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The Eye of the Storm


Kate Lace


June 1944. In the immediate aftermath of the Normandy landings, chaos reigns and lives are irrevocably disrupted. At the Ferme de la Source, an isolated farm close to the front line, Martine battles to keep her animals fed, and shelter her German boyfriend, torn between his love for Martine and fear of his SS superiors, notably Obersturmbannfuhrer Jochen Peiper. On the south coast of England, meanwhile, Colonel David Clarke is preparing his troops for the last stage of the Allied invasion, the assault on Caen. At home, in her Sussex cottage, his pretty young wife Gwen, assuages her loneliness with a friendship – but one she may learn to regret. As the battle rages, in the air and on the ground, passions are ignited and loyalties are strained. Ultimately, though, honour will prevail…
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FACT


SS-Obersturmbannführer Jochen Peiper was a real person. After the war he achieved notoriety as a result of the Malmedy Massacre war crimes trial where the American Army tried to find those responsible for the murder of American POWs in the Ardennes offensive. He was sentenced to death but this was commuted to life imprisonment. He was released after twelve years. He tried to work in Germany but was persecuted by an anti-Nazi group. Eventually he went to live in the Haute-Saône in eastern France, hoping to achieve anonymity. On the night of 13th July 1976 he was murdered by a single shot from a British service revolver. The culprit was never found. Maybe this is why it happened …




One


An Hour Before Dawn, Saturday 24 June 1944


La Ferme de la Source – Normandy


‘Take care, Liebling,’ murmured Martine as she kissed her lover goodbye gently on the lips.


Otto held Martine by the shoulders and stared into her eyes. ‘I’ll try.’ He shrugged to indicate his lack of power over the matter.


‘And think about what I said.’


Otto nodded. He’d been thinking about little else since Martine had suggested the idea of desertion. It wasn’t as if he wanted to go on fighting. He had never wanted to be part of Hitler’s machine –even as a child he’d hated being in the Hitler Youth – but, like most Germans, he’d had precious little choice. However, the danger involved in deserting was immense – no less, of course, than the danger involved in continuing to fight; but which path would offer him the best chance of survival? He wished he knew. He’d only known Martine a matter of months and he didn’t want to be cheated out of more time with her. He wanted a lifetime in her company; but what were the chances of that, given the current circumstances?


He pulled his uniform tunic on, buttoned it up; then, kissing Martine one last time, he picked up his boots and crept out of her bedroom and down the stairs. With the bedroom door open the sound of snoring reverberated from her father’s room. The old soak had rolled in drunk again last night. They’d heard him crashing around the kitchen as they lay together in bed, both praying that he wouldn’t barge into Martine’s room. Not that he ever had, nor was it likely he would, but the sickening fear that he might was always there. Jean-Paul Bracque wasn’t an aggressive man by nature, but, fuelled by calvados, the sight of the Boche in his house – in his only daughter’s bed – might be enough to move him to violence. And they all knew where the shotgun was hidden. As usual, though, after a few minutes of bashing into the kitchen table and chairs as he stumbled about looking for food or drink, or both, he’d made his unsteady way up the stairs to his bed, where he had passed out almost instantly. Once the snoring started, Martine and Otto had allowed themselves to relax and had also swiftly fallen asleep clasped in each other’s arms in the narrow little iron cot that had been Martine’s bed since childhood.


Otto was certain, given the amount of booze Martine’s father had probably shipped the previous night, that Jean-Paul wouldn’t awaken now till late, giving him ample time to slip away, and the precaution with the footwear was more than likely unnecessary – but there was no point in tempting providence. Otto reached the kitchen, picked up an overturned kitchen chair and sat on it to put his boots on. When he’d finished lacing them up, he took his cap out of his pocket, set it on his head at the correct angle and let himself out of the farmhouse into the buffeting wind and lashing rain of a summer storm. The weather was marginally better than it had been for days – dear God! the storm earlier in the week had been terrible – but it was still bad.


Martine stood at her bedroom window and looked across the yard to the figure of her lover, just visible through the rain as he went through the gate and then strode down the lane that led to the road to the airfield. Had he been stationary, his field-grey uniform would have blended into the monochrome countryside, but his movement betrayed his position. In a few seconds he would turn the corner and be gone; so she watched until he did, not wanting, in these desperate and unsafe days, to lose a second more of his presence than absolutely necessary.


Otto disappeared from sight. She sighed, left the window and began to dress. As she pulled on her rough wool trousers and coarse cotton shirt, she heard the rumble of guns. Are they closer than yesterday? she wondered. Difficult to tell. She looked out of the window and saw the muzzle flashes off near the coast. A safe distance. A couple of days ago there had been a battle just down the road at Tilly. That had been terrifying. The shells had landed frighteningly near, the ground had shaken and the sudden, hideous explosions had made her want to curl up with her arms over her head. Then the barrage had stopped and the machine-guns had started up, but luckily it hadn’t moved their way and since then it had been relatively quiet. Her father, cowering with her in the cellar, had muttered things about ‘the Allies consolidating their positions’ and ‘engaging in flanking movements’, but Martine didn’t know whether this was old phrases from the Great War that he was regurgitating, blind speculation, or stuff he’d heard from his visits to the café in the village that might contain a shred of truth.


After the battle they’d seen refugees from Tilly fleeing, pushing handcarts, prams, bikes – anything they could lay their hands on – laden with basic possessions, frightened and not knowing when or if they would be able to return to their houses. She knew it was inevitable that the war would storm past their little corner of France like some terrible hurricane and Martine wondered if she should try to escape with her father, out of the line of fire. But she couldn’t leave the animals and she was afraid that the thought of losing the farm completely might push her father right over the edge. Besides, they had nowhere to go and they were probably as safe, or in as much danger, as they would be anywhere in this region for the foreseeable future.


Martine pulled on her boots and slipped out of her room. Time to do the milking. The cows wouldn’t wait just because there was a war on. Unlike Otto, she clumped down the wooden stairs. Now Otto was safely on his way, who cared if her father woke up? And just for once it would be nice if he did, then got out of his bed to help with the early-morning chores. But what chance of that? When her mother had been alive, and her father hadn’t spent most of his time trying to find oblivion, there had been more than enough for the three of them to do. Now she seemed to be running the whole place almost single-handedly. She ran her work-roughened hands through her hair in despair. She woke up each day still feeling tired and by the time she got back to her bed tonight she knew she’d be completely exhausted. She sighed heavily. Feeling sorry for herself wasn’t going to help anyone and surely the war couldn’t drag on for more than a few months?


She entered the kitchen and went over to the range. She riddled the ashes and pushed some kindling into it. The embers still glowed from the previous day’s carefully banked fire. In a matter of minutes the range was heating up nicely. She pushed a pan across on to the hotplate to boil up some water for coffee. Well, coffee was what she referred to it as still, but God alone knew what went into the grubby-looking grounds that she got from the grocery in the village. She cut a hunk off the end of yesterday’s baguette, split it and shoved it in the oven to toast – as tartine it would still be edible when dunked in the coffee.


Ten minutes later, Martine was in the yard. It was almost light by this time. The glow on the eastern horizon was fading from orange to gold and the sky took on the colour of oyster shell. She picked up her hazel switch from where she had left it on the mounting block, opened the gate, gave it a shove to swing it wide and then set off to the meadow and the herd.


Gare Saint-Lazare – Paris


SS-Obersturmbannführer Jochen Peiper paced along the platform at the Gare Saint-Lazare, waiting impatiently for news that a driver had been found for the train loaded with around twenty Panzer tanks from his battalion, plus men, kit, ammunition, rations and service vehicles. His annoyance was manifested in the slapping of his blackleather gloves against the palm of his left hand and the frown that creased his high, broad forehead; he wasn’t used to having his plans thwarted by inefficiency. Only a few days ago they had been in Belgium, resting and refitting, when the order came through that the battalion was to proceed with all haste to Normandy to provide reinforcements against the invasion. It was no small logistical feat to move an entire battalion of tanks such a distance and, until this hold-up, it had all happened with exemplary speed and competence.


But now, the first of the three trains that had been promised to take them from Paris to Caen was going nowhere for want of a driver. This was unacceptable. Peiper strode back down the platform again, anger welling up inside him. Some incompetent minion, no doubt, had failed to read the orders he had sent in advance and now precious hours were being lost. If he found out who was responsible he’d have them put against a wall and shot. This delay was tantamount to sabotage, he fumed. His battalion of Panzers might make all the difference to the battles in Normandy. If he was there, his tanks might stop and turn the tide of the enemy invasion. Peiper dwelt for a few seconds on what that might mean to him personally. He was already one of the most highly decorated soldiers in the SS. With another notable victory, his ascendancy would be unstoppable.


Winning wasn’t going to happen, though, if he didn’t get out of Saint-Lazare Station. He couldn’t throw the enemy back into the sea from here in Paris. He turned on his heel again, his eyes searching for someone on whom he could vent his rage, but apart from his own men – and none of this was their fault – he could see no one. He sighed furiously and slapped his gloves against his hand again. Where is that blasted driver? he thought. He had remonstrated with the officer in charge of troop movements. He had issued more threats.


‘But what am I supposed to do?’ Major Kepplinger blustered.


‘Find me a driver,’ retorted Peiper coldly.


‘I cannot produce what I do not have.’


‘Then I suggest you find a solution.’


Kepplinger was tired, overworked and disinclined to be bullied. ‘Or what?’


Peiper could barely contain his anger at this insolence. The last person who had spoken to him like that he’d shot. Admittedly it had been some nameless, insignificant Italian peasant who had refused to hand over food Peiper had requisitioned for his troops, not a German officer, but Peiper felt very tempted all the same.


‘Just find one,’ he snarled as he turned on his heel. He saw a French railwayman hurrying down the platform. Was this the driver? But no. The labourer jumped off the platform and wriggled into the space between it and the train and began greasing the axle bearings. Peiper, with nothing better to do, watched. The labourer glanced up as he moved from one flatbed to the next and met Peiper’s gaze; then he dropped his eyes and moved quickly round the back of the truck and out of sight. There was something furtive and shifty about the man’s actions. But surely no one would be foolhardy enough to tamper with the train under the eyes of a whole battalion of SS soldiers. Peiper narrowed his eyes as his instinct told him something was amiss; then he beckoned to his adjutant.


‘That man – what’s he doing?’


The adjutant looked in the direction Peiper was indicating, bent down to get a clear view under the bogeys and saw the labourer. He watched the man working for a few seconds and shrugged as he stood up again. ‘Routine maintenance, I imagine, sir.’


Peiper scratched the cleft in his chin. ‘Then why does he look guilty and nervous to me?’


‘Does he, sir?’ The adjutant bent to have another look just as Kepplinger hurried up. He abandoned his cursory investigation and straightened to hear what had to be said.


‘I have a driver. He has just arrived. He was delayed …’


But Peiper held up his hand to stop the excuses. ‘Just tell him to get the train ready to depart.’


‘I have; he is.’


‘Good. Lucky for you.’ Peiper strode down the platform, forgetting his concerns about the workman now he could at last get his battalion away on the last leg of its journey, and making a final inspection of the loading, checking everything was in order before climbing into the carriage for the officers at the rear of the train: the men travelled with their tanks.


The labourer continued to grease the bearings of the front few flatbeds before quietly slipping away, taking his tin of carborundum-laced grease with him.


The English Channel, off Arromanches-les-Bains – Normandy


David Clarke was sitting on the deck of the landing craft, huddled in his greatcoat, with an empty pipe clamped between his teeth and his eyes shut. He used his pack as a pillow to cushion his head from the hard steel of the vessel, but there was no such protection for his backside beyond a few layers of uniform, and even in the fug of half-sleep he was aware of the damp cold striking upwards into his body. June it may have been, but the weather made it seem more like March. An appalling storm had lashed the Channel for days and their crossing had come close to being postponed; then the weather had abated just enough. From the start, the long journey from Portsmouth had been punctuated by the sound of seasick soldiers spewing over the side of the ship from the narrow deck that ran along the sides of the tank well. The noise of vomiting could be heard over the persistent pulsing of the ship’s engines, the roar of the wind and the crash of the waves. David had almost succumbed too. He’d not suffered from seasickness himself before, but the sound of retching and the subsequent pervading sour smell was enough to turn the toughest of stomachs.


He was less apprehensive now than he had been for some days – this despite the fact that he and his men would be seeing battle within hours. In late May it had become apparent that his battalion was being held in reserve until after the main action of the invasion was over and he had been disappointed and angry. His men had been training for exactly this for months – years even – and why hadn’t they been chosen? he’d wanted to know. Then the first radio reports and newspaper stories had come back and later the newsreel pictures, and despite the patriotic and optimistic nature of the reports, as an experienced military man, David had been able to read between the lines and conclude that many of the initial battles for the beaches had been bloody and desperate and the fight through Normandy was worse. While he was eager and ready to see active service again, he was not of a mind to see his men, many of whom he considered his friends, cut down by the enemy; he’d seen enough of that on the beaches of Dunkirk four years earlier, and the horror of it all still encroached on his dreams on occasion. Now, though, he dozed intermittently, rocked by the movement of the ship, and let his thoughts wander to his wife Gwen and their dog Jasper.


Off to the starboard a huge, rippling flash momentarily banished the dark from behind his eyelids. Instantly he was alert. The flash hurt his eyes and his ears were assaulted by a series of thunderous booms as the four-inch guns on the destroyer escorting them opened up. Then other ships followed suit. For a confused second David wondered if this was a barrage preparatory to landing before he realised that such an action would be shelling friendly forces. Adrenalin catapulted his brain into assessing what was really happening. The guns were pointing upwards and away from where the French coast would have been visible had it been daylight. Obviously some marauding enemy aircraft had been spotted and was being warned off. David hoped to God the pilot wasn’t given to do-or-die heroics and took the hint.


Above Arromanches – Normandy


At 15,000 feet above David Clarke, Oberleutnant Gerhard Werner was piloting a Heinkel 177 bomber. It was tough, given the weather conditions. The gale tried to throw the aircraft around and he had to fight the control column to keep the thing on course.


A sudden gust made the plane buck and rear and Gerhard brought it back on course instinctively. He scanned his instrument panel. Flying blind like this was no easy task. It would be a simple matter to get disorientated in these conditions. His eyes flickered across the gauges. They were all reading as they should, and his instruments told him he was still flying straight and level. The cloud cleared again. Below them was the enemy’s harbour at Arromanches. His mission was to drop a huge mine in the approach to the entrance. If a ship entering or leaving set it off, it could hinder the enemy’s resupply efforts for days, even weeks. He flew on a course to cross the target as steadily as he could. He willed his bomb-aimer to hurry up and get the job done. This was no place to be hanging around. Since the invasion this area was crawling with enemy night-fighters and as for the flak …


Just as he thought the word ‘flak’, a blinding orange burst of flame lit up the sky below him and to his left. He swore under his breath. The bastards had spotted him. Almost instantly the sky was peppered with deadly pom-poms of exploding shells. Gerhard could feel the plane bucking and lurching as the shock waves from the nearer shells buffeted his fragile craft. The jolts got progressively more violent as the gunners below began to get his range. He fought with the joystick, trying to maintain level flight when all his instincts were telling him to get the hell out of there.


‘Bombs gone,’ crackled the voice of the bomb-aimer in his headphones. Werner felt the plane leap upwards as the payload, a one-tonne magnetic mine, dropped clear of the bomb bay and down towards the sea off Arromanches. Instantly, Werner pushed the stick forwards and to the left, and the Heinkel responded by dropping her starboard wing and diving steeply. He hoped that the British navy’s radar-directed guns would be slow enough in responding to his sudden change of course to give him a fighting chance of getting away.


His hopes were shattered when a salvo of six shells exploded just under his port wing. Several chunks of shrapnel tore through the flimsy fabric of the plane. Instantly a jet of flame burst out of the back of the wing. Werner knew the plane was doomed.


‘Bail out,’ he ordered his five-man crew. His bomb-aimer and his co-pilot grabbed their parachutes, kicking open the ventral crew hatch. As soon as their ’chutes were clipped in place they disappeared into the night. A few seconds later his dorsal gunner bade him farewell via the intercom. That just left his rear gunner.


‘Get out, Dieter,’ Werner yelled. There was no response. Dieter had fallen victim to another chunk of shrapnel. It had smashed through his Perspex cupola and then into his head, killing him outright.


Werner could feel that he was beginning to lose control. Without his co-pilot he didn’t have enough power in his arms to hold the plane in level flight.


‘Dieter!’ called Werner more urgently. Fear was really beginning to grip him. He felt a loyalty to his crewman and it was his duty to try to save him, but his instinct was to save himself first. ‘Go now.’


Still no response. Werner looked at the flames. Too bad for Dieter, but he’d given him as much chance as he could. Werner unclipped his harness and struggled out of his seat. As he did, the plane gave a violent lurch to starboard, throwing Werner off his feet. He grabbed instinctively at the back of the co-pilot’s seat to try to keep his balance, but he missed and fell heavily. The plane began to spiral towards the sea and the centrifugal force, although not strong, was enough to keep Werner pinned in the awkward position in which he had fallen. The spinning became more intense and more extreme as the plane plunged downwards.


The magnetic mine hit the water just beyond the newly constructed Mulberry harbour at Arromanches. However, instead of falling directly into the main shipping lane it drifted off to the east as it sank, so it lay on the bed of the Channel several hundred yards from its intended target.


The bomber carrying the last two of its crew members hit the water a few seconds later about a quarter of a mile away. It disintegrated on impact and Werner was killed instantly.


Near Arromanches – Normandy


David watched the flak bursting in the one clear patch amongst the heavy cloud cover above him, lighting up the sky like a thunderstorm. One of the fuzzy puffs of light didn’t extinguish. Then, silhouetted against the orange glow of the flak and the fire, he saw three parachutes drift seawards. He looked back at the ball of flame that had been a German aircraft. Then suddenly the fireball was quenched as it hit the water.


One less Nazi plane to worry about, thought David without feeling.


There was no point in trying to get any more sleep. He pulled a letter from Gwen from his pocket. Dear Gwen, her letters were always so alive and yet so full of trivia, things light and gossipy and such as she thought would cheer him up. It was one of the reasons he loved her so much. He valued her letters and their normality more than he could say and he treasured each and every one of them. He gripped this one tightly so a sudden gust or squall wouldn’t rip it from his grasp. He’d read it a dozen times already, but the familiarity of her words was comforting and he felt closer to her when he looked at the words she had written. He wondered if she was awake and thinking of him like he was of her.


Orchard Cottage


Gwen Clarke rolled over in the bed and looked at the clock. Instantly her state went from mildly dozy to wide awake.


‘For God’s sake, George.’


‘Wha …?’


‘Get up, George. You’ll be late.’ Gwen emphasised the urgency with a sharp jab to his ribs as she switched on the bedside lamp.


‘Ow,’ said George. He rubbed his side and glanced at his watch. ‘Darn it,’ he swore and, still massaging his ribs, he swung his feet out of bed and on to the bedside mat.


He quickly grabbed his vest and shirt. The chill morning air had already made his body come out in goosebumps. As he pulled his clothes on he flicked back the blackout curtain with one hand, just an inch, and had a look at the weather outside. It was terrible – pouring and blowing a gale – and he could hear the wind keening round the house. What an unbelievably filthy day. What is wrong with this summer? he wondered. No wonder the Limeys were always yakking on about the weather. Why couldn’t they have a climate like they did back home? At least where he came from in America the summers were hot and the winters were cold. But here …Jeez!


Morosely he began to dress. Spending the night with Gwen was wonderful, but the ride on his motorcycle back to Thorney Island in the early hours was the penance he paid: doing it in a howling gale hardly made it worth the previous night’s pleasures of the flesh. As he leaned back to pull on his trousers, Gwen pulled him off balance so that he flopped back on to the eiderdown. She leaned over him and kissed him.


‘You will be careful today, won’t you?’ she murmured, looking down at him.


‘Of course,’ answered George glibly, not meeting her eyes. He didn’t want a reminder of his own mortality. There were enough of those around the station each day. ‘You’re to come back safe to me tonight.’


‘I’ll do my best.’ George pulled himself free of her grasp and stood up. He buttoned up his flies and then donned the rest of his kit. As he shoved his feet into his flying boots there was an impatient scratching at the bedroom door. With the laces still undone, George stumbled across the room and opened it, then sat down on the edge of the bed to finish doing up his boots properly. A large, elderly spaniel trotted in, the stump of its tail wagging, and licked George’s hand.


‘See,’ said Gwen a touch petulantly, ‘it’s not just me who’ll miss you if you do something stupid. Old Jasper will be inconsolable too.’


George looked over his shoulder at Gwen. ‘Inconsolable’ wasn’t a word he would have associated with her. After all, when he’d first met her, her husband had been away months and she hadn’t been inconsolable then – far from it, as he recalled.


George finished tying his laces. ‘I’ll let Jasper out into the yard, shall I?’


‘Please.’ She still sounded sulky. ‘And give him some biscuits. Then he won’t pester me.’


George knew perfectly well that, when he’d gone, Gwen would roll over again and go back to sleep. All right for some.


George dealt with Jasper and let him out into the garden as he left the house. Leaving him sniffing round the hedge, checking for traces of intruders in the night, George wheeled his motorbike from by the back door, through the gate and on to the lane at the front of the house. He tucked his RAF side hat under his epaulette and swung his leg over the saddle. A couple of quick kicks of the starter, then the motorbike engine puttered into life and he was away down the lane off the Downs towards Thorney Island.


It didn’t seem like two months since he had first dropped in on Gwen – literally – by parachuting into her back garden after his plane had disintegrated on the way back from a raid. He knew he’d been hit by flak over Cherbourg but had thought he’d got away with it when the plane had suddenly started to judder violently as he approached the English coast. Something was obviously very wrong. He’d thought about throttling back to try to control the problem, but even as he thought about it there had been a violent bang and the plane had gone completely out of control. As he fought to get the canopy open he noticed that he had crossed the coast. Thank God, he thought: at least he wasn’t going to get a ducking. He had a horror of the notion of parachuting into the sea, of being smothered by wet parachute silk and being pulled under despite the Mae West. No, give him dry land any day. If he’d wanted a close association with the briny he’d have joined the British navy.


With a desperate heave the Perspex shot back and locked. With a sob of relief that was whipped away by the freezing wind that now buffeted him, he unclipped his harness and pushed himself out of his seat. He was terrified of making the jump, but what choice was there? With a shove from his arms and legs he threw himself upwards and outwards and grabbed his ripcord ready to pull. Once clear of the plane he calmed down rapidly. Ripcord pulled, there was a fluttering and then a violent jerk. He’d done it. His heart slowed. Piece of cake. What had he worried about?


As he’d floated downwards he’d seen his Typhoon crash in empty fields, west of Chichester, out of harm’s way. Then, suddenly, what he’d thought was empty countryside wasn’t so empty after all. He’d been dangling under his ’chute watching the countryside drift around beneath his feet when a gust of wind caught him and swung him on to another track completely. Instead of heading for open fields he seemed to be heading rapidly for a cottage. He hauled on the lines and succeeded in steering away from the approaching building but – too late – realised that he was going to pile into the greenhouse on the lawn. He shut his eyes and braced himself for the crash. He felt a bruising thump on his left leg and heard the sound of smashing glass. A split second later came the jarring jolt of hitting the ground. He rolled on to his side and lay still. He could hear the tinkle of the last bits of glass dropping on to paving.


Slowly he opened his eyes. He hadn’t, as he had feared, plunged directly into the greenhouse but had merely given it a glancing blow. Even so, a number of panes had been smashed. Behind him the parachute was slowly billowing to the ground, partly draping the wreckage, and partly the lawn, with a shroud of white silk. Gingerly George began to sit up and extricate himself from his harness. As he did so a volley of barking told him that his arrival hadn’t gone unobserved. Looking up he’d seen a pretty blonde, accompanied by a black spaniel, making her way across the lawn towards him. It was about a second later he noticed the pretty blonde had a cigarette in her brightly rouged mouth. And it was a couple of seconds after that that he noticed she was carrying a double-barrelled shotgun tucked under her right arm.


‘Hello,’ he said.


The girl squinted her eyes against the sun to see him better. ‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘You’re not a burglar. Are you all right?’ She lowered the gun.


George rolled his shoulders and moved each of his limbs gently. ‘I think so,’ he said, amused, rather than scared. ‘Sorry about the glasshouse.’ The dog stopped barking and trotted over to George, who squatted down and patted the animal.


‘Good grief, you’re a Yank. But you’re …’ Gwen indicated his RAF uniform.


‘British mother. Long story.’


‘You’d better come into the house. You could be cut. Are you sure you feel OK?’ said the woman. She took the cigarette out of her mouth with her free hand and blew smoke into the air.


George stood up gingerly and brushed a few shards of glass off his uniform, then reached into his flying jacket and took out his own packet of cigarettes. ‘No, I think I was lucky. Nothing broken. Well, apart from …’ He inclined his head towards the damaged glasshouse. With his other hand he felt in his trouser pocket. No lighter. He tried in his other pocket. Nothing. It must have fallen out when he’d bailed out. ‘I say, lady, you haven’t got a light, have you?’


‘Might have. But is it wise?’ The woman regarded him steadily. ‘You could be suffering from shock.’


George snorted. ‘Hardly. I could really do with a smoke,’ he said hopefully. Jeez, she was a pretty thing. Brave too, judging from the way she had been prepared to tackle a burglar. George was impressed.


‘Come on.’ She indicated the house. ‘I’ll find you a lighter. I’m Gwen Clarke, by the way,’ she said.


‘George Kelly.’


‘Your mother named you George after the King?’


‘My father named me George after George Washington.’


Gwen grinned, the smile transforming her face, making her look so pretty and approachable. Then she looked past him at the remains of her greenhouse. George turned round and gazed at the wreckage too.


‘I’m sorry about the damage. How about I pay for it?’


‘I should jolly well think so too. I was relying on those tomato plants. You can’t get decent chutney for love nor money these days.’ She switched her attention back to George. ‘Follow me, and I might be able to find you a cup of tea too.’ She swung the shotgun over her shoulder and strolled back towards the cottage. George took a few seconds to admire the curve of her hips under her tight skirt before he followed obediently in her wake, Jasper trotting beside them like an escort to a couple of cargo ships.


‘So what are you doing in England?’ was Gwen’s first question when they reached the house and George had telephoned the air base to report his predicament.


‘My father sent me over. He makes soda – you call it ‘pop’. He wanted to open a factory here so he sent me and one of his directors over to look at places. That was in 1938. I sort of kept finding excuses not to go back and then it got too difficult. When all hell finally broke loose, I joined up.’


‘What do your parents think?’


‘They’re as mad as hell, but there’s not much they can do from four thousand miles away.’


‘How very noble of you.’


George had never been called ‘noble’ before. He rather liked it. They then talked about inconsequential subjects: the weather, the dreariness of being rationed and the like. Gwen was easy company and George entertained her with some of the more outrageous stories of the chaps in the mess.


‘Did you hear about Baghdad Smith – famous Great War airman?’


Gwen shook her head. ‘Should I have done? And why on earth was he called Baghdad Smith?’


‘Well, that was it. The chap went solo and was so proud he invited his family down to the airfield to watch him fly. After a bit he lands and offers his father the chance to accompany him on a few circuits and bumps. His dad jumps in the co-pilot’s seat and off they go. Trouble is, Smith mucks up the take-off and rolls the plane. Terrible mess. And by the time they get things sorted out his dear old dad has popped his clogs and Smith has bagged his dad.’


Gwen roared with laughter. ‘How cruel: Baghdad Smith! You’re making it up.’


‘Absolutely not.’


George noticed how the tip of Gwen’s nose wrinkled when she laughed in a devilishly attractive way. He rather fancied seeing her again, but it wasn’t an option if her old man was on the scene. He had spotted two photographs on the top of the piano. One was of Gwen in her WVS uniform looking a sight more stunning than most girls did in it. Beside it was a picture of an older man, in an army uniform. Was that her husband, or her father? Tricky to tell. And then there was the business of her wedding ring. And just as he was manoeuvring the conversation round to the subject of weddings and husbands and the like, the transport from Thorney Island turned up and that was that.


Of course, now, mused George, as he rode his bike down the deserted lanes towards the coast and RAF Thorney Island, he knew exactly what her marital situation was and he also realised that, had Gwen not been such an attractive woman, he might not have bothered to scrounge some panes of glass from his mate in the stores and might still have been none the wiser about her husband.


As it was, when he turned up one evening three days later and repaired her greenhouse, she repaid him with rather more than the mug of tea and a slice of bread and jam he’d expected, and he noticed that her wedding ring was no longer in evidence. He might have thought he’d imagined it if it hadn’t been for the paler band of skin on her third finger. Obviously she didn’t want any reminders of her husband, absent or dead, during their affair and so George didn’t see why he should worry about him either. He was still curious, though; so, as they lay together in bed after he’d fixed the greenhouse, he asked about the photo on the piano.


‘That’s David,’ she said matter-of-factly, taking a drag of a cigarette.


‘And who is David?’


Gwen sighed, letting out a long stream of smoke. ‘My husband. He’s training “somewhere in England”,’ she added with heavy irony. ‘Although for all I get to see of him he might as well be in Burma or Italy. They keep getting promised forty-eight-hour passes and they never materialise, or he bloody well turns the chance of some leave down.’


‘Has he been gone long?’


‘Months now. He was supposed to be coming home this weekend but he passed up the opportunity so his two i/c could go home instead. But what about me? What I want to know,’ said Gwen, taking a final drag on her cigarette before stubbing it out with an angry frown, ‘is why he didn’t pull rank? Why didn’t he insist on a chance to go home?’


‘Maybe his two i/c had compassionate reasons.’ George understood how the system worked. A good officer would always put his subordinates first.


‘Huh. What about having some compassion for me? It’s all right for David: he’s got masses to keep him occupied. I’m lonely.’


‘Just as well I’m here then.’ George moved his hand so it slid down her curvaceous hip.


Gwen raised an eyebrow and rolled towards him. ‘Well that’s something at any rate.’


His visit on that occasion had established the pattern of all his other future visits: in return for a few minor odd jobs around the place Gwen repaid him in kind. George didn’t complain and the arrangement suited him; after all Gwen was in it for the sex just as much as he was, and she certainly didn’t seem to want any more of a commitment from him than to turn up when he said he would. If she had fallen out with her husband, that was nothing to do with him. It was his good luck he was around to comfort her when she seemed to need it. It was perfect, thought George: just what he wanted from a ‘popsie’, as his messmates were wont to call girls, until the war was over. The trouble was, it was starting to get more complicated than that. He was getting fond of her, even falling a bit in love. He knew he would have to back off. It was one thing to borrow her from her husband, but to take her away altogether – that was something else entirely. He’d been brought up to be a God-fearing, church-going, all-American boy; his parents would be horrified if they knew what he was doing. If he was honest, he was a bit ashamed of himself.


As George approached RAF Thorney Island, the sky in the east, despite the heavy cloud cover, was perceptibly brighter than the rest. George turned off the main road and steered his motorbike along the track that followed the side of the perimeter fencing to the east of the base. After about a quarter of a mile he came to a thicket of bushes. He stashed his bike in the undergrowth and then approached the fence. There was a narrow gap under the chain-link behind one of the hangars; George crawled through it, brushed the worst of the mud off the knees of his uniform trousers and then set off at a brisk trot towards the officers’mess. If anyone wanted to know what he was doing, he had the perfect excuse ready: he’d been unable to sleep and had gone out for an early-morning walk – which should be good enough to pass muster as long as no one considered what the weather had been doing. No one in their right mind would have ventured out before dawn unless they had to in this muck. He prayed he wouldn’t get put on a fizzer for being off camp without a pass.


Near Carpiquet Airfield – Normandy


George Kelly wasn’t the only person sneaking back on to base at that time. Across the Channel, Otto was also creeping back to his billet at the Luftwaffe airfield just to the west of Caen. As he walked down the Normandy lanes he saw to his right the sky was starting to lighten. He hoped he would get back without being spotted; he didn’t want to risk being disciplined for being without a pass. But that was one good thing about the foul weather: any sentries round the camp would probably have their chins tucked in their collars and wouldn’t be too keen to patrol. The others in his gun crew knew he was seeing a local girl and went absent from time to time, but they didn’t know where the farm was. He’d kept as many details about her as he could private. Naturally he’d had to put up with the good-hearted but filthy banter about what he and she got up to when they met. It was no use explaining to the other soldiers that Martine wasn’t that sort of girl. As far as most soldiers were concerned, all girls were ‘that sort of girl’, and as far as his comrades were concerned, French girls were only good for one thing. Some of the guys in his unit, especially the couple who had been on the Eastern Front, made it quite clear that what the local girls did, or more often didn’t, want was of no consequence.


Otto glanced north towards the coast. Somewhere, not far away, was the enemy. He wondered how long it would be before they broke through and reached Carpiquet Airfield. In the distance he heard the rumble of guns firing. Away on the horizon there was a succession of flashes in the sky. Anti-aircraft fire. Otto paused and watched the shell bursts. Then he noticed a flash that didn’t flicker and die. This one grew stronger and brighter and then began to fall earthwards. He knew that some poor bastard airman had been hit. He guessed it had to be a German. That anti-aircraft fire had been too far north and west to have been anything but the Allied defences. Otto grimaced and sighed: another German mother would be grieving.


On the brighter side, he thought, it wasn’t his mother that would be getting a telegram. When the war was over he could look forward to life with Martine – and, judging by the way things were going, it wasn’t going to be long. As far as Otto was concerned, the war couldn’t end soon enough. He knew in his heart that if he got the chance he would surrender rather than fight. All he wanted was for life to get back to normal, and normal for Otto meant farming. Farming here or in Bavaria, he didn’t care, but farming was all he wanted to do.


He passed a field of Friesian cows waiting by the gate for the herdsman to come and take them for milking. It didn’t matter to the cows what was going on at the coast; they didn’t care about the war; they needed milking and that was all that interested them – that and chewing the cud. Otto liked that about farming. What mattered in farming were the seasons and the weather, not politics.


Trouble is, thought Otto, life isn’t that simple. Not now, anyway. It had been till the war had started. Until then his life had been mapped out: he’d work on his parents’ small Alpine farm, he’d marry a girl from one of the nearby villages, and when his father was too old to carry on they’d take over. It was what had happened to his parents and his grandparents and had done for generations, and there was no reason to see why things should be different for him. It was a good life and he was lucky to have the possibility of such a stable future.


Then the war came and everything changed – changed for the worse. From the moment he’d been conscripted he’d been miserable. He was sent away to be trained at a huge barracks on the outskirts of Munich. He hated being crammed into a dormitory with twenty other men. He hated the orders, the shouting, the drills. He hated the drabness of the barracks, the scratchy fabric of his uniform. He hated being in a city, the lack of fresh air and most of all he hated the fact that he was no longer his own man. But he couldn’t hate the enemy. It was not in his nature to hate en masse, to hate people he didn’t even know. How could you?


After basic training, when he’d been sent to Dortmund to man an anti-aircraft gun, to begin with he had still found it hard to hate the enemy. But then the bombing started in earnest. Night after night the enemy bombers had droned overhead and the ground erupted and shook, buildings burned and people, whole families, died violent, dreadful deaths. He’d seen sights he knew would stay with him for the rest of his life: a limb, too small to be adult, naked and torso-less hanging from the one remaining branch of a shattered tree; disembowelled bodies lying beside the road; blackened corpses with grotesque smiles of startlingly white teeth showing through the remains of charred lips.


These sights inspired him to try his hardest to shoot down the enemy Lancasters and Halifaxes. It wasn’t that he wanted to destroy the pilots but to prevent them from destroying everything around him. He didn’t think he hated them – he hated what they did, certainly. But how, he’d asked himself could you hate someone you didn’t even know? He’d known that Britain was getting the same treatment from the Luftwaffe; the papers were full of the heroic triumphs of the air force and you didn’t need to be a scholar to understand that German bombs would be having the same effect on women and children over there too. It wasn’t hatred that was the predominant feeling in Otto’s heart; it was a sense of futility.


It was almost a relief when he’d been badly wounded by a nearby explosion; the bomb had landed only a matter of a dozen metres or so away and but for luck and a low wall Otto should, by rights, have died. It had taken a couple of months for the scars from the shrapnel to heal and then a further few weeks of recuperation for him to regain mobility in his legs. He was able to walk again but with a pronounced limp and he’d been considered unfit for the front line so had been shipped off to a soft posting in Normandy. After all, everyone knew the invasion, when it came, would happen round Calais, not further west – the logistics would be impossible.


Once he’d got to Carpiquet he’d been able to stop lying in his letters home, pretending he was doing well, sleeping properly and making friends. Now that he was back in the countryside and could feel grass under his feet, smell fresh air and admire the livestock in the fields, his letters were full of details about everything he saw around him. It was through cows that Otto had first met Martine. He’d been walking out in the country, enjoying a bright day, the winter sun low on the horizon, the air crisp and clear when he’d spotted a small herd of half a dozen cows of a type he was not familiar with. Mottled in dark brown and white with mainly white faces they were quite unlike the small, dainty Alpine cows he had grown up with, but they were healthy-looking beasts. He was admiring them when a sturdy young woman with curly dark hair, an attractive open face and large, beautiful brown eyes appeared at the gate of the field. In her hand she held a small switch and as she opened the gate the cows ambled over to her and walked through. Leaving the gate wide, the girl followed the last of the cows up the lane to the farm buildings. Otto waited until they had turned into the yard, then he followed too, but stopped at the gate. Seeing this sight had reminded him how much he missed the farm routine of home: the predictability and order of milking; the patience of the cows; the satisfaction of turning cream into butter and milk into cheese. Through the open door of the dairy he could see the first few cows waiting in their stalls until the girl got to them. Otto forgot the time as he watched her move her stool and pail along the line of animals, washing the udders and then swiftly and rhythmically stripping the teats of their rich milk. Otto itched to join in. It had been nearly two years since he had milked a cow and he found his fingers clenching and unclenching in the same rhythm as the squirts of milk streaming into the bucket. The girl became aware that she was being watched, lifted her head from where it was resting against the cow’s flank and glanced round suddenly. Otto wished her a good evening in bad French. The girl ignored him and turned back to her task. Otto shrugged and left, remembering that he was the invader and not welcome. It was a shame because he thought she was a real looker. He would have liked to get friendly, but it didn’t look as though there was any chance of that.


It was a couple of weeks later – late February – that Otto had next caught sight of the French milkmaid, as he thought of her. He was scratching one of the dairy cows on its flank with a stick he had poked through the fence as she came swinging down the lane with her switch. Otto smiled and got a stony stare back for his troubles.


‘Vache,’ he said pointing at the cow to eliminate any doubt about what he meant. ‘Belle.’ He grinned broadly at her, trying to communicate how pleased he was to see her once more.


The girl looked away, but Otto could see it was to hide a smile of her own. An improvement on the blank indifference of their last encounter, although he was sure she was laughing at him and his execrable French, and the smile wasn’t one of pleasure that they had met again. Otto was patient; he could wait. He wanted to make friends with her so as to have some contact with farm work again. It would be wonderful to get involved with the land and animals. He was sure he could gain her trust. And if he didn’t? Well, there’d be his own farm waiting for him when he finally got back home.
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