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Chapter 1
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Imbalance

Suddenly she was awake, alert, on edge. Something was wrong. In the distance a dog barked, a ragged coughing that erupted and intensified as others stirred to sound the alarm. The roar of engines began to permeate the soft dimness of the early morning which hovered at the edges of the house and over the surrounding fields. She reached over and touched Simon gently. Instantly he was awake too, his dark eyes searching hers. Without a word she rolled off the bed and pulled a tatty chenille dressing gown around her to ward off the probing chill. Behind her Simon was dressing quickly, soundlessly. She began to hear the tramp of boots as the barking escalated to a frenzy, the thin, brittle air now filling with guttural shouts and bellowed commands. She slipped softly through the loosening shadow to the window, inching aside the edge of the heavy drapes, peering down into the muddy, trampled rear courtyard of the house, now rapidly filling with helmeted figures in grey-green uniforms. One of them was talking to Jonas who stood planted in the sodden ground, his head lowered, his spindly form slightly bowed, not just by the weight of his seventy-odd years. It was his contempt for the invader that was weighing him down, his hunched shoulders gathered and tense, his long, spare limbs arched in an attitude of corralled resentment.

She pulled back from the window and surveyed the bedroom, now immersed in a soft, murky light. Simon was gone. Apart from the ruffled bedclothes, there was no sign that he had ever filled this room with his presence, caught her in the intensity of his gaze, touched her, mesmerised her, thrilled her. She dressed absently, pulling on thick stockings, heavy tweed skirt and woollen sweater, lacing shoes, and finally tugging a gap-toothed brush through her auburn hair to instil some sort of order into bedraggled waves. She left the bedroom in its intimate disarray and trod the carpeted passageway swiftly and silently before descending the broad wooden staircase, the curved surface of its bannisters dull with the grime of traffic, the carpet threadbare in some places, slightly nibbled in others. Nellie the housemaid, clearly sent to fetch her, paused at the foot of the stairs, her head tilted and her blue eyes wide. The soft, pretty features were clouded with concern, her hands absently smoothing her white apron, the pert little bun which contained her blonde hair just visible at the back of her head.

‘Cook asks if you’ll come, Missis.’

Louisa nodded wordlessly. She knew exactly what Cook would tell her. There was never enough food. No matter how much they scrimped and saved, stockpiled and hoarded, the occupiers would arrive and clean them out. She heaved a sigh. They were probably fortunate that the quota system allowed them to keep the bulk of their livestock, an insurance policy to guarantee their future needs — the occupiers’ not those of the house’s residents, who were expected simply to manage on what was left over, beggars at their own table.

At the foot of the stairs she crossed the vast, dun-coloured flagstone hall which echoed hollowly to her footfall, and turned back towards the bowels of the house, heading for the cavernous kitchen with its enormous iron range that sat at the rear of the room not far from the back entrance. She barely registered the stifling heat and the perpetual smell of boiled meat and vegetables that swept over her in waves. There she found her cook, Mrs Patterson, in a state of strident and voluble near-desperation over the meagre contents of the larder.

‘They’ll be eatin’ us out of ’ouse and ‘ome, Missis,’ she wailed in her broad local brogue, ‘an’ I mean that, I do.’

She caught the corner of her apron in red, care-worn hands and dabbed at the light sheen of sweat that gave her forehead a slightly polished look. A stocky, rounded woman in her mid-forties with a mass of flossy hair secured at the back in a netted arrangement, Betty Patterson was the ruddy-faced daughter of a cooper and the latest in a long line of country cooks. Her mother had been cook in the big house before her and her grandmother before her. They shared a natural aptitude for country cooking and a series of tried and true culinary techniques that had been passed down through the family, mastery of the temperamental kitchen range among them. Louisa hastened to calm her, well aware that the loss of her cook through the stress of the occupation would be an unmitigated disaster.

‘Just give them the usual thick broth, Mrs Patterson, use plenty of potatoes, the oldest mutton we have and all the old vegetables, including the mouldy ones, and I’ll ask Jonas to arrange for the larder to be restocked as soon as possible.’

The cook gave her a wide-eyed stare that clearly spelled the extent of her disbelief.

‘What with, Missis? No-one has anythin’, those wretches ’ave taken it all and they won’t let us slaughter another beast fer a month yet!’

Louisa refused to be flustered.

‘We’ll find a way, Mrs Patterson, as we always do. Just manage this lot and perhaps they will be the last for a few weeks.’

A further look of incredulity told her precisely what her cook thought of that assertion, but Louisa had lost interest in debating the issue. She just wanted the occupiers gone and clung to the feeble hope that, like those before them, they would move on as soon as they had been fed.
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Once the chattering of the machine-gun had cleared from the echoing expanses of Tom Carmody’s mind, he realised that his father had moved ahead of him and was approaching the artfully disguised lookout, a former Auxiliary Unit observation post that nestled close to the top of a wooded knoll. Every time Tom came across one of the Auxiliary Unit’s posts he was reminded of how tough these men had been. Tasked to operate behind enemy lines in the event of an invasion and with a life expectancy of less than a fortnight, they had been left to wreak whatever havoc they could and given strict instructions to commit suicide if captured. And by all accounts they had. Certainly Tom had never heard of any Auxiliaries surviving, not in this part of the country, at any rate.

Now he peered through the grey pall of drizzle as his father, tall, wire thin and white-haired, his fine features scarred with bitterness and etched with determination, slowed his loping gait, now picking his way cautiously as he neared the post. He stopped, crouched slowly in the sodden undergrowth and listened, signalling to Tom to crouch and wait. He need not have bothered, his son reacting instinctively to his military training and the actions of his father. Theirs was an unspoken bond that had served them well in the bloody fighting that had erupted on British soil with the invasion. Now it served them again as they fought a dirty, desperate clandestine campaign to dislodge the invader. It was a hopeless localised action, a tiny war waged within the boundaries of their land that they knew they had no chance of winning. But neither man was prepared to endure the presence of the hated occupier without at least attempting to make every minute of that occupation sheer living hell.

Tom and his father William, Lord Branston, hereditary owner of Branston House and its rambling estate, had enlisted close to the end. William was a veteran of the last war and had considered himself too old to fight, electing to leave the rigours of combat to younger men while devoting his own energies to the local Home Guard unit. But the disaster of Dunkirk had seen the entire British Expeditionary Force lost on the continent, not a man escaping to return and defend the home islands. Instead, the remaining forces had faced the sobering truth that they were now solely responsible for the defence of their country. Even as the enemy troops had been massing on the beaches of France readying themselves for the invasion, every able-bodied man in Britain had been called to arms.

Lean and fine-featured like his father, the dark-haired Tom, a warm-natured, quick-witted young man with a pair of lively hazel eyes, was more interested in farming than soldiering. But, given the dire predicament of his country, he too had answered the final rallying call. They had taken every man from the estate who was capable of handling a weapon, not that the country was flush with armaments. While the mobilisation had produced a vast array of would-be defenders, draining the country of any man who could literally stand upright and wield a weapon of some description, it rapidly became evident that it was too little, too late. There were insufficient professional military men to train the new recruits and few weapons with which to equip them. Desperation saw partially trained forces brandishing ancient guns that had served as far back as the Sudan sent hastily to the points of invasion up and down the coastline, with others positioned to defend key infrastructure — the railways, airfields and the arterial roads that led into the cities — and vital assets such as factories, telephone exchanges and the now-sandbagged BBC in London.

The common consensus was that the appeasers and pacifists had undermined the country’s political will to fight and this had sounded the death knell for the Royal Air Force, equipped with obsolete aircraft, and the Royal Navy, its ships refitted vessels from the last war that were likewise patently obsolete and no match for the invader. The army had been gutted by the losses at Dunkirk and Britain had, quite simply, never recovered. Then the invaders had launched wave after wave of crushing attacks, targeting multiple locations simultaneously, dropping massed flocks of parachute troops that had filled the skies, materialising almost in plague proportions and overwhelming the defenders, many of them decrepit farmers armed with pitchforks. Machine-guns and well-placed snipers made short work of any of these dogged defenders who had survived the initial onslaught. The government and the royal family were evacuated to Canada, the rousing words of Prime Minister Winston Churchill promising that Britons would fight the enemy on the beaches coming to stinging and bloody fruition. His second promise, that Britons would never surrender, was overtaken by dismal and bitter reality. The surrender came in October 1940, an armistice was signed in November and the occupiers moved in.
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Tom Carmody and his father had survived the fighting, although Tom was badly wounded, his leg broken in several places. The invader, keen to exploit the country’s resources to sustain the occupation, permitted men over the age of fifty and others who were unfit for forced labour to return to their homes and workplaces, many whose livelihoods had disappeared now diverted to the land. Younger men who had emerged from the battlefield intact or only lightly wounded were sent to factories and labour camps on the continent. England was gradually being bled of its healthy menfolk. His broken leg reset and his surgical scars healing well, Tom was moved to a large convalescent home in the country to recuperate, visited by his wife, Louisa, who was simply relieved that he and William had survived.

But it was scars of a different kind that now blighted the sunny landscape of Tom’s mind. He had been caught up in the worst of the fighting, reinforcing remnant units decimated by rolling assaults, hopeless defences and devastating counter-attacks. In the action that saw him wounded, Tom and his best friend, Jimmy Coffey, had been sent to bolster a flank position, bleakly informed by the grim-faced sergeant who greeted them that tanks had been sighted in the area. The reinforcements had exchanged wide-eyed looks, Jimmy and Tom swallowing hard, their meagre stocks of courage marginally boosted by a latent resolve. They were fighting for home and hearth and they were determined not to let the side down.

The invader did not disappoint and, just before last light, the tanks duly moved in with a mighty roar. The defenders were overwhelmed, crushed, pushed back, the position rolled up from both flanks as the behemoths thundered relentlessly forward, escorted by waves of helmeted infantry. Ankle-deep in the stinking mud and muck of their entrenched position, Jimmy crouched and watched on from the parapet while Tom tried desperately to clear the muzzle of his rifle of the all-pervading sludge as both men awaited the order to move. Against the chaos and cacophony of sound that marked the unfolding battle, a dull whoosh told of a tank shell landing nearby and the earth heaved and shuddered as the projectile splintered into a thousand deadly shards. Tom bellowed at his friend to take cover as he dived instinctively into the putrid mud, great clods of soil raining down on him, spattering his face and thudding into his back. Mere seconds later, he glanced up, searching for Jimmy, only to see his friend’s bulky form crumple with a soft sigh and topple towards him, the freckled face now horribly mutilated, what remained of its mouth gaping in mute incomprehension. Jimmy had fallen across Tom, trapping him underneath even as a party of invaders had overrun the position. Forever after, Tom would be gripped by the belief that his friend had saved his life. Tom had lain beneath Jimmy’s heavy form for the brief minutes it had taken the invaders to pass through before rolling his friend into the mud beside him and examining him carefully, hoping against hope that he could save him.

It was only later, much, much later, that Tom emerged to scurry for cover and begin the search for the remnants of his unit — alone. His search was over before it had begun, raking fire from a nearby machine-gun position felling him, his leg crumpled beneath him, useless. An hour later they had found him and, to Tom’s lasting surprise, had allowed him to live. Once the shock of capture had abated, the appalling reality of Jimmy’s death subsiding to a low, dull throb, Tom’s previous resolve had resurfaced, now honed and refined to a new purpose. One day he would make them pay.
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The Branston estate had been crippled by the invasion. Of the forty men who had mobilised alongside William and Tom Carmody, just fifteen had returned to their homes on the estate. Twenty had been killed in the fighting, three had been packed off to camps on the continent and another two were so badly wounded that they would take some time to return. Like estates and farming communities the length and breadth of the country, the bulk of work would now fall to women, old men, young boys and the walking wounded. Louisa’s cook, Mrs Patterson, had been among the blessed — her husband Edgar had returned, albeit fit for little, having taken a bullet through one of his lungs. Nellie, the trim blonde housemaid, had been less fortunate. Her young man had simply disappeared without a trace and her sky-blue eyes, neat little mouth and apple cheeks were now frequently tinged with uncertainty, caught between the need to mourn and the hope that her Paul had somehow survived and was incarcerated in one of the dismal camps that littered the continent and were now springing up in parts of Britain. Louisa had contacted the Red Cross, travelled to the city to ask the Missing and Wounded Information Bureau to investigate, and written letters to the charities that serviced the camps, all to no avail. As the months passed, they gradually accepted the fact that he had been killed and his body buried, like so many others, in a mass grave with no form of identification possible — not that the invader would have bothered with such niceties.

By the time Tom Carmody had recovered sufficiently to be discharged from his convalescent home and return to Branston House it was January 1941, the new order was in place and the estate in survival mode — barely functioning, but refusing to simply abandon the will to live. They would manage, Louisa had told him resolutely, it would not be easy and they would need every ounce of resourcefulness and stoicism, but they would survive. Tom had barely acknowledged her. She had noticed immediately the first time she had been permitted to visit him in the convalescent home that he had changed, utterly and fundamentally. This new Tom bore little resemblance to the man she had married. The handsome, dark-haired man with the dancing hazel eyes that had so captivated her, the finely set cheekbones, the easy grin that revealed rows of pearly white teeth, had been transformed. This man was narrow-faced and grave, his brow perpetually furrowed as if he struggled with some dark inner turmoil. His eyes had acquired a haunted, faraway look and his mouth was now set in a hard, unforgiving line, his jaw tight and severe. It was a look that rarely changed, as if his face had been scrubbed clean of emotion and replaced by a mask of grim resolve.

Initially, it had frightened her. Louisa had felt her hands shake as she left the convalescent home after that first fraught visit in which she had talked at him for half an hour, receiving the occasional clipped monosyllable in reply. She had immediately recognised that this man was merely the shell of the lively, fun-loving young man she had married and that her beloved Tom might never return. She had wept quietly and furtively all the way home, fighting a losing battle to stem her tears throughout the long, dreary train journey across the rainswept countryside, all the while mourning the end of the heady, carefree days of her marriage. It was over: all their plans, dreams and the images of the rosy future they had mapped with such innocent joy were now consigned to the realm of what might have been. Unconsciously she placed a hand on her abdomen. They had lost a child in the first year of their marriage, the impact of the miscarriage devastating and protracted. Louisa had taken time to recover her health, both physically and mentally, and had been grateful for Tom’s tender understanding. The local doctor, the warm, kindly Henry Callan, had assured her that she would make a complete recovery and return to the robust good health that she had always enjoyed. He had noted her disappointment and patted her hand with a gentle, fatherly smile. She was young, just twenty-four years old, there was plenty of time for a family, he had reassured them. Louisa and Tom had smiled shyly and nodded their understanding, comforted by his certainty and prepared to wait a little before revisiting those precious plans. Dr Henry was right, they agreed, they had plenty of time.

But Dr Henry could not have foreseen a war and an invasion. Even the good doctor himself had been swept up in the conflict, captured as he ministered to soldiers at a dressing station close to the front and despatched to a camp on foreign soil for the duration of the conflict and more, his fate at the whim of the conqueror. Now, in the scarred and bitter aftermath of the invasion, Louisa returned to the great, grey house that loomed at the end of the driveway, trudging through the cheerless drizzle and wading through the waterlogged courtyard at the back to mount the flat stone steps that led into the kitchen at the rear of the building. She shed her sodden boots, her heavy overcoat and scarf, murmuring a brief greeting to her staff and retreating upstairs to the chilly emptiness of her bedroom. She needed time to think.
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Tom’s return from the convalescent home had produced no improvement, not that Louisa had expected it would. After the first week in which he had woken every night screaming for someone, something — or was it at someone or something? Louisa had been too terrified to find out precisely what — she had gently suggested that she move to one of the spare rooms at the other end of the long passageway that traversed the upper storey of the house. She could not hope to nurse him through whatever agony assailed him during the desolate hours of darkness, particularly as he would not allow her to touch him. She could not hope to reach him, or even to calm him in any way as he thrashed his tortured path through his mental madness. To her lasting shame she had instead recoiled from him, frightened, horrified at the screaming, braying sounds that the madness produced, the wide, staring eyes and flared nostrils, the flecks of foam that spotted the snowy pillow. She had summoned the courage to ask him what troubled him that first morning, but the question that had formed on her lips had remained unasked. He had looked past her with blank, unseeing eyes, pulled himself out of bed, dressed quickly and stumbled out of the house, losing himself in the muddy fields and laneways of the estate for the rest of the day. When at last he had returned, he had walked past her with no sign that he had even seen her.

She had watched him, studied him, desperate to understand this new being who now shared her life. He was taut, coiled, tense, his actions jerky, while his face never changed, as if carved in stone. The same furrowed brow, the same terse line of the mouth where once a ready smile had danced, the same stark angles dominated his countenance, day after interminable day. The seismic imbalance between them had taken form and a tightly woven wall had sprung up, thick, impenetrable and hard. She felt as if she had changed little, if at all, while Tom had become a man of stone, cold and emotionless. He would not look her in the eye — would not, or could not, she was unable to discern. He would not talk to her beyond the occasional muttered reply, curt and brusque, and only when absolutely necessary. She had become an outsider, almost irrelevant in his life, someone who was perhaps necessary for the efficient operation of the household, but who mattered little beyond that. Conversely, he had become an alien presence, a solid pillar of resentment and hurt that radiated bitterness, pushing her further and further away as time passed.

Having physically removed herself from his presence, Louisa began to feel that she could cope. And coping with each day as it came was all she could hope to do. They would have to carry on, somehow survive the occupation — assuming that it would end at some point — and then try to repair their damaged lives … somehow. This innate resolve provided a tenuous thread of direction, a fragile lifeline to which she could cling for the present. How long the occupation would last was not a question she dared ask, conscious that there was no answer. The other question — whether Tom would ever recover — was likewise mired in such deep and dark uncertainty that she was frightened to plumb its depths in the search for an answer.

Only the men who had shared the fighting seemed to understand. William, Tom’s father, had never been an effusive man, preferring reticence to garrulousness as a matter of course. Tom’s mother, Dorothy, from whom Tom had inherited his warm, sunny nature, had managed her husband with a perpetual sense of humour, a ready laugh that seemed to disarm him and turn his customary gravity into a gentle beam and a wry smile. William had loved her deeply, distractedly, and his life had revolved around her, something Louisa had really only discovered following Dorothy’s untimely death from cancer two years earlier. William had been gripped by an intense, overwhelming grief from which Louisa sensed he had yet to recover, never mind the brutal distractions of the invasion. It had occurred to her that William’s primary reason for enlisting had been the hope that he would be killed in the fighting, having decided that life was not worth living without his beloved Dorothy.

But he had survived and now Louisa had not one morose, deeply disturbed man to manage, but two. She had set her cheek to the wind, determined to face the occupation, what increasingly appeared to be the end of her marriage, and a future beset by overwhelming difficulty — alone, if need be.

But then Simon had walked into her life.


Chapter 2
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The will to resist

It should have been obvious to her that they would fight back, but somehow Louisa simply did not see it. William and Tom had become secretive, but since William was habitually reserved and Tom was held captive by the relentless torment of his horrific memories, Louisa failed to notice any change. By now she had become used to conversing only with the remaining household staff, the wives of the tenant farmers and the inhabitants of the local village, a motley collection of grey stone houses and cottages, blockish and ancient and in various states of disrepair, which tumbled untidily into a nearby valley, crowded around a murky river. But when grim-faced strangers had begun to arrive at the house, singly or in pairs and always at odd hours of the day or night in flagrant breach of the strict curfew, she had immediately become suspicious. Her natural reaction was to ask, but she had been quickly warned off. William had pulled her aside, his chiselled features set hard, his stony face shadowed with mistrust, his piercing blue eyes boring into hers with a chilling intensity. There would be men coming to the house, he told her gruffly, they would come when it suited them, by day or by night. They would be fed, possibly sleep, then they would move on. She must not look at them, engage in any way with them and, above all, she must not speak to them, not a word. Did she understand? Louisa bristled inwardly, choking back the biting retort that readied itself for targeted delivery. She glanced across at Tom’s face in the faint hope of support, but noted instead its hard, intransigent set. They don’t trust me, she thought, how could they not trust me? Me? But she had merely nodded and returned her father-in-law’s intense stare with a hard, unblinking gaze of her own. Instinctively she knew he would have his reasons and that these would be linked to some form of opposition to the invader. She swallowed her indignation and opted to bide her time, to see where this would lead, all the while wondering precisely how the occupier would react.

The men came and went in a steady stream. With the exception of one or two — there was Tom’s friend Harry Turvey, sparse, stringy and sharp-faced and his cousin Davey Miller, shorter, thickset and now sporting an eyepatch, having lost an eye in the fighting — all were men she had never seen before. All appeared exhausted, dishevelled, thin and disconcertingly wary, some reminding Louisa of the mistreated animals she was in the habit of rescuing. In fact, most wore the same wild, hunted look and this immediately led her to the realisation that these men were indeed hunted — by the occupier. Out of sight of William and Tom, she quietly tested her theory on one of the few other men she knew, Peter Etheridge — Lord Ryrie, whose estate abutted the Branston lands — who appeared unexpectedly in her dining room late one night alongside two others she recognised as earlier visitors. In pre-war days she had been used to hosting the charming, cultured Peter, tall, slim and fair-haired, as a dinner or luncheon guest, chatting easily with his wife, Elizabeth, and greeting his son and daughter-in-law over regular visits.

Peter was younger than William, aged in his late forties, and one of the ‘walking wounded’ who had fought, been hit, recovered and had been permitted to return to his land by the invader, clearly deemed harmless due to a wound on his left arm that had all but rendered the limb useless. But it was the loss of his son in the fighting that had hit Peter the hardest. Like William, he had been left widowed, having lost his wife Elizabeth soon after the passing of Dorothy Carmody. With the threat of invasion, his daughter-in-law had taken the children to her parents in Scotland. With his son and grandchildren now gone, Peter had clearly rejected the echoing loneliness of the stately Ryrie Hall in favour of the camaraderie of whatever disparate group now filled the great flagstone hall, the passageways and dining room at Branston House.

Perhaps the greatest surprise for Louisa was that Peter had greeted her with a smile and a kiss on each cheek, his handsome, regular features lighting with pleasure at seeing her. She felt herself respond with a smile, the feeling all the more extraordinary because she realised that she was unused to it. No-one smiled in her house. No-one who came to her house smiled. They existed in an atmosphere of taut, gut-wrenching tension in which men spoke in hushed tones and women did not speak at all. Louisa herself had become used to simply serving up meals alongside Nellie the housemaid, helping Cook clean up and generally acting as housekeeper in her own home. But Peter had beamed warmly and slipped his one good arm around her shoulder, pulling her close in a gentle embrace, a gesture of cosy companionship. Then he had stood beside her in the cavernous flagstone hall at the base of the staircase and talked to her in his mellow, refined voice, asked her how she was coping, whether Tom’s condition was improving, sharing his own travails and listening to her. She could not remember the last time she had felt so relaxed, so comfortable, so normal. They had talked for ten minutes before a watchful William had appeared at Peter’s elbow, his brooding presence sufficient to break up any gathering that smacked of friendliness. Peter had stayed until the group had finished its dinner and discussion, then prepared to wind his way home to a household that now numbered just him, a handful of elderly servants and a young farmhand.

Still clearing and cleaning by the time the men began to drift away, Louisa watched for Peter, eager to farewell him personally. He had emerged with his customary smile, his eyes crinkling with pleasure, and she had walked him to the door, perhaps in an effort to prolong his presence, to bask in the cosy glow of his warmth, to feel his broad, amiable beam enfold her. Once out of earshot of William and Tom, she had asked him a series of careful half-questions. Whatever they were doing — and she reassured him she would not ask for an explanation — was it dangerous? He had nodded gently, his smile now tinged with wariness. Should she be concerned for her own safety and that of her household staff? He had paused and taken a deep breath, the smile now fading. Not concerned as such, but perhaps careful, cautious and a little suspicious of strangers who attempted to engage with her, either on the estate or in the village. She should maintain this narrative with her household staff. They should trust no-one. They should not talk to anyone who was unfamiliar or acting oddly. They should be watchful, alert, and tell William or Tom if they saw anything unusual, anything at all. Louisa was slightly shocked by the gravity of this assertion and he hastened to allay her fears. William had warned Cook and Nellie, he assured her, and they were good, loyal women who could be relied on to remain true. The smile had returned and he had touched her arm in a farewell gesture. Then he was gone, merging into the thick fog that swirled and eddied in the darkened world that lay outside the house. Louisa stood on the doorstep for several minutes as she sifted the ragged thoughts that now assailed her. Then she pulled her woolly cardigan close against the seeping chill, turned and disappeared inside.

Later that night she met Simon. He had appeared in the kitchen with Tom just as she and Cook were clearing the last of the supper dishes. She had looked up, prepared for Tom’s stony stare and the wary suspicion of the newcomer. But this man was different. Like Peter Etheridge, he had smiled at her, not the warm beam that had enveloped her in Peter’s presence, but a tiny, mischievous smile that tripped its way across handsome features. And Simon was handsome. He was tall and dark-haired, with unruly curls of black velvet, sculpted features and eyes of soft midnight darkness which dwelt on her for the merest instant while Tom interrogated Cook about a meal for yet another late-night visitor. Then they had moved inside towards the dining room and Louisa had been left wondering about this man. Given the propensity of the men to come and go with tedious irregularity, she was not sure she would ever see him again, but surprised herself with the fleeting admission that she would rather like him to revisit her kitchen, perhaps for a little longer next time.
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It was while he was trudging through the swirling, blurring drizzle and the ubiquitous mud to meet yet another contact that Jimmy Coffey came to him again. Tom was used to regular visits from Jimmy in the dark of the night when he was locked in his own private Purgatory, but now it seemed Jimmy was determined to ensure that his trauma continued into the daylight hours. Tom groaned and cursed as his mind filled with the nightmarish scene of the final moments of his friend’s life, the slight turn of the mutilated head towards him, the faint look of surprise in the remaining eye and the breathy sigh as he crumpled into the mud and toppled over onto Tom, pinning him beneath the dead weight, still warm, the lifeblood molten, ebbing.

‘No, Jimmy,’ Tom whispered in fevered anguish, ‘you wanted it, remember? Oh, why don’t you remember?’

He pushed the image away with difficulty, fighting to clear his mind, desperate to focus on the present rather than allowing himself to be dragged back yet again into the hellish mire of the past. He knew he had to control his mind, to force it to concentrate on the man he was to meet, to sharpen his instincts so that he would know immediately whether the man was true rather than another traitor like the last one. The last man had almost cost them dearly, set on betraying them to the occupier and almost achieving his fell purpose. It had been close, heart-stoppingly close, and the group members had exchanged wild-eyed looks at the certain knowledge that they had been a hair’s breadth away from betrayal and death. There had been no mercy for the would-be betrayer who had been silenced by the group’s self-appointed executioner. It had been Simon, as William’s deputy, who had taken on this gruesome secondary role from which he clearly derived no pleasure. Tom grimaced and gritted his teeth. It did their cause no good and he longed for the certainty that the dead man would be the last. But he knew better than to entertain such false hopes. He knew the occupier was working just as hard at recruiting sympathisers as William and his shadowy group. It was a race to claim the hearts of those whose loyalties could still be won.

Tom approached the dilapidated farm building that was the appointed meeting place from the back, using a small, thickly wooded copse as cover. He stopped as he neared the ancient stone structure with its low, shaggy brow, now dripping with tiny rivulets of rain, and crouched in the tangled growth beneath the trees as he always did, cursing the boggy ground which squelched slightly under his tread. He breathed the thick, fresh smell of damp earth as he carefully surveyed the bushes around him, scanning warily for any sign of movement. A branch waved fleetingly to his right and he caught his breath as he watched and listened. A moment later he heard it, the call of the nightjar. It was Harry Turvey. Still he waited, keen to ensure that Harry had not been caught by the occupier and forced to give the signal with a pistol muzzle buried in his back. The branch moved again. This time he glimpsed William’s thick thatch of white hair. Now he began to believe that this was no trap. He watched on as William emerged cautiously from the bush, one long, gaunt limb at a time, and crept towards the shed. He waited another minute, mentally ticking off the seconds as they passed, and then began to slowly pick his way forward.

Inside the building, the light was gloomy, the air dank and earthy. Tom watched as his father greeted two other men, the spare form of Harry Turvey also appearing to one side. In hushed tones, they exchanged information, quickly, quietly. The new man was a close friend of the local policeman, Constable Percy Bickerton, a strong supporter, loyal and dependable. He was prepared to vouch for his friend, and William listened attentively, nodding gravely as the policeman issued his recommendation. Tom studied the man as he listened, tracing his eyes carefully over the sturdy form of the would-be recruit, searching him for any hints of evasiveness, of over-eagerness, of an unusual keenness to elicit information. These were the sure signs of an informer and could lead not only to his being denied entry to the group, but to a far worse fate should William decide that he posed a threat. But this man stood quietly in the filtered shadow, his head angled slightly to one side as if to gradually absorb his surroundings. There was no uneasy shifting of the feet, no fidgeting of the hands, no darting eyes studying the other men who now discussed him in earnest whispers. To Tom’s eye he appeared staunch and straightforward, Percy Bickerton’s testimonial also working to boost his credentials. Apparently the man had suffered at the hands of the occupiers in a labour camp before his injuries had seen him released as unfit to work. Tom smiled to himself. It was a common story and one that had been used by informers on more than one occasion. He knew William would check this man’s tale with an almost forensic eye, unwilling to allow him to meet any other members of the group until he was certain of the truth of his account. His own life and that of the others depended on his ability to vet a man meticulously and dispassionately. In William’s mind, a man was guilty until proven innocent.

Tom’s gaze now shifted to the rounded shape of Percy Bickerton, the village constable, one of William’s most loyal and trusted operatives, having served under him during the short-lived opposition to the invasion. Bickerton’s role was primarily as intelligence-gatherer for the group; he was far too hamstrung by the close scrutiny of the occupier to personally join the action. But his intelligence was worth the weight of another man and William considered him a valuable asset. This time Bickerton’s information concerned the occupiers’ plans for regular monthly patrols through the district, groups of a dozen or so men, heavily armed, who would pass through in trucks accompanied by an officer, stopping at the great houses along the way where they would expect to be fed. They would not stay overnight, explained the bald-headed constable, whose shiny pate glimmered dimly in the pallid light, as the properties themselves were considered too insecure. Instead the patrols would pause for an hour or so as they pushed on to the nearest garrison post where they would relieve the incumbents.

William grunted, slapped Bickerton on the back, nodded to his friend and turned to Tom and Harry who nodded their appreciation in turn. He was pleased. He was quietly hopeful that Bickerton’s friend would pass his strenuous vetting process and gratified that he now had a clearer idea of occupier movements in the area for the next few months at least. Being kept abreast of local troop movements was paramount to the safe passage of the group’s members, who generally preferred to operate at night despite the strictures of the occupiers’ curfew. William knew they would have to prepare some sort of warning system to allow them to continue to move to and from Branston House unseen, but this was no different to the current system that alerted them to approaching strangers, uniformed or otherwise. But Louisa would have to be told. The household would have to prepare to receive the occupier.
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Louisa had spent the morning completing some errands in the drab little stone-walled village that crouched in the valley a few miles from the estate, squatting in the lee of gently rolling hills covered in wooded thickets interspersed with heavy gorse outcrops. While she had married Tom and come to live on the estate almost three years ago, she was still considered a newcomer by the close-knit villagers, insular, parochial and perennially wary. Louisa was tall and slender, with deep auburn hair which sat in contoured waves just above her shoulders. She had fine, alabaster skin and intense green eyes, her features delicate and refined. Her face carried a natural solemnity which she wore like a mask, using it to hide her emotions and guard her innermost thoughts. The villagers variously regarded her as aloof or stand-offish, although there were some who suspected that her natural gravitas concealed a deep and abiding grief — the death of a close friend, the failure of her marriage or the loss of a child — without the least idea that it was all three.

Having completed her various tasks and endured the gently phrased but searching enquiries of Mrs Allsopp, the Vicar’s wife, who was keen to find out as much as she could about life at the big house, Louisa retrieved her neat grey mare, Birdie, and prepared to return to the house, braving the intermittent squalls of rain and boggy roads. Horseback, the farm dray or elegant little pony traps from the last century represented the only means of transport in this post-invasion period since the occupiers had requisitioned almost every private motor vehicle in the land. Louisa was fond of riding and enjoyed the excuse to take Birdie out for a canter across the fields or trot her along the paths and byways. Now she wheeled the little mare and prepared to head back to Branston House, only to be stayed by a cheery voice at her side.

‘Hello Missis,’ came the greeting from a strapping young man wearing a friendly beam on his broad face and tugging at the brim of a battered cloth hat which dripped at the edges in a steady stream.

‘Hello Billy,’ responded Louisa with a matching smile and dismounting immediately. Anyone else would have received a greeting, a few sparse words of conversation and then Louisa would have continued on her way home. But Billy was special and Louisa loved nothing more than spending a few moments in his bright-eyed company.

Billy was close to six feet tall and sturdily built, his dark blonde hair a thick, unruly tussock on a ruddy face. His age was reckoned at around twenty, although no-one really knew. Billy had been abandoned as a baby, left at the door of the village church in a basket, swathed in blankets. Numerous enquiries throughout the county had failed to discover his origins, with no-one able to identify who had left him. But they all knew why. Billy had an intellectual disability known as Mongolism that had seen him develop an oversized jaw, his tongue more often out than in, tiny eyes and a mind that had peaked somewhere around the age of eight. He had been adopted by one of the families on the Ryrie estate, christened William, and eventually nicknamed ‘Little Billy’ by the villagers, a nod to his impressive stature and his childlike nature.

But for all that Billy had been permanently locked into his childhood, he was blessed with a warm and amiable personality, a light-hearted innocence that never failed to inspire a smile in others. Little Billy was loved by all and this had seen him protected and nurtured, even after his adoptive siblings had grown up and moved to the city and his adoptive parents had died. His employer, Peter Etheridge, had given him his own little cottage on the estate and his cook had fed him every day without fail. In return, Little Billy had worked hard and proven himself a loyal and dedicated employee. He could not learn as others did, his few months at the little village school ending in a recommendation by the schoolmaster that he be schooled at home or sent out to work, but he had soon demonstrated his own particular abilities that could not be learned in the schoolroom. Little Billy had a natural affinity with animals and quickly gained a reputation for calming nervous horses and dogs, assisting the visiting veterinarian with difficult calving and lambing, and rescuing wild animals caught in hedges or cracks in the old dry stone walls that criss-crossed the estate. He loved every creature, from the great Clydesdale horses that pulled ploughs on the poorer farms where tractors were a rarity, to the tiny rabbit kittens that were occasionally separated from their mothers and gently returned by Billy who somehow knew precisely where their burrows lay.

Louisa was always pleased to see Little Billy. No matter how depressing the weather, how demoralising the news from the city and how draconian the edicts of the occupier, Billy could always lighten her mood. Every now and then, Louisa would contemplate stealing him away from Peter and employing him on her own estate, just to keep her spirits up. Now Billy stood beside her, stroking Birdie’s nose and murmuring to the horse which whinnied softly and nuzzled into him, trying hard to lick his face. Louisa beamed as she watched him work his magic.

‘Where are you off to, Billy?’

‘Jus’ ter the village for ’is Lordship, Missis, I ’ave ter see Mister Venables ’bout one of ’is ’orses.’

Ned Venables was the village blacksmith and Louisa knew he would be happy to see Little Billy, whose instinctive sense of the wellbeing of horses was almost unsurpassed. Billy turned back to Louisa with a gleeful look, pulling something from his pocket as he did.

‘I’ve got a new feather for me collection, Missis,’ he announced proudly, producing the feather which he handled reverently, a strip of softly burred brown with delicate white striations that darkened up the spine until it became almost black at the tip.

‘It’s a kestrel, Missis, but a little ’un, ’cos of the fluffy bits, see?’

And he laid the feather on his hand and traced a broad finger delicately over its fine hairs. Louisa traced her finger lightly over the path he had indicated, smiling as he watched on with evident pleasure.

‘Billy, that’s so beautiful, you must have a wonderful collection.’

He beamed proudly.

‘I do, Missis, I’ll show yer if yer like, next time yer come ter the big ‘ouse.’

‘I’d love to see it, Billy, I’ll look forward to that.’

She prepared to mount Birdie, but the young man stopped her, the broad face transformed with a grave look.

‘Birdie’ll need ’er blanket tonight, Missis, I can smell the chill in the air. You don’t want ’er ter catch cold.’

‘No, I don’t, Billy, I’ll be sure to rug her up tonight, thank you for telling me.’

He grinned, a wide, toothy gape with a happily lolling tongue that transformed his visage, and sauntered off, with another tug of the hat in salute to Louisa and a farewell pat for Birdie. The little mare whinnied softly after him as he left, tossing her head in his direction before turning and preparing to set course for home through the brooding cloud that now grazed the treetops. Louisa felt her mood lift as she trotted along the rutted road, Birdie’s hooves splashing through the puddles as they moved. As always, Billy’s deft touch had sent her spirits soaring.
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That afternoon Birdie was saddled once again, this time Louisa peering from the folds of a voluminous raincoat as she headed through what was now teeming rain to visit the Ledbetters who lived on one of the tenant farms, one of several families that had lost every man to the invasion. The farmer’s boy, ten-year-old Jeremy, who was now forced to become the man of the house, had appeared just as she had trotted into the farmyard on Birdie, the pale skin of his face washed by the rain as he called a greeting to her. Jeremy was driving the farm dray, harnessed to what appeared to be the oldest horse in the county and Louisa made a mental note to speak to Jonas — now a crucial member of Branston’s estate management — about lending one of the Clydesdales to Jeremy. She delivered a few meagre supplies to the family and sat for a while to talk to the farmer’s widow, Grace, returning to Branston much later, just after William and Tom. She left Birdie to be stabled and fed by Jonas, mentioning young Jeremy’s need for a rather sturdier horse as she passed the reins to the older man. Jonas touched a knuckle to his forehead, the ancient head buried in a woolly hat, nodding in acknowledgement. She trudged through the swampy courtyard, pulling her drenched raincoat and scarf tight in a futile attempt to stave off the pelting rain that beat down on her, all the while bearing the leaden sorrow of the farmer’s widow. Jeremy was the eldest of three children, the youngest just four years old. Grace Ledbetter was close to breaking point and Louisa cast a final backward glance at Jonas as she tramped through the mud to the house, promising herself that she would persuade the elderly farmhand to find someone — anyone — who could help the poor woman before she was crushed by the sheer weight of survival.

Opening the back door, Louisa was struck by a sudden wave of heat from the kitchen, always the warmest room in the house courtesy of the oven range which retained much of its fierce heat even when the fire had burnt down. She shed her boots, raincoat and thick woollen scarf at the back door and quickly laced her indoor shoes, pausing on her way through the kitchen to talk to Cook and Nellie, both perspiring in the stifling heat and immersed in preparations for supper. More men had arrived home with Mr Tom and His Lordship, they told her, Cook again looking doleful and wondering aloud when she could expect manna to drop from Heaven to feed this next lot, for she was sure there was almost nothing left in the larder. Louisa sighed heavily and promised airily, setting off in a reluctant search for William. No point trying to talk to Tom who was either openly hostile or pointedly ignored her at every turn.

They were gathered as usual around the long, elegantly carved dinner table, formerly a beautiful, burnished mahogany, but now coated with a grimy film that dulled it to a grubby brown. Louisa was conscious that a good polish would shift the layer and restore the table to its former glory, but who had time for polishing? The daily battle to manage the estate and feed the house’s inhabitants and the disparate groups that filtered intermittently through its doors was now all-consuming. Cooking, cleaning the kitchen, the range and its dishes, pots and pans and preparing the next meal were the order of the day, every day, a ceaseless routine that was almost regimented in its clockwork monotony. With Louisa’s help, Cook and Nellie also managed to wash clothes and occasionally change the sheets in the bedrooms, using the great copper in the stone-walled laundry that reeked permanently of boiling linen, its ceiling criss-crossed with ropes for indoor drying, the enormous mangle taking two to turn as it gripped a sheet between its iron rollers. It was tough, physical work and much harder now that they were all on a more spartan diet given the impact of the strict rationing imposed by their own government and maintained by the occupier. Louisa was fast becoming used to her new life as simply another member of the household staff in her own home. It was no time to play the fine lady.

Now standing in the deep shadows that collected at the door of the dining room where a dusty chandelier dripped opaque crystal tears, its sporadic electric bulbs struggling valiantly to bathe the room in some semblance of light, Louisa prepared to count the men who had appeared for supper. As she counted she briefly studied each face. The men paid no attention to her and that allowed her the luxury of scrutiny, as long as she was quick, of course, William would never permit her to stand and survey his men for any length of time. She glanced fleetingly at the various faces in turn, noting the strain on each, the thin aspect, the greyish pallor, all enhanced by the shadowy, diffused light that lay in the hollows of their faces and caught the flash of eyes that turned to regard the different speakers. She recognised none of these men except … she glimpsed the dark-haired man who had fleetingly smiled at her the week before … ah, he was back. She paused and allowed her eyes to rest on him for the briefest moment. He was fine-featured, his face somehow captivating, and he seemed far less strained than his fellows. Indeed, had he not been engaged in planning actions that would see them all summarily executed were they to be discovered, she imagined that he could almost have appeared cheerful. He caught sight of her and gazed back … and there it was again, the tiniest of smiles. She looked quickly away, concerned that William would notice, then, having completed her count, turned soundlessly to leave. But his smile stayed with her and it seemed to her that its mere suggestion of warmth had softened the chill that gripped her heart.

The men duly served and the meal over, Cook’s voluble grumbling having finally subsided to a dull groan, Nellie began the mammoth task of cleaning the range while Louisa slipped away to clear the supper dishes. She returned with an armful of dirty plates and cutlery, deposited them on the draining board next to the sink and traipsed back for the last load. In the hallway she came to a sudden stop, finding herself face to face with the man with the smile. Louisa gasped slightly. The men never helped and never spoke to her; William’s rule that forbade contact of any kind was imposed with strident equality on both sides. She could have recited his oft-stated reason line and verse — it was his way of ensuring that she and her domestic staff could not identify the men. But this man was clearly of his own mind. He handed her the pile of plates and cutlery with the same soft smile and, as he did, he whispered to her.

‘It’s Simon.’

Louisa swallowed another gasp. The men never revealed their names and she knew she could never have asked.

‘Louisa,’ she replied, mesmerised.

He smiled again and backed away, returning to the dining room and closing the door. She stood, transfixed, and watched in his wake. She knew that this was not his real name, most of the men using a single Christian name as a code-name, but that was immaterial. He had wanted her to know him. In her strictured, isolated life peopled only by those who lived in her immediate neighbourhood, a new face was cause for suspicion, wariness, dread even, particularly now, particularly since the occupier had arrived. But that tiny, fleeting smile and the sharing of identity gave Louisa cause for reflection, for celebration almost.



Chapter 3
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Unwelcome guests


William had warned her with grim certainty that the occupier would come. There would be soldiers, they would require feeding, nothing more, or so he thought. Once they had eaten, they would leave, resuming whatever journey they had interrupted to be fed, or so he thought. Louisa had stood impassively and nodded her understanding. She could do little else. She and Cook marshalled their sparse resources, already stretched to breaking point by the necessity to feed the members of William’s clandestine group who streamed in late at night or at odd times of the day. They managed this only because of a careful program of slaughtering extra stock as the need arose and hiding the jointed carcass in a purpose-built zinc-lined ice box in a hidden cellar which kept the meat chilled. Extra vegetables and fish from the river, salted and preserved, were packaged and stacked carefully in the shelves that lined the cellar, the door locked and sealed and opened only when the kitchen larder needed restocking. Even then, few were trusted with knowledge of the precious repository and its whereabouts, the penalties for hoarding food made abundantly clear by the invader. Louisa knew the entire household would be packed off to a camp should the cellar be discovered. It was a secret that had to be kept.


Now she stood with Cook as they planned a meal that would feed the occupiers without exhausting the meagre stocks of the larder while, at the same time, quietly satisfying their need to demonstrate their contempt. A thick broth was the answer, its filmy depths featuring lumps of mutton and vegetables well past their best — the occupier did not deserve the best. As always, there were plenty of potatoes, used as a base for every imaginable dish, from potato pastry to a potato version of the much-loved Yorkshire pudding. Taste was important, and with onions now scarce, the traditional import market from France and Spain having been interrupted by war, Cook would have to resort to a handful of salt and a few basic herbs from pots in the neglected greenhouse. The greenhouse itself was now largely given over to the optimistic cultivation of onions, but progress was slow and the small numbers produced were not destined to be wasted on the occupier.


On the other hand, what was commonly referred to as the ‘national loaf’ would certainly be served in large quantities. This was a type of heavy wheaten bread that had replaced the fine white loaf of pre-rationing days, its volume often bolstered with the stealthy addition of a variety of unpalatable ingredients including sawdust and cardboard. Thick slices of the national loaf would be dished up to the occupier to ensure that these men felt sufficiently well fed to continue on their way. On this occasion, Cook’s version of the national loaf would feature rather more sawdust than usual — again, they were deemed to deserve no better. Mugs of ersatz coffee made with acorns would complete the meal. Cook wore her most pained look, Nellie swallowed nervously and wrung her hands and Louisa simply felt desperate. There was no ale, and Louisa was adamant that wine was also off the menu. The house’s well-stocked wine cellar had been emptied early in the war, its contents moved to a carefully constructed underground pit for safe keeping. There they had remained, tucked away until liberation, which would hopefully occur while those who knew the pit’s whereabouts remained alive to disclose it to their liberators.


When at last the occupiers arrived, William and Tom were out, somewhere on the estate and well away from the house. Louisa sighed in exasperation. She had known somehow that she would be left to manage alone, it simply seemed to be the way it was. But the fact of knowing did not make it any easier; it could not boost her spirits nor supplement her paltry stocks of courage. At least the rain had stopped, although the sodden countryside was no drier as a result. Instead, an oppressive cloud hung heavily over the house and woodland and the air was thick and fetid, a portent of more rain to come, no doubt soon. The dogs on the tenant farms a few miles down the road began to bark and Louisa felt a prickling along the back of her neck. She watched from an upstairs window, busying herself as she waited. Soon she heard her own dogs roar into life. Then the drab green trucks rolled up the driveway, splashing mud and hitting the rutted side of the road every few yards with a dull thud.


The main driveway to Branston House was deceptive, its serpentine form effectively bearing those who approached the building away from the front of the house, a clever piece of engineering by the estate’s former workforce prior to the invasion. This deliberate rerouting of the main driveway was designed to deny an occupier easy access to the most vulnerable part of the house — its elaborate portico and the bay windows that lined its front. Instead the road led directly to the courtyard at the heavily buttressed back of the house with its all-seeing windows and their sweeping views of the surrounding countryside. From the rear of the house, the gentle slope into the valley was clearly visible with its byways, roads and lanes, which suited the defenders perfectly — except that, by the time the grey-green hordes of invaders had arrived, there were too few men left to defend it.


Now the road was traversed by the occupiers who followed it obediently around to the back of the house. The trucks lurched to a stop and helmeted men leapt out, brandishing black, long-barrelled guns. Louisa descended the stairs slowly, taking her time, waiting until the visitors had acquired some form of order and the harsh shouting had subsided. She crossed the cavernous kitchen, making reassuring noises to Cook and Nellie as she passed and then paused before unbolting the heavy oak door at the top of the stone steps that was the entrance to the back of the house. She swung it open, inch by gradual inch, and stood watching for a few minutes as the occupiers rearranged themselves several times, wading and splashing in the waterlogged morass that was the rear courtyard. All the while, her resentment built. Finally a young officer approached the door where she stood, his grey-green uniform elegantly tailored and adorned with ribbons and shiny brass buttons and badges.


‘You are the lady of the house?’


His English was precise and sharply accented.


‘Yes.’


He clicked the heels of his glossy black boots, their polished surface now considerably muddied, and bowed smartly.


‘Hauptmann Franz Koenig.’


He paused expectantly. Louisa waited, her resentment now translating to deliberate obstructiveness. He looked uncomfortable.


‘You are …?’


‘Mrs Carmody.’


He appeared slightly surprised.


‘Oh, you are not Lady …’


‘No, that was my father-in-law’s wife. She died two years ago.’


‘Ah, now I understand.’ He paused, corralling his comprehension. ‘Where is Lord Branston?’ he asked rather more abruptly, as if recovering some lost assertiveness.


‘I don’t know,’ she replied simply.


The young officer waited for further information which, once again, was not forthcoming. Now he was becoming increasingly confused, the uneven brows on his oval face knitting considerably.


‘So … you are here alone?’


‘Yes — apart from my kitchen staff.’


By now, Louisa recognised that obstructiveness would only see the occupiers extend their stay and decided that it was time to adopt a more helpful tone.


‘And what has brought you here, Hauptmann?’


‘We are relieving the garrison. I was told we could eat here ...’


‘I see. Did you bring some food for your men?’


He gave her a stunned look.


‘No, of course not. It is expected that you will supply the food.’


Louisa emitted a quiet sigh as she dismissed the last vestiges of her obstructiveness.


‘We are not used to provisioning for an extra dozen men.’


The officer was beginning to look irritated and Louisa assessed that she was on the cusp of raising his ire.


‘Very well,’ she told him in an exasperated voice, ‘tell your men to form a line here by the door and we will serve them what we have.’ She half-turned as if to enter the house, only to realise that he was intent on following her.


‘I will eat with you.’


She paused.


‘No.’


‘No?’


He studied her as if concerned that he had not understood her meaning.


‘No,’ she repeated.


His confusion deepened.


‘You do not eat?’


‘No,’ she replied firmly, ‘because there is not enough food. You all eat, we cannot. Do you understand?’


He nodded dumbly, his brow still furrowed in confusion, his grey eyes slightly narrowed.


‘I will have my cook and housemaid bring the food out. Line the men up so that we can serve them. They can sit here,’ she gestured to a series of rough chairs and benches vaguely grouped on a bricked platform at one end of the courtyard, close to the wall of the house and minimally sheltered by its eaves.


‘If you prefer, you can eat there.’


She pointed to a small table with chairs, also positioned ostensibly under cover and on a mossy pavement, but a little way apart from the others. Then she turned and disappeared inside while the gaping officer surveyed the muddy courtyard with growing dismay.
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By the time William and Tom returned with several men in tow, the occupiers were long gone and the rain that had threatened had begun to fall in earnest. The men shook themselves off on the stone steps and shuffled through the kitchen to the dining room as Louisa stood by the door and watched them file past. She felt the tension as Tom passed her, as if he were somehow pushing her aside so that he would not be forced to engage with her. As it was, he simply gave her a blank look before quickly averting his eyes and lowering his head. She consoled herself with the thought that this time he had actually looked at her. William emerged towards the end of the line and paused to fix his gaze on her, his blue eyes searching her face as if looking for evidence of some misdemeanour.


‘They came?’


‘Yes.’


‘How many?’


‘A dozen men and an officer.’


‘How long did they stay?’


‘An hour perhaps.’


He sniffed, nodded curtly and prepared to move on, tossing a final comment in his wake.


‘I don’t suppose you know where they were going.’


‘ To their garrison close to Breaker’s Hill.’


William stopped abruptly, turned and the deeply etched lines of his face broadened in surprise, the furred tracts of his eyebrows raised.


‘How do you know?’


‘I asked the officer and he told me.’


William gaped slightly, gave her a brief look of astonishment and moved through into the dining room. She had not expected gratitude or even an acknowledgement that she had done well, so she was far from disappointed by its absence.


A moment later, she felt a hand on her arm. She turned in surprise. It was Simon. He peered into her face anxiously.


‘Did they frighten you?’


She relaxed a little, grateful for his concern, this man who was neither kith nor kin and about whom she knew absolutely nothing.


‘No, they were less trouble than I had thought, although the officer was a little miffed that I wouldn’t let him inside the house.’


Simon was startled by this revelation and swallowed a laugh.


‘Oh good for you. So where did he eat?’


‘Outside with his men.’


He beamed.


‘Excellent, how jolly satisfying.’


She felt herself uncurl at the edges. She enjoyed the sound of his voice, mellow, aristocratic and slightly musical. He touched her arm again, his expression now clouding slightly.


‘It might not be so easy next time, Louisa, you understand that, don’t you.’


‘Yes.’


She gazed on the finely structured face, the curls on his brow just slightly disarrayed, enjoying the opportunity to study him and relishing the sense that he cared enough about her to be concerned for her safety.


‘I expect next time they will be far more insistent.’ She shrugged. ‘What can I do but be prepared?’


He squeezed her arm, gave her a parting smile and slipped into the dining room as she watched with a rare feeling of comfort.



Chapter 4
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The burning

By the early summer of 1941 the noose had begun to tighten. The impact of sporadic resistance strikes throughout the country was beginning to tell on the occupier and the result was an increase in military presence with frequent raids on those locations considered trouble spots and an escalation in punishment for those suspected of supporting the resisters. Collaboration also appeared to be on the rise and, as a result, trust was in even shorter supply. The men who appeared in Louisa’s dining room were thinner, shabbier and even more on edge, their wariness tangible, their nerves raw. She saw the same haggard faces time and again, a sign that they were either having trouble recruiting others to their cause or that they simply refused to trust anyone else. Their actions were now riskier, the threat far greater given the larger proportion of occupiers in country areas, and the resisters wound back their activities as a consequence, making them far more random, increasingly favouring the targeting of remote and isolated posts and installations. The change of strategy appeared to herald a brief period of success, with the occupier initially caught off-guard and floundering for an effective response. But they knew this would not last. And they knew they were being watched, both by the occupier and by those of their own countrymen who had been won to the cause of the invader.

Louisa began to sense a growing momentum. The group was building towards some form of strike against the occupier, although she could not even guess when, where or what. She read the drawn faces of the men around her table, noting the fact that they met at increasingly random times of the day or night. She could not ask, but she could listen, particularly to her household staff who, like Louisa herself, often ventured into the drab little village and to the other farms in the district, most frequently those that lay within the broad boundaries of the Branston estate. On their return she made it her business to occupy herself in the kitchen where she could gently probe, asking ostensibly innocuous questions concerning what they had seen and heard and who they had met, aware that they were more likely to be trusted with information by the increasingly watchful villagers who had known them all their lives. Occasionally it bore unexpected fruit.

Jonas, in particular, was an excellent source of intelligence. Having lost a son in the invasion, his hatred of the occupier was deep and visceral. But Jonas was also far more intelligent and observant than the elderly, shambolic hayseed he appeared to be and he seemed able to lull others into confidences that they might not otherwise have shared. A lifelong farm labourer and shepherd, Jonas had a sixth sense where the lie of the land was concerned. He had grown up close to Branston House, his family long-term tenant farmers on the estate, although Jonas himself was now integral to the operation of the estate as a whole, working closely with William and Tom. There was good reason for this. Jonas knew this land and its outlying districts like no other and he turned a beaked nose to the wind, sensing not only the approaching weather, but also any impending trouble. A man of few words, he said just enough to encourage others to talk and then sat, stood or leaned — and listened. And he remembered. The older farmers talked to him, as did their care-laden wives. They in turn watched the younger members of their families and the local villagers and farmhands, noting movements and, importantly, their interaction with the occupier. The word was passed back to Jonas, not because anyone suspected him of engaging in subversive activities, but because of the unspoken recognition that he would know who was.

On this particular grey, early summer day, with its mottled clouds drifting piecemeal across a dull, discoloured sky, Louisa glanced out of an upstairs window to see Jonas propped against the weathered head of an ancient stone trough on a tiny island of dry ground that had appeared to one side of the swampy morass that was the back courtyard of the house. Jonas leaned in gentle repose, his sparse grey hair tucked under his customary woolly cap, now so fluffy with age it resembled a bird’s nest. Louisa studied him with interest, regarding his very presence as the sure sign that he had something to tell her. She traipsed her way down the staircase with its threadbare carpet, the pattern almost faded to nothingness, and emerged into the heavy, moist air of the morning. She pulled on her boots, drew her shawl close around her and trudged her way through the mire, moving to prop beside the older man who had risen to greet her, touching a knuckle to his forehead.

‘Please sit down Jonas, are you well?’

‘Not bad fer my age, Missis, God be praised.’ He paused and dropped his head momentarily, framing his words. ‘Reg Hurley down Ludgrove Brook way sez ’e’s seen more of ’em around than afore.’

Louisa frowned slightly and nodded her understanding. This was not good news.

‘He sez ’e thinks they’re plannin’ a sweep, lookin’ for someone, summat. Might be as well to lie low for a week or so mebbe.’

Louisa gave him a look of gratitude.

‘Can I bring you a mug of tea Jonas?’

He shook his head.

‘No, thank ’ee Missis, don’t trouble yerself.’

‘It’s no trouble. Find yourself a comfy spot and I’ll bring you something.’

She knew he would not come into the house, but at the same time he was unlikely to quibble over the dreadful ersatz tea they were all forced to drink. As long as it was hot and wet, Jonas would be grateful. She reappeared a little later with a mug of tea and a heavy wholemeal scone on a tin plate, and he touched his furry cap in thanks.

Later that day, as the burgeoning flurries of cloud crowded the pale evening light from the sky, Tom and William appeared. Louisa served them their supper and waited by the door in the bleak, lustreless light of the dining room chandelier, wondering if either would acknowledge her presence. Tom retreated behind his customary wall of silence, his eyes fixed on his plate. It was William who looked up, his blue eyes hard, his steely expression ready with a series of reproaches should she step out of line.

‘Something to tell us, Louisa?’

Both stopped eating immediately. William held her in his steady gaze, his eyes narrowing, his feathery white brows furrowed in query. Tom merely paused in between mouthfuls, his eyes still fastened firmly on his plate.
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