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TO REBECCA


BOOK 1

JOSHUA

Now therefore arise, go over this Jordan, thou and all this people, unto the land which I do give them, even to the children of Israel.

The Book of Joshua, 1:2


1

BETRAYAL

4 October 1944–12 January 1945

George Fairfax waved cheerfully at the German soldier as he rode past Maursmünster police station on his motorbicycle, and immediately regretted it. He was in an excellent mood after his reconnaissance in the mountains but, after four miserable years of Occupation, people did not wave at the Germans any longer, even in Alsace-Lorraine.

His embarrassment soon faded in the satisfying burble of the bike’s exhaust echoing off the stone walls of the houses as he twisted and turned through the town’s narrow cobbled streets. The place was deserted. It was a cold, damp October afternoon and those with work to do stayed inside. He turned finally into a long road lined with cheaply built red-brick workers’ cottages in little fenced gardens, where they had been hiding for the last three weeks in the last house which offered a fine view of the approach from its gable-end bedroom window. He left his bike at the side, hidden from view in a delapidated shed, let himself in through the kitchen door at the back with a key and went upstairs two at a time. The top floor squatted tight under the sloping roof and he bent his head on the turn of the stair before barging through a coarse matchboard door on the tiny landing.

Inside, a thin man in a baggy brown suit wearing a jersey under the jacket was crouched behind the bed pointing a big .45 automatic at the door, his fist clenched white round the pistol grip. The mass of grey hair on his head and the intense expression on his narrow face made him look older than his forty-five years.

‘Goddam it! Why don’t you use the agreed signal before coming in? Shit, I had the goddam set out!’ He waved the pistol furiously at a leather suitcase on the table.

‘Relax, Romm, old thing,’ Fairfax replied seriously, refusing to match the other’s temper. ‘You heard the bike, didn’t you? Who else could it have been?’

Romm snapped back, ‘And quit the goddam “old thing” routine.’ He dropped the automatic on the bed and stood up. He looked tired. Living in Occupied France, always with the threat of being caught by the Sicherheitsdienst, or SD, was taking its toll, Fairfax thought. He said, ‘You shouldn’t get so worked up! You’ll wear yourself out.’

Romm did not reply. With what he knew of the area, he thought he ought to be running the operation, not this solidly built Englishman whose every action seemed guaranteed to attract the attention of the Germans.

‘Bloody cold out,’ said Fairfax and slumped down on the end of the bed. He began to unbutton his outer coat. He said, ‘Saw a lot of vans and other motors round the police station as I came through town. Wonder what the sods are up to now?’

Romm paid no attention. He went back to the suitcase on the table, opened it and looked at the B2 clandestine radio neatly fitted into four compartments inside. He checked that a Bakelite switch on the right was turned to ‘battery’, lifted a loose floorboard under the table, pulled out two wires from the hole and connected them into the set. The workman’s cottage had no mains electricity and Romm was using a truck battery hidden under the floor. Without stopping he asked, ‘Just tell me about the landing strip. Is it okay? We’ve got to get this message off right now.’

Fairfax watched him and nodded, ‘Yes, the place is perfect. No doubt about it. Even for a big twin-engined plane like the Hudson. We can bring the team in there, no difficulty. D’you want the grid?’

‘No. I’ve got it,’ Romm replied. He fished in his trouser pocket and pulled out a small rectangular object, the emergency radio crystal with a daytime frequency of 6,123 kilocycles. He plugged it into the radio at the back, in the centre compartment. ‘I knew the place up there would be okay so I’ve coded the whole message already. I wanted to be ready to send at once.’

Fairfax raised an eyebrow. ‘I know there’s nothing like local knowledge, old chap, but that’s a bit forward, eh? After all, it’s my operation.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Romm bluntly, his back to Fairfax. ‘We don’t have time to waste.’ With feverish haste, he continued to set up the radio. He reached over to the window in the gable-end wall for the aerial wires which were concealed along the roof outside, just above the gutter, and connected them inside the suitcase. Without pausing, he began to stuff the jackplugs of the headphone and Morse key into their sockets.

Fairfax watched, wondering if there was another reason why the American had been so keen to come on this operation apart from his excellent local knowledge. He shrugged. Sitting in a safe house about to send a clandestine message back to England was no place for a clash of personalities. The Germans had excellent direction-finding equipment to locate their position. He simply confirmed his earlier orders, ‘Okay. But have you told them to cancel the team till we’re ready? I want to be sure that they won’t send the boys in that bloody Hudson till I am good and ready. Are you sure you’ve got that?’

Romm nodded, one hand holding the headphone to his ear. ‘And I’ve added that we’ll confirm the grid at that time too.’ He concentrated on the tuning signal in his ear, his other hand on the knob in the suitcase.

Fairfax hesitated. The message was now rather long. One-time-pad coding was totally secure but they ran the risk of being pin-pointed. The system’s main fault was that it produced too many groups once encoded, which took a long time to tap out on the Morse key.

Romm sat down. He was ready to send, the single headphone held over one ear and his right hand on the Morse key on the right side of the radio. He began to concentrate on the scruffy piece of paper in front of him, with its lines of grouped numbers written on it in pencil. Fairfax shrugged and said, ‘Okay, Axel, send away.’

Romm nodded vaguely. He was totally absorbed in his work. Fairfax admired him for that. On the radio at any rate he was a perfectionist. Romm’s fingers began to twitch over the Morse key and the bare room filled with the precise musical cadence of the snapping key and silent puffs of breath condensed on the cold air. It was strange, Fairfax reflected, to find comfort in the mathematical beat of the Morse, an exact score of pulses, longs and shorts, but this was their only precious and vital contact with home. He turned to the grimy window under the eaves to keep watch on the empty street outside.

In a large high-ceilinged room in Paris in a secret Gestapo headquarters, three hundred cathode ray tubes glowed green in the subdued lighting and the room was filled with the hum of radio receivers. These panoramic receivers contained the very latest Telefunken electronics and constantly monitored the wavebands for every single frequency which could be used by illegal transmitters. Anywhere in Europe. Special duties signallers in the black uniforms of Department IV of the Schutzstaffel, or SS, watched the screens, calmly waiting for someone, somewhere, to give themselves away. The system was well tried and efficient. Two signallers talked in low voices but did not let their eyes stray from the screens.

A bright spot appeared on one screen. One of the signallers immediately picked up a telephone and in clipped tones he read off the frequency which had appeared on the apparatus under the screen, ‘Achtung! Sechs, eins, zwei, drei Kilohertz.’ He waited for acknowledgement the other end and put the telephone back on its cradle. At the same time, with his other hand, he set the receiver to the same frequency and a wire recorder added its noise to the humming machines around, registering every flick of Axel Romm’s fingers on his Morse key.

Two minutes later, four different direction-finding stations, at Brest in Brittany, and in Germany at Augsburg, Nuremberg and Berlin, were tuned to the same frequency and the SS signals staff were reporting exact compass azimuths back to the headquarters in Paris.

Alerted by the pickup, the Gestapo duty officer joined the two signallers in the Paris operations room. Impatiently glancing at his wristwatch, he waited as the minutes ticked past. Still the transmission continued and the wire recorder hummed. One by one the four bearings came in and four bright lines lit up across a vast map of France which covered one whole wall. They were criss-crossing a small area at the top end of the Vosges mountains, west of Strasbourg.

‘Interressant!’ the officer remarked quietly, pleased to see that earlier preparations seemed to be paying off. He snapped an order, but the signallers were already in action. The four azimuth bearings clearly marked a small area around Maursmünster about eight kilometres square, the same place they had identified in the past two weeks. They scented success. The day before, after yet another transmission from the same area, the SD had moved special direction-finding teams into three police stations in the area, disguised as telephone repair teams. They were parked up, ready to go on constant twenty-four-hour watch. The signallers grabbed a telephone each and were instantly put through to Maursmünster and Wasselnheim, five miles south. The Gestapo officer picked up another telephone to Zabern in the north.

In Maursmünster, the SD officer slammed down the telephone in the bare squad room and shouted, ‘Achtung! Raus, raus!’

‘Jawohl, Herr Standartenführer Denkmann!’

Within a minute four men in blue overalls tumbled out of the side door of the building into a square Citroën 11 van and passed the frequency to the signaller on duty inside. His fingers twiddled the dials on the radio equipment racked up in the back of the van while the driver gently eased the van on to the road.

‘Er überträgt jetzt!’ the operator exclaimed exultantly. Romm was still sending. The Citroën moved unsteadily on the cobbles and the operator struggled to get a fix, his face a mask of concentration. Behind the SD officer followed them in a Mercedes with three others wearing overcoats.

Seconds later in Paris, the light in the green tube suddenly went out and the wire recorder stopped.

‘Scheisse!’ the younger of the signallers blurted out and immediately apologised.

‘Kein Problem,’ said the duty officer indulgently. He knew that the clandestine station had only closed down while its base station in England decoded the message, worked out a reply, coded it and then sent it back. His eyes gleamed. When that message was sent, the clandestine station would have to come up again to acknowledge receipt. If the local direction-finding teams had managed to get a fix in the previous two minutes they could narrow the search to a few hundred yards or even less.

‘I hate the waiting,’ George Fairfax remarked as he stared through the little gable-end window at the damp reflections on the cobbled road. Nothing moved in the grey afternoon light but he was thankful Romm had finished sending. He had taken too long. He cursed himself. Five minutes was a maximum and they had taken seven. Two minutes too long.

Romm sat back on the wood chair, lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘Don’t worry, Fairfax. The tootsies in Buckingham will have no problems decoding my message.’

‘How d’you know?’

Romm grinned. ‘Because I know one of the girls there, and I’m a good operator. They get every group first time from me, no corruptions.’

‘You could be faster.’

‘Horseshit!’ Romm snapped back angrily and Fairfax regretted making the remark. They had a long way to go together before the operation was done.

Romm had no such reservations and went on, ‘At least I follow the goddam procedures. I bet you never checked if you were being followed before you came blundering back in here?’

George Fairfax ignored him. He knew he should not have waved at the German soldier by the police station, but he was sure he would have seen anyone following him on the narrow mountain roads he had used to recce the landing strip. He checked his watch. Over twenty minutes since England received the message. They should have decoded it and sent it by landline to Baker Street. No doubt Colonel Haike was reading it at that moment. He pulled a face.

Romm started to pace up and down the little room, his steps beating out a hollow rhythm on the boards. ‘Good thing I use a battery on the radio. The Krauts sometimes switch off the mains to see if the signal stops when they get close.’

Fairfax grunted. ‘If you’re worried they’re getting that close to us, we shouldn’t be sending at all.’

‘They’ll only be close to us if they followed you!’ Romm replied and resumed pacing back and forth across the room. He was conscious this was his first operation. He was a novice compared to Fairfax, but he hated the Englishman’s casual attitude.

The Germans in the Citroën 11 which left Zabern were not quick enough to record a bearing before the transmission stopped, but the operators in Maursmünster and Wasselnheim triumphantly reported theirs on the radio. The SD officer in the Mercedes listened to the bearings on his radio, plotted them on a large-scale map of the area and nodded. There were only two plots but they tallied with previous results and indicated a poorer quarter on the west side of Maursmünster, near the railway line. He grabbed the radio to redeploy the three Citroëns to obtain the best triangulation when the transmitter came back on the air. In minutes the Citroëns and Mercedes were racing along the straight flat road towards Maursmünster.

‘Die Engländer warten auf die Antwort,’ said Standartenführer Denkmann on the radio as the big Mercedes swung round the town into position, explaining that the British agents were waiting for a reply. Following his instinct and knowledge of Maursmünster where he had been born, Denkmann instructed the other arrest teams in the Mercedes cars to road junctions where he could cut off the agents’ escape. Then they all settled down to wait.

Romm looked out of the window again. The street was quiet. His attention was distracted by the sound of a train on the railway track. He did not see a fat man in an overcoat cross the top of the road and slip out of sight into an alley between two houses.

Fairfax was looking at his watch again. An hour. One of the girls would be encoding the reply. Without looking round at Romm he said sharply, ‘You should sit down and get ready to receive. We’re off the second this is over. Time we left this nasty little house.’

Romm sat down at the radio. ‘You’re only saying that because it’s somewhere I suggested.’

Fairfax sighed and said nothing. Romm was probably right. But they had spent too long in the same place. That was dangerous and he felt guilty about it.

Romm put on the headphone and listened to the burbling noises on the ether. Somewhere out there was a message from him. It seemed odd that it was coming from England, from safety straight into the heart of Occupied Europe where they were surrounded by enemies.

In Paris, the bright spot lit up again on the green screen and at once the wire recorder began to hum. Simultaneously the equipment in the three Citroëns in the streets of Maursmünster registered the signal and the radio net buzzed with activity as the SD radio operators alerted the arrest teams and the three apparently overweight men deployed on foot with field meters hidden under their overcoats. Everyone waited expectantly for the clandestine station to acknowledge England’s reply. At that moment, speed and pin-point accuracy would be vital or the agents would get away.

Romm was totally absorbed, listening and writing down the letter and numbers of the reply message. Fairfax paid no attention. The message was meaningless till it was decoded. He stared through the dirty windowpanes.

Behind him Romm’s fingers started working the Morse key, tapping out his acknowledgement.

At once, the SD radio net rippled with messages of alert, like a spider’s web around the fly. This time all three Citroën operators fixed the location and the three men on foot began to walk with poorly disguised urgency along the pavements round the houses by the railway. Every few seconds they checked the meters on their wrists, made to look like watches, to see if they were getting closer or further away from the signal.

George Fairfax began to relax. Soon they would be away from the claustrophobic little house. He enjoyed being in France when he was active, like that afternoon checking out the landing strip in the hills for the Commando team to join them later, but he hated being cooped up while the Germans used invisible scientific trickery to locate him. He frowned. Romm seemed to be taking a long time to acknowledge base station’s reply. As he turned to cut him off, he caught sight of a man in a large grey overcoat sixty yards distant at the top of the street.

‘Gestapo! Stop sending!’ he shouted as he glimpsed another man behind the first.

‘I don’t goddam believe it,’ Romm said in astonishment. He stepped across the short distance to the window and leaned over Fairfax to see for himself.

‘Shove off!’ Fairfax shouted, shaking him away. ‘Get that bloody set packed up and leave me to deal with this.’ He pulled a Sterling sub-machine-gun from under the pillow on the bed, flicked off the safety catch and gripped the long black silencer on the end of the SMG as he aimed at the nearest man. He knew Romm would need all the time he could give him to get away.

Romm had the set dismantled in seconds and crushed the lid shut on the wires. ‘What about the aerials?’

The two men in overcoats were walking briskly up the road towards the house. Beyond them Fairfax saw a large black Mercedes saloon turn slowly round the corner.

‘Do you want to clamber on to the roof and fetch them? For God’s sake, get away and we’ll meet at the emergency rendezvous as planned.’

Romm glared at him for a moment and was gone, crashing down the wooden stairs three at a time. George Fairfax heard the kitchen door slam and then his attention was diverted by the Germans in the street. One nearest the house pointed into the gardens. George Fairfax picked him up in his sights, squeezed the trigger and shot him dead.

The other Germans never heard the dull noise of the silenced SMG or the thin glass in the window which crumpled round the bullet hole, like shattered ice, and fell in slivers from the sill. They stared at the dead man, unable to tell where the attack was coming from while George Fairfax smoothly switched his aim to the Mercedes and fired again. The crump of metal inside his SMG was drowned by the Mercedes’ windscreen exploding and the shouts of the men inside. The driver collapsed over his wheel and Fairfax shot two others before the car careered out of his sight through a fence into one of the gardens. With no more targets in view, George Fairfax decided it was time to move.

Outside, there was chaos. One German on the road had spotted the broken gable window and was screaming at the others to fire at it. As George Fairfax tumbled out of the kitchen door and sprinted up the garden, a volley of bullets found their mark on the little room upstairs ripping the woodwork to shreds and tearing plaster from the ceiling.

George stopped breathless at the top of the garden. He looked back, gasping fresh air into his lungs and wishing he was younger. At least he had got the action he wanted, he told himself ironically, though he was far from out of danger yet. Two Gestapo men in suits ran round the back of the house next door and he opened fire at them at once. That was the way Romm had gone and at all costs he had to dissuade them from following him. Romm had the radio and, so long as he escaped, the operation could go on. The two men disappeared from view. He thought he had hit them but the light was fading and he could not be sure. He swung over the fence and ran through rough grass and brambles towards the railway regretting he had ever agreed to stay in the little house. It would be too easy for the Germans to cut him off on the embankment.

He stopped again. The shouting was coming closer and several bullets smacked overhead. At least he had drawn them his way. Romm should get away and the worsening light would suit them both. Even the best soldiers shot too high in the dark. He ran on underneath the embankment and an increasing weight of fire began to whine in his direction. As long as they did not have dogs. If he could cross the line, he had a chance, through the woods on the other side and then into the hills.

But before he ran for it, he knew he must make certain of drawing all the Germans in his direction. It would be fatal if the radio and codes fell into German hands. He looked for a target. Three men in suits were climbing over the broken wooden fence about fifty yards away. He shot one in the stomach and fired a burst at the others when they dived for cover. He was rewarded with a mass of gunfire over his head at the embankment. The Germans could not hear his SMG firing but they were taking casualties.

Doubled up, he ran on a short way while the Germans plucked up courage to follow. Between breaths he sympathised. It was no fun chasing a gunman who could not be seen or even located by the sound of his firing. He glanced round. The Germans were firing as they came, to give themselves courage. George Fairfax forced himself not to think of bullets and scrambled up the stones to the embankment. He reached the top and slipped on the wet granite ballast, recovered his balance and was hit. The bullet struck him only a glancing blow on the side of his knee but it felt like being smacked with a sledgehammer. He went down at once, cursing at the pain, but rolled and pulled himself over the railway lines and down the other side of the embankment.

‘Halt!’

He looked up. Through the gloom, a patrol of grey-uniformed Wehrmacht soldiers approached, drawn by the shooting and knowing they were in dead ground from the fire the other side of the railway embankment. They were well spaced out among the trees covering each other as they moved. Experienced troops.

George Fairfax dropped his Sterling and hoped that Romm had had more luck.

12 January 1945

Colonel Haike marched briskly up the pavement from his office in Whitehall through Trafalgar Square to Pall Mall, wrapped inside a heavy black coat with the velvet collar turned up to his bowler hat. He had been brought up to believe that hands in pockets was sloppy, so he swung his arms vigorously and occasionally beat his gloved hands together to keep the circulation going. He hoped the Allied bombers attacking German troops in the Ardennes were enjoying the same brilliant blue skies as London that day and he longed for spring. Spring, summer and the end of the war. He stamped his feet as he walked and wiggled his frozen toes inside nothing more robust than a slim pair of hand-made black brogues, wishing he had worn something thicker than silk socks. He was relieved when he reached his club, the Travellers, at No. 106 Pall Mall.

The porter greeted him, ‘Morning, sir!’ and they exchanged views on the weather. Colonel Haike nipped up the steps into the hall where he reluctantly stripped off his coat. The club was never kept particularly warm and after nearly six years of war there was a shortage of fuel. He strode through the pillared hall straightening his dark pin-stripe suit and adjusting his Guards tie. With automatic gestures he smoothed his neat black moustache and hair which he kept brushed straight back from a sharp widow’s peak, then pushed back his cuff and checked his watch. He was precisely on time and decided to go straight up to lunch.

John Peregrine Fullerton, also in a dark suit, was already waiting for him at a members’ table in one corner of the long dining-room and reading the club wine list. As soon as he saw Colonel Haike he stood up and they shook hands like old friends.

‘Septimus, my dear chap,’ said Fullerton effusively. ‘Good to see you.’

Colonel Haike disliked displays of bonhomie almost as much as he disliked Fullerton’s smooth Foreign Office manner but they had known each other a long time and had worked together during the previous year. He extracted his hand from the other’s grasp and replied, ‘Yes, indeed, John. I hope I haven’t kept you waiting?’

‘Not at all, dear chap,’ said Fullerton easily as they both sat down. ‘I did get here a little early and spent an agreeable half-hour chatting to a newish member of the club called Philby. Very nice young chap, I’d say.’

‘Recruited into your lot from MO-1(SP),’ said Colonel Haike as he began to study the scanty menu.

‘Yes,’ agreed Fullerton, irritated that Haike knew. ‘I think he’s got a future in the Firm.’

Colonel Haike grunted dismissively, so Fullerton decided to plunge straight into the reason for meeting quietly in the club outside their respective offices. Leaning slightly forward across the polished mahogany table he said in a low voice, ‘There’s going to be an internal inquiry on “Joshua”. They’re looking for a scapegoat.’

He had the satisfaction of seeing Colonel Haike look up sharply.

‘What?’

Fullerton deliberately put a finger to his lips and disguised the gesture by scratching his nose. ‘Yes. They’re not happy that the Hudson was lost to enemy flak. There have been serious irregularities.’

‘What’re you talking about?’ asked Colonel Haike, his dark eyes watching Fullerton’s expression very closely indeed.

‘Let’s order,’ said Fullerton waving for the head waiter. He wanted to let Haike stew for a moment. They ordered steak and kidney pie, a speciality of the Travellers even under tight food rationing, and Fullerton chose a fine d’Angludet 1928 claret. Throughout the war he had refused to let the Germans upset his passion for good wine and was delighted that their imminent defeat meant the French vineyards could get back to full production again. Thinking of Operation Joshua, he remarked to the wine waiter, ‘Perhaps now the Germans have been flung out of Alsace we’ll see some more of those very elegant white wines which I enjoy so much.’

The wine waiter smiled dutifully and slid away, and Colonel Haike spoke at once, ‘What the devil is going on?’

Fullerton was delighted with the reaction to his news but the situation was serious for both of them. He frowned.

‘No-one knows exactly, and the problem is that we should. The whole area has been liberated by the Americans, Patton’s Third Army, and yet the chaps on Joshua have not surfaced as we expected them to. The Hudson flew in at the start of November with the entire Commando team, as you know, but it never returned. We all assumed it was hit by enemy ack-ack, or fighters, or crashed in the mountains. However, there’s been no sign of anyone on the operation at all. Except, that is, the American member.’

‘Axel Romm,’ said Colonel Haike. ‘I never thought he should have been allowed to go. Your department was quite insistent, though.’ He enjoyed scoring a point of his own.

Fullerton said defensively, ‘Romm’s knowledge of the area was impeccable. And he was fluent. He lived there before the war.’

‘That’s probably what let them down,’ Colonel Haike put in. In his view, emotional attachments to people or places were far too dangerous on operations. ‘I did warn you, old chap.’

Fullerton switched tack and retorted, ‘The problem seems to have been less in the choice of personnel than with signals procedures from the field.’ He had the satisfaction of seeing Haike go immediately on the defensive.

Haike said carefully, ‘I admit we’ve heard nothing from them since the end of November. We assumed that Romm and Fairfax are either both still alive, but prisoners somewhere in Germany, or both dead. What’s new to change that?’

Fullerton delayed his reply while the wine waiter opened the claret for him. He tasted it, enjoying the rich flavour as much as the look of frustration on Haike’s face. The wine was poured and Haike was about to speak when Fullerton explained, ‘Romm’s report has shed new light. He blames George Fairfax for betraying the whole set-up to the Germans. Way back in October.’

Colonel Haike was appalled. He gasped, ‘You mean we sent the Hudson to a German reception party?’

Fullerton nodded grimly. ‘Looks like it.’

They both sat silent for several moments. Haike fiddled with his tie and Fullerton twisted the stem of his wine glass. He continued, ‘The dates in Romm’s report make it clear that the Germans must have been running the radio themselves. They signalled us to send the Hudson in November and we obligingly sent fourteen men to their deaths or a Gestapo prison.’ The waiter interrupted with the steak and kidney and Fullerton began to eat at once, exclaiming, ‘This is excellent!’

Colonel Haike was still grappling with the revelation that the whole operation had been compromised. He demanded incredulously, ‘What about the security checks on the signals?’

‘They were all there. I’ve looked,’ said Fullerton. ‘They stand out like a pikestaff, in retrospect of course, and you overlooked the whole lot, Septimus.’ He forked in a mouthful of pie and sipped more wine, watching Haike start his food with automatic gestures and a distant look in his eyes.

‘You chose the bloody radio operator,’ said Haike sharply but his accusation was without malice. He was on delicate ground and needed support.

‘I agree.’

Colonel Haike covered his surprise at Fullerton’s consent. He detected a measure of compromise, even complicity, and gently moved on with, ‘What else does this American chap of yours, Romm, say?’

‘He lays the blame square on George Fairfax. Says George was captured and bubbled the whole Op to the Jerries.’ Fullerton sipped his claret.

Colonel Haike grunted, ‘Was Romm captured?’

‘His report is rather vague on that, actually. I assume so, or the Germans wouldn’t have had the radio but it’s impossible to say. Romm appeared in American lines on 12 December and categorically refuses to have anything to do with us any more. He says after working with George Fairfax he’s had enough of the British.’

‘Bounder,’ said Colonel Haike with feeling. ‘But I don’t visualise George as a traitor.’ He knew the family well. The son, Edward, had just gone to an Officer Cadet Training Unit and had volunteered at once for the Airborne.

‘Nor do I,’ said Fullerton, letting his words come out slowly. ‘Except that he’s disappeared entirely from view, which lends support to Romm’s theory that he’s too embarrassed to show his face again.’

‘Probably still a prisoner.’

Fullerton shook his head and looked cunning. ‘No. He gave himself up to the Americans too, the day before Romm, but instead of staying he borrowed a Jeep and hasn’t been seen since.’

‘Ah,’ said Colonel Haike. Being absent without leave was a serious matter. Especially after a disaster like this.

Fullerton continued lightly, ‘If Romm is wrong, George Fairfax should come storming back to put the record straight, don’t you think?’

‘Damn right,’ Haike said. He nodded gratefully as Fullerton poured him some more claret.

‘George Fairfax was always a cavalier sort of a devil,’ Fullerton went on smoothly. ‘So Romm may be right. He says Fairfax gave them away through sheer carelessness. If so, he’ll have the book thrown at him. And if Romm is even halfway right, Fairfax is digging a very deep trench for himself by not coming home.’

Haike declared, ‘He’ll take the blame in any event, eh?’

Fullerton sat back and nodded gently. ‘For everything, I’d say. Operating procedures, signals procedures.’ He let the words trail.

After a pause, Colonel Haike looked Fullerton straight in the eye and added, ‘Choice of personnel too. Yes. No doubt about it.’

Fullerton nodded. He noticed the wine was nearly finished. It had been an excellent bottle.

‘Almost best if George doesn’t come back at all, wouldn’t you say?’ Colonel Haike leaned back and wiped his moustache with his napkin.

‘Best all round,’ agreed Fullerton. ‘We shall see when this bloody war is over. Won’t be long now.’ He relaxed and looked up at the three huge sixteen-branch chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling above them. ‘Good show, wasn’t it, that the club never succumbed to taking down the chandeliers.’
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VE-DAY

Tuesday, 8 May 1945

Edward Fairfax did not share everyone else’s wild enthusiasm for celebrating the last day of the war in Europe. For five years, the war had uprooted the lives of millions of people all over the world while he had passed exams at a school in the country, safely away from the Blitz and the buzz-bombing in London. Impatiently he had waited to join up like his father, and tried to curb his frustration by studying the details of every campaign in the newspapers. Finally, he had enlisted, passed his War Office Selection Board and basic training, where his determination to join the Paras was rewarded with a transfer to the parachute training depot at Hardwicke Hall, near Sheffield. Now, at the very moment he had finished his training and had proudly pocketed his first posting order to a Para battalion, the German Army had surrendered. Worse, in the early afternoon, Colonel Haike had invited him to his office in Whitehall and what he said was brief but devastating.

He looked Edward straight in the eye and stated, ‘Your father is missing.’

‘In action?’

‘No.’

Colonel Haike was sitting bolt upright behind his large oak desk with his hands resting gently on the leather top. He grimly shook his head; ‘I wish I could say so, but it appears he is absent in circumstances of great disgrace. There is talk in the War Office of a court martial.’ He paused and added more kindly, ‘I’m sorry, Edward, but I’m sure you understand that I’m bound by security. Need to know and all that. I shouldn’t really have told you anything, but I’ve known your father a long time, and your mother too of course. And I know you see quite a bit of my daughter Diana. I thought it best to tell you myself, rather than allow you to be hit by a bombshell of an official letter.’

‘I don’t believe it!’ Edward said instinctively, forgetting this was no way for a junior officer to address a full colonel and an officer of the Imperial Staff. ‘He was on the “Q” side, resupplying a tank brigade, wasn’t he?’

‘Yes, well,’ said Colonel Haike vaguely, ignoring the tone. He had known Edward since he was a boy, and liked him. Instead, he shoved his heavy oak armchair back across the carpet, stood up, and walked with neat steps across to the tall windows. His whole appearance was polished. His beautifully tailored service dress was of the finest barathea, and the toe-caps of his hand-made shoes gleamed.

He opened the windows with precise movements and listened to the sound of the crowds gathering in the street outside. ‘We shan’t be needing these any more,’ he said, pointing with genuine pleasure at the wall of sandbags which had been piled on the balcony since the beginning of the war.

His attempt to lighten the atmosphere failed. Edward was oblivious to the noises of celebration, the shouts and laughter floating up from Whitehall below. Tense and confused, he stared at Colonel Haike and insisted, ‘What are these circumstances you mention?’ It seemed impossible that his father could have disgraced himself.

Colonel Haike paused before replying. Perhaps he had been unwise to pre-empt the official notice that George Fairfax was posted missing. Young officers could be dangerously impetuous and, though Edward was talented and ambitious, he was often forcefully independent.

Colonel Haike unconsciously made a minute adjustment to the knot of his tie. ‘I’m very sorry, Edward, but there is nothing further I can say.’

He watched the mixture of confused emotions on Edward’s earnest young face and by force of habit began to inspect Edward’s uniform – his neatly pressed battledress top and trousers; one bright white pip on each shoulder proclaimed him a very newly commissioned second lieutenant. His shirt and beige cloth tie were carefully ironed, though Colonel Haike had always disliked the standard issue khaki shirt for himself. His belt-buckle brasses glittered satisfactorily on a correctly blacked belt but his boots were not as shiny as Colonel Haike would have liked. He approved the Parachute wings on Edward’s arm, which Edward had personally sewn on with enormous care and pride, putting on the battledress top several times to check their exact position in the mirror. Fit and enthusiastic, Edward was rearing to fight the enemy on the field of battle, but he was untried and this made him vulnerable. Not for the first time, Colonel Haike thought it would be best all round if George Fairfax were dead, perhaps killed in a motor accident in that damned Jeep he had taken from the Americans.

‘Surely you can tell me at least where he is and when he was last seen?’ Edward burst out finally, his mind a turmoil of questions, unconsciously screwing up his red beret in his hands.

Colonel Haike pursed his lips and said, ‘Sorry, old chap. All I know is that he’s absent without leave. That’s bad enough in all conscience, especially for officers, but apparently what he left behind was a simply frightful stink.’ Colonel Haike emphasised the words and flicked his hand over his moustache. ‘The pity of it is, I don’t know a damn thing more. I had it strictly on the q.t., from one of the boys in the personnel machine, as a favour you understand, but he was tight as a drum about passing on any more detail.’ He gave an awkward smile of encouragement, walked over and took Edward’s arm in an almost paternal way and turned him towards the door of his office. ‘I promise that if I hear any more, I’ll let you know. And, remember, if you need advice, do not hesitate to ask. I’m always here and ready to do what I can to help.’

Edward nodded. He allowed Colonel Haike to see him out on to the spacious landing where they said goodbye and he tramped down the wide stairway, filling the empty hall with the booming echo of his studded boots clattering on the stone treads. Colonel Haike leaned on the banister and looked down on him as he walked across the marble floor beneath. He observed Edward’s back straighten as he pulled his red beret firmly down on his blond head and turned back into his office thinking that there was much in the son that was like the father, only it was as well that the son had not realised that yet. With luck he never would.

The corporal on sentry duty saluted the young Para officer and flung open the heavy wooden doors to the street. He said, ‘Innit grand, sir! A piece of ’istory. You’ll never forget VE-Day as long as you live.’

Edward saluted automatically. He did not need reminding, but the corporal was undaunted and added cheerfully, ‘Five years I’ve waited for this!’ With peace, he would soon be demobbed, a civvy again and then sod the Army and all its officers for good.

Edward stood on the steps looking at the crowd which filled Whitehall from pavement to pavement, shouting and talking excitedly. Cars were marooned in the middle of the road, unable to move, the occupants clustered on the black roofs. People kept looking at their watches and staring expectantly at tannoy loudspeakers which had been tied with wire to the Victorian lamp posts. He felt lost. He had nothing in common with these cheerful masses. The very act of German surrender and the declaration of the long-awaited peace immediately and irrevocably placed him apart. Instead of being just another soldier among the millions who had joined the war, he was now the first of the peacetime British army and already, he reflected bitterly, he was blighted by trouble. He wished Colonel Haike had been able to be more explicit about his father.

The sonorous tones of Big Ben chimed three o’clock, hushing the hubbub of voices. The deep notes from the tower itself in Parliament Square, just a few hundred yards down Whitehall, echoed tinnily in the loudspeakers with sharper urgency. The last excited chatter stilled. Everyone stood in utter silence, fearful they might lose even one syllable of the message they had waited so long to hear.

After a slight pause the familiar gravel voice of Winston Churchill boomed from the tannoys. ‘The war in Europe is over! The German generals have surrendered unconditionally. Today, Tuesday, 8 May 1945, the conflict in Europe will end at midnight.’

There was a roar of cheering and people hugged each other ecstatically. Distantly Edward wondered how long the celebrations would last and muttered under his breath, ‘What a bloody time to get my first posting!’

He stumped down the steps into the crowd, uncaring of the jubilation around him. He was filled with the injustice of Colonel Haike’s vague but serious accusations against his father so much so that he was hardly conscious of barging through the people milling around him in the road.

‘Careful!’ called a voice beside him.

Edward turned, automatically apologising and saw a girl in uniform, her dark hair tucked under a soft khaki cap. She was rubbing her arm but to his relief she was smiling.

She took in his grumpy expression, waved her hand at the cheering crowds and said, ‘You not celebrating?’

He shook his head, not bothering to match her light-hearted tone and excused himself by saying, ‘I’ve just had some rather grim news.’

In spite of Churchill’s speech, the girl nodded. So many people had had bad news during the war that the excuse needed no enlarging.

Edward noticed how attractive she was. Suddenly he felt churlish and introduced himself.

‘I’m Carole,’ she replied shaking his hand and, just to balance matters, added seriously, ‘I’ve had some bad news too.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she shrugged. ‘I’m a nurse and used to this kind of thing. I guess in war the best one can say is that it was expected.’

He hesitated. ‘Are you American?’

She nodded, smiling at him again, and Edward asked dryly, ‘Do Americans always look so cheerful about bad news?’

Her smile widened and he found himself cheering up. He said, ‘Since we’ve both just had bad news, why don’t we have a drink together?’

‘Drown our sorrows?’ she asked looking at him sideways, her eyes large and dark.

‘Everyone else will,’ said Edward shrugging slightly, beginning to laugh. She let him take her by the arm and they weaved through the noisy masses filling the road. A group near them sang a popular hit at the top of their voices: ‘Mairzy doats and dozy doats and little lambsie divies,’ and the deep notes of a brass band reached them from the top of Whitehall. The government had removed all restrictions on licensing hours and the VE-Day celebrations had all the makings of a long night. After five years of war, the serious business of thinking about the future could wait till the following day.
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THE VICTIMS

May–June 1945

Edward rolled out of his camp bed early in the half light of dawn, determined not to be late on his first morning. He washed in cold water, breakfasted on army sausage and beans and walked over to the Company Office under a flat grey sky which threatened rain. As he crossed the parade ground, he returned the salutes of several Paras, feeling very new.

The battalion was occupying a brick barracks in Wismar on the Baltic coast which, until the week before, had belonged to Hitler’s Wehrmacht. The buildings were largely undamaged but showed the bullet strikes of strafing attacks from the air and its occupants had fled with the remains of the German army, abandoning Wismar to its fate. Edward’s battalion had reached it just before the Russians who were now camped on the outskirts, to the east.

Edward waited in a bare room in one barrack block and looked round at the British Army field tables and chairs which were the only furniture. He pictured the Paras using them over the last years, the maps of famous actions spread over the tables – North Africa, Sicily, Normandy – the men dressed in fighting order, camouflaged, faces blacked, their weapons at their feet, arguing and fixing the attack plans for battles they had fought and died in, the battles which he had missed.

He heard boots stamping on the concrete floor. His company commander, Major Rattigan, came in. He was tall and thin, only twenty-six years old, but he had a hard lean face which had seen a great deal of fighting in the previous five years. Edward noticed the purple and white ribbon of the Military Cross above his battledress pocket. Rattigan flung his beret on a table, brushed a hand through his dark hair and said, ‘Admiring our tables and chairs? We’ve only had them a week! Whole bloody war with nothing, but as soon as peace breaks out they give us the chairs to sit on! Marvellous, isn’t it?’ He laughed and waved his arm at the emptiness. There were shadows on the walls where cupboards had stood. ‘Bloody Krauts looted everything. For firewood, I dare say. They’re strapped for the lot round here. Food, fuel, clothing. All gone.’

He shook Edward warmly by the hand, welcomed him and briefed him on the situation. ‘Last week, we were fighting the Boche, now we’re nannying them,’ Major Rattigan said without a trace of complaint and ignoring the chagrined expression on Edward’s face. As far as Rattigan was concerned this was part of British Army life, fighting one moment, helping the next. ‘I’ll introduce you to your platoon and then I want you to take a convoy of rations to a refugee camp near Lübeck. A place called Poppendorf. You’ll find all sorts there, Germans of course, Czechs, Latvians, Russians, Poles and Jews, what’s left of them. They all seem to have come from the east, scared to death of the Reds.’ He grabbed his beret. ‘Food’s the priority. Poor buggers are desperately short. Doc Kelly will go with you.’

They left the office and walked across to the vehicle park. A thin drizzle had started. Groups of soldiers were cleaning and maintaining Bren gun carriers and Jeeps. A troop of Sherman tanks was parked on one side, engines running, mechanics peering inside the engine compartments.

‘We just finished muster parade before you arrived. Sergeant Hodgson is over there with your platoon. He joined us when we were in North Africa, where he won a very good DCM.’

Sergeant Hodgson, like the others, wore rough khaki serge battledress, red beret, blancoed belt and anklets over his black boots. Edward guessed he was much the same age as Major Rattigan. Sergeant Hodgson turned to meet the two officers, slamming his boot down on the gravel, and saluted smartly, his face expressionless.

Major Rattigan, as the senior officer of the two, returned the salute less energetically and introduced Edward. ‘Mr Fairfax is your new platoon commander, Sergeant Hodgson. Get him settled in as soon as you can. I’m damned sure we’re going to be on the move in the near future and I want to be absolutely ready.’

‘Sir!’ Sergeant Hodgson replied. The single word conveyed at once complete understanding, agreement and the intention to comply. He scrutinised Edward. He had seen a series of young platoon commanders during the war, and not all of them good.

Major Rattigan hoped that Edward would have the good sense to learn from Sergeant Hodgson. He looked at the two of them, platoon officer and platoon sergeant, separated by only a few short years but a wealth of experience. He said, ‘The platoon’s all yours, Edward, I’ll leave you to it.’ It was always the same. There was nothing more to be said. It was up to Edward and Sergeant Hodgson.

There was more saluting and Edward was on his own, facing the platoon. They stood to attention, their eyes seemingly straight to their front, but he knew they were watching him closely, waiting for him to act, to order their lives. Three lines of men, thirty-one soldiers. His platoon.

For a moment Edward was at a loss for what to say. Somewhat to his embarrassment, he found his eyes had involuntarily slipped to the DCM ribbon on Sergeant Hodgson’s chest.

‘Would you like to meet the men, sir?’ Sergeant Hodgson enquired tactfully.

Edward agreed. This was right. Keep it formal to start with and then maybe, as time progresses, hope to get to know his platoon sergeant better.

Edward walked slowly down each rank, Sergeant Hodgson following and introducing every men by his rank and name – the three section commanders, all corporals, the section second-in-commands, all lance-corporals, and the men. Britain’s Army, the Army of the British Empire, numbered three million men at the end of the war, deployed all round the world, and in Edward’s platoon all but a few were conscripted men. He had a few words with each, asking where they came from. He would have more time later when he interviewed each man individually in private, a useful idea his instructor at OCTU had suggested.

What struck him at once was how young they all were, though half had fought through Europe since D-Day. Only a year or two separated the youngest from those who had been on operational parachute drops in Sicily and Arnhem while three, having fought in North Africa, were eligible for the Africa Star. The section NCOs were the ‘old men’ of the platoon, in their mid-twenties. Two had oak leaves on their ribbons signifying they had received a Mention in Despatches for gallantry. One stocky, muscled private with a square jaw had the Military Medal.

After the parade, the senior section commander, Corporal Jacobs, marched the platoon away to load the trucks and prepare the convoy to go to Lübeck.

‘How did Private Brogan get his MM?’ Edward asked Sergeant Hodgson.

‘I’m not exactly sure, sir. He wasn’t with us at the time, he was fighting in France behind enemy lines with a special airborne unit. I believe he fought off the Krauts with his anti-tank gun even though he was wounded.’ As his own personal contribution to Brogan’s citation, Sergeant Hodgson added simply, ‘A good man.’

‘Why hasn’t he been promoted?’

‘He was, sir, to lance-jack,’ Sergeant Hodgson replied with a brief smile. ‘But ’e was busted down again to private after a couple of months.’

‘Drunk?’

‘Fighting, sir. ’E was on leave from this ’ere unit of ’is, in England, and got into a brawl in a bar. The Military Police turned up and made a fuss, so ’e got busted and sent back to us. There’re always a good few who go up and down the junior ranks before they settle. If they do. Brogan’s like that. He ’as to keep busy. In action, I mean.’

Edward felt Sergeant Hodgson did not disapprove of Brogan’s behaviour, in fact even looked upon it as showing good form. Clearly, there were unexpected standards of behaviour behind the disciplinary steel of the British Army. Thinking of regulations reminded him uncomfortably about his father. He hoped Colonel Haike had been wrong. He did not want to start his career under the shadow of his father’s court martial. He wondered where he was, and why the hell he had disappeared. Perhaps he was somewhere in Germany, near here?

An hour later, when the trucks had been loaded with rations and medical supplies for the refugee camp, Edward had the pleasurable experience of telling his platoon what to do for the first time. He had to decide who should travel in which trucks. These were hardly earth-shaking decisions but vitally important for a new officer. Sergeant Hodgson hovered discreetly at his shoulder and nodded approvingly when Edward put three men in each truck, section NCOs in the front with the drivers and two in the back as guards. Sergeant Hodgson offered to go in the rear vehicle. Edward climbed in the front truck, so he could map-read and chat to Doc Kelly.

The convoy turned out of the barracks gates and headed west along the coast road from Wismar to Lübeck, crossing the flat country which stopped a few miles north at the Baltic Sea. Edward could smell the salt on the damp air. They made poor time. The road was cluttered with refugees in drab little groups, brown and black shadows of people standing on the edge of the road and in the ditches as the trucks passed, the women in long skirts and headscarves protecting silent children with pinched faces and big eyes, their husbands in caps looking after horse carts, hand carts or bicycles piled with the few meagre belongings they had salvaged: mattresses, pots and furniture and endless tattered suitcases.

‘Poor buggers,’ said Paddy Kelly. He was a powerfully built, bluff, red-faced GP from County Cork who played Rugby for the battalion. He had served with the Paras and sewn them up in numerous battles through Africa, Sicily, Normandy and Holland.

‘It’s the same picture all the way from the coast,’ said Edward, wanting to show he at least knew something about the war in Europe. In the spring of 1945, the roads of Europe were clogged with millions of refugees.

‘You arrived yesterday?’

Edward nodded. He kept his story short, acutely conscious that crossing the Channel from Harwich to the Hook of Holland on a passenger steamer and trundling through the Low Countries on a train would hardly grip the imagination of a man who had followed the fighting over the same route since the breakout from France.

‘It’ll take the world a while to settle down after this terrible war, you know,’ remarked Kelly thoughtfully in his gentle Irish brogue.

They stared out through the flat windscreen at the straggle of refugees along the tree-lined road and bounced on their canvas seats as the Service Corps driver struggled with the steering wheel on the pitted road. After several miles Kelly asked, ‘Now tell me, is your father a cavalry officer, Major George Fairfax?’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Edward replied, looking sharply at the doctor. He felt a sudden twinge of excitement.

‘I met him not so long ago.’

‘Where?’ Maybe Colonel Haike had been wrong.

‘In Belsen concentration camp.’

Edward just stared.

‘He wasn’t an inmate,’ Paddy Kelly said reassuringly, seeing the expression of shock on Edward’s face; ‘he was helping. He helped us set up tents where we could give the poor devils some medicines. We put up food tents and other places where some of the worst could die in peace.’

‘Why were you there?’

‘Sixth Airborne all passed terribly close to the place, liberated it so to speak, and the commanding officers of every battalion in the division were ordered to send their doctors to do what they could. We found over forty thousand people. Well, they were hardly people by the time we got there. In the last stages of starvation, most of them. I remember talking to one fellow, and the next moment, right in the middle of a sentence, he just fell to the ground and died, right there at my feet.’

Edward struggled to think of something to say. The usual adjectives of horror sounded trite.

Paddy Kelly went on, ‘I’m told the Paras said they could smell the place from two miles away, and I can believe it. I showed our Intelligence boys round so they could take photographs. The local Germans thought they were propaganda. Well, they did till we marched them in to have a look for themselves.’ For a moment the doctor’s eyes glazed, staring into the distance of his mind’s eye, seeing the long wooden camp huts slimed inside with human excrement where the wretched inmates had been too weak to move elsewhere.

‘I can’t think why your father should have been there at all.’

‘Did he say why he was?’

‘There wasn’t much time for talk, not the usual sort, you understand. But he did say he was looking for someone. Possibly more than one person. We were all very busy but your father never seemed to stop. As if he wanted to check all the poor devils in the place. In the end, he drove off as he’d come, in his Jeep.’

‘Jeep?’

‘Aye. He had an American Jeep.’

‘Did he say where he was going?’

‘Not a word.’

‘Or where he’d come from?’

‘He did not,’ said Paddy Kelly bluntly. He glanced again at Edward and added more gently, ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Edward. Your father was charming, but something seemed to be driving him, some sort of terrible, fierce rage. I’d say he was a hard man to see inside.’

In the pale overcast sun of mid-morning that same day, Paul Levi trudged exhausted on to the Baltic coast road and turned his face towards the jagged, bomb-shattered roofline of the German town he could see in the distance. He guessed this was Lübeck and wondered if he had walked far enough. He was young and had been fit once, but there was little to distinguish him now from the other refugees who straggled along the road. He wore a ragged grey overcoat which hung from his narrow shoulders almost to his wooden clogs and provided some protection from the cold wind off the sea to his right. He had taken the coat, and the filthy shirt and trousers underneath, from a dead German civilian he had seen killed in a Russian air attack two days before. Before that, he had escaped from the Germans when the Russians swept across the rolling German plain north of Berlin and he had been walking ever since. In the confusion of sudden peace nothing was settled between the Red Army and the West and he was determined not to be a prisoner again, least of all of the Red Army.

He concentrated on putting one foot in front of another and eventually reached the outskirts of Lübeck. The old Hanseatic town was wrecked. The conical roofs over the massive brick gates pierced the sky like broken black egg-shells; the tall, narrow houses with stepped brick façades were shattered by endless Allied bombing; and the streets were a mess of water-filled craters and mounds of red-brick rubble. Little groups of people clambered about on the debris of their homes trying to salvage their belongings, wraiths among the smoke from fires which still smouldered in the ruins. He plodded on, picking his way through the chaos, heading for the centre of the town, without any idea of what to do after that.

Near the Marienkirche, a man sitting on a pile of broken stones watched him approach. He was middle aged, stocky and wore a filthy old suit over his vest. He drew heavily on a hand-rolled cigarette, to combat the acrid smell of dust and rot around him. As Paul drew level he said, ‘Where are you from?’

‘From?’ Paul stopped his rocking shuffle forward and stared, trying to relate the stunning normality of the question to what he had been through.

The man guessed. He could see Paul’s dark hair had been cut to his scalp and was beginning to tuft again like a black brush above the expanse of pale skin of his forehead. As he sucked on the last scrap of tobacco, scorching his throat, and flicked the saliva-stained stub to the ground he asked, ‘Which camp were you in, my friend?’

Paul registered the friendly tone of the older man. ‘We were on a march,’ he replied. ‘I escaped. Near a place called Goldberg, I think. So many died.’ His eyes glazed over.

‘Then you have come from Orianenburg,’ the man stated. He knew about the death march from Orianenburg, a concentration camp just north of Berlin. Frightened by the Russian advance, the SS had fled the camp, driving the inmates along with them, afraid to leave the evidence of their atrocities. Some five thousand, he guessed, had died on that pointless march west.

He asked, ‘What is your name?’

‘Paul Ephraim Levi.’

‘And where are you going?’ So many refugees had no idea.

‘I want to go to Eretz Israel!’ Since his capture he had thought of nothing else but reaching the Land of Israel.

Paul’s reaction took the man by surprise but he said simply, ‘Then you have arrived.’ He spread his hands like a magician able to conjure up the wildest ambitions.

Paul looked round at the desolated main square as if he could be fooled into thinking he had somehow been transported to the sun-baked citrus groves of his dreams. He stared down at the stranger. He was too tired for useless conversation and said coldly, ‘How?’

The man offered him a cigarette and told him, ‘Sit down, Paul Levi. I will tell you how. First, you need to eat and sleep. Later you will travel to Israel.’

Paul had no reason to trust anyone. Bluntly, he asked, ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Zvi Shkolnik. I am in the Haganah, the army of Eretz Israel.’ A slight smile creased his lined face. ‘The underground army, that is. My job is to find men like you among our people who have survived the Nazis, the hundred thousand that’s left out of more than six million. We need you. The British promised us a national home but they’ve refused to let us in. The Haganah is committed to ending the diaspora, the dispersal of our people, and to bringing Jews to Israel. That’s why we need you.’

‘Then I have arrived,’ said Paul Levi simply. Shkolnik offered a roll-up. Paul took it and sat down. ‘Food,’ he said practically. ‘I need food.’

Shkolnik knew that Paul had subsisted in the camp on a diet of only one piece of black bread a day. He nodded. ‘And sleep. Were you in Orianenburg for long?’

‘Long enough.’

Shkolnik grunted. He would learn more about Paul Levi in due course. ‘There’s a refugee camp not far from here. Run by the British. They’re supplying food and clothing.’

Their conversation was interrupted by a convoy of British Army trucks rumbling through the broken town, gleaming headlights reflected off the puddles in the road. They slowly followed the narrow twisting lane which had been opened between the piles of bricks fallen out from the houses, lurching and splashing in and out of potholes and forcing Paul and Zvi to clamber across the rubble to avoid being soaked.

Shkolnik swore. As they stood in the roofless shell of someone’s home Paul watched the Paras in the back of each truck, neat figures in serge battledress and red berets. He noted the professional way they held their sub-machine-guns, loose but alert, their hands on the pistol grip, thumbs by the safety catch. The war was over, but only just and there were still German soldiers about, armed and ready to kill for the rations they carried.

Paul pulled on his cigarette and felt his head spin. I know all about the British,’ he said, ‘They’re always doing what they call the “right thing”. By the goddam book.’

‘What book?’ Shkolnik asked, scratching his grizzled neck. He was Polish, recruited into the Haganah by a Jew who had come from Palestine. He had never had any contact with the British.

‘The book of the law. Their law. They write it themselves,’ replied Paul. ‘And they change it to suit themselves whenever necessary.’ He wondered what lies had been told about him in London or if there would be a time in his life when he would shake free of the British. Perhaps one day in Israel. There was so much to do first. He said, ‘I’m grateful to you, Zvi Shkolnik. You are the first man I’ve met in years who is a real friend. We come from the same background, you and I.’ He gestured at the ruined house and the rubble-filled street and seized Shkolnik by the shoulders. ‘We have nothing now. We are uprooted, but we’ll beat the British and their bloody Empire. They’ve won the war, but they’re tired. I’ve seen it.’ He took a last deep pull on the butt end of his cigarette and added bitterly, ‘God knows, I’ve experienced it. They’re morally drained. But we have the spirit, and we shall win!’

He flung the smoke away, feeling giddy. The nicotine was too strong for him after so long on his feet, marching so many miles without food. He had to recover. Zvi watched the bright tip curve into the ruins of the house.

Paul said quietly, ‘Take me to this refugee camp. I may hate the British, but there’s nothing wrong with their food.’

Shkolnik said, ‘The bridge is down over the River Trave, so we’ll have to follow those trucks through the town.’

Poppendorf refugee camp was on flat sandy land near the big Luftwaffe airfield of Travenmünde, where the murky river Trave mixed with the cold Baltic sea. The icy winds from the north-east raked across the sand bars and whined through the wire fences round the wooden huts. A line of refugees approached the camp from the direction of the railway line which ran past to the airfield, while hundreds more struggled for space between the huts, gaunt-faced men settling their families as best they could, helped everywhere by British military policemen, medical orderlies and harassed officers who tried to make lists of everyone who came in through the gates.

One officer, a burly British major in his forties, had had enough. His Jeep was parked by the wire-and-wood-frame main gate and he stood with his hands on his hips, fists bunched on his webbing belt. He looked round the camp for the last time, searching the faces of the refugees, knowing it was hopeless. None of the names of the inmates was one of the ones he wanted to see. He shook himself, admitting it was unlikely he would find the people he wanted in a refugee camp but he had had to try. Now he climbed into his Jeep, started the engine and drove through the gates. He paused at the main road which ran parallel to the railway, leaning on the steering wheel, undecided.

Far down the road to Lübeck, he saw a line of British Army trucks approaching. He wondered for a moment what brought them to this desolate limb of land and then decided to avoid them. He let out the clutch and turned north, away from them, towards Travenmünde. There might be officers among the troops on the convoy who would want to see his movement authority. Officialdom was already creeping in only days after the end of the war, and besides, he was not ready to answer questions. There were other camps he had to check first.

Edward’s convoy reached Poppendorf about midday and for several hours he was busy supervising the unloading and fair distribution of food. Sergeant Hodgson quickly developed a good working relationship with the Military Police who ran the camp. He directed the platoon to set up tables between the huts, to prevent their being surrounded by a mêlée of people, and soon had orderly queues of refugees waiting patiently for the rations. Sergeant Hodgson stood with his SMG slung, hands behind his back, easing up and down on the balls of his feet, as if on parade, watching the queues with a fatherly eye. Quite soon, he spotted a young boy trying to take a second issue. He waited till the boy had moved up the queue near to the table, then he stepped swiftly forward, grabbed him by the ear and pulled him out in front so all the refugees could see. Raising his voice, he bellowed, ‘Come along now, my lad. There’s others waiting for theirs.’ He pulled the boy’s face close to his, glaring at him as if he were a new recruit on the square at the Para depot, and bellowed. ‘Stealing another man’s rations is a court martial offence! We won’t do that again, will we?’ He let go and the boy scuttled off rubbing his ear. Few of the refugees spoke English, but the message was clear.

Paul Levi and Zvi Shkolnik reached the camp late in the afternoon, on a wagon pulled by two black mares belonging to a family who had walked from Trakehnen in East Prussia. Shkolnik was chatting to some other Poles he recognised standing near the wire gates and immediately told Paul, ‘I’ll get your ration. But you must see the doctor.’

Paul pulled his ragged coat round his shoulders and joined another queue. Queues were part of life in concentration camps, in refugee camps, in army camps and he blamed the British. Everyone in England queued for everything and he decided that the British Empire, like Hitler’s Third Reich, was nothing more than a vast camp, staffed by the Colonial Office and guarded by the British Army. He hoped that no-one queued in Israel.

‘Next!’ A shout from inside disturbed his thoughts and he stepped up into the wooden hut. An army medic took down his name and nationality. Most refugees had no other personal details to give. There was no way of checking and Paul automatically gave a false name.

He waited on the bare boards in the middle of the room. The doctor was standing with his back to him, dressed in rolled-up shirt sleeves and braces and scrubbing his hands in a white enamel bowl with a blue rim. Paul observed the doctor’s broad back and felt detached.

‘I’m Dr Kelly,’ said the doctor turning round and wiping his hands on a small khaki towel. ‘D’you speak English, Irish or one of these funny lingos like Polish, German or Russian? In other words, my friend, do I have to find the bloody interpreter again?’ It had been a long day.

Paul hesitated, surprised not to feel more animosity toward the doctor. He was the first British officer who had spoken to him since he had been arrested. He said, ‘I speak English.’

‘And damned good by the sound of it,’ said Paddy Kelly appreciatively. ‘Tell me, now, you being a Pole. Where did you learn that?’

‘I learned it. That’s all.’ His past was none of the doctor’s business.

‘Alright then. Alright,’ Dr Kelly replied soothingly. He ushered Paul to sit down and stuck a thermometer in his mouth, talking as he worked. ‘You’ve no idea how it warms my heart to talk to a patient in my own language after a day diagnosing more exotic diseases than a Cork general practitioner would see in a year, in people from more countries than the Dublin passport office sees in a decade.’ He told Paul to strip and checked his lungs, blood pressure and muscles, dictating notes to the medic sitting at a portable desk in the corner.

‘You know I found a case of the common cold in a Latvian lady but, through the medium of a Pole who spoke no English and a Russian who spoke no Latvian, I think she got the idea she had terminal tuberculosis.’ He stood back, hands on hips, and demanded, ‘Anything particular wrong with you?’

Paul stared.

‘Don’t look so insulted, man! Spit it out! You don’t have TB, typhoid, typhus, cholera, jaundice, pneumonia, tetanus, or even the common cold, so you’ve nothing seriously wrong with you. You’re run down, you’ve got terrible blisters on your feet and you’re thin. Awful thin. But you’re in good shape compared to some of the poor devils I’ve seen. Nothing that food and rest can’t cure. I’d say you’re a lucky man.’
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