer.


A dirty-nailed hand curled over her arm in comfort. ‘You do have them, miss, until you know differently.’ He shook the bottle to gauge how much water remained inside. ‘Where’s your family in England?’


Elise’s memory was jogged to the precious address in her pocket. She swiped a hand over her wet face then withdrew the paper to discover where she’d find her half-siblings. She knew she had three sisters and a brother who were older than her. But she didn’t know their names. Her father’s reluctance to speak about them arose from his guilt at abandoning them, she’d assumed. He’d not deserted his first wife though. Her mother had told them that Sidney had been widowed during the last war, and Sophie Bouchard had never lied to her children.


Elise unfolded the paper and angled it until faint moonlight illuminated her grandmother’s handwriting. ‘Silvertown in East London. Silvertown . . .’ Elise repeated the place name. ‘It sounds nice.’


Nathaniel Hawkes smiled up at the grey heavens. He knew Silvertown was a dump. Worse than the dockside area he called home. ‘Makes us almost neighbours then,’ he said. ‘Poplar’s my stamping ground.’


‘You’re from the East End?’ She found the energy to scramble onto her knees to face him. ‘Do you know any of my family?’ she asked eagerly.


‘Never heard of any Bouchards.’


‘They’re not Bouchards. My father’s name was Sidney Cooper.’ She dropped her chin, realising she’d used the past tense when talking about him.


‘Ah, I see . . .’


Out of respect he wouldn’t ask, but she wasn’t ashamed of being the daughter of an unmarried woman. Elise had been just ten when her mother died but even then she’d known why neighbours told their children to avoid Sophie Bouchard’s bastards.


‘I think our mother gave us her name because she knew there’d be a day when he wouldn’t come back.’ She turned to sit with her back against the barn, unsure why she’d told a stranger something very private.


The quiet lengthened and she looked at his profile. He had taken off his jacket and tin helmet and she had her first proper view of him through the dusk. He had fairish hair but not blond. His eyes she imagined might be blue, though it was too dark to see, and his lashes were lowered as he opened a cigarette packet. He offered them, taking one himself when she shook her head. He stood up and stretched out. He was tall and broad . . . as well built as her brother. Sidney had been a big man too, but he’d shrivelled in recent years. In his prime he’d been brown-haired with a tanned complexion and the bluest of eyes; he’d looked as French as any neighbour. Elise had been proud of her strong handsome father. But recently she’d noticed his clothes had seemed too big for him and his shoulders had curved inwards. The last time he came back after a trip to England he had seemed different: greyer and diminished by whatever had occurred while he’d been away.


‘My parents weren’t married either.’ Nathaniel struck a match to the cigarette. He propped an elbow against the barn and stared over the shadowy countryside while he smoked. ‘Hawkes is my father’s name though, and unlike yours, he never did come back. How old are you, miss?’


‘Eighteen later this month. What about you?’


‘Twenty-three.’


‘Are you a full-time soldier?’


‘Nah . . .’ He flicked ash and chuckled. ‘River worker.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Unloading the ships on the Thames.’


‘Bet you wish you still were doing that, don’t you?’


He glanced at her with another sardonic smile thinning his mouth. ‘Do I . . .’ he drawled ironically. ‘Enlisting seemed like a good idea at the time. Before the phoney war weren’t so phoney. Get out of the Smoke and see the world . . .’ He mocked himself and took a long drag on the cigarette. ‘Real enough now, ain’t it. Get some sleep, miss.’


‘You can call me Elise if you like; I won’t think you’re being familiar. Shall I call you Nathaniel?’


‘Nathan is what friends call me.’


‘Nathan then . . .’ She smiled, pleased he thought of her as a friend. Elise wanted to rise and stand next to him, ask him lots of questions about London and in particular Silvertown. Too exhausted to push herself to her feet, she rested her head against the rough timber behind and reflected on how mundane her life had been only days ago.


She understood Nathan Hawke’s wish to break away . . . do something different and exciting. She’d been born in a village near Lille and had never travelled further than Paris in one direction and the Normandy coast in the other. When they’d had that summer holiday by the sea, she’d been about eight and her mother had still been alive. Her father had taken her and Luc down to the water’s edge to paddle. Over there were white cliffs that could be seen from the middle of the ocean he’d said, pointing across the waves. She’d been eager to visit her father’s homeland but he’d made it clear he couldn’t take them. She’d not asked much about it after that but had remained curious about her English siblings. A few days ago, Sidney Cooper had changed his mind, insisting they must all move permanently to London. His warnings that France would become dangerous and overrun by Nazis had seemed exaggerated. Their whole lives had been spent in this country; why would she and Luc want to move to England, after all this time?


She pressed her regretful tears back behind her eyelids and listened to the muted night-time noises that seemed fraudulently melodic. German motorcycles had roared along the road earlier, forcing them to fall flat in the rye fields to avoid being seen. She’d be thought a spy if they were caught together. She understood why the corporal had told her at the start that it would be safer for her to turn back. But it was too late now. And she no longer wanted to. ‘Have you a girl waiting for you?’ She’d spoken aloud her thoughts and felt rude for doing so when he didn’t immediately reply.


‘After this?’ He dropped the cigarette stub and stepped on it. ‘Damned if I know.’


‘Sorry, didn’t mean to pry.’


‘How about you? Got a boy back there?’


‘Dad sees them off,’ she said ruefully. There had been a boy she’d liked too but he’d lost interest after knocking on the door and repeatedly being told to go away by Sidney . . . and not politely, either.


‘He’s been a good father then.’


The lump in her throat grew and she changed the subject before she started to cry again. ‘What’s happened to Evans and Wilmot?’


‘Gawd knows . . .’


His rough laughter didn’t mean he was amused. Far from it. ‘I’m sorry you got caught up in this . . . it’s our fault you lost touch with your comrades. Will you get into trouble for stopping and helping us?’


‘There’s worse trouble I could get into than helping refugees.’


‘What sort of trouble?’


‘Don’t know yet . . . trouble never sends a warning. Just lands on you. Try to sleep now. We’ll start early in the morning.’


Elise smoothed two ragged edges of blue crepe over her calves. Madame Laurent expected her assistant to look very presentable. Elise had purchased an elegant dress at a generous discount, and a pair of fashionable shoes. The cost had been deducted from her wages over many weeks. She had left home smartly at seven-thirty and caught the bus to work preparing to serve customers in a lavender-scented shop. Now her dress was torn and her shoes worn down. And so was she: with terrible uncertainty. Nathan Hawkes was right: there was never any warning.


She drooped sideways and curled her legs into her chest. When he dropped his jacket on top of her she didn’t speak but gratefully snuggled into the musky-smelling blanket. She was going to say, ‘good night’ but it seemed daft somehow to do that.


The planes woke her before it was properly light. She came to with a jolt, but remained drugged by a dream of her mother dashing to meet her at the school gate. Sophie was late and all the other children had gone, even her brother. Her mother’s comforting embrace was slipping away, transforming into the sensation of a hard body lying next to hers.


‘Messerschmitts . . . Luftwaffe . . .’ Nathaniel said, pushing up onto an elbow. ‘Heading for the same place we are, I reckon.’ He was soon on his feet, checking his rifle and gathering up his equipment.


Elise warded off her stupor to clumsily scramble up, holding onto the barn for support. She remembered where she was . . . who he was. She rubbed sleep from her eyes then handed him his jacket, hanging off one of her shoulders. Together they watched the trio of fighter aircraft droning north.


‘Ready to go?’


She nodded and found her shoes, wincing as she forced her feet into them. ‘I’d better spend a penny first.’ She licked her flaking lips. Her mouth tasted unpleasantly dry and dirty but she knew little water was left so didn’t ask for a drink.


‘Go round that side, away from the dog.’ He’d noticed her looking for somewhere private. ‘If it sees you it’ll wake everyone up.’


‘Was I talking in my sleep?’ she asked, as they set off over the poppy fields side by side.


‘You were . . .’ He chuckled. ‘I’ve got used to that sort of thing in a barracks.’ He glanced at her. ‘Sweet dream was it?’ He reckoned it was as she’d cuddled him and he’d not stopped her. He’d curved a protective arm across her. He’d told himself it was to keep them warm and dozing. His body had told him something else while he drowsed in the lavender scent of her hair.


‘I dreamed about my mum.’ A smile was in her voice.


‘Worth holding onto those dreams,’ he said and started to pull in front, setting the pace for their march.


Elise felt the papery poppy heads brushing her hands, their vivid colour dulled by grey dawn light. ‘In Flanders fields the poppies blow, between the crosses, row on row . . .’


‘We learned that at school.’ He’d heard her murmured recitation and commented in a similar resigned tone, but he didn’t turn around and she didn’t finish the war poem but sped up to walk again beside him.


By the time the sun was colouring in the horizon Nathan had one of his colleagues in his sights. He gave a whistle and Private Wilmot ducked then whipped around, rifle ready. He was a stocky auburn-haired fellow who gawped in surprise at his corporal and the dark-haired girl. They put on a spurt to join him.


‘Got company then, Corp?’


‘French nurse got separated from her unit. She’s on her way to help evacuate the wounded at Dunkirk. Elise Bouchard’s her name. She speaks good English and is tagging along with us.’


Elise exchanged a glance with Nathan. That was her story then, even for his comrades. Though how she’d explain away her lack of a nurse’s uniform she wasn’t sure. She’d deal with it if it cropped up though, as she had with everything else.


She understood his need to protect himself as well as her. Escorting a French nurse to Dunkirk to help save Allied soldiers’ lives was commendable; allowing a random mademoiselle to tag along like a camp follower wasn’t. He’d land in trouble. She might have had few boyfriends – thanks to her father’s strict vigilance after she turned thirteen – but she wasn’t clueless about men and women. She knew what others would read into Corporal Hawkes’ interest in her.


They’d be wrong; he’d been respectful at all times, even when knocking her flat and lying on her in the swaying grass, his hand on her mouth, while they waited for the enemy to pass by. Even while sharing an embrace that had got them through the blackest of nights.


‘Where’s Evans?’


‘Dunno . . .’ said Wilmot, rubbing a finger under his nose. ‘He got restless and took off at first light towards Dunkirk; I said I’d hang back a bit for you to catch us up. Ain’t seen the bugger since.’ He blushed. ‘Sorry, Miss Boo . . .’


‘Bouchard,’ Elise supplied and her smile caused him to colour up again beneath his freckles.


They set off together, Elise keeping behind Corporal Hawkes and in front of Private Wilmot. The hamlets they passed through looked deserted but they knew they were being watched from behind half-closed cottage doors. Some of the braver souls darted out and offered bread or cups of milk and muttered blessings for them. Pails of water had been left at the roadside for the retreating soldiers to drink from. Hawkes and Wilmot filled their bottles. But they didn’t stop for long. The booming guns behind were encouragement enough to keep going, as were the motorbike scouts. At increasingly frequent intervals they diverted behind hedgerows to hide in fields of ripening wheat.


Elise would have liked to speak French to the villagers and ask them what they knew about the shooting yesterday. These communities had fast-working grapevines and the news would have spread. But she daren’t; she would be wanted for questioning. The Gestapo might already have been back to her home looking for Sidney Cooper’s children. Advertising her interest in the incident and her whereabouts would be foolish.


By the time the sun was high in the sky the tang of brine was in the air, and the noise of battle was coming from two different directions. Nathaniel grabbed hold of her arm, forcing her to trot with him towards the warehouse buildings and hotels lining the coastal road. Having passed those, they got a first glimpse of the sea, their view channelled along an elevated lane. Tanks . . . trucks . . . cars, all had been abandoned on these back roads by their crews. With renewed vigour they dodged the obstacles and ran out onto the esplanade. Their first sight of the beach caused them to stop and stare in shock and dismay.


Thousands of men were forming human jetties that spanned from the water’s edge to fifty yards or so up the beach. Others crowded into the waves impatiently hailing the small boats riding the waves, imploring to be taken away. A landing stage to the left had a large vessel at anchor. It was flanked by servicemen jostling to embark. Stretcher bearers trotted towards the hospital ship, bawling at walking wounded to be let through with the less fortunate. Medical officers were on their knees attending to the casualties. The corpses were ignored and there were hundreds of them scattered on the sand as far as the eye could see.


‘There’s bloody Evans!’ Wilmot pointed at the short fellow jogging purposefully towards a boat being rowed to shore. He gave him a shout, which was drowned out in the general uproar. The overloaded boat set off, Evans having failed to reach it in time.


‘Find out if he’s met up with any of the others.’ Nathaniel took a look around. He’d not yet spotted any familiar faces from their platoon and wondered if they were the first to have made it this far. Once Wilmot had gone, Nathan’s gaze returned to some hillocks at the back of the beach. ‘If you’re questioned, stick to the story that you’re a nurse,’ he said to Elise. ‘I’ll go and find out if that hospital ship’ll take you on.’


‘I’ll come with you . . .’


‘No, you need to keep out of it.’ He jerked a nod at the sand dunes. ‘Up there might be the best place for you to wait while I’m gone. And keep your head down.’


She wasn’t keen on being left alone. The guns behind were getting louder. As they’d marched, she’d heard her companions talking about the Scots regiment tasked with holding off the advancing enemy so that others could escape. Those final battles now sounded ominously close. ‘I’d rather come with you, Nathan, please let me . . .’


‘No!’ he said harshly. ‘You shouldn’t be here. It’s bad enough for us lot. To cap it all, you’re a girl of seventeen. And you’re a civilian not a nurse.’


‘I’m nearly eighteen.’ She saw him roll his eyes. ‘Sorry . . .’ There was nothing else to say; he was right to be vexed. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting when she got here but it wasn’t anything as bad as this overwhelming chaos and stench. The rage and desperation of thousands of men fouled air already sulphurous with cordite.


A trio of infantrymen barged them apart, barking at one another about their determination to get home. They were curious to see a female civilian though and sent backward glances as they ran on. With rifles held above their heads they waded into the waves that wrapped around and over them. They were almost up to their necks, and at the back of a queue to board a small craft. Anything that might ferry men to the ships at anchor further out to sea was being utilised. Jettisoned timbers and oil drums were held on to as makeshift floats by men intent on getting away. A few intrepid souls were making a swim for it, heads intermittently bobbing into view as they made for the lure of dangling rope ladders.


Elise gazed at all of it in utter disbelief.


‘Stay close to me, or you’ll get lost.’ Nathaniel was back at her side, yelling to break into her daze. He pulled her with him along the beach and when they reached a clearer expanse of sand fronting an empty sea he began to climb up into the dunes.


‘Ain’t got time for that, pal, if you fancy getting out of here before Fritz blows us up.’ A smirking soldier jogged past.


Nathan yanked Elise up behind him then pushed her down to sit in a hollow. ‘Stay here. It’s the safest place for you. I’ll see what I can do. Ain’t making promises though. Sorry, but it’s worse than I imagined.’


She nodded her understanding, biting her lip to stop it wobbling. She knew what he really wanted to say was that if he’d known it’d be like this he wouldn’t have allowed her to tag along. She felt quite terrified as he slid away from her onto compact ground. She separated the sharp grasses sprouting from the sand and watched him sprinting back the way they’d come. Keeping him in her sights was impossible. Eventually he was gone . . . just another uniform in a mass of khaki. And she wished she’d followed him.


He couldn’t make promises. He wouldn’t come back. He’d taken her as far as he could. Done as much for her as he could. He had a home to get to in England as much as she did. More than she did. She’d no idea if she’d be welcomed or shunned on reaching Silvertown.


She didn’t blame Corporal Nathaniel Hawkes for abandoning her. Her brother had. Her father had . . . many times over the years. She’d look after herself somehow, she told herself as she crouched down with her hands clamped to her ears and her eyes screwed shut against fearful tears. She remained huddled like that, trying to make herself as small and invisible as possible, until the noise of aircraft penetrated through her fingers.
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