[image: We Shall Remember]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      Emma Fraser is an ex-nurse and she completed her training in Edinburgh. After writing several medical romances under the name Anne Fraser, her research into medical training in the early twentieth century inspired her to write about strong Scottish nurses and female doctors during World War I and her first novel as Emma Fraser, When the Dawn Breaks, was the result. When the Dawn Breaks was shortlisted for the Epic Romantic Novel RoNA Award in 2014. Emma lives with her husband and two children in Glasgow.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Also by Emma Fraser
            

          

        

      

      When the Dawn Breaks

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Sphere

           

          
            978-1-4055-2291-5

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © Emma Fraser 2014

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            SPHERE
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          100 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DY

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      To Hanka Kościa and all those who, like her, risked or lost their lives during World War Two.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Acknowledgements
            

          

        

      

       

      As always, I owe so many people thanks for their help with this book. Firstly my daughter Katherine for alerting me to the true story of Dr Eugene Lazowski and Dr Stanislaw Matulewicz, who created a fake typhus epidemic that saved many Poles from German labour and death camps. Reading about them inspired me to write this story.

      Huge thanks also to my friend Karen and my daughter Rachel for accompanying me on my trips to Poland; to my sisters Flora and Mairi for your support and encouragement during the writing of this book and your valuable insights; to Dr Maria Graham for showing me the collection of memorabilia from the Polish hospital in Edinburgh; to Thalia Proctor, Manpreet Grewal and their team for their patience and insights; to my agent Judith Murdoch and to Hanka Kościa, who joined the Home Army as a cadet when she was sixteen and who shared her incredible story with me – you are amazing.

      And last, but not least, to my husband Stewart for giving me the time and space to write this story – I know it’s not always easy living with a writer!

      Books I found particularly helpful while writing this book and that readers might find interesting were: The Eagle Unbowed by Halik Kochanski, We Were Young and at War by Sarah Wallis and Svetlana Palmer, Station 43: Audley End House and SOE’s Polish Section by Ian Valentine and The Spy Who Loved: The secrets and lives of Christine Granville, Britain’s first agent of WWII by Clare Mulley. Any errors are, of course, mine. 

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        When you go home tell them of us and say

        for your tomorrow we gave our today

        
          Attributed to John Maxwell Edmonds (1875 –1958)
        

      

      
        They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old:

        Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.

        At the going down of the sun and in the morning,

        We will remember them.

        
          From ‘For the Fallen’ by Laurence Binyon
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              Warsaw, Poland
            

          

          
            1 September 1939

          

        

      

      Irena cowered under the chassis of the car, pressing her face into the road so hard it hurt. Bullets ripped into the metal only inches away from her, and as spurts of dirt from the side of the road bit into her skin, she covered her head with her hands and screamed.

      The drone of the plane receded and she risked a look to her left. A man staggered to his feet, his arm hanging limply by his side, and took a few uncertain steps towards her before falling to his knees. He reached out a bloody hand, his pleading eyes fixed on her.

      She was about to scramble out from under the car to help him when she heard it: the whine of the returning plane.

      Using his uninjured elbow to propel himself forward, the man inched towards her, in a desperate, floppy movement.

      ‘Hurry,’ she urged. She wasn’t sure if she’d spoken the words or merely thought them. If he could make it to the car he’d be safe – at least, as safe as she was. Under the car she ran the risk of death; out there in the open, it was almost a certainty.

      Please. Help me, he mouthed. His eyes were wide pools of terror.

      She wanted to, God, she wanted to, but she couldn’t make her body move.

      The screeching of the plane grew louder, and as it descended, Irena could clearly make out the swastikas on the wings. It opened fire again; a staccato of bullets slashing the ground. The man jerked a few times and lay still.

      Just when she thought the Luftwaffe pilot was going to make another sweep, a Polish plane dropped down from the clouds. Immediately the German turned his attention to his attacker, and within moments both planes had disappeared from the sky. Irena curled into a ball. Only a few hours ago she’d been sleeping, dreaming of Piotr. Now she was in the middle of a nightmare.

      Her father was wrong. Everyone had been wrong. This wasn’t war. This was murder.

       

      Yesterday, she and Magdalena, like so many other Varsovians, had been making the most of the last day of the summer holidays. It had been gloriously warm so they’d spent the morning in the park, sitting on a bench chatting, stopping now and again to watch the children as they played close to their mothers and nannies. As an elderly couple strolled past with their arms linked, Irena and Magdalena exchanged an envious look. Like most young Polish men, their fiancés had been with their units for well over a month.

      ‘Just think! In a few months we will truly be sisters,’ Magdalena smiled. She was to marry Irena’s brother Aleksy at Christmas. She tucked her arm into Irena’s. ‘You and Piotr will be next.’

      ‘Not for another two years. Not until I have qualified.’

      ‘I couldn’t wait that long. I can hardly wait three months!’

      ‘Piotr and I have all the time in the world to be married,’ Irena replied. Even as she said the words she wondered if that were true. There had been talk of war with Germany for some time, and since the invasion of Czechoslovakia and the increasingly strident demands from Hitler for a corridor from the Reich to East Prussia, the prospect had seemed almost inevitable. But then Britain and France had signed a treaty and everyone had relaxed. Germany wouldn’t do anything now, they told each other, and if there was a war it would be short lived. With Britain and France on their side they’d teach Hitler a lesson he wouldn’t forget.

      No one was truly concerned about the possibility of war. If anything, most people, especially the younger ones, were excited by it and there was almost a carnival air about the city. All the same, Irena couldn’t help but worry. With her brother in the air force and her fiancé in the army, it would be stupid not to.

      ‘When do you think we’ll see Aleksy and Piotr again?’ Magdalena asked.

      ‘Soon, I hope.’ Irena squeezed her friend’s hand, shaking away the feeling of unease. There was no point in worrying about something that might not happen. ‘Come on, Madzia, let’s find somewhere to eat. I’m ravenous and if we still want to go to the concert and make it home before dark we should get on.’ As she often did out of term time, Irena was spending the night at her friend’s home a few miles out of Warsaw.

      But in the early hours of the morning, Irena was woken by the sound of rumbling. Assuming it was a summer storm, she’d thrown back her bed covers and gone to close the window she’d left open to allow some night coolness into the room. At first she thought the flashes in the sky were lightning, but then realisation dawned. This was no storm. It was the sound of cannon coming from the east.

      She ran to wake Magdalena and they stood at the bedroom window, holding hands, listening to the dull thud of explosions and watching in stunned silence as the sky filled with planes.

      ‘Perhaps it’s a training exercise,’ Magdalena whispered.

      Irena didn’t think so. ‘Come on, we should listen to the news.’

      On the landing they met Magdalena’s mother, Elżbieta. The usually unruffled aristocrat looked pale and frightened. Her hair was coming loose from its plait and she was wearing a robe hastily pulled over her nightdress. ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘We’re going to find out,’ Irena replied. ‘There’s bound be an announcement on the radio.’

      They hurried downstairs to the drawing room where Elżbieta switched on the wireless.

      ‘Poland is under attack. We are at war with Germany, but Polish forces will resist. Stay calm.’ The terse announcement was repeated and followed, a few minutes later, by the national anthem and Chopin’s Polonaise in A major. As they listened they were joined by the two maids and the cook, all in their nightclothes.

      ‘Dear God,’ Magdalena’s mother murmured, crossing herself. ‘I didn’t think they would really do it.’

      As the strains of the Chopin’s Polonaise faded, the announcer came back on. ‘Danzig and Krakow are being bombarded. We urge residents to stay calm and wait for further announcements.’

      ‘Where’s Tata?’ Magdalena cried. ‘And Piotr and Aleksy!’

      Magdalena’s father, Colonel Ĺaski, was Piotr’s commanding officer in the Uhlan and Aleksy, Irena’s brother and Magdalena’s fiance, was a pilot with the Polish Pursuit Brigade.

      When Magdalena started to cry, Irena gathered her into her arms. ‘They’ll be all right, Madzia. You’ll see. Our army is strong. Besides, now that the Germans have attacked, the British and French will come to help us.’

      Despite her words, Irena wasn’t sure. They would come, but would they come in time? And what about her father? Thank God he had come to meet with a colleague at the Warsaw medical school, otherwise he’d be in Krakow.

      ‘I must go,’ Irena said. ‘Knowing Tata, he’ll have gone straight to the hospital. I have to go there, too. It’s what he’ll expect me to do.’

      Her friend raised her tear-stained face. ‘You can’t. It’s too dangerous. Stay here with us. Tell her, Mama.’

      Irena drew away. ‘I have to go, Madzia.’

      Magdalena clutched her arm. ‘Have you lost your mind? You can’t go out there. At least wait a while. Perhaps the Germans will leave us alone. Maybe they’re just making a point.’

      Her friend had always been a dreamer. All her life she’d been protected from the harsher realities by parents who treated her as if she were too young to make decisions for herself. Irena loved her friend but sometimes Magdalena’s unwillingness to see what was in front of her nose exasperated her. ‘Anyway, you aren’t a doctor,’ Magdalena continued, ‘only a medical student. What can you do?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Irena shrugged. ‘Something. Anything. I just have to be there.’

      Elżbieta added her protests to her daughter’s. ‘It’s not safe. Your father would never forgive me if I let anything happen to you.’

      ‘Nothing will happen to me!’ Oddly, she wasn’t at all frightened. She wanted to be in the thick of things. Nothing this exciting had ever happened before. It might soon be over and she didn’t want to miss her chance to be part of it. Gently she removed Magdalena’s hand from her arm. ‘I won’t be a moment.’ She ran upstairs and into the guest room, pulled her dress on over her slip and started gathering together the rest of her belongings.

      ‘Don’t leave, Renia. Please.’ Irena turned to find that Magdalena had followed her upstairs. ‘I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.’

      Irena gripped her friend by the elbows. ‘You mustn’t worry about me. Warsaw is the best defended of our cities. It’s probably safer there than here. You should come with me.’

      ‘Mama won’t leave, you know that.’

      Irena lifted her valise. ‘If there’s any danger take shelter in the cellar and don’t come out until you’re sure it’s safe.’

      By the time they went back downstairs, the anti-aircraft guns were in action and the sky had cleared.

      ‘Perhaps it is over,’ Magdalena said.

      Irena thought it unlikely. Aleksy had told her that fighter planes had only enough fuel to remain in the sky for short periods. The German aircraft would have had further to travel and so would need to refuel sooner. No doubt after they refuelled they’d be back. If she were going to go, it had to be now.

      Elżbieta tried again to stop her from leaving but when she saw that Irena was determined to have her way, she grasped her hand. ‘Take the car,’ she said. ‘It will be quicker than the train – supposing they’re still running.’ While Irena had been upstairs, Elżbieta had dressed and done her hair. She still looked less than her usual immaculate self, but she’d regained the bearing and courage befitting a Polish officer’s wife.

      ‘Won’t you need it?’ Irena asked.

      ‘You know neither Magdalena nor I can drive. And with no chauffeur…’ She frowned as if the inconvenience of being without a driver was more of an irritation than the war. ‘Besides, we won’t be going anywhere. Not until we hear from the colonel. He’ll let us know when it’s safe.’

      ‘Phone me,’ Magdalena pleaded, as a maid opened the front door, ‘as soon as you have any news.’

      ‘Of course,’ Irena promised, kissing her one more time. ‘Now go back inside.’

      She drove as fast as she dared but outside the city she was forced to slow to a crawl. The road was blocked by a tide of people, travelling in both directions: those with cars – the richer Varsovians – heading out of the city, suitcases tied to their roofs; and the country folk – carts piled high with chairs, beds, suitcases and even livestock, the sick, the old and the very young clinging precariously to whatever they could hold onto – heading towards the city. Those without transport walked, clutching suitcases with one hand and their children with the other. Directly in front of Irena was a family, the mother holding onto her two children by the hands while the father, almost bent double under the weight of several suitcases, led the way.

      She tooted the car horn, but it made little difference. It would have been quicker to walk – or to take a train, which, she could see, were still running.

      It was then that the German plane had swooped down and opened fire on the train. Irena watched in horror as bullets punctured the metal and windows exploded in a hail of glass.

      The plane climbed sharply, and panic-stricken passengers spilled from the train, scattering in all directions.

      But the plane circled and came back, losing height rapidly. As people threw themselves into ditches or under carts, it opened fire again.

      Irena scrambled out of the car and rolled under the chassis, covering her ears in a vain attempt to blot out the screams of terror and the relentless sound of machine-gunfire.

       

      Now, as the sound of their engines faded, the air was filled with the terrible cries of the injured and the dying. Slowly, those who could lurched to their feet while others sat in shocked silence as if they didn’t know where they were.

      Irena forced herself to crawl out from under the car and staggered to her feet. As she took in the scene, bile rushed to her throat. She’d never seen anything like the carnage in front of her. Everywhere she looked there were torn and mutilated bodies, their belongings scattered across the field. Her body shaking uncontrollably, Irena moved towards the inert form of the man who had been reaching towards her and, although she knew it was pointless, felt for his pulse. Nothing. Her chest tightened. If only she’d been braver, he might still be alive.

      Near him, a woman was on her knees, her body folded towards the ground as if in prayer, the back of her head caved in. Next to her corpse, a man cradled a bloodied youth in his lap. Despair washed over Irena. There were so many. What could she do? Where should she start?

      On legs that felt boneless, she stumbled over to a man desperately calling for help. His wife had been hit in the shoulder and was pale and clammy, but conscious.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Irena murmured. ‘You’ll be okay.’

      She tore away the shredded cloth from the woman’s shoulder and within seconds, dark gelatinous blood covered her fingers. The exit hole was about the size of a baby’s fist. If the bleeding couldn’t be stopped, the woman would die.

      Irena ripped a strip from her dress and stuffed it in the wound. Almost immediately her temporary bandage was saturated with blood.

      The woman needed surgery. She needed a proper doctor. Someone who knew what they were doing. As panic threatened to overwhelm her, Irena forced herself to take a deep breath. Think.

      She grabbed the husband’s hand and placed it on top of the dressing. ‘We need to get her to hospital.’ She pointed to the car. The man nodded and scooped his wife into his arms.

      ‘Put her in the back seat. Press down on her wound as hard as you can and keep pressing, no matter what happens.’ Irena prayed the German planes would stay away a little longer.

      As they hurried towards the vehicle Irena caught sight of the family who’d been walking in front of her car just minutes before. The father was face down, a few feet away from his wife and children. His blond-haired son, who couldn’t have been more than five, held his cap in the fingers of one hand while the other stretched out towards his mother as if he were reaching for her. She lay beside him, her body covering her little girl. Irena turned to the man next to her. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

      With her heart beating a sickening tattoo in her throat, Irena ran towards the family. She stopped by the father and felt for a pulse. Nothing. Then she knelt by the little boy’s broken body. His bony legs protruded from his too-big shorts and he had a scrape on his knee that was beginning to form a scab. He must have fallen a few days earlier. His green eyes, wide with surprise, stared sightlessly at the sky.

      Bullet holes had riddled his small body, almost cutting him in two. Blood had soaked through both his shirt and his neatly buttoned grey jacket and pooled in an untidy circle around his body.

      She drew in a long, shuddering breath and turned her attention to the mother and daughter.

      As she’d suspected, the mother was dead too, her head almost severed from her torso by the force of the bullets. The little girl, however, had been shielded by her mother. It was just possible she was still alive.

      Mustering all her strength, Irena dragged the woman off her child. As the mother’s body sprawled on the ground, her neck lolling to the side at an unnatural angle, bile rose once more in Irena’s throat, making her gag.

      The girl was covered in blood and Irena’s hands shook as she felt for a pulse. It was there, thank God, rapid and weak, but there nevertheless. The blood must be her mother’s.

      Irena ran her hands across the child’s body before lifting her dress. It was difficult to be sure with so much blood everywhere but she couldn’t see any bullet wounds. But then as the child moaned, she saw it: a small hole, the size of the tip of Irena’s thumb, right at the top of the child’s leg.

      She reached into her pocket, yanked out a handkerchief and folded it into a small square before placing it on top of the wound. Then she tugged off her scarf and tied it tightly around the child’s thigh. If she could get her to hospital the little girl might have a chance.

      She picked her up, carried her back to the car and laid her gently on the front passenger seat.

      She looked around. There were still so many injured. So many who would die without immediate help. But if she stopped to help them, the two in her car would die. She ran around to the driver’s seat, clambered in, and cranked the starter motor. Relieved it caught first time, she looked over her shoulder at the couple. The husband’s face was almost as pale as his wife’s.

      ‘How is she?’

      ‘She’s bad. What took you so long? She needs to get to hospital.’

      ‘Just keep pressure on the bandage.’ Irena laid one of her hands on the temporary dressing covering the child’s leg and pressed down. She manoeuvred the car between the victims, her blood-covered fingers slipping on the steering wheel, but she knew she couldn’t stop, even to wipe them.

      If the German planes came back now they’d be sitting ducks.

       

      It seemed to take forever to reach the hospital. Irena had to negotiate her way through more fleeing people and with every minute that passed, her injured passengers’ chances of survival were decreasing. She kept glancing at the sky, but there was no sign of the German planes. Every so often, she asked the husband for an update on his wife’s condition. She was still bleeding and along the way had lost consciousness. He kept murmuring to her, telling her she was going to be all right, if only she would hold on. In the passenger seat beside Irena, the child’s breathing had become laboured and she looked pale and clammy. If the wound didn’t kill her, shock might.

      At last, the hospital appeared in front of her. It had been hit too. Large chunks of the perimeter wall were missing and the doctors’ quarters to the left of the main building were on fire. She drove into the forecourt and yanked on the handbrake.

      It was almost as chaotic here as it had been on the roads. Horse-led carts and ambulances with injured men, women and children streamed in through the gates. Nurses and doctors scurried around, examining the injured briefly, before calling out orders to stretcher-bearers. The Polish Red Cross were there too, rushing towards each ambulance as it arrived.

      Irena leaped out of the car and lifted the little girl into her arms. A nurse hurried over to her.

      ‘What’s wrong with her?’

      ‘She has a bullet wound to her groin. I’m not sure if the femoral artery is damaged but just in case I applied a tourniquet. There’s another casualty in the back – a woman. She took a bullet in her shoulder. Her husband is keeping pressure to the wound. There are many more casualties out there. About five miles away. On the main road west. A lot of them are dead, but there are others who need medical attention.’

      ‘I’ll take her.’ The nurse gestured to a man on the steps to come forward. ‘Get someone to deal with the woman in the back, then send some ambulances towards Wesola. See if you can find a nurse to go with them. If you can’t, someone from the Red Cross will do.’

      ‘They need a doctor,’ Irena protested. ‘And more than one. The planes might have come back.’

      ‘All the doctors are busy, but I’ll see who I can find.’ As she talked, the nurse placed the child on the stretcher and signalled to the stretcher-bearers. ‘Take her inside. I’ll come in a minute and check her wound before I decide what needs to be done.’ She glanced at Irena. ‘I don’t want to take the bandage off until I’m certain we can control the bleeding.’

      At least the nurse knew what she was doing. She had to be a year or two younger than Irena, but, outwardly at least, she was calm and confident.

      ‘I could go with the ambulance,’ Irena offered. ‘I’m a medical student.’

      The nurse shook her head. ‘You don’t look in any state to help.’ Her voice softened. ‘You’ve done well so far and we’re going to need all the help we can get later.’ She wiped a bloodstained hand across her forehead and, for a moment, Irena saw the fear in her eyes. But just as quickly it was gone and the professional mask was back in place. ‘You’re covered in blood, you know. If you plan to stay and help you should wash first – and get changed. We don’t want to terrify the patients any more than they are already.’

      As she turned away, Irena grabbed her arm. ‘I’m all right. Just tell me what you want me to do.’ Her teeth were chattering so much she could barely speak.

      The nurse gently removed Irena’s hand, placed her arm around her shoulder and led her across to a bench. ‘It’s going to be a long day and an even longer night. Take a few minutes to pull yourself together. Then, if you really want to help, report to Sister Radwanska. She’ll tell you what to do.’

      Irena started to protest, but without warning tears blurred her vision. She wanted to follow the nurse inside, she wanted to help, but she no longer trusted her legs to support her. Instead, she buried her head in her hands and wept.
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      ‘There has to be some mistake,’ Sarah said. ‘I don’t know a Lord Glendale. Never even heard of him.’

      She studied the man across the desk. Alan Bailey had a spot on his chin and had cut himself shaving. If indeed he even shaved. He looked barely old enough to be out of school let alone a partner in a firm of posh Charlotte Square solicitors. He was wearing a suit that must have cost a fortune, a pinstripe shirt and a ridiculously flamboyant bowtie. The office was empty apart from the over-large desk and three chairs. It was quiet, almost unnaturally so, given the proximity of Princes Street.

      When she’d opened the letter asking her mother to make an appointment to see one of the partners at Hardcourt & Bailey, Sarah had phoned to tell them her mother was in hospital.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Alan Bailey had said smoothly, but without the slightest hint that he meant it. He’d paused. ‘Will she be discharged soon?’

      ‘No. Not in the immediate future.’ Not that it was any of his business. ‘Look, perhaps you should tell me what this is about?’

      ‘It’s really a matter best dealt with in person,’ Bailey muttered.

      ‘In that case,’ Sarah suggested, ‘can I come instead of my mother?’

      ‘Would you mind holding the line for a moment?’ There was the sound of someone covering the receiver with a hand and then the muffled voices of two people. While she waited, Sarah added milk and wine to her shopping list on the hall table.

      ‘Sorry to keep you, Miss Davidson, but I needed to have a word with my senior partner. He thinks we should speak to Mrs Davidson in person.’

      Sarah’s jaw tightened. ‘My mother can’t talk and can only walk with support, so it’s unlikely she’ll be able to come to your office any time soon. She’s in the rehabilitation ward of Astley Ainslie Hospital, if you’d like to check with her doctors.’

      ‘Perhaps we could visit her at the hospital.’

      ‘Only immediate family are allowed to visit at the moment.’ Sarah wasn’t sure if this were true. It hadn’t come up in conversation with the nursing staff as Sarah was the only visitor her mother ever had. But Mum was in no condition to be bothered by solicitors. Come to think of it, Sarah was in no condition to be bothered by solicitors. On top of the twice-daily trips to the hospital – and the visits to her mother’s house in the Borders to check for mail and to see everything was all right – there was work to think about, too. Her boss had been sympathetic about Sarah taking time off at first and had given her a week’s compassionate leave, but over the last few weeks he’d become increasingly fed up with her frequent absences from the office. If it weren’t for the fact her curiosity had been piqued by the solicitor’s letter, she would have been tempted to tell the firm of Hardcourt & Bailey – and Alan Bailey in particular – to take a jump.

      Even then Alan Bailey had hummed and hawed about it being irregular but, if she were indeed Lily Davidson’s daughter, and could prove her identity by bringing her passport along, he supposed it would be all right.

      But the last thing she’d expected when the time of the appointment finally arrived was this. A complete stranger had left two properties to her mother, should the solicitors fail to locate a woman called Magdalena Drobnik.

      ‘There is no mistake. Lord Glendale also asked that your mother be given this.’ Bailey handed her an A3 envelope.

      Sarah turned it over in her hands. It was made of thick, good quality paper and had Mum’s name on it, written with a fountain pen in a neat, decisive handwriting. Perhaps inside was a letter explaining the strange bequest? But she should get Mum’s permission before she opened it. Dealing with her mother’s business correspondence was one thing, personal letters quite another.

      ‘And as for Magdalena Drobnik? Who is she?’

      Alan Bailey sighed. ‘We were rather hoping your mother would be able to help us with that.’

      ‘I can’t recall her ever mentioning her.’

      He leaned back in his chair and studied her as if he were a teacher and she a schoolgirl he’d caught smoking behind the bicycle shed. ‘As I told you, your mother will only inherit should we not be able to find Miss Drobnik or if she’s deceased. We’ve started looking for her but so far have drawn a blank.’

      ‘And if you don’t find her, Mum will inherit Lord Glendale’s Edinburgh house and another in Skye. I still don’t understand. Why my mother?’

      ‘I’m afraid I couldn’t tell you even if I knew.’

      ‘Didn’t whoever made out the will ask Lord Glendale? One of the senior partners perhaps?’

      ‘My father made out the will. Sadly he died last year. Even if he were still alive, he might not have been able to shed any more light than I can. Our job as solicitors is to draw up wills, not to question their contents.’ He sat upright, picked up a pen and twirled it between his fingers. ‘Lord Glendale’s instructions were straightforward. Apart from the bequest, on his death, your mother was to be handed the envelope I have just given you.’ He cleared his throat before continuing. ‘The estate includes a house in Charlotte Square – just across from here, actually – as well as one in Skye. It may well be that the house in Skye will have to be sold to cover the inheritance tax that will be due prior to the estate being settled. Or, should your mother go on to inherit, she could choose to keep it and sell the Charlotte Square house, although I would advise against it. The Edinburgh property is more likely to keep its value. In the meantime, your mother has been appointed joint executor along with us. We hold a set of keys to both properties should you require access.’

      Why on earth would Lord Glendale have named her mother in his will? Could they have been lovers? It was entirely possible that her mother had had a life Sarah knew nothing about. The thought of her mother having a secret lover both depressed and warmed her. It would be good to think she’d found love, even late on in life. She’d never even known her mother to have a friend. However, if they’d had a relationship, surely Sarah would have met him?

      ‘When did Lord Glendale die?’ she asked.

      ‘A month ago. He was diagnosed with a fast-growing brain tumour a few months before that.’

      Which would explain why he hadn’t visited her mother in hospital. ‘This has come as a bit of a shock. I still can’t help but think some mistake has been made.’

      ‘As I said, if you are the daughter of Lily Davidson, last residing at Cliff Top near St Abbs, and it certainly seems you are, then there has been no mistake. Naturally, as a reputable firm we have carried out the necessary background checks.’ He closed the folder and set it to one side of his otherwise clear desk. ‘And I do have to emphasise your mother only inherits as a “whom failing”. We will, of course, make every effort to locate Miss Drobnik but that could take years.’

      ‘Drobnik is an Eastern European name, isn’t it?’

      ‘Polish, actually.’

      ‘Have you thought about looking for Miss Drobnik there?’

      ‘Of course,’ he said, looking as if he’d sucked on a lemon. ‘Unfortunately the Polish government, for all the talk of perestroika, isn’t too helpful when it comes to assisting the West with information regarding their residents, although now that democracy looks a real possibility we may have more success in accessing information.’

      As there seemed little else Bailey was able to tell her, Sarah returned her passport to her handbag and stood. ‘I’ll take a set of keys for the houses. I should check on the one in Charlotte Square. It may have sprung a leak or something…’ She tailed off. There was no need to justify herself. He’d already said he was happy to give her keys.

      Alan Bailey opened the drawer of his sleekly modern oak desk and tipped the contents of an envelope onto the table. ‘A member of the firm has already carried out an inventory.’

      Sarah stiffened. Did he think she was going clear the house and flog Lord Glendale’s possessions on a street corner? ‘I can assure you, Lord Glendale’s belongings are safe with me.’

      His cheeks reddened. ‘It’s standard practice. I’m sure you aren’t planning to remove anything from either of the properties until such time as we are certain that Miss Drobnik can’t be located.’

      His obvious embarrassment softened her irritation. She took the keys from him. ‘You will let me know as soon as you find Miss Drobnik, won’t you?’

       

      Back on the street she paused outside the entrance to Hardcourt & Bailey. She checked her watch: two thirty. Afternoon visiting was from two to four and the Astley Ainslie – or the Ghastly Astley, as she secretly called it – was a good half-hour walk from here. But given that Lord Glendale’s Edinburgh home was only on the other side of the square, she couldn’t resist a quick look.

      Situated between Rose Street and George Street, with their designer shops, cafes and bars, and only a stone’s throw from Princes Street, Charlotte Square was one of the most expensive places to live in the capital. Unlike many of the grand townhouses elsewhere in Edinburgh, most of these hadn’t been subdivided into flats and were therefore highly sought after.

      She found number nineteen and stepped back to look at it. Lord Glendale’s home – a three-storey, neo-classic sandstone building – had to be worth a small fortune. If Mum did inherit it, she could sell it and there would be money for her to buy a ground-floor flat with a garden near Sarah and if necessary, God forbid, as much private care as she could possibly require. It seemed that fate had stepped in just when they needed it most.

      Although she was itching to see inside, her mother was expecting her at the hospital and after that, she really had to get back to the office.

      She hitched her handbag onto her shoulder and hailed a passing taxi. There was no point in getting too excited; there was still the matter of Magdalena Drobnik to consider. If she were still alive then her mother would get nothing. But who the hell was Lord Glendale and why had her mother been named in his will? 

       

      A short while later, Sarah paused at the door of ward 18 where her mother had been a patient for the last four weeks. Mum had only recently turned fifty. According to the doctors, it was unusual but not unheard of to have a stroke at that age. It could, they said, have been caused by any number of reasons, most likely a small bleed. It was possible that her mother would make a good recovery, but equally possible that she would continue to have small bleeds and if this happened her mother might lose what movement she still had.

      After a couple of weeks in a medical ward, Mum had been transferred here for rehab. At least that’s what it was supposed to be. In reality it was filled with old people with dementia, a few like her mother who were post stroke, and, heartbreakingly, a young girl who’d come off the back of her boyfriend’s motorbike and who spent most of the time curled up in her bed, her day punctuated only by visits from the physios and her anxious family.

      Sarah took a deep breath and walked in, wincing at the faint but unmistakable smell of urine. When she saw Mrs Liversage bearing down on her, she was tempted to hide. Not today of all days. An encounter with the old lady was rarely short and sweet. But too late – she’d already been spotted.

      ‘Is Mother waiting for me?’ Mrs Liversage, clutching the frame of her Zimmer, stopped in front of her, peering past Sarah to the ward entrance. She always asked the same thing. ‘School’s just finished, and I mustn’t keep her. Mother so hates to be kept waiting.’

      ‘I didn’t see her,’ Sarah said evasively. ‘Perhaps you should ask the nurses?’

      ‘Nurses? What nurses?’ Mrs Liversage frowned. ‘Don’t be silly. There’s only teachers here.’

      Sarah bent to whisper in the elderly patient’s ear. ‘Don’t tell everyone, but I think there’s cake for tea.’

      Mrs Liversage perked up. ‘Tea? And cake!’ She allowed Sarah to turn her around and guide her to the day-room. When she was seated, Sarah poured her some tea from the thermos she’d brought and after scrabbling around in her bag, gave her a slice of the pre-packaged ginger cake she’d intended for Mum.

      Leaving a pacified Mrs Liversage munching, Sarah hurried down the ward, past the nurses’ station and to her mother’s bay. Her heart squeezed painfully as she caught sight of her mother. As usual she was in the high-backed chair next to her bed, but the pillows that normally propped up the side that had been affected by the stroke had fallen to the floor and without their support her mother was tipped over to the right. She was dressed in a green cardigan that didn’t belong to her and blue polyester trousers with an elasticated waist. No one had applied her lipstick for her or found the time to comb her hair. Sarah groaned. Before the stroke, Mum would have died rather than let anyone see her like this.

      ‘Hello, Mum,’ she said, dropping a kiss on her cheek.

      Her news would have to wait until she’d seen to her mother. She laid the pile of clean laundry on the bed and pulled the screens. ‘Okay, Mum, let’s get you sorted. What would you like me to do first? Help you with your lunch or change that cardigan?’

      Her mother smiled lopsidedly but said nothing. The stroke that had robbed her of movement on her right side had also affected her speech.

      Sarah pushed aside the plate of congealed blended mince and mashed potato that the hospital optimistically called lunch. Luckily, as well as the cake, she’d also brought a yogurt and a plastic spoon with her. The last few weeks had taught her to come prepared.

      She peeled off the lid and sat down on the bed. ‘Try some of this, Mum. It’s your favourite.’ But when Sarah lifted the spoon, her mother pressed her lips together.

      ‘Please, Mum, you have to eat something. You must keep your strength up.’ Since the stroke her mother had lost weight from her already slim frame. Sarah tried again, but her mother turned her head away.

      ‘How will you get better if you don’t eat?’

      Her mother pointed to her stick, which was propped up against the wall, and Sarah placed it in her good hand. It had become her mother’s preferred way of communicating. Two taps meant no and one, yes.

      ‘Do you need the bathroom?’

      One tap. Yes.

      ‘I’ll go and get a nurse, shall I?’

      Another tap.

      Sarah could have taken her mother to the toilet herself, but something inside her shrank away from such an intimate act. Mum would hate it too.

      She pushed the screens aside and avoiding Sister Haggerty, who quite frankly terrified her, found a staff nurse writing up some notes in the duty room. To her relief it was Linda. Sarah rapped softly on the door. ‘Excuse me, Linda, but I’m afraid my mother needs to go to the bathroom.’

      ‘Oh, hello, Sarah. How are you?’

      ‘I’d be happier if Mum had had lunch and was wearing her own clothes.’ She did her best to keep the exasperation from her voice. She didn’t want to risk the nurses taking against her – or more importantly – her mother.

      ‘We’ve been a little short-staffed today,’ Linda said. ‘Nurse Gillespie called in sick this morning. Sister tried to get the powers-that-be to send us a replacement from one of the other wards but no joy. Short-staffed all over, apparently. Surprise, surprise.’

      The beginning of a headache tugged at Sarah’s scalp. ‘Does the ward ever have its full complement of staff?’

      ‘Sometimes. I can’t remember the last time, though.’ Linda placed her pen in the top pocket of her uniform and stood. ‘I’ll take Lily to the loo.’

      It was something else Sarah disliked about the ward; her mother would hate to be called by her first name. She’d pointed this out to the nursing staff several times but she might as well talk to a brick wall.

      ‘How is my mother doing?’ Sarah asked. ‘I don’t see much improvement.’

      ‘You have to be patient. It can take months for a patient to recover as much as they are going to. In the meantime, we’re carrying on with physio and speech and language therapy.’ Linda paused and squeezed Sarah’s shoulder. ‘I know it’s hard and that you don’t see much difference, but she has some movement in her right side now. You’re doing all the right things – coming in to see her, helping with the passive movements, talking to her.’

      It didn’t feel like enough. Her mother had never been one for socialising and to be stuck here with people she had nothing in common with had to be hellish. But what could Sarah do? Mum needed more care than Sarah could give her. Which was why, if the houses did come to Mum, it would be a godsend. Although she wished this Magdalena Drobnik no ill, it wasn’t as if she knew her and if she was dead, the sooner it was confirmed, the better. Then she could move Mum to a private facility while they sorted out a long-term solution.

       

      By the time Linda had taken her mother to the toilet, a laboriously slow process, Sarah was seething with impatience. She’d tidied Mum’s locker, returned the tray of uneaten food to the metal food trolley, poured her mother a cup of tea from the thermos and replaced her mother’s soiled clothes with the clean ones she’d brought with her.

      After Linda had settled her mother back in the chair, she helped Sarah change her mother’s cardigan. ‘Always work from the affected side,’ Linda said. ‘You’ll need to get adept at this for when Lily comes home.’

      ‘Surely she isn’t ready quite yet?’

      ‘Oh, I’m not talking about right now, but in a few weeks’ time perhaps,’ Linda said. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Lily? Back in your own home with all your things around you.’

      Mum rapped the stick again and her eyes blazed as she held Sarah’s gaze.

      ‘Oh, Mum, I know you want to go home but you heard what Linda said – it won’t be long now.’

      Linda folded a rug over her mother’s legs. ‘Right. I’ll leave you two in peace.’

      At long last, they were alone. Sarah crouched by the side of her mother’s chair.

      ‘Remember I told you yesterday that I had an appointment with the solicitor today?’ she said. Her mother lifted her good shoulder in an almost imperceptible shrug.

      Sarah moved in front of her mother so she could see her better. ‘They had something very interesting to say. Mum, did you know a Lord Glendale?’

      Her mother frowned and shook her head slightly.

      Sarah sat back on her heels. ‘Well, that’s weird because he’s named you in his will.’ When her mother continued to stare blankly at her, Sarah took the envelope from her bag. ‘The solicitor also gave me this. It’s for you. From Lord Glendale.’

      When her mother still didn’t respond, Sarah continued. ‘Would you like me to open it?’

      Her mother nodded.

      To Sarah’s surprise, all the envelope contained was two photographs. She’d been so sure there would be a note explaining the will. She double checked to make certain there was nothing else before turning back to the photos. The first was of a woman in a skirt and blouse standing next to a man in a Second World War uniform. Sarah was just able to make out the wings of the RAF insignia on his chest. He was very good-looking and judging by his easy smile and confident stance, knew it. Could he be a young Lord Glendale? In that case he was a lot older than she’d assumed. Certainly too old to have been her mother’s lover.

      The woman next to him was beautiful, with high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes. She was standing awkwardly, her body turned slightly away from the man at her side, almost as if she didn’t want to be in the picture. One thing was for sure: neither was Sarah’s grandparent. Although she’d never met them – they’d died before she was born – there were several photographs of them in her mother’s house.

      Sarah looked past the figures to the building in front of which the couple were standing. Only the steps and pillars were visible. It could be any building in any city.

      She placed the photo in her mother’s good hand. ‘Do you recognise them?’

      While her mother was looking at it she picked up the second one. It was of a little girl, four – possibly five – years old. The length and style of her smocked dress and velvet-trimmed coat as well as the lace-up boots suggested a bygone era; the forties maybe. A chain with a tear-drop pendant hung around her neck. Sarah studied the child more closely. There was something in the set of the mouth, the steady, almost angry stare that was familiar.

      ‘Is this you, Mum?’ Sarah leaned over to show her. ‘It is, isn’t it? Look, she’s wearing the same necklace you have. When was it taken? How come Lord Glendale had it?’

      But her mother was still staring at the picture of the couple, tears sliding down her cheeks and into her mouth, her thin shoulders shaking.

      Sarah stared at her aghast. She’d never seen her mother cry. She knelt beside her and dabbed her wet cheeks with her hanky. ‘Oh, Mum, what is it?’

      Her mother raised her head. ‘Mm… Ma…’

      Sarah could see the frustration in her eyes. ‘God, sorry, Mum.’ She’d forgotten it was no good asking Mum questions that she couldn’t give yes or no responses to. Sarah grabbed the stick and placed it in her mother’s hand.

      ‘Okay, let’s start again. Do you recognise the man?’

      Two taps. No.

      ‘What about the woman? Do you recognise her?’

      One tap. Yes.

      ‘Is she Magdalena Drobnik?’

      A firm tap. Yes. Her face crumpled and she clutched Sarah’s hand. ‘Ma… Ma… elp. Nu…’

      ‘What is it, Mum? Do you need a nurse?’

      Once more a series of taps. ‘Huh…’ She managed.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I don’t understand.’

      ‘Ho… Ho…’ Her mother blinked and waved her stick at the door again.

      ‘Home? You want to go home?’

      One tap.

      A lump lodged in Sarah’s throat and she took her mother’s hand, rubbing her cold fingers. ‘Oh, Mum. You can’t. Not yet. You have to be here so they can continue with the speech therapy and the physio. You know that – although Linda and I are hoping it will be soon.’

      At that moment Sister Haggerty came over. ‘Now, Lily, what’s upsetting you?’ She pinned Sarah with a look. ‘You know it’s not good for your mother’s blood pressure if she gets agitated.’ She whipped the screens around the bed. ‘What your mother needs is peace and quiet. Perhaps you should come back later. When Lily is calmer.’

      Sarah reluctantly got to her feet. She placed the photograph of the little girl back in the envelope but when she tried to retrieve the one of the couple from her mother, she curled her fingers around it and pressed it to her chest.

      Sarah bent and kissed the top of her mother’s head. ‘It’s okay, Mum, you keep it. I’ll see you this evening.’

      As Sarah walked to the door, her head was spinning. So the woman in the photograph was Magdalena Drobnik. But how did her mother know her and why did her photo distress her so much? One way or another, she was going to find out.
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      Irena wiped the sweat from her brow. It was hot inside the hospital and she’d been on her feet for almost fifteen hours. Yesterday, as soon she’d regained control of herself, she’d fled to the bathroom. She’d hardly recognised the woman in the mirror. Her dress was ripped and covered in blood; her face, hands and arms equally bloodstained. Pulling off her dress, she’d stood in her underwear and scrubbed her skin until it burned. She’d found a hospital gown and, thankful it covered her from neck to shin, redressed. Then she’d gone in search of Sister Radwanska who’d immediately put her to work.

      Throughout the day rumours had circulated: the Germans had entered Warsaw; the Germans had been beaten back. Krakow was obliterated; Krakow was fighting back.

      It was impossible to know what was true and what wasn’t. Whenever she thought about Aleksy and Piotr, her chest tightened.

      Were they still alive? As the vice-grip around her chest increased she pushed the thoughts away. She mustn’t think of anything except what she had to do here. Sister Radwanska had allocated her to the surgical ward and instructed her to keep an eye on the post-operative patients. All the doctors and most of the nurses were in theatre or in the reception area dealing with the casualties that had flooded in.

      During a lull she’d grabbed an opportunity to slip away to check up on the child she’d brought in yesterday. Luckily the bullet had gone all the way through the leg, narrowly missing the femoral artery, and the doctors had successfully stopped the bleeding in theatre. But she wasn’t out of danger yet: she’d lost a great deal of blood and sepsis was a real possibility. No one knew her name and, as yet, no relative had come to claim her. Hopefully someone would soon.

      Irena reached for the little girl’s hand. Her fingers were soft and limp, the nails bitten to the quick. She had the same blond hair as her dead brother, still streaked with blood, and although she was as pale as the cream hospital walls, she was pretty.

      If she and Piotr ever had a daughter, she might look like this.

      She closed her eyes as the image of the last time she’d seen Piotr played in her head. They’d been spending the weekend with other guests at his parents’ house in the country. After a day spent picnicking, they’d changed into evening dress and danced to a five-piece band. Piotr, in his officer’s uniform, his sword at his waist, looked noble and handsome and she’d ached with love for him.

      ‘You are so beautiful, my love,’ he whispered in her ear as he twirled her around. ‘When we are married I’m going to keep you all to myself for at least a month. Preferably permanently in my bed.’

      She’d smiled up at him. ‘Only a month? Shame on me for not making you want me more.’

      ‘Let’s not wait,’ he said, no longer smiling. ‘We could get married tomorrow. I’ll find a priest and persuade him to marry us. With the tip of my sabre if I have to.’

      ‘But we agreed to wait until I’ve finished my studies.’

      ‘Two years, Irena. I’m not sure I can wait that long. It’s different now. I think there will be a war and we’re not as well prepared as everyone says we are. We should get married now. We don’t have to tell anyone except my parents and your father. I can support you. And when I’m away you can live with Mama and Tata. They love you almost as much as I do.’

      Why hadn’t she said yes? If she’d known that less than a month later she could be facing a life without him, she would have.

      A hand fell on her shoulder, rousing her from her reverie.

      ‘My dear, I’ve been looking for you.’ It was her father, his face slack with fatigue. She’d known he’d eventually find his way to the hospital – and to her. Seeing him brought the tears perilously close. She took a deep breath and blinked them away. Even in these circumstances, Tata wouldn’t like it if she became emotional in front of patients. He squeezed her shoulder. ‘Why are you still here?’

      ‘The nurses told me you were in theatre. I couldn’t leave. Not until I had seen you.’

      ‘They let me know you were here but we’ve been so busy I couldn’t come before now.’ His face tightened. ‘So many terrible injuries. How can they do this to children?’

      Irena used her free hand to cover his. When they’d spoken about the possibility of war in the past, her father had been calm. ‘I was in Warsaw during the last occupation,’ he’d said. ‘If they come again – if they occupy us again, God forbid – they will be arrogant and aggressive. There will be killing and they will take everything we have, but they are Europeans. They will act like an occupying army but they will behave with restraint.’

      No one could believe it now. The German pilot who had killed the girl’s family must have known they were civilians. Yet he had shot them anyway. And throughout the hours there had been similar reports. Other trains had been targeted and many more civilians killed as they tried to flee from the wreckage. There were whispers of mounds of bodies piled high by the side of the roads. She wished she could tell her father what she’d witnessed but she knew she would break down if she did.

      ‘Any word of Aleksy or Piotr?’ she asked instead.

      ‘No. And we mustn’t expect to hear anything for a while. It will take time for news to get through to us. Don’t give up hope.’ He pulled up a chair and sat down next to her, taking his glasses off to rub the lenses. ‘Now, Irena, I want you to listen to me. You must leave Poland.’

      ‘Leave?’

      He leaned closer and lowered his voice. ‘I have an address. The Baron, your godfather, gave it to me last year when we met in Austria. Remember the medical convention I attended?’

      Irena nodded. She’d only met her godfather once, when he’d come to visit them in Krakow. She’d been a child then, no more than ten, but she remembered a tall man with blond hair and blue eyes who’d treated her as if she were a young lady instead of a little girl still in short dresses.

      ‘It’s the address of someone he knows well – a man of importance who lives in England and who will help you. Maximilian must have suspected something might happen to Poland. Perhaps he knew more than he let on?’ He shrugged. ‘Who knows? Things have been tense between our two countries for so long I think we Poles have been guilty of ignoring what was inevitable. We should have taken it as a warning when the Reich invaded Czechoslovakia and no one raised even a whisper of protest.’ He shook his head. ‘But that is in the past. We must look to the future now. I have no doubt that the Nazis will enter Warsaw. Perhaps not this month, or the next, but they will come. Our army is too small, too poor and too ill-equipped to hold them back for ever.’

      ‘But the British and the French! They will come to our aid. They promised and once they come, the Germans will be beaten back.’

      Although her father smiled, his eyes stayed bleak. ‘I hope you’re right. In which case, as soon as the Germans are no longer a threat, you could return.’

      ‘My place is here, Tata – with you and Piotr and Aleksy and everyone else! I can’t – I won’t – run away.’

      ‘It is what your mother would have wanted. It is what I want.’

      She looked around the ward. The beds, most of which had two patients in them arranged head to toe, had been pushed together to make room for more. Even the space in the centre of the ward had been utilised. Still there weren’t enough beds for everyone and many patients had to make do with a mattress on the floor. It was worse in the corridors outside. There the injured lay, in pain, confused, bloodied and unwashed, waiting for the doctors to operate or for a bed to become vacant.

      A nurse, grey with fatigue and shock, moved between the beds, stepping over patients, checking bandages and taking temperatures and pulses. Some of nurses had been about to go off night duty when the attack had started, but they were still here.

      ‘I can’t go, Tata. I’m needed here. There aren’t enough doctors and nurses to care for the injured as it is.’ She held up her hand as he started to protest. ‘I know I’m only a student but I can be useful.’ She made herself smile. ‘Besides, who will make sure you rest if I am not around to keep an eye on you?’

      Her father rose to his feet, stifling a groan as his stiff legs complained. ‘You take after your mother. She was stubborn too.’ He held out an envelope. ‘Here’s the address. Hide it but never lose it. I have also written the details of my bank account in case you ever need money. Perhaps you are right and the English and French will help us put an end to this. But I still think you should go now. If the Germans occupy our country you will not find it so easy to leave then. Now go home and get some rest and we will talk again tomorrow.’

      The little orphan girl’s eyes fluttered and she moaned softly. Irena squeezed her hand. ‘You go, Tata. I’ll stay a little longer.’
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      ‘Britain and France have declared war on Germany!’ Januz, one of Irena’s fellow medical students, rushed into the ward with a huge grin on his face. ‘We’re saved!’

      ‘Not soon enough to help him,’ Irena said softly. She closed the eyes of her patient, a middle-aged man with terrible burns, who had been admitted yesterday to the hopeless ward. She’d given him as much morphine as she’d dared, but he’d moaned in pain almost right to the last. At least his suffering was at an end now.

      ‘Aren’t you happy?’ Januz said when she didn’t reply.

      She was relieved, of course, but happy? She doubted she’d ever be able to get the images of what she’d seen these last days out of her head. ‘I’m pleased if it means that this war will be over soon.’ Especially if it meant that Piotr and Aleksy would be coming back to her.

      Through the opened window they heard the sound of cheering and went across to look.

      The street in front of the hospital was filled with people – more than Irena had seen in one place since the Germans had first attacked. Some were attempting to sing ‘God Save the King’, even though it was clear they didn’t know the words, others ‘La Marseillaise’. As people danced in the street, cars trundled by, joyously tooting their horns. In the hospital forecourt, nurses and doctors paused to hug each other.

      Irena closed her eyes and murmured a prayer: ‘Mother Mary, let it be over. Please send Piotr and Aleksy home.’

       

      But three days after Britain and France declared war on Germany, there was still no sign of them coming to their aid. Krakow had been occupied and, if anything, the sound of gunfire had intensified. Irena was at home and getting ready for bed when her father called up to her.

      ‘Renia, come quickly.’

      She rushed downstairs and her heart almost stopped beating when she saw Piotr standing in the hall. Her prayers had been answered. She ran over to him and flung herself into his arms. ‘You’re alive!’ She was crying and laughing at the same time. ‘Are you all right? You’re not hurt, are you?’

      ‘I’m fine, my love,’ Piotr said, holding her tight. He smelled of smoke and sweat and blood. ‘We’re passing through Warsaw on our way east. We’re moving out at first light but I had to see you.’

      ‘Come and sit. Are you hungry? Tata, could you ask Krystiana to bring some bread and soup?’ Krystiana came in once a day to see to Irena’s apartment. Although she had boys of her own in the Polish army, and had to be desperately worried about them, she’d told Irena she’d go mad with nothing to do at home but wait for news of her sons.

      ‘Is it going badly?’ she asked when Piotr was seated.

      ‘It could be better. We keep waiting for the British or French to attack the Germans but so far they haven’t. Perhaps tomorrow.’

      ‘Have you seen Aleksy?’

      ‘No, I’m afraid not, but I’ve heard he’s all right.’

      ‘Thank God,’ Irena whispered. ‘We’ve been so worried.’

      He leaned across and took her hand. ‘Sweetheart, it doesn’t look good. Our regiments don’t seem to know what the others are doing. We’ve lost almost three-quarters of our planes and we are running out of petrol to fly the ones we have left. What little remains of the Pursuit Brigade is being sent to Lublin in case what’s left of our air force is destroyed by the Luftwaffe. If help doesn’t come soon then we’ll be in real trouble. Our pilots may have to get out – most likely to France where they can regroup.’ His voice was dull. ‘Try not to worry too much if you don’t hear from Aleksy for a while.’

      ‘Do we have a chance?’ Irena whispered.

      He squeezed her hand. ‘Of course. We’re not ready to give up.’

      It was difficult to absorb what he was telling her. He sounded defeated.

      Piotr rubbed a hand across his face. His usually immaculate fingernails were encrusted with dirt. ‘I used to think there was glory in war. I was wrong. And it’s not just the Germans who are doing the killing. A mob of Poles set upon a village of ethnic Germans and massacred them. These people were their neighbours, their friends. It’s madness.’

      ‘My God, Piotr! What is happening to us?’ Only a week ago she would have found it impossible to believe.

      At that moment Irena’s father came in carrying a tray, Krystiana following close on his heels. ‘You should let me carry that, Doctor,’ she scolded. When she saw Piotr a smile spread across her wrinkled cheeks and she went to hug him.

      ‘Krystiana, you’ve no idea how I’ve longed for a bowl of your soup,’ Piotr said, taking the tray from Irena’s father. As she watched him eat, Irena noticed how thin he looked. Wasn’t the army able to feed its soldiers?

      When he’d finished, Krystiana took the tray from him and headed back out of the room. At the door she turned. ‘Come back when you can. In the meantime, I shall pray for you and all our young men.’

      ‘I have to get back to the hospital, so I’ll leave you two alone,’ Tata said. He held out his hand. ‘May God bless and protect you, son.’

      Irena wanted to hold back time. She had a sick feeling that this might well be the last time she saw Piotr. She wanted to beg him not to rejoin his regiment, to stay here with her, but Piotr would hate that. So she would behave with the dignity and courage expected of her.

      ‘Don’t cry, sweetheart,’ the man she’d hoped to spend the rest of her life with said, rubbing the pad of his thumb gently across her cheek. She hadn’t even realised she was crying.

      ‘We should have married when we could,’ she whispered. ‘We should have been together as man and wife. I should have lain in your arms and let you make love to me.’

      ‘Irena!’ Piotr pretended to be scandalised. ‘Ladies don’t talk of such things.’

      ‘This lady does. I only wish we had time now.’

      He pulled her into his arms and held her so tightly she could barely breathe. ‘I don’t have to be back until dawn,’ he murmured.

      She could feel his heart beating against hers. She knew what he was asking and how could she refuse? Tata had left and Krystiana would be returning to her small flat once she’d finished tidying the kitchen. Even if she hadn’t been, Irena wouldn’t have cared.

      She took Piotr by the hand and led him to her bedroom. Her heart was pumping so hard she thought it might burst.

      She closed the door and turned to face him.

      ‘Are you sure, my love?’ he asked.

      She was. These could be the last hours they had together and she wanted to spend every moment as close to him as she could get. She wanted to feel his hands on her body, his naked skin against hers. She wanted to know what it was to be loved by him, something she had imagined several times but always thought they would have years and years to experience.

      Her fingers were trembling as she started to undo the buttons of his tunic. ‘I have never been so sure of anything. But you will have to show me what to do. I don’t want to make a mistake.’ She dipped her head as colour rushed to her cheeks.

      ‘And you a doctor?’ he teased. He lifted her chin until she was looking him in the eyes. ‘This is not how I imagined it. I wanted it to be perfect.’

      She had come to the last button and opened his shirt, feeling for his skin under the vest he wore. He sucked in a breath as her fingers skimmed over his stomach. She stepped away from him and his eyes glittered in the light from the moon as she slipped her dress over her head. Next she undid her bra and unclipped her stockings from her suspenders, acutely aware of him watching her every movement. When at last she stood naked in front of him she raised her chin. Although she was tempted to cover her nakedness with her hands she wanted no shame or embarrassment to spoil this first time.

      ‘My beautiful love,’ he murmured. He moved towards her and picked her up in his arms, holding her against him for a moment before lowering her gently onto the bed. He undressed quickly; his trousers and vest joining his shirt in an untidy heap on the floor. All the time he kept his eyes fixed on hers. The bed sagged under his weight as he lay down beside her. He placed his hand on her hip and turned her towards him, running his hand along her side, and hot flames shot through her body. He cupped her face and when he kissed her she let the feel of his mouth and hands wipe away the terror of the last few days.

       

      Later, as he slept, she raised herself on her elbow and looked down at him. So that was what all the fuss was about? No wonder. It had hurt a little but he had been so gentle, almost too much, so that she had wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him close. She hadn’t wanted gentleness, that would come later, she had wanted to be possessed, she had wanted to obliterate the past and future, and making love with him had done that.
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The choices she made under fire changed everything . . .





